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Desperate for a last-minute date to her boss’s wedding, Tia takes a friend’s advice and hires a male companion from a website, “Gents 4 Ladies” featured on a daytime talk show. The website seemed completely legitimate and even explicitly stated that the men are hired for companionship only and that no intimate favors will be performed in exchange for money.

Jordan, a highly respected financial manager, is shocked and dismayed when a young woman calls his cellphone requesting his services as a companion to a wedding. Realizing someone is playing a vicious prank on him by uploading his profile to an escort site, he decides to go along with the farce in hopes of finding out who the culprit is.

The only problem is strait-laced Jordan thinks he’s being hired for the “total package”-dinner, dancing and whatever “other services” the lady desires...
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Chapter One: Tia 
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Tia knew she was crazy for even thinking about it.

If her boss hadn’t been so smug when Tia told her she would be attending her upcoming wedding solo, she wouldn’t even be considering such a crazy idea.

“It’s so hard for a woman to find a good man these days, isn’t it dear?” her boss had said with a condescending pat on her shoulder. “Maybe one day you’ll find a man like my dear Jonathan.”

Tia wanted to smack her. Instead, a seed of an idea formed in her head. What if she brought the most handsome, sexy, drop-dead gorgeous man she could find as her date to the wedding? That would shut her boss up. And after all, how hard could it be to find somebody?

Turned out to be pretty damn hard.

She’d quickly run through her short list of possible dates without any success. Going to a wedding would be torture for any man and they all had good excuses why they couldn’t escort her. Now here it was, three days before the big wedding on Saturday, and she didn’t have a date.

Oh my God, my life is crap, Tia decided, fingers pressed to her temples. How was it possible that a woman in her mid-twenties, successful with loads of friends, could feel so lonely? 

All she needed was a man to accompany her for a few hours. To show her boss she could indeed find a good man if she wanted to.

Just like that, she’d made up her mind the next move to make.

It took a few minutes on the search engine to get her to where she wanted to be. She’d seen the website featured on a talk show and it sounded completely legit.

She typed in the name “Gents 4 Ladies” and there it was.

It looked like some kind of a male dating app or directory, with hordes of gorgeous guys promising an evening of conversation, companionship or dancing. The website explicitly stated that no sexual favors would be granted in exchange for money. The males were simply offering their companionship and nothing more.

Well, Tia thought, companionship for a few hours is exactly what I’m looking for.

Only last week, her close friend and colleague, Alyssa, had recommended the website as both girls had hung out at their favorite bar and discussed Tia’s dilemma. 

“You’ve always threatened to go the ‘gigolo’ route if you ever ran out of options,” Alyssa teased, her blue eyes twinkling beneath her thick blonde fringe.

Tia had looked doubtfully into her tequila. “I was only joking! Do you really think I could pay someone to go with me?”

Alyssa nodded firmly. “Just check out that website and look for “Jordan”. He comes highly recommended from a friend of mine. She needed an escort for a trade show function. From what I hear, he’s gorgeous.” An impish grin crossed the petite blonde’s face, and she added, “If you ever make up your mind to go for it, Jordan sounds like your best bet.”

Tia hadn’t taken Alyssa seriously, not then. 

But now, a week later, curiosity and a sense of adventure suddenly struck her. Truth was, she needed this; a bit of excitement, something out of her comfort zone to make her feel like she still had red blood in her veins and wasn’t turning into a burned out prune at barely twenty-seven.

Suddenly, her fingers were flying over the keys as she found her way to the website Alyssa had suggested. Soon she was going through the guys’ photo gallery, keeping in mind the name ‘Jordan’ as she decided she would stick with Alyssa’s commendation in that regard as well. All this was new to Tia and she definitely wasn’t taking chances.

In no time, she’d picked him out from the numerous guys, and couldn’t hold back a gasp.

Alyssa had been right. He was a total hunk; and unlike the others his own shot didn’t look posed but seemed just like he was taking a casual stroll along the beach when the image was taken. He was smiling into the camera, a warm, teasing smile that made her wonder who had been behind the lens. A loving girlfriend?

His name was simply Jordan, with a single cryptic line: Good at dancing and conversation.

Hmm, Tia mused, now curious enough to go ahead and click on his picture to view his profile. His "page" was more descriptive and full of details. 

Jordan. I know how to please... Whether it's for a classy night out with dinner and drinks or a serious business function, I'm your man. I promise to give you top value - or your money back. Guaranteed.

Now that really struck Tia as funny. What escort gave a money-back guarantee? She chuckled to herself; obviously he was a joker. And yet he'd made enough of an impression to make her want to pick up the phone and call the number provided on the screen. 

She didn't want to check out the profiles of any other guys; she was afraid she'd lose her nerve and change her mind about the whole thing if she did. After all, this was way beyond anything she’d ever tried in the past. At least this guy came with a referral from a friend.

Truth be told, the guy named Jordan was certainly nothing like the men Tia normally dated. And hey, if she was going to do something as outrageous as hiring a male escort, she might as well go all the way and pick someone to blow her boss’s socks off – right?

So she was picking Jordan as her first and only choice, decided Tia. And if there was anything she felt uneasy with after the phone call, then she'd forget about the whole idea.

She couldn’t wait to see her boss’s face when she walked through the receiving line at the reception with Jordan. Smiling wickedly to herself in new-found anticipation, she reached for the phone.
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Chapter Two: Jordan
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"I'm sorry, I think you've got the wrong number," Jordan said, frowning slightly as he listened to the smooth, flowing feminine voice on the phone. The caller had just told him she was interested in booking a male companion for a few hours to attend a wedding.

"Really? Aren't you Jordan?"

He paused, shocked. How did she know his name? "Ah...yes, I am, but..."

"Look, Jordan, I've never done this before, and it's kind of nerve-racking for me. So I'd appreciate it if you just let me know what I need to do here. Once again, are you Jordan, good with conversation and dancing? With a money-back guarantee?"

Once again Jordan was thunderstruck. He was getting really freaked out here. But he decided there had to be a good explanation for all this.

"Look um, lady, could you tell me where you got my phone number and all this information?"

"Its right there on this website called Gents 4 Ladies. And it has your number on it and now I'm talking to you so obviously I'm not the one who's mixed up here. So are you a male escort or not?"

Apparently I am, Jordan thought in amazement as he stared at the computer screen in front of him. He'd typed in the address she'd mentioned, and right there was his name and photo listed on the home page with a host of other guys.

What the hell? He clicked on his photo, scanned the "details", and decided that someone out there, someone very close to him and very crazy, was playing a prank on him.

"Jordan, are you there?"

He shook out of his daze to find the woman was still on the line. He realized he was curious about her. Was she in on the joke? Was this all part of the set-up? And how on earth could he get to the bottom of this, discover who was behind this? It had to be for a television show like “Punked.” There couldn’t be any other explanation. But who would do something this crazy?

Only one way to find out, he mused. He decided to play along.

"Yes, ma’am, I'm still here."

Tia sighed deeply. For a second she'd been about to say screw it and just hang up. But there was something about the way he sounded; he had a distinct, very stirring voice. And sexy. She forced herself to focus.

"So, Jordan. Down to business. I looked carefully over your portfolio and the services you provide. I'm interested in the full package."

"Full package?”

Jordan hoped she couldn't hear the slight croak in his voice. His eyes ranged over the web page in front of him, but he was too muddled up by the whole fiasco to even understand what was happening. The words on the screen suddenly seemed jumbled up, gibberish.

"Ah...what's your name if I may ask?"

She seemed to hesitate, and then said, "Tia."

"OK, Tia. Great. So...if you could just spell things out for me so I'll know exactly what you ah...you desire." 

Shit! That sounded so lame even to his own ears. If he ever got his hands on whoever was responsible for this.

"Fine. Um...well, I'm looking at your page now, and it seems you've ticked certain items regarding what you're able to offer."

"Yes...?"

"Well, I'm thinking of trying the whole deal: dining, then dancing and whatever else comes with it. I assume since it’s a wedding I would need to purchase the whole package?"

Jordan's brain had flipped since the word "whole package."

What a damn minute!

Oh my God! What the hell did that mean? Was sex involved? Surely so. Wasn’t that illegal though? But the site was for male escorts after all. It felt like his hormones had flashed forward ahead of him and his brain just couldn’t catch up.

Well, he had to give it to this Tia lady; any woman who could be so business-like about such a sensitive issue had to be something. He couldn't help wondering what she looked like; was she a stunner? Why was she booking a date anyway? Was she a lonely, neglected housewife, or an adventurous modern chick who liked to live on the wild side? Or was she just a desperate female looking for any kind of fun available on the internet? 

Not that he’d ever tried it, but Jordan knew a few things about internet dating and seeking companionship online especially in this hectic day and age where meeting like minds was harder than ever. Did Tia fit this category?

Why the hell was he even wondering? 

He should be hanging up and then freaking out about having his picture on the internet with his real name and real phone number out there for random women to just ring him up and order dinner and the “whole package.” He wondered whatever else it said in his profile that he'd be willing to do for money.

But he didn't hang up. 

Oh no, he kept listening, as honey-voiced Tia with the professional tone kept talking about her boss and a wedding.

"Wait...what?" He suddenly blurted out, as her last sentence finally broke through the haze. "Did you say you wanted to book for this Saturday?"

"Why, yes...I know it's very short notice. But I was really hoping you'd be available. I'll understand if you aren't. I’m desperate here."

Oh, sure I'm not; I've got a whole line of clients waiting for me to please and tease them, he thought wildly, but managed to rein himself in to say, "No, I'm free."

"That's great. Like I said, this will be my very first experience and I don't mind paying some extra for you agreeing on such a quick booking. So, is there an agency or some kind of administrative angle I need to deal with, I mean regarding the payment process?"

Jordan felt like he'd been rocked off a boat when he realized that, hey, here was a woman, about to pay for his companionship. Even though she hadn’t mentioned sex, he was certain she had that in mind as well. There was something so fucking kinky about the idea.

"Thanks, Tia, but cash is fine,” he said, not really knowing what the hell he was talking about. “And it’s really generous of you - about offering to pay extra. However, since this is your very first time, I will even be willing to give you a discount."

Are you crazy? The sensible voice in his head yelled. You aren't supposed to be offering a discount; you're supposed to be telling her that this was all a crazy prank. You're supposed to be calling the police and reporting how your privacy, your decency has been violated.

In fact, Jordan was opening his mouth to tell her exactly that. That hey, this was all just a bad mistake, and advise her to maybe try some other male escort. A real male escort.

But then suddenly, he realized that was the last thing he wanted her to do.
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Chapter Three: Tia
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Tia was surprised how easy it all turned out to be. She'd been dreading some long-drawn out process and going through one agent and another. And yet all it had taken was one phone call.

She was almost jittery with anticipation. This Jordan guy had seemed different from what she'd imagined. He'd sounded quite cultured, and she couldn't help thinking that some of these male escorts were maybe professional men who liked to indulge in some alternative past-time just for the fun of it. 

Was her Jordan that kind of guy?

She laughed out loud at the thought that she'd called him ‘her’ Jordan. Obviously she was really looking forward to her night. She felt nervous, and filled with an excitement and interest in life she hadn't felt in a long time.

Was that why some people - both men and women - liked the idea of no-strings meetups? Was it for the taste of the exotic and the forbidden brought to an otherwise everyday existence? 

Tia liked to think so. 

It was certainly true she had her own reasons, yet she was sure that not everyone who sought the companionship of escorts was lonely or desperate for a last-minute date – which just happened to be true in her case.

But for now, she was looking forward to an evening with Jordan, her very own male escort.
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Chapter Four: Jordan
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Once he hung up his call with Tia, Jordan quickly called his closest friend Tommy and asked that they meet - pronto.

"How about we hook up later for drinks, man. I’m kinda busy,” Tommy said distractedly.

“Tommy, I need to see you now. It’s an emergency. Look, I’ll come by your office. I can be there in fifteen minutes,” Jordan replied.

Tommy sounded doubtful as he said, “Okay, man. If it’s that important.”

“Trust me, it is,” Jordan said, his jaw tight. And then he was rushing out of his office, throwing instructions over his shoulder to his secretary that he’d be gone for the rest of the day. He had a glimpse of her amazed expression, and smiled a little to himself. He was certainly acting out of character; that was for sure. The woman would be wondering what must have happened to her very calm, collected and hard-to-faze boss? Well, Jordan was fazed like hell right then. And he needed answers.




***
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“HONESTLY, JORDAN, YOU don’t think I’m behind this?”

Jordan looked at his friend, who was staring at the computer screen where they were both viewing the male escort site where Jordan was prominently displayed on the first page.

“If not you, who else could it be? You’re the only person I know with such a warped sense of humor!”

“Anyone else but me,” Tommy said, throwing up his hands. “I don’t even have the imagination to think up something like this. Trust me man, this is way out of what even I would be capable of. Way out of line. I mean, this is downright cruel.”

Once again Jordan studied Tommy’s face, and saw that the guy looked wounded, surprised, even dismayed. But then he ruined it by adding with a lop-sided grin, “So, you already got your first customer, huh?”

“Tommy...”

“Hey, I mean, check it out, pal,” Tommy said. “Some escorts have been on here for months probably, and don’t even get a call. But your profile gets put up and in just a week, you’ve already been hired for a job.” Tommy wasn’t even trying to keep a straight face anymore, and Jordan scowled.

“How come you know it’s only been up for a week?” he asked suspiciously, and Tommy paused.

He then pointed to a line just beneath Jordan’s photo, at the bottom of the page. “Says right here, joined July 16th. That’s one week ago.”

Jordan still looked suspicious, but then he said, “You see, I didn’t even notice something like that. But with you being a lawyer, you’re certainly more observant. Maybe we can get to the bottom of this, together. At least now I know how long since my photo and personal details have been put up.”

“It’s got to be someone with a grudge,” Tommy said, shrugging. “This goes beyond a joke man. I mean, your personal phone number, your picture and everything – this is no friendly, every day prank. Someone really wanted to annoy the shit out of you. Someone very vindictive.”

Tommy’s words made Jordan’s brain click, and he suddenly said, “You think it’s Chloe?”

Tommy stopped short, and realization dawned. “You know, it actually could be.”

Jordan gritted his teeth as he looked at his friend and knew the guy was thinking exactly what he was thinking. Chloe, his ex-girlfriend. Ex-fiancée to be exact. They’d just broken up three weeks ago, and he hadn’t seen nor heard from her since then.

“So, this looks like something she would do?” Jordan mused.

“Dude, you dumped her. Two months to the wedding. And she really had her heart set on you, you know. And then there’s that saying about a woman scorned. Maybe she just wanted to have a laugh, teach you a lesson. This isn’t really hurting anyone, is it?”

“How can you say that?” Jordan gasped. “Tom, I’m a well-respected financial consultant. People entrust their businesses, their whole incomes, to me to look after. I’m a responsible man with corporations on my client list. How would it look like if it comes out I’m shadowing as a male escort in my spare time? Offering strange women companionship for money and Lord knows what else?” he said, his eyes on the screen as he read down his profile.

Tommy smirked. “I’m not sure, but since she didn’t exactly specify you as “straight.”

“So in essence, I’m also offering my service to guys, too? Is this a gay site?”

“Maybe,” Tommy said, obviously struggling to control his urge to laugh.

“You think this is funny, don’t you?” Jordan growled, glaring at him.

And with that, Tommy simply collapsed into laughter. Jordan waited with cool patience for several moments as Tommy tried to control his amusement.

“Look, I’m sorry man,” Tommy gasped when he could finally breathe and speak at the same time. He was holding his belly and he tried to get his merriment under control. “I know it’s low, laughing about it, but you’ve got to see there’s a light side in this situation somewhere.”

“I don’t see it,” Jordan said, deadpan. “I don’t see how the hell this can be funny. I just got a call this afternoon from a strange woman named Tia, and she has effectively booked me for an evening. Attending a wedding with her might not be so bad, but what if she is expecting other services for her money? Is that even legal?”

Tommy was staring at Jordan. “No. And to get around it the website explicitly states no sexual favors in exchange for money, but hey, it’s an escort site. What the hell do you think she’s paying for? Think about it. That’s so...fucking hot, man.”

Jordan glared at him again, but he had to admit, it was. And that was part of the reason why he hadn’t had the heart to stop her; part of him had been curious to find out what exactly this woman wanted. His curiosity had been pricked; once he got to realize she may not be in on the prank, but was an innocent client-to-be, he’d started having the strangest ideas.

Jordan was the kind of guy who liked to try everything at least once, and he certainly had some experience with some other out-of-the-ordinary stuff. He’d even been cuffed to a bed once or twice, he’d confess. But at least, he’d done these things with a girlfriend, someone he knew and trusted. So why was he even considering meeting this strange woman?

“You’re thinking of doing it, aren’t you?” Tommy asked, breaking into Jordan’s thoughts. His voice was hushed, and tinged with something like envy. “You sly old dog.”

“I don’t know!” Jordan exclaimed. “I’m not sure what one does in a situation like this. I mean, when she called me and started talking, I just blanked out. It was like I was on some joke TV show. I kept expecting someone to burst in and say I just got “pranked” or something.”

Tommy let out a “whoosh”, and then said soberly, “Look, you don’t have to do this, Jordan. Just call her up and tell her the truth. I mean what if she’s some psychopath serial killer? I don’t want anything to happen to you.” He looked sincerely concerned. Jordan was touched, really.

“Neither do I,” Jordan muttered. “So how can you help me? You’re a lawyer; you must know someone good with investigating. Is it possible to find out who posted my profile?”

Tommy stroked his chin thoughtfully. “You know, I might be able to. There’s this guy, some kind of hacker, but officially, he works as a computer programmer. He helped me out with a simple case of online identity theft some months ago. He might know how to find the person who did this. Maybe trace the computer or IP address or email from where it was posted.”

“Great,” Jordan said, gripping Tommy’s shoulder. “Get him on it. I really don’t want to involve the police just yet.”

“Why not?” Jordan,” Tommy said in warning, as his friend rose to his feet. “Come on. Don’t do it, man.”

Jordan glanced guiltily at Tommy. “What are you talking about? I just want to meet her okay? It will be my chance to apologize and tell her the truth. It might be embarrassing, for both of us. But I’d rather see her face to face and explain what’s happened. Apparently she really needs a date for this big wedding she’s attending. She was saying something about it being her first time trying out a male escort.”

“And now you’re going to ruin it for her. Forever,” Tommy said, suddenly grinning. “I mean, think how she’ll feel when she finds out the first escort she chooses is not even an escort. And this is risky for her as well as you. Extremely risky. She’s acted really carelessly I must say. The actual process of booking a proper independent escort is usually, far more detailed and systematic - which is for her own protection. There are actual agencies for this sort of thing; so that way both the client and the service provider can be sure that there’s an element of security if something goes wrong.”

It was Jordan’s turn to stare at his friend. “How do you know so much about this? Have you tried an escort before?”

“Hey, due to my job I get to know about a lot of procedures, okay? But yeah, I have had an escort before – a female one,” he confessed with a goofy grin. “Tried it when I had to go to Australia for a conference. And trust me, it was great. She was classy, just like any woman you’d see walking around this law firm. Most of these ladies are independent escorts; which means they work for themselves, call their own shots. They can be anyone from a former beauty queen to your dentist. Anyway, mine was sexy, beautiful. Spectacular assets. She showed me around town, and we went to the theater and then dinner. And then back in my hotel room. He widened his eyes expressively. “Mind blowing.”

“How come you never even told me any of this?” Jordan accused.

“What? Strait-laced you? I didn’t want to have you judging me,” Tommy said with mock hurt, then grinned. “Seriously dude, I did it one time on a whim. I was bored, in a strange place, all alone. I did it for the hell of it and it was fun. I might consider doing it again since I got so lucky the first time. Unlike this new “client” of yours,” he added with a bigger grin, sitting back on his chair. “Seems like such a pity that of all the hunks on the site, it had to be you, the one guy who’s not even an escort.”

And then Tommy shrugged. “But then again I can understand why she may have picked you out. I mean here’s a guy offering “gentleman company” and willing to spoil her in the comfort of her home or restaurant. Promising to be a true gentleman with impeccable manners, providing stimulating yet relaxed conversation, and all wrapped in a superb athletic build.”

“Let me see that,” Jordan yelled, and he came back behind the desk to check out what Tommy was reading from the screen. Jordan hadn’t really taken the time to thoroughly view what had been written on his own “page”; he’d been too shocked for much to really register.

But as he read on, he was getting more and more interested in this case. This sounded like a woman who’d been missing some attention, perhaps one who needed a man who had an extra touch. Maybe she wanted someone to make her feel special for the night.

He kept thinking of her, with her sexy voice which had contrasted with her cool, methodical manner. Was she one of those types of women who had the calm, reserved exterior, but who liked to get hot and wild in the sheets? 

Jordan was seriously, seriously considering the options open to him here, and how he could use them, not to his advantage, but to give the woman what she wanted.

And to warn her, of course. Didn’t she realize the danger? She hadn’t even known how to properly book an escort. Women like that could get themselves in trouble. He decided he’d have to make sure he did meet with her and straighten out some things, just so the next time, she’d take more care.

Screw that. 

You’re doing this for you.

That inner, accusing voice made him blink as he decided maybe it was true: he wanted to do this crazy, dumb and stupid thing, and just because he could. She would never even know the difference. And in the end, they’d both get what they wanted. Not a bad prospect was it?

“As your lawyer and your friend, I’m begging you not to do this,” Tommy was saying, breaking into his thoughts once again. “Jordan, you’re supposed to be focusing on finding the culprit and also getting your name and face off that site. You really shouldn’t be playing the gentleman companion this weekend, no matter how the prospect appeals to you. And if I’ll be honest, to me.”

He was grinning again, as if unable to help himself. He sighed when he saw the decided look on Jordan’s face. “What if you meet her, see she’s not what you were expecting? Maybe she’s not your type of woman at all.”

Jordan shrugged. “I’d still go through with it. I mean, isn’t that what escorts do? They don’t just turn people down based on physical appearance or if they aren’t their usual “type”. They’d end up with a drastically slim log of clients if they’re that picky. No, she sounded hot, and I’m sure she is. She even told me a bit about herself and what she’ll be wearing so I’d recognize her in the lobby of the country club where I’m meeting her. I don’t know, Tommy...but the more I think of this, the more I think I can pull it off. Let me give the lady the good time she’s looking for.”

Tommy smiled shrewdly at his friend. “Yeah, so generous of you. But you know that you could get in some legal trouble if she finds out you’re not for real?”

For the first time, Jordan grinned with wide humor, as he headed for the door. “That’s why I’ve got such a hot-shot lawyer like you. You’ll be there to pull me out if that eventuality occurs, which I doubt it will.” He threw open the door and looked back for a moment. “Find out who did this, Tommy,” he added more soberly, then left.
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Chapter Five: Tia
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Tia was not surprised that she had started having cold feet.

She was standing the lobby of the country club, waiting for Jordan to arrive. And yet, she was also having this strong urge to dash out of the room before he appeared. What if this whole thing blew up in her face?

She understood that the concept of exchanging money for companionship could offend some people. But that didn’t bother her. No one would know that the man who would be coming to join her was being paid for his time. She knew she’d be seated at a table of strangers at the reception dinner anyway.

What she was having were those blind date jitters - the suspense becoming too much to bear that you weren’t sure you could wait and face your fears. Would she feel attracted to him when she met him in person? Or would she discover that his profile was photo-shopped and he was not as hot, virile and stimulating as she’d been made to believe?

Damn...he was here.

She recognized him on sight. Not only because it was five thirty on the dot as they had arranged, and not even because he was wearing a dark suit and blue tie like he said he would be. 

No, she knew it was him because once he walked in the door, she recognized his bone-melting smile and his sizzling good looks that even that sexy photo hadn’t portrayed with proper justice.

He’d noticed her too, and she could have sworn he did a double-take when he caught sight of her. She may have only imagined it though, because his charming smile slipped back into place as he strode up to her.

“Nice necklace,” were the first words he said, his chin tipping to the strand of pearls she’d told him she would be wearing. She had to smile, equally tilting her head in response.

“Now that we’ve established identities,” she began, regaining her poise – and her heartbeat.  Next, she was holding out a hand elegantly, as she added, “Why don’t you join me for a wedding?”

He shook hands firmly, and just from that brief yet warm contact, she felt it.

The surge.

That wave of awareness she rarely ever felt but strongly recognized when it happened. That first, simple physical interaction that screamed out “chemistry” to a woman who understood why that was important.

It was important to Tia, that was for sure. It was the reason she was currently single; the reason she’d dumped her last boyfriend. They’d never had it. And over time, it certainly hadn’t developed - which was what she had foolishly hoped. Also, no one she had met since then had been able to dredge up even a flash of it.

And yet, just now, with this perfect stranger, this totally gorgeous, virile-looking hunk of male, she had felt that definite force of electricity. It sent that long-forgotten shiver down her spine; doused her like a bowl of water, hitting her with the sudden wish that she could say, you know what, scrap this stupid wedding. Let’s just go off somewhere and ...

But she restrained herself, and smiled calmly enough as he finally withdrew his hand and tucked her arm into his. He hadn’t taken his eyes off her, and she hazarded a guess that he had maybe read her mind, from the way a pleased smile tilted those gorgeous lips of his. It was hardly possible, and yet, maybe it showed on her face that the boss’s wedding was the last thing on her mind right then.

But Tia drew in one more calming breath, and strained to focus. This was business. An arrangement. She was paying good money for this, she reminded herself – and it was time Mr. Jordan began to earn every cent.
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Chapter Six: Jordan
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Jordan hadn’t known what to expect. Her voice on the phone had hinted at a well-educated, confident, sexy woman. And Tia turned out to be all that and more. She was, in fact, stunning.

She couldn’t be called heavy, but she was certainly filled out in the right places. He wasn’t an expert on such matters, and yet he figured she had to be at least a very curvy size. He thought of what Tommy had warned him about; that maybe she wouldn’t be his type. But hell, whatever type Tia was, she was definitely his. Jordan’s ex-girlfriend had been reed-slim, with the perfect model looks and body. But then Jordan had found out long ago that the model-thin image and size were not always a defining factor when it came to what was sexy, or attractive.

One thing was for sure: Tia looked sexy and attractive. He liked how she wore her hair, done in a wavy style pinned close to the sides of her head. Very feminine. It made her features all the more open to scrutiny, and certainly she had nothing to worry about in the looks department.

Her eyes were a bright, arresting brown, thickly lashed and piercing. It cut right through him every time she looked at him in that speculatively sensual way of hers that made his blood steam up. She seemed ready to leap right at him, Jordan sensed, and just the discovery of having her so attracted to him was making him forget all his good intentions.

The truth was: he’d finally decided to come clean. 

Realized that there was no way he could get away with deceiving her. He’d told himself this over and over, as he’d driven here to meet her. That first crazy impulse he’d felt in Tommy’s office had cooled down into common sense. He’d warned himself that he couldn’t let her go on thinking he was something he was not. He couldn’t proceed with this farce, knowing he was tricking an unsuspecting female.

But then he’d come in, taken one look at her in that alluring emerald green dress, and he’d felt something kick him in the guts.

I can’t deny it; I want her badly, Jordan decided. Their gazes kept locking and he wondered if she knew exactly what she was doing to him. How she was making him ready to forget all his codes, his principles – his sane judgment, just to see where all this would lead.

You could just tell her the truth, a voice told him simply. Let her know that this was all a massive mix-up, and then confess that you are attracted to her anyway. And who knew? It could still end well for both of them. She could laugh it all off with him and say, what the hell, let’s carry on regardless.

But no...this way was far more fun.

Thrilling, even. 

Having her seated beside him, thinking to herself that here was a man who was ready to do her will, to please her in every way she desired – on her terms – stopped Jordan from coming out with the truth. 

He looked into her big, startling brown eyes, and he knew that he’d face the consequences, whatever they were, much later.   Tonight, he was her paid escort. And he was going to make every second, every dime worth it.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Seven: Tia
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“Are you allowed to tell me about yourself?” Tia whispered, her tone half-teasing.

Their first course had arrived at the reception, and she was sipping on her wine glass as she waited for him to reply. She’d spoken to Alyssa about it and while her friend had advised Tia not to say anything about other women or his past clients, Alyssa had still sounded thrilled that Tia had taken the plunge and also, that she’d picked Jordan.

“Make sure you enjoy yourself and save all the juicy details for me later,” Alyssa had said, giggling with glee.

Tia had thankfully taken the time to do some reading up on escort etiquette, and understood that, as Alyssa had advised, there were some questions that were bad taste and off limits. Like why was he doing this, getting paid to provide companionship to unknown women? Especially when he looked like someone from a designer cologne ad – like a guy who could easily be found on one of those Forbes’ top ten CEO lists or something. Come to think of it, his pastime as a high-priced escort probably bought him a better lifestyle than she could boast of as a PR rep. Whatever the case, he suited her needs just fine.

Damn.

It was hard taking her eyes off him even for a second. He looked early to mid-thirties, and seemed much like a guy who’d be as comfortable in a high-powered suit than in surf-boarding gear. He certainly seemed fit enough for it. His looks were clean-cut, chiseled. His hair was raven-black and sleekly trimmed. His clothes appeared very expensive, tasteful and well-fitting.

She glanced at his hands, wrapped around his wine glass and shivered. They certainly looked capable of providing pleasure, if one could tell just by looking. They were nice, blunt-tipped, man’s hands; well-manicured, with a nice dusting of dark, silky hair on the surface, trailing up past the band of his expensive-looking watch and into the sleeve of his shirt and jacket. Tia was intrigued. He really was superbly kept – but then, being a “gigolo”, a male escort or whatever it was proper to call him, must pay well in his case.

He seemed to take his good time before replying to her question, as he wiped at his lips with his napkin.

“Of course,” he said at last, smiling easily. “What would you like to know?”

She glanced around at the other couples seated at their table to make sure they were absorbed in their own conversations. “Oh, just normal things,” she said, shrugging. “The things you find interesting, your pursuits. I simply want to know what you’re like.”

He chuckled softly, tipping his glass at her. “I was made to believe that this evening is about what you like.” His eyes held hers over the rim as he took a long sip. And then he added meaningfully, “This is meant to be all about you, Tia. Your needs, your desires. Your wish, as they say, is my command.”

She rolled her eyes, even as she went a little pink. “No seriously. I’m curious. I mean, no offence, but you do come across as really educated and refined. The guy in that profile...” She shook her head suddenly, sitting back when she saw his expression. “Look, I’ve offended you. I’m sorry. It’s not my business to pry. I’m sure it’s rude or disrespectful in some way trying to find out why a man like you would...?”

“And why a woman like you would...?” he returned in the same tone, smiling playfully.

Tia exhaled on a laugh, returning his smile while inclining her head slightly in acknowledgement. “Touché. Alright, Jordan, personal questions are off-limits, on both sides. So, what exactly would you be able to tell me about yourself? It has to be something I’d be interested in knowing, of course.”

“Of course,” he said smoothly. “I could tell you about my hobbies, and how I enjoy having a nice meal. Or, I can just talk about our plans later tonight.”

Tia gulped, her throat suddenly going dry. His direct-sounding words reminded her exactly why they were here. This, the wedding, the reception, the whole evening, had been her idea. This wasn’t some flowery evening out; they were two fully grown, red-blooded individuals who knew the score. She was paying him for his time and attention. Truthfully she didn’t know how the evening would end since she hadn’t thought past dinner and a little dancing.

“Forget the way I came across in my profile,” he continued, when she didn’t reply. “I mean, I could try to impress you with my great sense of humor, my career or education, even my athletic body or any other cliché out there. No; that’s crap and tonight is going to be far more than that.”

“Someone told me this a long time ago. He was supposed to be some kind of expert on the ladies. My grandfather. He said to me, a woman is not made to figure out. She’s like those modern paintings you see in the art galleries. They don’t have to mean anything. All that matters is the beauty it has when you look at it. So, just like you enjoy that beautiful painting, enjoy your woman.”

“Your grandfather said that?” Tia said in a breathy tone, mesmerized by his voice, his stirring play on the words. “I would have liked to meet him.”

Jordan chuckled. “He was a bit of a devil, I’m afraid. After my grandmother died he really let loose. Like he was trying to sow his wild oats after he was widowed.” He heard her laugh softly, and then he added in a sober tone, “So, what I’m trying to tell you, is that it’s going to be just about you and me. Nothing else matters.”

“Okay,” Tia heard herself say on a squeak, and then she cleared her throat. “Of course. I wouldn’t expect it any other way. Strictly business. Exactly.”

He grinned, shook his head at her like she’d missed the point, and then he reached out and covered her hand with his. “Would you like to dance? I seem to remember that being part of the total package.”

Tia stiffened instantly; she hadn’t expected the gesture; she wasn’t much for public displays, and she wasn’t so good at the “touching” aspects of relating with people, especially strangers. But then Jordan’s touch was different. It sent erotic waves rolling through her skin and down to that treacherous juncture between her thighs. It made her look at him, and want him. Need him. It was frightening, really. Like from the moment she’d glimpsed his photo on that website, she’d been hooked on him, spellbound. And she couldn’t seem to break herself out of it, and keep things level.

She allowed herself to be coaxed onto the dance floor and pulled close to him. She drew in a deep breath, smelling the musky scent of his aftershave.

“Do you desire me?” he asked softly, gazing into her eyes. “I mean, do you find me attractive sexually?”

Tia swallowed imperceptibly. There was no lying about this, or beating round the bush. “You know I do. You’re a very handsome man as I’m sure you’re well aware.”

He smiled, pleased. “Good. Because I feel the same. And it’s not always like that. For many, it’s just a job. But it’s not that way with you. I can sense that.”

“Thanks...I think,” she said with a nervous laugh, trying not to squirm as his thumb began to brush caressingly over the sensitized skin of her knuckles. Oh my God, I think I’m getting wet just with him stroking my hand, she thought with an inner wail. She really needed to get a serious grip. He was a professional, Tia had to remind herself. It was part of his skill-set to know how to thrill a woman with his touch, his voice, his words. That was his stock in trade. To make a woman feel wanted.

And yet, here he was telling her it wasn’t just business as usual with her. He was telling her this was different, special.

But then he probably said that to all his clients, that inner voice told her. So Tia valiantly warned herself to be on her guard, and keep her emotions locked safely away. Tonight was almost over.

Her boss had gone big-eyed in the receiving line when Tia had introduced Jordan as her new fiance so overall the night had been a raging success. Jordan had been worth every cent.

Mission completed.
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Chapter Eight: Jordan
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Jordan could feel her going cold on him.

Had he come on too strong? Maybe he’d overdone things with his intense attitude. He wasn’t sure. But he knew one thing: he was slowly losing the plot here, and he had to step back and ask if he really, really wanted to go through with this.

Tia was a beautiful, smart woman. And young too, which made it all a great surprise that she was doing this, paying for male companionship. One of the first things she’d done soon after he arrived was to slip an envelope across to him. Inside had been the steep amount of dollars it was costing her for his company for the evening. That had been his chance, he knew, to tell her the truth. And there were many more opportunities after that. But he didn’t; he took the money. He sat there, he flirted with her, and tried to get into her mind without really showing it.

Jordan was insanely attracted to her, intrigued, and at the same time, confounded. He wasn’t sure now what he was getting himself into. It would be over in a few hours, and they would never see each other again. He’d go home, and soon get to the bottom of who did this and why, and his photo and details would be deleted from that escort website. Tia would have gotten her night of pleasure, and he...well, he would have done a really, really bad thing.

No, maybe not bad: just dishonest. Because, it didn’t really matter if it was him or some other guy; Tia had intended to hire a male escort for the evening, hadn’t she? And well, here he was, fulfilling that role. He considered himself as articulate, accomplished and good-looking as any she could have picked to be her companion and sexual partner that night. She had shown some surprise at him being so refined as she’d called it. Had she expected someone with a bit more rough edges? For some reason, Jordan hated to disappoint.
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“DO YOU WANT TO GO DANCING somewhere else after the reception is over?” he asked suddenly. 

Tia looked up in surprise.

“You really want to ask me that?” she replied with a playful smile, then added with a shrug, “Yes. Sure. Why?”

“Well, I know a good club not too far from here. Has a cool vibe plus fantastic cocktails and the best DJ mixes this side of the coast. Interested?”

“Well...um...” Tia wasn’t half bad on her feet.

“It’s all part of the package, Tia. You’re getting what you paid for; a fantastic evening out. And that’s not going to be complete without some ass-shaking on a hot, crowded dance floor. Bright lights, great music to get the blood pumping just enough to take us to the next level. What do you say?”

Damn, this guy’s good, Tia thought with appreciation. He could charm a bird off a tree. He could talk her into anything with that deep, sexy voice of his as well as his infectious smile. And he was right. She had paid for it, so why not take advantage?

“As soon as we can slip out unnoticed, let’s get out of here!” Tia replied, already grinning.
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Chapter Nine: Tia
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Dancing always made Tia lose a lot of her inhibitions. The atmosphere at the club was just right, and the crowd was so alive she was drawn in before she knew it. What made it all more exciting was having Jordan there, jamming right in with the club scene as he moved with her to the pumping sounds.

It was a blend of everything; all the top hits sampled with all the popular dance beats. Once the music started to really get into her, plus the glasses of well mixed cocktails, Tia allowed herself to let go for the first time in months. Grinding up against Jordan, feeling his hands on her hips or waist as he danced right along with her gave her the most exhilarating feeling.

He felt comfortable with the music and the scene, making Tia realize he was indeed a man with many talents. He’d discarded his jacket and looked even more gorgeously laid back as he swayed along with her to the slow jam the DJ had just spun. With her back against his chest, Tia turned her head to the side and felt Jordan nuzzle his face in her neck. His grip tightened on her waist as he tugged her even more snugly up against him, leaving her in no doubt of his masculinity as she felt something thrillingly solid stir within the grove of her ass.

Tension building, arousal deepening...Tia lost all sense of time and place for the moment as she reveled in the sensation of being this close to a virile man like Jordan. It still amazed her how at ease she felt around him, and how well they flowed together not just dancing, but when they talked.

The more time she spent with him, the happier she was that she’d been able to do this. When they said their goodbyes at the end of the night, she’d still go away with the knowledge that she’d had the best time since, what felt like forever. Being in the company of a charming, handsome and exciting male certainly did a lot of things for a girl’s ego. 

And sometimes, like now, when he growled deep in his throat as she rocked her rump just so against the burgeoning bulge in his groin, she almost forgot that she was paying for every second of his time. 

But even that did nothing to sour her mood, not when she sensed he was as attracted to her as she was to him. They would never see each other after tonight, but it was clear they had something between them that overrode the fact that he was simply a male escort hired for one evening of companionship.
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“I NEEDED A LAST MINUTE date to show my boss that I can still find a good man,” she blurted out suddenly, surprising him as she turned round in the circle of his arms to face him

“What?” Jordan asked, a startled grin crossing his lips.

“I’m answering your question. The one you asked earlier at dinner, about why I’m doing this. Well, I mean, I know I asked you first, but...”

“Tia...”

“No, I’d like to finish. That woman has always put me down for one reason or another, her latest being that I can’t find a decent man. So I came up with this bright idea to bring a gorgeous, sexy man as my date to her wedding. The only problem was none of my male friends would go with me! And I’d seen the Gents 4 Ladies website on a morning talk show so I figured, why not? And the fact that you’re gorgeous made it even better.” She giggled as she stumbled against him.

Jordan caught her to him, wrapping an arm around her waist with a lop-sided smile on his face. “Are you having a good time?” Jordan asked, his voice light and a little teasing.

“Can’t you tell?” she asked, laughing gaily as she flung her arms around his neck. She giggled again, feeling silly but unable to help herself especially after the champagne at the wedding and cocktails here at the club.

She slowly stopped laughing, her eyes serious as they held his for a moment. “Can I ask you something?”

“No,” he said promptly, but he was smiling. So she asked him anyway.

“It doesn’t matter either way, but I guess I’m really curious,” Tia went on, “Would I be someone you’d be interested in physically, on a good day? I mean, if you weren’t being hired for the evening.”

“You mean, would I sleep with you for free?” he asked humorously. “Yes, definitely.”

She slapped his chest in mock-anger, and he re-phrased, “Not trying to flatter you, Tia, and this is just hypothetical, but – yes, you are certainly someone I’d be attracted to and would want to, I don’t know, even try out a relationship with.”

“You’re so sweet,” Tia purred, leaning into him, tipping her head back, their lips almost brushing as her gaze grew hooded, sultry as his words sent a thrill of irrepressible pleasure through her.
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Chapter Ten: Jordan
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Jordan felt his body tense as Tia’s lips drew close. He was losing his cool here, forgetting to play Mr. Suave and instead of doing the enticing, was getting highly enticed himself. Her body so close against him, her feminine, sweet-hot scent, was very, very distracting. He couldn’t think straight, or remember what he was supposed to say next. Something cool, confident, charming? His mind was a white, lust-filled blank.

“What time do you turn back into a pumpkin?” she mumbled, her hands clutching his shirt front, her eyes smoky.

“Not until the sun comes up in the morning,” he replied huskily, not recognizing his own voice which was no more than a rasp. “Can I take you home?”

Tia smiled, bit on her bottom lip, and nodded.
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Chapter Eleven: Tia
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“Oh my God, Alyssa, he’s amazing! He’s everything I’d have hoped he’d be. Very handsome, fun to be with, and cool. Oh, and sexy as hell.”

Tia was in the ladies’ room of the club, fulfilling her promise to call Alyssa to let her know if the evening turned out well with Jordan. Alone in the plush rest room, she could talk freely on the phone with her friend.

“So what’s happened so far?” Alyssa asked with obvious excitement for her.

“Well; we had a great time at the wedding and reception. I mean, as great as you can have at a stupid event like that. You should’ve seen Pam’s face when I introduced Jordan to her. Oh my God! It was all so worth it for that moment. And then we left to go clubbing and he’s just finished dancing me off my feet at this swanky nightclub. He even offered to take me home.”

“Take you home? Wait a minute! That’s not part of the deal, is it? Are you sure you know what you’re getting into?”

A worried note crept into Alyssa’s tone.

“Oh, it’ll be fine. No big deal.” Sobering slightly, she added, “I just wanted to say thanks, Alyssa. For talking me into this. Tonight, I got a taste of the fun and unconventional side of me, and I like it. I think I’m going to be that me more often.”

“I like this new you,” Alyssa said softly in reply. “And I hope she sticks around. Do your thing, Tia. Enjoy.”
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Chapter Twelve: Jordan
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He’d returned to their table and now that he found himself alone, Jordan thought, this was it. There wasn’t going to be any turning back now.

He reminded himself this was a crazy, dangerous game, and this was his last chance to put a stop to it. He could leave right now, while she was gone. And then send her money back to her somehow, explaining why he hadn’t been able to go through with it. Or she could come back, and he’d tell her the truth. Apologize, and then leave.

But Jordan knew none of that was going to happen. After all, she’d paid for his services and he meant to make sure she got them.

By the time Tia returned, he was back in the gigolo mode. Let’s do this, he said to himself, taking her hand and walking with her out of the club.
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[image: image]


JORDAN HADN’T REALLY come out tonight with any plan drawn up or some kind of to-do list concerning how this would go.

He’d just decided to do whatever felt natural; go with the flow and see where it led him.

In fact, he’d never thought they’d get to this part, but here they were. About to become lovers. The moment he’d walked into her apartment with her, he knew that nothing but the world coming to an abrupt end could stop him from making hot, pounding and all-night love to this beautiful, sexy woman.

So yeah: go with the flow; do what his senses told him, Jordan decided. And right then his senses were telling him to kiss Tia until those plump, honey-toned lips of hers grew plumper with passion.

Eyes burning into hers, Jordan backed her up against the sturdy coffee table before hoisting her by the waist and placing her on the polished surface.

He saw the look of surprise and delight on her face at being able to pick her up so easily, like she weighed nothing more than feather. Jordan had to admit that those regular visits to the gym and his dedication to fitness gave him the ripped body, stamina and strength that many men his age couldn’t take for granted.

Setting her down on the table brought her lips in perfect line with his, and he pushed her legs wider so he could stand between them. He felt her body stiffen as his hips brushed the soft inner walls of her thighs, bringing them so intimately close that their groins were almost making contact. 

Did she feel exposed, with her dress riding up so high he could see the tops of her lace-edged tights? Taking hold of both sides of her face, he stared compellingly into her eyes.

“Just relax, okay? I’m going to do all the things you like. Starting with tasting the inside of the pretty mouth of yours. It’s all I’ve wanted to do since I walked in and saw you tonight.”

“All you wanted?” she teased, her eyes now twinkling as she seemed to start to relax.

“Well, for starters,” Jordan rejoined. “Now stop talking, and open your mouth.”

To his delight, she obeyed. Looked like Ms. Independent didn’t mind taking orders behind closed doors, he noted with a wicked inner smile. He wouldn’t mind discovering, before the night was through, just how submissive in the bedroom his client would be.
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Chapter Thirteen: Tia
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Oh no; I’m letting him kiss me.

Tia realized her grave error the moment those firm, curvy lips caressed hers.

Damn, that felt good.

Once she’d parted her lips, he’d eaten into her with a carnal, open-mouthed kiss that stole her breath away. Sure enough he was a good kisser. And not the practiced, overbearing kind. But the truly passionate, I-love-kissing type of approach which indicated he was a man who loved to indulge in the taste of a woman; a man who believed that kissing a woman was an entrance into her bag of treasures.

Instantly, Tia was blown away. 

And yet at the same time, filled with panicked thoughts: I shouldn’t like this. I shouldn’t even be kissing him! Kissing was too personal. Too intimate. Kissing was for real lovers, not for a man and a woman with a cash-for-companionship arrangement between them. He was a flipping gigolo, for goodness’ sake. But damnit, she couldn’t resist the warm, invitation of his invading mouth.

And oh, what a mouth. Knowing, giving. And with just the right softness to melt perfectly into hers.

But then at the back of her mind, Tia was thinking how this was so against the grain; letting a virtual gigolo kiss her so thoroughly you’d think they’d done it a hundred times before. Well, he probably had, considering he entertained strange women for a living. She really, really shouldn’t be doing this.

“Stop Tia,” he suddenly rasped, his breathing somewhat hitched as he trailed his lips over the side of her mouth. “Stop over-thinking this and kiss me back.”

Aw, hell, thought Tia as his words made her head whirl in a daze. I’m kissing him back. I’m opening my mouth even wider for him to push that sexy, hotly fresh tongue of his inside. Oh no, now I’m giving him my tongue in return and he’s sucking it whole. Driving me freaking crazy.

“Hmmm,” Tia whimpered, straining her body into his as their kiss deepened into something primal and seamless. 

She’d never have guessed a kiss could be this intense. Like he was ripping her soul bare and making her shed the last of her inhibitions. He charmed her tongue out in the open as he flicked it sensually with his in a sloppy, sexy tongue wrestle. Her breasts instinctively swelled against his chest and Tia heard him groan in response. Did he feel that? Could he sense how hard and aching her nipples were even beneath all the layers of clothes she was still wearing?

Tia had been so caught up in the kiss she’d hardly noticed what his hands were doing. They must have been still earlier, holding onto her waist. Now they were moving, sliding unobtrusively up her torso to where her heavy-feeling breasts strained against her dress. Her arousal was burning invisible holes through her clothing. She’d never felt such need for her breasts to be groped; for him to take the swollen orbs in those big, strong hands of his.

Money back guarantee...

That’s what his profile had promised. Well, so far, Mr. Capable hadn’t put a foot – or should she say hand – wrong. And it would make her night even more if he knew how to handle her breasts just right. Because those were her main erogenous zones and so far, she’d never met a man who could treat them the way she wanted. Could Jordan be that man? Would the touch of his hands, and his mouth, bring her to the peak?

Tia was about to open her mouth and tell him, cup my breasts...squeeze them hard. Peel me out of my dress and fondle my tits before covering your mouth over my nipple and then the other. And then, just when I start moaning, bite me. Just a rough little nibble to get the endorphins rushing through my brain.

To her amazement, Tia never got the chance to say all those things.

Because Jordan turned out to know exactly what he needed to do. Either the guy was truly a mind reader, or he was a fucking genius. Because in the next several minutes that passed, he proceeded to do every little thing she’d only dreamed he would do. And very well surpassed her every expectation.
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Chapter Fourteen: Jordan
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Jordan sensed in a flash exactly what she needed.

He’d heard the way her breath had caught the moment he’d started inching up to her breasts. Heck, those pillowed globes had been crushed against his chest all through the kiss that it had made him want to rip her dress down the middle, grab those juicily curved tits and just make love to them.

Damned straight he knew what she wanted. She didn’t have to walk him through this; he was beginning to read her body like an open book. He wasn’t even sure how he knew. But since he’d heard her smoky, assertive voice on the phone, he’d been aware that she could be his kind of woman.

Finally meeting her had been the game-setter. He’d known then that they made a connection which went beyond anything he’d felt for a woman in a long time. He’d certainly meant it when he told her that if they’d met in different circumstances, he’d be attracted to her, would want to date her – and would definitely want to fuck her in a heartbeat. Was she the type of woman who turned him on? 

Hell yes. 

Just inhaling her delicious feminine scent, a blend of floral and oriental notes, got him so hard he throbbed. And when he kissed her, something inside his head felt ready to explode. She tasted so damned good. Better than anything he’d experienced in a long time. No woman had ever made his heart pump so fast it felt like he’d just run a freaking marathon just by having her in his arms.

It was almost like he could hear her body calling him; transmitting exactly what it craved. Suddenly, there was absolutely no question as to what she wanted, not with the way her breasts had been thrust at him since they’d started kissing. Not with the sudden urgency he’d felt in her lips as his hands had moved closer to the heaving twin prize.

Now, reaching up, he laid his palms flat over her rounded breasts, and squeezed. Outlined the generous form with his hands and groaned deep in his throat at the way she filled his hands. He applied more and more pressure with his fingers until he could feel them sinking through her clothes to the firm, luscious flesh beneath.

She shuddered convulsively at his rough handling, and he knew his instincts had been correct. Tia didn’t want the slow-hands approach. She wanted it hard, hot and fast. And Lord help him, he wanted the same thing too, maybe even more. He’d never felt such a strong urge to ravish a woman in his life. To do tongue laps starting from her breasts, to her lower belly, before going between her legs, to her invitingly smooth inner thighs....and then to her pussy. Oh yes, he sure couldn’t wait to put his mouth and hands on her there. But soon, very soon.

Damn but kissing a woman had never felt so good, Jordan kept thinking as the lock and pull of their lips grew more urgent. She gasped helplessly into his mouth as his kiss grew more ravenous, his hands on her breast stroking more boldly even with the barriers of clothes still keeping her shielded. 

Jordan’s breath grew as ragged as hers, his hands sliding down from her breasts to her lush hips and back up again, groping and fondling carnally. She was purring, her throat echoing with hums of appreciation while his fingers sought and tweaked at her rock-hard nipples through her clothes.

He broke from her honeyed kiss reluctantly before coursing his lips over her throat, sucking gently on her collarbone until she flung her head back with a long moan. Ah, she liked that, huh? 

Well, so did he. 

Quickly, he pushed the neckline of the dress off her shoulders until he exposed more and more of her. His eyes trailed over the sight of her half-exposed breasts, the cleavage generous and becoming within her lacy cup bra. The top of her breasts called out to be run over with his eager tongue.

He lowered his head and laved in between the perfumed globes with just the tip of his tongue while his hands crushed the sides of her breasts, pushing them even tighter together. He kissed all over the tops and heard her breath start to shorten and quicken. Reaching behind her, he unhooked her bra with unobtrusive ease. It took just moments to free her arms from the straps, the flimsy item quickly tossed away and her dress left to pool at her waist.

Now her bouncy, C-cup tits were free for his eyes to roam over them with awed passion. They were high-tipped and juicy-looking, with thimble-sized nipples that made his throat dry with need. He wanted to feel their thickness, to taste them. He rotated the flat of his hand over each burgeoning tip and heard her draw in a harsh breath.

“So fucking beautiful,” Jordan rasped, intent on what his hands were up to. His thumb and forefinger hitched to the oversized buds and rolled them like dials. Damn it felt good to do that. He pinched a little roughly and tugged, drawing the nubs out from their velvety aureoles and making her gasp.

“Jordan.”

His name on her lips, in that velvety voice of hers tightened his balls and thickened his erection to immense proportions. His jaw tightened with arousal and suddenly, he was swooping down to seize one irresistible nipple into his mouth.

Alternating between suckling and lapping, Jordan teased just the tips, tormenting her as well as himself for long, tense moments before he finally opened his mouth wide and grabbed in as much as he could, areole, flesh and all. He rolled his tongue around the nub within while his lips sucked hard on the surrounding breast. This double threat was enough to make her moan so loud, the sound vibrated against the walls like a sonic boom. His blood quickened all the more, rushing to his cock and making him wonder if it was having the same effect on her pussy.

Time to find out, thought Jordan.

With his fingers massaging one breast while his mouth sucked on the other, he slid his free hand down her belly. He felt her suck in air reflexively as he found the gap beneath the folds of her dress and dived straight for the apex of her thighs. Once there, he slowed down enough to simply smooth his fingertips along the front panel of her panties. Her mound felt swollen, hot, and wet, wet, wet. Now it was Jordan’s turn to growl loudly in arousal.

“You’re drenched, beautiful,” he stated, mouth still pressed to the side of her breast. “You’re melting for me. That’s for me, right?”

“Yes. All for you,” she moaned, head thrown back and her voice whimpery with lust.

Jordan couldn’t resist much longer. Pushing aside the edge of her soaked panties, he sought out the soft, warm flesh beneath. Finding her totally bare and smooth, he let out a feral groan. Damn! She felt so good. Incredible. The potency of arousal that she evoked in him both amazed and caused him some major unease. He’d never wanted any woman this much. No other female had made him so hard it was painful to still not be inside her hot, swollen pussy by now.

But whatever happened, Jordan would take things step by step. This was her night. He’d hold back as long as he could to ensure he gave her as much pleasuring as he was capable of.

Still sucking hard on one nipple, he kept stroking on its twin while also, delving into her pussy. He wanted to give her everything; all the sensations possible to feel at the same time. Her body was shuddering so hard at this point that it thrilled him to know he turned her on so much; that he could please her. Pushing into her slit, he sent in two fingers at once, her slickness welcoming him in with ease.

“Oh!” Tia cried out when he shoved in deep. 

Fucking hell she was tight. Even with her so wet, he could tell she’d be a close fit. He didn’t need to be told to know it had been some time for her. The knowledge only made him grow harder and more determined to devote as much time to every pleasure she’d been deprived of for so long.

He located her g-spot and began to pound in and out of her pussy with a strong rhythm. Since he was holding back from simply mounting her and banging in with his cock, Jordan felt he needed to content himself with mimicking exactly what he wished his granite-hard cock was doing right then. And Tia didn’t stop moaning, didn’t stop gyrating as he ramped up the speed of his pumping fingers.

At one point, he popped her nipple out of his mouth just so he could concentrate and listen to the sounds her pussy made when he finger-fucked her.

“You hear that?” he asked huskily, staring straight into her passion-glazed face, and she nodded speechlessly. 

He sawed his two middle fingers, palm up, in and out of her. She was deliciously pulpy inside, and so snug around his fingers that his dick throbbed in recognition of the sweet prospect of her tightness. Her liquid walls sucked on his hinged fingers, prompting the slosh slosh slosh effect that drove him crazy.

“I love those noises,” he told her with a voice he hardly recognized. “They tell me how much you want me. They tell me how badly you want to be here. That though it’s just business, it’s damn well going to be all about pleasure too. Am I right, Tia?”

Just business? What the hell was he talking about?

She bit on her lip, squeezed her eyes shut, and let out on a shudder, “Y..yes. Pleasure.”

The scent of her arousal wafted up to his nostrils and it was maddening. It crackled in the air around them and turned everything into a potent bubble of sex and heat. Shafting harder into her clinching walls, he reveled in her succulence and prayed he could keep himself in check as long as was required. 

Once again, her thrust-out breasts beckoned. He couldn’t resist them, and fell to sucking hard on her inviting nipple while he pounded her repeatedly with his fingers.

Tia was panting. He knew she was close; she couldn’t hide it if she tried. Her moans were coming faster together and her whole body was as taut as a string.

Come on, baby; come on, Jordan urged internally as he focused on building up the intensity of her pleasure. His mouth sucked more firmly and roughly on her nipple, his teeth sinking in deeper than he’d have thought she’d find enjoyable. 

He couldn’t help it; he was blazing hot for her and wanted a piece of her so bad. But instead of protesting his roughness, she clutched harder on his head and shoved his face even closer. Oh, she definitely liked rough, Jordan noted with an inner surge of delight. In response, he increased the pressure of his bite and used his tongue to ease the sting at the same time. Tia whined, and called out his name.

It wouldn’t be long now. Her wetness was dribbling down his pounding fingers like sap. Every sound and sensation was growing louder around them. He curved his fingers in a tighter hooking motion, and started to totally violate her sweet spot. She came undone.

“Jordan!” Tia shrieked, as her whole body started to spasm. He didn’t stop, didn’t speak but let her ride her wave. She bucked against him, while her inner walls rippled and contracted repeatedly around his fingers. He felt that; he really felt it. And it only gave him an inkling of how tightly she’d grasp him when she would be climaxing again – next time, around his cock, not his fingers, Jordan vowed to himself.
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Chapter Fifteen: Tia
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Tia seemed to be coming forever. But at last, she tumbled back down to earth. Barely conscious, but still alive contrary to her belief that she must have died of pleasure. There was no doubt though that she’d just had an outer-body experience since her orgasm had torpedoed her out of her own frame. Now, just about returning to her senses, she went limp in his arms as he kissed his way up to her neck.

“That was good, so good,” she heard him say in a grunt of approval. She didn’t argue when he took hold of her legs, wrapped them around his waist, and carried her over to the bed.

Ah yes, the bed. She needed solid support right then because for some reason, her own bones couldn’t hold her up. He knee-walked them to the middle of the bed and placed her there. She felt him peel her dress the rest of the way off her, and then her panties and tights. His touch was so gentle, his movements unhurried. 

Tia felt her sense of where and when return fully and she was surprised she felt no shame being totally naked before him now, although he was still in his shirt and dress pants.

He moved to lay on his side right next to her, his head propped in his hand as he regarded her with hooded eyes. Tia turned her head to meet his searching eyes, and she wanted to tell him how much he’d blown her mind. But for now, her voice was yet unable to form words. And yet, something told her he already knew exactly what he’d done to her.

His fingers lifted to comb the damp hair from her temple. Then his eyes traveled down her body to the apex of her thighs. She shuddered, remembering everything that had taken place in the last hour or so.

At last, he spoke, and that soft commanding tone she was finding hard to defy spelled out exactly what he wanted her to do.

“Touch yourself,” Jordan said, taking her hand and guiding it down to her mound. Obediently, she slid her fingers down to the V of her thighs before she cupped herself.

Jordan’s hand lifted while his eyes blazed into hers. “You know what that is?” he asked quietly, once again glancing meaningfully down at where her hand touched.

Mesmerized, Tia put her fingers to herself and felt the juices coating her pussy. Her eyes widened. She’d never even dreamed a woman could produce so much wetness. She was freaking soaked in her own thick, slippery cum. She lifted her soaked digits to her face, staring at her glistening fingertips like it was someone else’s hand. And then he commanded her to lick them clean.

“Do it, Tia,” he commanded when she paused uncertainly. “Tonight, you’re going to experience everything. Every taste, every texture. Suck them off, beautiful.”

Not taking her eyes from his, Tia pushed her wet fingers into her mouth and sucked. Her eyes closed briefly in delight as the oily taste of musk exploded on her tongue. Oh my...she hummed with bliss as suddenly, she was transported back unto another level of desire. More...she was ready for more.

“Good girl. Tastes delicious, doesn’t it?” he teased, eyes glowing like blistering coals. Tia nodded, her unfocused eyes striving to meet his.

“Thought so. Now, it’s my turn.”

He was pushing her legs apart, his hands gripping the underside of her knees. Tia couldn’t bear to stop him as he shouldered his way down between her thighs. What he then proceeded to do to her was the definition of sinful. He sucked on each pussy lip individually, pulling on them with hungry intent. Tia whimpered, shocked that she was getting aroused again so soon. Her recovery time after that kind of climax should have been at least an hour. And yet, here he was, making her burn for him once more.

His tongue now settled flat over her slit, before laying long, paintbrush strokes from side to side, and up and down her entrance. Tia’s inner thighs started to tremble as he continued with this for lengthy, seamless minutes. She was on fire. It didn’t feel like she’d had an orgasm at all now. She was so hungry for pleasure her stomach was clenching with hot, spicy lust.

He lapped at her pussy like he couldn’t get enough of her. His tongue imitated the motions of a waving flag, making her drizzle with each undulation. Focusing only on the surface, he teased her cluster of nerves and tissue surrounding her pussy, before shifting to her hooded clit and sucking hard. Holy shit! It was like tumbling backwards into a steaming hot tub. 

Tia’s mouth opened wide in a long, soundless cry of ecstasy. Her spine arched right off the bed until just her shoulders rested on the mattress. It was his hands that kept her thighs pinned to the bed or she’d have flown right off.

Was this pleasure? Because she’d never felt anything like this. Jordan’s mouth on her clit, the tip of his tongue dancing and coaxing that greedy little bud, was enough to drive her straight to the brink. But he didn’t let her topple over. He sensed her impending climax, and slowed. Reeled her back out of the deep end, letting her know this was going to be a long, sweet night with so much in store.

Too dreamy to question him when he rolled her over on her belly, Tia moaned deep into the pillow. She fully expected him to be slapping on a condom and just ramming into her. But he didn’t. Instead, he pushed her ass up in the air and with his hands spreading her cheeks wide, he continued with his oral onslaught. Worked his tongue deep into her pussy as he ate her with ferocity. It seemed so much more carnal this way, his face buried in between her ass. Her fingers clutched on the sheets and she had to bite into the pillows to smother the wall-shaking sounds.

Tia loved how he swept his tongue from the top of her pussy up to the end, in between nibbles on her clit and pussy lips. Blessed heaven, where did he learn to eat pussy like that? Nothing had ever come close to this and Tia just felt slayed. He astounded her each passing minute with his expertise, the obvious enjoyment and pride he took in what he was doing.

But if she’d thought he was going to keep within those boundaries, she was wrong. His tongue suddenly swiped its way upwards from her snatch and straight to her exposed, clenching anal ring. Tia gasped in surprise, not expecting to feel his tongue there. Oh, but she did. She felt it very much.

He pushed her buttocks apart even wider and she quenched down her shyness to savor how it felt to be rimmed by Jordan. Damn he was good. He danced his tongue around and around, and then pushed it inside her secret opening. Having never experienced such before, she was amazed how delightful it felt and how many nerve-endings were present just within. It was so uninhibitedly taboo that it made her pussy drip even faster in response. Now he was eating her ass! Hot damn he was freaky. And she loved it. Didn’t want it to stop.

Volts of pleasure were zipping through her frame, causing the insides of her belly coil tight, ready to unravel at the first opportunity. While he slathered her anal sphere, his fingers rubbed on her clit while his thick thumb stuffed itself in her pussy. Ignited by all the attention he was giving to her core spots, Tia couldn’t help but grind her ass harder on his face, writhing her hips in a raunchy dance of delight that was designed to show him how much she loved what he was doing.

Her lewdness had him groaning with pleasure as he shoved his face even deeper into her ass. This was pure bliss. On another plane entirely. Time and space just faded away into nothing and all that existed was Jordan. Right then he was the nucleus of all that counted; the only thing in the whole world that she was sensible to.

The room could crumble to a heap of rocks around them and she wouldn’t even notice. That was what he was doing to her. Not once did it even matter that they’d only just met – or that he was supposed to be some hired male escort. Everything felt so natural that she could almost tell herself it was all very real. One orgasm and a mind-blowing rimming later, Tia was expectant of what more the skillful Jordan could hold in store.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Sixteen: Jordan
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The premise of this moment was long forgotten. It no longer mattered how he came to be here, in this moment in time. Nothing else made sense or mattered once he’d had a taste of her.

Jordan had always been the giving type in bed.

If Tia ever had to pick an escort, mistaken or not, then she’d hit it lucky by ending up with him, Jordan thought without false modesty. He was the type of man who took delight in pleasuring a woman’s body. It turned him on to see her responsive to what his hands and mouth could do. And though he undoubtedly liked to indulge in some good pussy eating, he couldn’t remember ever getting to enjoy such a sexy, tasty and pretty-looking snatch as Tia’s.

The aroma thrilling his nostrils almost made his brain explode with lust. Her special feminine essences would sell for billions if it could be bottled. The taste and scent of her juices sent a message straight to his cock and even without her touching him, he could have erupted right in his pants. 

Fuck. 

He must be insane with hunger for her because he couldn’t imagine tearing himself from feasting on her pussy until the sun came out in the morning.

“Jordan. Oh...goodness. I can’t...you’re just...”

Her disjointed words reached his ears and made his cock throb harder at the fact that she couldn’t even finish a complete sentence. Yes, he knew exactly how she felt. His mind was blown as his lips stayed glued to the crevice of her juicy ass while his two fingers delved in deep and then traced the fleshy insides of her pussy.

Jordan could feel her fingers combing through his hair wantonly as she twisted round to watch. When he suddenly sought out and rubbed his fingers hard on her clit, she fisted his hair and virtually yanked as she screamed.

“Yes,” he said approvingly, feeling her buck into his face involuntarily. He loved the way her sexy hips rotated with carnal need as he tongued her in her most secret place. Seeing her finally go wild for him was the greatest aphrodisiac. Fucking hell, he couldn’t wait a second longer.

Pulling back, he undressed, feeling his cock swell harder as Tia turned and watched his every move. She looked like she’d gladly lick cream off him. Damn, woman. Not speaking, he slowly stripped for her, letting her see exactly what she was getting. He knew he wasn’t bulky or overly muscular. He’d never liked the bulging look. But he did have well-defined, hard-packed muscles which were a product of dedicated workouts, a healthy diet, and just good old genes. 

He saw her eyes fasten to his cock and judging from the way her mouth went slack in amazement, she apparently couldn’t believe what she saw. He repressed a chuckle. He knew he was packing serious pole.

“Oh my God,” she said in a hushed tone, her voice so low he barely caught the words. Now he was smiling, a little slanted tilt to his lips. Moving unto to the bed, he retook his place beside her, stretching out on his side.

“Touch me,” he offered, eyes dancing in their narrowed slits. “Anywhere you like.” Now, he added silently. Before I go insane with wanting.

He’d been dying to feel her hands on him all night. And then soon, her skin against his. And then, when they must have explored each other’s every secret and treasure, they’d do it all over again. And again.
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Chapter Seventeen: Tia
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Touch me, Jordan had said.

Oh yes, please. Tanya felt her hands itching to comply with his request. Or was it command? No matter. Her whole being demanded that she discover what it felt like to feel his naked skin beneath her fingertips. The first thing she did, was reach for his arm. She’d been eager to know if those dark, manly hairs coating his hand and upwards would feel as silky as they looked.

Dammit, they did. She ran her fingers up his thick, fine-looking forearm and up to the ridges of his biceps. Now she had both hands skimming over his shoulders, neck and pecs. Straightening up to rest on her knees, she roamed eager fingers all over his rippling torso. Every part of him was broad, masculine, and bursting with vitality. He had enviably soft skin, though beneath his flesh was firm and packed like granite. Not a pinch of fat to be seen.

When her fingertips brushed his nipples, she heard him catch in a breath. She reminded herself to give him a bit of his own medicine later, by teasing his nipples with licks and bites. Later. 

But now, to that rearing cock poised just at his groin; that part of him that turned him from a gorgeous specimen to a veritable sex god. It was magnificent; proud in its arousal as it jutted out fiercely from its nest of dark tufty hair.  

She had to squeeze her thighs together as just the sight of his member had caused a psychic reaction in her pussy which clenched around the emptiness within, begging to be filled with him.

She’d never been with anyone this big before. And soon, she was going to know what she’d been missing. Just by looking at it though, she knew it would be something special. Not just because it looked so beautiful. And not simply because it seemed shaped with the right form to bring her utmost pleasure. And not even because it stood at that particular angle that meant, like it or love it, he’d be jabbing her g-spot in no time. But because she felt it in her bones that this was a tool of ultimate pleasure; one that would make this encounter one she’d never forget.

Her hand wrapped around him – or tried to. Her slender fingers could hardly meet round the circumference of his cock. At her touch, his body jerked reflexively; but other than that he did nothing but watch her with those hooded, lustful eyes. 

Her fingers tightened around his shaft and she bit on her lip to try and ease the heated coil twisting in her womb. He felt smooth as steel and just as hard. Soft-skinned as velvet yet firm too. 

He was perfect.

She hadn’t realized she’d said those three words aloud until he chuckled. 

“Perfect? No,” he said with a smile as her head whipped up to meet his teasing gaze. “What will be perfect, is the way we will fit together once I’m inside you. It’ll be like two pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. Just right.”

“Yes,” Tia agreed, barely able to draw enough breath to form the words. How could grey eyes hold such heat, so many flames of desire? He burned like ice and fire when he looked at her that way. 

Emboldened by the deep look of arousal she saw on his face, Tia was bending low to place her mouth on his tip when he gripped her hair in his fist, making her pause.

His expression looked almost pained as she stroked his cock, her hands grasping him firmly while she sent him an expectant glance. “You don’t have to, Tia. Give me head, I mean.” He half-groaned just as she cupped his balls with her free hand.

“But I want to,” Tia purred. Need to.

He let out a deep rumble in his chest, at last leaning back into the pillows and loosening his tight hold on her hair as she held his gaze before lowering to place her tongue on his mushroom cap.

Some beads of moisture dripped on her lips and she lapped them up ravenously from around his tip, moaning throatily as his taste swirled around in her mouth. Hungry for more, she parted her lips wide and sucked on his crown lustily.

“Oh fuck,” Jordan groaned, cupping the back of her head in both hands.

Keeping her lips sealed around his rock-hard girth, Tia whipped her tongue around inside, licking on the V-shaped underside of his cockhead. The sound of his breath hitching reached her ears, and she flicked her tongue faster as her head began to bob up and down.

Tia wasn’t sure how conventional this was, giving a male escort a blow job, but damn if she could stop herself when his cock looked and tasted this good. Looking up into his handsome face etched with a grimace of pleasure, Tia stretched her lips wider around his thickening base, gagging slightly as his tip hit the back of her throat. 

Fuck he was huge. Made her jaws ache just trying to take the most of him in without choking herself out of air. But oh, the heady feeling she got having such a magnificent cock inside her mouth, pulsating and alive just for her.

“Damn,” he let out on a growl, his hands on her head now guiding, urging. 

Keeping eye-contact seemed to arouse him even further as his face grew flushed and more harshly defined as she watched him while rocking her mouth back and forth on his stiff, long member. She kept it sloppy, unable to keep from salivating all over the monster specimen she had in her mouth. Her hands teased the rest of him; his bare chest, ripped belly, and hairy thighs.

Lord he was sexy as hell. 

She didn’t care what he’d said; he was fucking perfect. So tempting to make even a nun would reconsider her vows. She was moaning just as loudly as him as she worked her lips and tongue all over his length, licking, nibbling, sucking. Going wild on him until his hips bucked involuntarily into her face, so that soon he was throat-fucking her roughly.

Tia fucking loved it. How in moments he was using her mouth as he wished, keeping her head in place with his hands as he drove himself in and out of her wide open mouth. Then with a roar, he pulled out completely, his chest heaving and he rolled her over on her back, pinning her down on the bed.

“Fucking hell Tia,” he rasped, body arched over hers as he half-glared into her face. “Haven’t been so close to exploding in a woman’s mouth in ages. Three more seconds and...” He shook his head, eyes closing tightly for a brief moment.

“I wouldn’t have minded,” Tia breathed; knowing she’d have lapped it all up and swallowed if he’d cum in her mouth. 

Damn, but she had to be crazy. Why was she losing all her common sense when it came to Jordan? Good thing this was just for one night; she could see herself going crazy for this beautiful sexy beast of a man.

Her words made him groan as he buried his face in her neck and hair. Then he rasped roughly in her ear how deep and hard he was about to fuck her. How she’d got him so thick and stiff he’d be ramming her so good she’d feel him for long afterwards.

“Oh God, yes,” Tia moaned, as he quickly donned a condom before returning to her waiting arms which she wrapped around his broad, muscular back, fingers raking down his spine.  His hand encircled one of her ankles, which he lifted to hook high around his waist.

Tia let out a loud gasp as his fully engorged cock rested close to her slit. The next second, she felt the thick pressure at her entrance, stretching and then massaging her pussy lips sensually before withdrawing. Tia was panting with desire, her hands sliding down to cup his buttocks, the firm and smooth muscles clenching beneath her fingers. He groaned at her touch, which urged him closer, deeper. One arm was braced close to her head and she could see every bicep tautening as he strove for control.

He drew back slightly so Tia had a clear view of his cock poised just an inch or two inside her pulsing sex. Frantic with lust, Tia felt her pelvis jerk up to meet him, her eyes pleading as they held his.

“Ready, Tia?” he asked huskily, surprising her with the unexpectedly tender abbreviation of her name. Melting from the inside out, Tia could only manage a nod, her whole body trembling in expectation. He adjusted the angle of his hips, and then pushed smoothly into her slippery warmth. They both groaned, just as her walls stretched to accommodate his substantial girth.

Tia was staring at him before she realized her mistake, and closed her eyes. A part of her was scared of too much intimacy. Too much intensity. She didn’t want it to get heavier than it already was.

But Jordan wasn’t letting her off so easily.

“Look at me, Tia. Now’s not the time to hide what you’re feeling. Show me how much you want this,” he growled, driving in deep. Tia’s eyes flew open involuntarily, her mouth parting in a shocked gasp of pleasure.  Her accelerated breathing seemed loud in her own ears, and the glint in his now darkening eyes made her so warm she felt beads of sweat break out on her forehead.

Deep within her core, she started to quiver around that piece of him that was so hard, thick and deliciously invasive. His powerful hips began to thrust and withdraw, sawing slowly in and out of her in a steady back and forth that was mesmerizing as it was delicious. “Oh my God,” she panted, willing her lower body to passively take his shaft thrusting within her, fighting down the urge to start to rock her hips wantonly along with his. Letting him take the lead, she clutched tighter on his ass, reveling in the strength she felt in each globe which tensed and relaxed with each lunge of his cock.

“Good, huh?” he said with a cocky grin, which vanished as he groaned at the way her walls began to squeeze and convulse around his plunging member. Moments later he was muttering fuck fuck fuck as he ramped up the pace, drilling deeper than ever before.

Their breaths mingled as he drew close to her parted lips from which spilled moan after moan. He was seated fully inside her, further than Tia had ever thought possible. She expanded around his thickness and pulsed. It filled her like none other ever had in the past.

Months of celibacy as well as her natural tightness made it feel like he could easily rip her in half. For the first few minutes, he rocked in and out of her with oil-pump steady thrusts. Slid in and out with shallow, teasing strokes. 

It drove her almost mental. Her hands now held on tight to his waist, fingers unconsciously biting into his firm flesh. He didn’t even flinch. Instead, he was staring down at their jointed bodies, twisting slightly so he could watch the visual of his cock being gulped by her pussy.

“Looks fucking good, Tia. You’re wrapped around me so tight – just like I knew you would. I can feel your walls getting hungry for more though. You want more, beautiful?”

“Yes.” Whatever “more” was, Tia knew she did want it. Was chomping at the bit for it.

Smiling wolfishly, he eased over her so that he was half resting his weight along her body. She felt him push inside her, and then instead of withdrawing, he pushed in again. And pushed. And then sunk his cock right to the balls inside her.

“Oh!” cried Tia, jolted by the pleasure-pain of all that cock stuffed inside her as far as it could go. 

She’d never even dreamed a cock could go so deep – it felt like he was hitting her freaking ribcage. Her eyes widened while her inner muscles screeched at the massive invasion.

Once he reached a smooth, unbroken rhythm, he began to stroke her body, manipulating her breasts and teasing her nipples with his fingers in ways that made her squirm with bliss. 

The sensations of friction, from their jointed flesh to his expert touch soon had her writhing shamelessly beneath him. Her hands reached up to grip the headboard as he drove her continuously back into it with every hard, powerful thrust.

There was no need for words now. They had many other ways to communicate; with their lips merging in hot kisses, with his chest grinding into her swollen breasts...with his cock driving fast and furiously into her depths. 

There was an urgency in the air now, as they both drew closer to the brink. Tia wasn’t sure exactly when he’d shifted but suddenly, she could feel his cock hitch in just the right curve to reach her innermost love-button. He turned her g-spot into a pleasure pad as he pounded hard against it until she started to whine helplessly, fingers lost in his thick, silky hair.

“I’m close,” she gasped, staring deep into his eyes. His skin was perspiring from his exertions, and now he flushed even deeper as he gritted his teeth.

“Fuck,” groaned Jordan, the intensity of his thrusts building to seamless proportions as one blurred into the next. 

The throbbing ache between her thighs spread up to her belly and then started to pound inside her chest until she thought it would cause her to explode. Her breasts began to heave, unconsciously drawing his attention to them. 

Growling deep in his throat, he seized one swollen tip into his mouth, further spreading the pool of ecstasy until Tia’s eyes grew dim from all the sensations hammering within her brain.

“Oh!” Tia gasped loudly as he surged in with a particularly hard and deep thrust. She was seconds from erupting and she could tell he could feel it from the way her inner muscles contracted around him. He pulled his lips from her breast, reaching up and swallowing her protesting moan in a hot, savage kiss of passion.

Just when she thought she couldn’t take any more, he rasped against her mouth, “Now, Tia.”

Those two words were all it took to get Tia tumbling over the edge.

Screeching out his name, she came with thrashing limbs, losing control of her body like she had the last time. Every nerve cell she possessed shattered and then regrouped, turning her to a mass of bliss before solidifying again into a structure which shivered and shook. 

She was definitely dying this time, thought Tia. That small, violent death from passion that overtook only the very lucky few, even for a few minutes. But by the time it’s had its way, you’d feel reborn, restored. Tia had never felt so alive than at that moment when her climax rippled all around them and made her lover growl her name as he kept pounding her electrostatic walls.

“I’m right behind you, baby. Right behind you,” he muttered underneath his breath, just before he roared and panted with the force of his resultant climax. 

It drove him deeper than ever before and Tia wanted to scream. Fucking hell! It was like he was pummeling her straight down into the mattress with cock. And she loved it; clung tightly to him as he finally lost control for the first time that night. Forgetting to be gentle or hold back, he gave her all he had in that earth-shaking finale that splintered them both.
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Chapter Eighteen: Tia
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“There’s more.”

Tia couldn’t believe what he’d just whispered in her ear. What more could there possibly be? Hadn’t he just managed to send her on a space shuttle to the stars, and then bring her hurtling back down to earth? And all before midnight. Damn; if there was anything more it would be unreal.

“Remember, Tia...the full package. You get the whole bundle tonight, beautiful,” he told her with a soft chuckle. “How about a body massage?”

Well. Yeah, okay. She figured she could do with one right now. Considering her whole body was aching with delicious, lingering pangs; everywhere. Inside and out.

Following his suggestion, they ended up in her bathroom, with its large tub. Enough room for her to settle in the scented steam bath he ran for them.

He balanced her right in between his thighs, with her back half-resting on his chest, and proceeded to smooth all over her skin with a nicely rough soapy sponge. He moved in small, circular motions all over her spine, shoulders, breasts. Hmm. Down her belly, between her thighs...wow. 

She was stirring to life again. Shit. No. Her pussy couldn’t take it. Even as she felt that now familiar tingle of arousal as the sponge inadvertently swept over her clit, she felt sure she couldn’t handle another rampage from his cock. And one more earth-shattering orgasm would definitely kill her.

“Relax, beautiful,” he said softly in her ear, as he felt her body stiffen. He urged her knees up to fold above the water, spread wide apart. He sponged down her calves to her feet, just stroking and cleansing. “This is totally therapeutic, I promise. Nothing more.”

Yeah, right, she thought, feeling the unmistakable prod of his burgeoning cock in the small of her back where she rested against his groin. If she sat up a little, she knew his expanding erection be cushioned between her ass cheeks. So though she tried to obey his instruction by staying relaxed, she knew she wasn’t going to lose her guard so much as to encourage him just yet.

Not until her inner muscles as well as all the outer ones didn’t feel like she’d been run through twice by a freight truck. Damn! He’d twisted her legs in positions she hadn’t even known she could achieve. He’d held her down in ways that had thrilled and freaked her out with pleasure. 

She’d been overpowered by his unquestionable masculinity, and had been fucked like he wanted her to feel him the next morning. And the next. But right now, her punished pussy needed to ease down from the incredible heights of passion it had shared with his cock. Or so she believed.

He’d tossed aside the sponge, and was now using just his hands to ply her body sensually. He massaged his long, supple fingers with nicely rough pressure over her tense spots. There between each collarbone just at the base of her neck, and then the rounded curves at the end of her shoulders.

“How are we doing so far?” he asked softly, lips close to her ear which made her squirm slightly as she broke out of her sensual daze.

“I like it. The massage. Very nice,” she purred, resting her head back against his shoulder.

He chuckled quietly. “Thanks. But I was talking about all that’s happened up to now. Having fun?”

“I think you already know the answer to that,” she murmured, feeling her cheeks go warm. Things had turned out far better than she’d have dreamed. She kept giving silent thanks to her pal Alyssa for recommending Jordan. 

Nothing felt contrived, or manipulated. She’d felt relaxed with him from the start and he had such a warm, winning personality without even trying. With his looks and charm, he must have girls wriggling out of their panties even before they realized it. No wonder he was in the escort business. He’d certainly get enough offers to keep him busy the year round.

Which meant she was damn lucky to have got him on such short notice. But then thinking about how the best sex of her life had been achieved at the hands of a professional gigolo, Tia felt her belly twist and her heart grow cold. 

Where on earth could she find a man like Jordan in normal circumstances? Damn. Why did this only have to be for one crazy night?

“What are you thinking?” he asked in that low, husky tone, his fingers brushing her hair back off her shoulder.

He’d probably run a mile if she told him, thought Tia. How would he feel if he knew he’d gotten under her skin so easily?

When she merely shook her head mutely, he whispered, “Want to take this to the bedroom?”

Shameless as she was, Tia realized she did. The sensation of his now hardened dick prodding her back, plus the gorgeously sensual massage from those magic hands of his, had tuned her up again. She was glowing with arousal, her nipples hard from the water and the light, teasing grazes from his fingers.

He toweled them both dry and then surprised her by swinging her into his arms before taking her back to the bedroom.

He slid her down his body so that they were standing face to face. His fingers trailed over her jawline and then down to her thrust out breasts, skimming over the tight buds and making her gasp.

“We have a few more hours until sunrise,” he reminded her. “And I have a few ideas.”




***
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TIA WAS JOLTED OUT of her daydream as her office door was closed with a loud click and she looked up to find Alyssa standing there.

“If it isn’t the naughty Ms. Tia Cole,” Alyssa said teasingly as she advanced into the spacious, airy office with windows running one wall. She perched on the edge of Tia’s desk and folded her arms, looking like she wasn’t about to budge until she got all the juicy details from that night a few days ago. It had been right before the weekend and now it was bright and early on Monday morning. A morning that Tia had virtually blown day-dreaming about every second of that fateful encounter with Jordan.

“Naughty, unconventional, indulged– you can call me anything you like,” Tia said, unable to hold back a grin as she swiveled from side to side in her chair, crossing her legs primly.

Alyssa smirked. “I think I like that word ‘indulged’. Not to be gross or anything but I’m curious to know just how indulged you were by your obviously capable date on Friday night.”

Tia rolled her eyes expressively. “Capable is putting it lightly. I’m still speechless. All I can say is, too bad he’s a male escort.”

Alyssa’s gaze was shrewd as she regarded Tia. “Why? Because he was so hot?”

Tia felt her cheeks go warm. “No. Yes. I mean, not totally just about that. I guess like every woman I’d like my man to be sexy and handsome, but that’s not the only way that Jordan impressed me. He was just so...cool, you know? He never made it feel like I was paying a shitload of cash for his time and effort.”

Alyssa nodded thoughtfully. “I guess that’s what makes him so highly recommended. He’s a total professional.”

Tia stared at Alyssa for a few moments before biting on her lip and asking reluctantly, “But have you two ever...I mean, you did give him a referral and I just wondered.”

“If he’d ever been with me? No,” Alyssa said with a laugh. “My friend certainly thought highly of him though.”

Tia smiled though inwardly she cringed at the thought of another woman being with Jordan. Tia knew she could never think of him as just a male escort. Why was that? How come he’d made such an impact on her that he’d filled her waking thoughts all through the weekend?

Tia had kept her hours filled with visits to her family, friends and some house chores but all that hadn’t totally driven thoughts of Jordan from her mind and how much she wanted to see him again. Needed to see him again.

Once Alyssa left to return to her office, Tia stared at the phone and wondered if she could do it. If she really would call Jordan up and arrange another appointment. Was she being a shameless hussy by wishing to feel once again all those incredibly ecstatic sensations from that first night? This time she’d keep it strictly non-sexual. Maybe a nice dinner and dancing again?

At the beginning she’d been absolutely sure this would be a one-time thing. Now she found herself wanting, no craving, to try it one more time.

Her fingers hovered over the phone sitting on her desk. She tried not to imagine how it would look, calling him up again. She’d been soaking up her panties day in and out just thinking of Jordan driving deep inside her again and again, putting his mouth to her secret spots and making her scream.

Right then, Tia was suddenly thrown back once again to the point when Jordan had spread her over the table, making her gasp in shock and sweet agony.
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JORDAN HELD HER TWO wrists in one restraining fist while his other hand pushed in between her wide open legs. She felt his hand cup her sex and she moaned, quivering helplessly.

He said nothing, making no comment about how wet she must be. Even she was conscious of how slick and slippery she was against his circling fingers. Her pussy came alive at his knowing touch. 

On the outside, she felt swollen and ridiculously wet, so much so that the pads of his fingers kept sliding around, making her so embarrassed by her own immense excitement. To think she’d come twice already and still could get so wet she was dribbling.

Thinking he might find it gross, Tia stiffened all the more, aching from the glide of his fingers over her vulva and then her clit. She whimpered, her shoulders tightening as she fought back the discomfort of having her hands pinned behind her. Even the awkwardness of her situation aroused her; she was crazily stimulated by the concept of being helpless and totally within his power to be used as he wished.

Jordan went on stroking her drenched pussy, and suddenly she became aware of how harsh and uneven his breathing had become as he caressed her. Something thick and hard pressed against the side of her outer hip and she suddenly processed that it was his erection, stiffer and thicker than it had felt all night. Dazed, Tia trembled some more, and then gasped out loud when he slipped a finger inside her.

Oooh, that went deep. She clutched around it with eager muscles, hungry for any kind of penetration. He fucked her with that finger for some moments and she felt so snug even around that one digit. It was thick and long and so skilled it had her whining as he strummed against her g-spot. Then he had to add a second finger and just blow her totally away.

“Ahhh,” she let out in a choked manner, her throat gurgling as he wedged those two long middle fingers of one hand deep inside her. She began to see in stars and stripes, her whole body shuddering as he pumped in and out of her in a steady fucking motion. He went so far up her vaginal passage that she soon felt the heel of his palm bump intimately against her ass. And then, just when she thought it couldn’t get any wilder, she felt him start to probe her clinching ass crack with his thumb.

Before she could even form a reaction to that, he pushed in past the knuckle until his thumb was embedded in her ass. A delicious fullness overcame her and she let out a shocked breath. The forbidden sensation of his thumb fucking her ass and his two fingers jamming back and forth in her pussy at the same time made her brain start to short-circuit. Holy fuck. She’d never felt anything like this. The double-drilling had her every nerve cell tingling, making a pool of ecstasy start to spread within her very womb.

“Jordan. Oooh!” she moaned long and shrilly. Everything else that had happened that night faded in comparison, as she suddenly began to writhe her hips in a helplessly debauched motion to match his pounding dual penetration. “Oh Jordan. Oh please.”

She couldn’t tell what she was pleading for. But she felt something hot and grinding overpowering her deepest core, making her inner tissues quiver and swell as the blood rushed to her center. Tia began to buck against his thrusting hand, seeking more pressure, more sweet burning friction. The muscles in her legs started to spasm and from the waist down, she transformed into Jell-O. She was clenching on him in both her holes, and she soon began conscious of him letting out a muffled oath.

Suddenly, he slipped his fingers out of her, and she almost wailed. What? She’d been mere seconds from...

But then she saw him reach for a condom from his suit pocket. She heard him rip it open with his teeth, using only one hand to roll it onto his rock-hard member while keeping her pinned to the table. Tia shook and shivered, stimulated in mind and body and ready to completely lift off once he entered her.

The tip of his cock nudged at her from behind and she exhaled with a loud surge of air. She barely had the chance to brace herself before he plunged into her pussy in one long, smooth power thrust.

His massive girth almost split her apart in this position. His thighs pushed against the back of hers, keeping her propped against the table as she would have slid like a soggy mass to the floor. Her walls screamed with bliss as he began to slam into her with heedless, rugged thrusts. Shit shit shit! Tia’s breathing hitched as she cried out and arched up off the table, her spine curving backwards so hard she was afraid it would snap. She couldn’t stay quiet or still, even with her wrists bound behind her, keeping her on lockdown while he rampaged through her shivery pussy.

He made no sound apart from the raspy edge of his breathing. His fingers gripped her hips tight as he fucked her almost savagely, taking her to a place where pain and pleasure felt one and the same. He made her so full, yet so wet even his deep, hard shafting couldn’t keep her from taking her fill of enjoyment.

This was rough sex personified, each lunge of his hips jolting her into the table while her insides felt ready to disintegrate from the feral pummeling of his cock. Again and again his pelvis rocked against her punished ass, his penetration so deep she could feel his balls swinging against her lower section. The extent and angle of his inward thrusts soon had her mind reeling.

Her orgasm started in her brain, as she processed all the emotions she was feeling at once. Agony from the deep-seated ridge of his continuous penetration, pleasure from him reaching all her secret inner spots with ease, and then delight at being so mercilessly taken, with just the right amount of force and dominance to make her continue to drip down to her knees.

Tia screamed, erupting suddenly and noisily. Her body jerked while her inner muscles contracted endlessly. She felt Jordan fist her hair and tug her hard until her spine arched backwards in an even steeper curve than before. This brought her mouth close to his as he leaned forward and twisted her face to his for a hard, eating kiss that devoured her next series of moans.

To her surprise, she registered his shuddering as his whole frame strained against her. Deep within her pussy, he swelled and throbbed, elongating her climax as he intensified his thrusts to almost lightning repetition. Blam blam blam blam! Trapped beneath him, Tia had no way of fighting the colossal rush of sensations as he rode her into a thick, black oblivion, his body jerking out several more uneven thrusts as he came with loud grunts pressed into her mouth. Tia felt every pump and pulsation his cock made as he exploded deep with her walls which clung tight to him like Velcro. Her shivering matched his, their orgasms conjoined into one unseamed entity, devoid of space and time.




***
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TIA WOKE UP TO FIND herself lying beneath the warm covers. The room was dim with just a faint glow from the lamp standing across in one corner. Tia felt a desperate lurch in her chest until she felt around and then connected her hand with a solid, sleeping frame not too far away. 

Resisting the urge to roll closer and snuggle, Tia smiled with foolish relief. He was still here, she thought with a deep sigh as she kept her hand resting on what felt like his lower back which rose and fell with his steady breathing. Not bothering to open her eyes, Tia drifted back into an exhausted, replete sleep.

By the time she woke up in the bright radiance of morning, Jordan was gone. Tia would have felt like she’d dreamed the whole passionate night if not for the fact that she woke up extremely sore. This told her that everything that had happened was real.

He hadn’t come cheap but Tia knew she wouldn’t blink once at spending that kind of money again just to spend time with him. It was just a few days after, but she felt compelled to give it another go. 

Why wait? Unless of course, Jordan proved to be unavailable or already booked. But Tia decided she would at least try. She could just be lucky and he’d be willing to make another appointment at short notice.

There was a slight tremble to her hand as she finally picked up the receiver. Clearing her throat, she punched in the numbers she now had written down on the pad next to the phone. Her heart started to pound alarmingly as the ringing came on at the other end of the line.
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Chapter Nineteen: Jordan
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Jordan shoved his hands back through his hair and turned away from Tommy’s accusing eyes.

“Really, Jordan? Again?” Tommy asked, his eyebrows propped high in individual V-shaped arches.

Jordan knew exactly what Tommy meant. Tia. Calling him up again yesterday. Asking if he was available for another appointment. As soon as possible.

Hearing her smooth, feminine voice on the line again had sent him down memory lane – as if every moment of their encounter wasn’t already etched in his brain. Touching her, kissing her – eating her out and then getting his cock so deep inside her snug, welcoming channel. 

He’d forget none of that in a hurry. He could still taste her spicy, honeyed essences at the back of his throat each time he swallowed. Damn, but he’d felt ready to never take his tongue out of inside her. Nothing ever – had tasted so good. Or addicting.

“Could you work me into your schedule again? Even if for just a few hours sometime this week. How about Thursday? Maybe for dinner and dancing? Or is that too soon?” she’d asked, her tone as professional as ever even as the sentence inched on too long. Jordan’s mind went as blank as the first time she’d ever called him.

At the sound of her voice, his cock was instantly so hard it felt ready to rip through the expensive fabric of his dress pants. Jordan even forgot he was right inside his office, just minutes from receiving an important client for a meeting.

All he could see in his mind’s eye was Tia’s face, prettily curved in an oval, her full lips tinted with pink, her skin glowing with fresh beauty. He smiled suddenly as he remembered her grinding her delectable ass against him on the dance floor. An ass he’d mentally vowed then and there to rub and kiss all over once he got the chance. Before the night was through he did have that chance, after which he’d been so wild and hard for her, he’d fucked her until she’d virtually passed out.

A part of him had wanted to pull her soft, warm body against his for a cuddle, until he collected his senses and chose to keep some distance between them as she slept. He’d only meant to rest a bit before making a quick exit, but had ended up sleeping until the early morning. 

When he woke up, she was draped all over him, her lips softly breathing against his ear. He’d looked down to see her breast pressed against his arm, the sensation of her soft firmness making his already hard cock swell to almost painful proportions.

Jordan was so busy reliving every moment of the time spent with her that he’d forgotten she was on the line waiting for his reply. Until he heard her blurt out, “It’s okay if you’re already booked. I understand if you think this is much too impromptu. If you could suggest when you’ll be free again.”

“How about tonight?”

The words had come out even before he could think them out properly first. But damn, he wanted her; had wanted her the moment he’d walked out of that room leaving behind a deliciously mussed and sleeping Tia, naked and lushly spread for him to reach out and take if he’d dared. But she’d wanted only one night and so he hadn’t lingered – but each step felt weighted with lead as he’d walked away.

No woman had got him so hard in a long time. Not once in his grownup life had a female made him want to throw everything away just to be with her again. Right now. At whatever cost.

At the back of his mind, it prickled him to think he still existed beneath a lie. She thought he was a male escort. She’d paid him on that assumption and was interested in paying him again for another encounter. On another level, the knowledge gave him a swell of cockiness. He’d given it to her so good she was coming back for more. Hell yeah he was free.

But then common sense returned and he tacked on hastily into the surprised silence, “Say, around seven or eight. I could spare a few hours. A client cancelled so I happen to have an evening free. As long as it’s not for the night like the last time.”

“No. I think a few hours would be fine. I have an early morning appointment anyway. Do you want to come by the apartment for a drink first?” Her voice had a delightfully breathy undertone. Picturing the confident, professional Tia beside the wanton, submissive Tia of the bedroom gave Jordan more of a thrill than he’d have expected.

When it came to women, he hardly had to make much effort. He was used to getting what he wanted and so far, he’d never got to face rejection or being given a difficult time by a female. Fact was, he couldn’t even remember ever having to ask a woman out. Somehow, when he met someone attractive, she usually found a way to get into his bed and Jordan usually played along if she was his type. Much of the same had happened with Chloe, his ex.

They’d been introduced through mutual friends at a dinner party, and the next thing he knew they were going on dates, meeting up at her suggestions. In a week they were in bed together and he couldn’t even remember making the move to officially ask her out or date her for real. It had just happened. Chloe, who worked as a successful fashion buyer, was one of those assertive women who didn’t bother about who got to make the first move.

She did what she needed to do to get her man and by the end of the month, was firmly ensconced in Jordan’s life as his girlfriend. But only because he’d let it happen, of course. He’d had the mistaken belief that just because she was beautiful, smart and successful, she was his type. 

But Chloe was in that category of female that could easily top the ‘sexiest women’ lists with her looks, figure and personality, but was boring in bed. Too uptight, too self-conscious, too squeamish.

All of the things Tia wasn’t. She’d been enthusiastic about everything he’d been willing to try. For the first time in a long while, he’d got to enjoy rough sex just as he liked it. Ramming a woman so deep her whole frame jolted; taking control of her body and its needs and not being interrupted with pleas to stop or slow down. As fast and hard and deep as he’d taken Tia, she’d given right back, pushing him over the edge until he’d cum so forcefully his brain had almost shut down from the intensity.

It had been hard keeping things in perspective with Tia. That night, the sex had been very, very good for him. Probably the best ever. Maybe it was the circumstances; the role play. The fact that he was fulfilling a fantasy for her while at the same time, indulging in one he’d never even known he’d had. Every moment had been powerfully erotic and vividly sexy especially when Tia responded with so little inhibition. That had definitely made it all more than worthwhile for him.

And this time, he knew he could keep up the act of playing the professional gigolo just as well as the last time. She’d never guess the truth unless he told her.

The truth...

Even as they rounded up the call after confirming the time, Jordan replaced the receiver feeling a twinge of guilt. No matter how great the sex was, it still remained at the back of his mind that Tia deserved the truth. And yet, Jordan convinced himself that the truth wasn’t necessary to giving her a good time.

All she wanted was sex, not romance. So long as she was satisfied and not getting harmed or hurt in any way, Jordan reasoned he was doing nothing wrong. At the same time, he was still interested in finding out who’d put his profile up there.

But even that took second place to the knowledge that at around eight pm, he’d be meeting Tia at her apartment. She’d mentioned going to dinner and dancing, but he knew what she was really wanting was another red-hot session of sex. 

As his secretary let in his morning’s appointment, Jordan did his best to focus on the business at hand and keep his roving thoughts from a certain brown-eyed beauty with gorgeous, upturned breasts with nipples so thick and round he felt he could nibble on them for ages. Shaking off that distracting image, he rose to greet his client with a professional demeanor.
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Chapter Twenty: Tia
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Tia found it impossible to tell Alyssa about tonight’s planned meeting with Jordan. It was embarrassing and humiliating to admit she was hiring Jordan again. God! She felt pathetic just thinking about it.

It was an effort to get through the day. As it happened, Mondays were usually pretty slow and she could duck out before five to rush home and make minor preparations for the evening’s date.

She gave Alyssa some excuse for not being able to meet her after work for a drink and when she was finally home, let out a deep ‘whoosh’, letting herself exhale for the first time that day, since she’d called Jordan on the phone.

He’d sounded really pleased to hear from her again. Had she been a good client? She hoped so. She was glad he’d agreed to a second encounter. Tia liked to think he’d enjoyed the last one. Maybe as much as she had?

Because hot damn she’d enjoyed every moment. The conversation, the dancing, the sex, the sensual massage – the total package. Jordan had never allowed for even an inch of awkwardness.

He’d made it clear he was interested in her sexually, not as a paying client, but as someone he’d like to date. That the sex was a result of the natural chemistry between them and not because she was paying for his time.

If she could, she would imagine Jordan was just like any other male she might have met on a night in town or at a bar or maybe even through friends. A casual acquaintance who turned out to be just her type and they’d ended up spending the night getting intimate. That wasn’t a bad scenario at all, was it? A pity it was far from reality.

Jordan was a male escort, a gigolo. Somehow, he managed to know exactly how to push her buttons and she’d melted like goo in his hands. What was more, she’d let him take full control of the proceedings. And yet never once had she ever felt ill at ease with the way he maintained authority. She’d got a thrill being dominated and taken by him.

Why the hell couldn’t more men be like him?

She slipped out of her scented bath soak half an hour later. She dried her body leisurely and as she tossed the towel aside, she caught a glimpse of her nude form in the floor-length bathroom mirror. For the first time in a long while, she ran a critical eye over her body. Great breasts full and still firm with those large nipples she’d always disliked but seemed to drive men crazy – her small waist and rounded hips and long, toned legs.

She turned to the side and twisted round to check out her ass, what her ex-boyfriend had sworn was her best feature. But then he’d been an ass man and he’d always liked more than a handful. Tia felt her skin grow warm as she thought of how much attention Jordan had paid to her rear that night and figured he was partial to that particular female attribute as well.

An hour later, she was waiting at her apartment with a bottle of wine and two glasses keeping cool on the table. Deciding she was already too excited to start on any alcohol, Tia focused on changing into something slinky and enticing for Jordan’s arrival.

A few minutes later, she heard a firm knock at the door. Heart pounding, Tia didn’t even think of hesitating but hurried for the door. She twisted the lock open with shaky fingers and then backed away as Jordan appeared, his jacket draped over his arm.

He came in, kicked the door shut behind him and flung his jacket on a nearby chair.

She saw his eyes barely skim over the wine cooling along with two glasses on the side table. And then his gaze swung to her, the grey orbs darkening when they rested on her silky black dress clinging tight to every curve.

Tia’s words of greeting gurgled in her throat when she felt the full laser heat of his scrutiny. Something passed between them as their eyes met: something primal, dangerous. It made her stomach drop as she let out an audible gasp.

Everything that followed happened so fast.

In one smooth move, he backed her up against the wall. Tia was whimpering, clutching at his shirt front. She felt him yank up the hem of her dress as he cupped her ass and lifted her off the floor.

Oh shit. Tia wrapped her legs around his waist as they immediately started kissing. Red-hot and wet, so fucking wet. She moaned against his roughly eating mouth, her breasts rubbing into his chest. Her fingers rode up and sank into his deliciously silky hair and she clutched tight at the same time his palm spread over her breast, squeezing passionately over the lacy satin bra.

“Jesus Christ, Tia,” he groaned, totally losing all cool. Keeping one hand grabbing her ass, he worked on his zipper and freed his cock. Tia held tight to him with her arms and legs as she felt him working beneath to roll on a condom before aiming his already granite-hard cock straight for her pussy.

She was ready. It took just one powerfully driven thrust to have him seated deep inside her vagina.

Tia heard him gasp as her walls, slippery and inviting, contracted snugly around him. Tia clung desperately to his shoulders as she felt her inner passage start to pulse at the incredibly deep angle of his penetration. 

He moved her away from the support of the wall, keeping her up just by the strength of his arms and her legs still hooked tightly around his waist. He pushed her ass cheeks lewdly apart as he began to lift her up and down on his thick, long tube of a cock.

“Jordan. Oh baby,” she moaned mindlessly, blindly seeking his lips. He let out a growl of pleasure and caught her mouth with his in another fevered kiss of passion. There was nothing business-like or professional in the way he fucked her. They went at it like two long-time lovers coming together after months of separation.

Tia felt the world start to rock as his thrusts grew deeper, choppier. Her eyesight blurred and she squeezed her lids tight to fight back the wave of dark ecstasy. Breathless for air, she tore her mouth from his and flung her head back in abandon. His mouth slid to her neck, working his lips over her collarbone, nibbling and sucking right before he bit her with enough pressure to make her cry out.

Everything felt so impossibly sweet; his cock buried inside her at the perfect slant to reach up into her most delicious spots; his hands squeezing on her ass with possessive passion while his fingers edged close to her clenching anal ring. It was hot, so freaking hot.

It was the most desperate sex ever. He hadn’t even taken an inch of clothing off except for the jacket he’d flung on a chair. He drove Tia up and down on his dick, making her feel him in amazingly far-flung corners of her pussy. Again and again he pushed her buttons, had her rocking on top of that cock and hitching to it like a lifeline each time she bounced on it.

“Oh God. So good,” she moaned, instinctively working her muscles to milk out every plunge his cock made deep inside her.

“Yes,” he rasped, edging his nose lower and nuzzling her cleavage before shifting to one thick, hungry nipple. He grabbed it in his mouth and pulled, causing a shrill cry of agony to spill from Tia’s lips. Nothing made sense but her ring of muscle clutching and releasing on his pumping stem.

He squeezed her ass as he drove her down on him again and again, slanting his hips and delivering thrusts like a power drill. Torn up, shot right through, Tia clung to him with all her might and began to feel the burn spread deep within her pussy.

Passion and heat never felt so good. They coiled around inside her core until she was bursting for release. Her inner walls started to spasm around him and he must have felt it from the way he groaned her name. Tia. Whoa. Her head spun and her fingernails almost ripped groves through his shirt. She buried her face in his throat to muffle the strange earthy sounds breathing from her throat.

“Don’t hold back. Give it to me,” Jordan commanded on a grunt, tearing his lips from her nipple. He drove into her faster, deeper. Harder. The friction, the angle and the pressure proved too much to endure for much longer. Tia opened her mouth wide and shuddered out a moan before her teeth closed over his exposed flesh, biting hard on the side of his neck.

“Fuck,” he let out, his breathing harsh as he chose the next moment to slash his hips sharply, sending his cock so deep inside her passage it felt like he was plowing a path up her throat. She heard the keening cries filling the air and it took a few moments to figure out they were coming from her. 

She felt so helpless, her lower body exposed as his hands on her ass kept her spread open as he bounced her to his rhythm. He was squeezing on her ass so hard it was almost painful. Coupled with his razor-edged thrusts hammering like a stake through her, it was a marvel she wasn’t screaming the roof down.

He was so ferocious, so unrepentant in his every lunge that she shuddered, feeling his show of power. Even her legs could no longer keep her braced to him as she felt herself go limp with bliss, almost like a ragdoll in his strong arms which were now holding her up as he fucked the shit out of her.

Tia wasn’t even conscious that he’d moved until she felt the giving expanse of the bed underneath her. Her mind was in a whirl as she felt him grip her by both wrists which he stretched out high above her head. His other hand shoved her left knee back so far it bumped against her chin. 

With one leg folded so high he had her at a steep angle that gave him even deeper access to her deliciously pulsing pussy. To her delight, he bent to catch her lips, kissing her so hard their teeth clashed. His pace never slowed, battering into her like a fuck machine. Tia felt her lips go slack against his, unconsciously breaking the kiss as her body started to convulse. Everything slammed into her at once. 

There was the grinding friction from his pelvis rocking against her naked clit while deep inside her, he rode her like a beast - finally sending her over the edge with one carnal twist of his powerful hips.

Fingers twitching where her hands were pinned high above her, Tia tossed her head from side to side and succumbed to her almost painful orgasm. Sobbing out helplessly, “I’m coming. Oh lord I’m coming,” she came and came.

Pleasurably sore and but not yet overly sensitive, she lay passive and dazed as Jordan thumped his way to his tumultuous release minutes later. In that time Tia had basked in a few mini-orgasms that had her twitching beneath him like her pussy was injected with a hundred electric eels.

He let out a choked curse as he climaxed, his face just inches above hers and mirroring his every intense expression. Tia gasped at the visual, shivering at how powerfully he lost control, just like he did everything else. No holds barred. She whined, straining against his restraining fist still wrapped around her wrists. With a groan, he let her go, burying his face in her throat for a moment.

Tia’s hands and legs fell to the mattress, her breathing ragged in the cool room as she stared up at the spinning ceiling. What the hell just happened?

Suddenly he rolled off her, muttered something about the condom and left to go to the bathroom. Tia heard water running as she painstakingly edged herself upwards to the other side of the bed, leaving room for when he returned. Her legs still hadn’t stopped shaking. She didn’t understand what had come over her.

For months, she’d thought nothing about sex apart from the occasional self-pleasuring at those unbearable times of the month when her libido was to the roof. But even then, sometimes she was just too busy to dwell on her lack of sexual gratification and now here she was; unable to go a week without wanting some. Jordan had done something to her and she couldn’t decide if she liked it or not.

She was propped up on her elbows when Jordan returned, still in his pants and dress shirt. Tia stared at him and still couldn’t believe he was a male escort. Not that she’d met any to make that assumption, but there was just something about the way he moved and looked. Everything about him spelled power, refinement and intelligence. A man like him couldn’t really be making a career of entertaining women for money, right?

Tia still didn’t get it, but thinking about Jordan being with other women the way he was with her suddenly made her feel...icky. Now that the sexual high had dimmed, she could look at this with a lot more perspective. She was wildly attracted to him though.

She’d quickly gotten over the fact that they were different in a lot of ways. Culturally, they probably didn’t really move in the same spheres. Socially, she could tell he was one of those Ivy League types even without being told while she’d basically started from the rough side of the tracks before dedication to succeed got her the scholarships that had taken her through respectable colleges. 

Tia was no genius but she could read a lot about people – after all she was in the PR business and successful at it. And there was something about Jordan that spelled much more mystery than she’d expected to deal with.

“You okay?” he murmured with that same cocky grin that on another man, she’d have liked to slap off. But hey, the man had made her see stars – again. He deserved to be cocky. He stretched out next to her, turning his head to view her now modestly half-covered by the comforter.

“I’m good.” Her smile was a little wry. “How about you, big boy?”

Jordan smiled, linking his arms behind his head. “You called me baby.”

“Oh shit. Sorry. Got carried away.” Tia’s cheeks felt hot as she remembered doing just that. What had she been thinking?

He laughed, but didn’t push it. “So, anything in particular you want to do tonight? I mean we still have two more hours.”

Just then he reached out, flicked her hair over her shoulder and then pushed down one strap of her dress, exposing more and more of her flesh as he drew it down to her elbow. One fat nipple popped free, and Tia felt it go rigid just with him staring at it. His eyes gleamed brightly for a moment.

“You have a beautiful body, Tia,” he said almost conversationally though his eyes grew hooded. “And your breasts are gorgeous.”

“Thank you,” Tia said, her throat tight as she felt his hand hover over the uncovered tit, before skimming over it with the pad of his fingers. Tia’s breath caught as he began to roll her fat nipple between his thumb and forefinger. Spurring her desire back into life, making her pussy twang. Uh oh.

Her eyes involuntarily flicked to his groin and sure enough, there was a substantial wedge rising. Goodness me, thought Tia, her heart rate accelerating despite herself.

He looked up into her face and cocked a brow. “Don’t you like it? You want me to stop?” he said, tweaking her nipple with sensual skill. Tia’s eyes blinked and she resisted the urge to fall back and purr. Damn, but just the touch of his hand set off her triggers. She’d cum so hard just minutes ago so how come her body was thrumming again?

“I like it. Don’t stop,” she said evenly to hide her much her insides were trembling. He nodded, and trailed his fingers round and round her areole. Her eyes watched his face as he stared at her breast, his concentration fixed. He liked touching; he liked touching her.

She didn’t exactly understand what was happening. She hadn’t really thought this far ahead about tonight’s appointment. She’d wanted Jordan to fuck her again and he had, though she’d pretended to both of them that she was booking him for dinner. But now he was sketching those skillful hands over her most sensitive regions.

She loved feeling his hand on her skin; it had never felt strange even on the first night when all this had begun. Her breath shortened as he flattened his hand over her belly, the weight somehow soothing even above the satin of her bra. His thick dark lashes downcast, he swept the fabric upwards, revealing the smooth V of her sex half-hidden between her clamped up thighs. He slid his hand down one knee and then slowly, drew it apart from the other.

Tia felt like a very young woman again, about to be really touched for the first time. When Jordan started to work on her pussy mound with that inquisitive, knowing hand, she felt lost. What was he doing to her? He’d awoken a she-wolf within her and now she couldn’t imagine not ever being able to feel his tender touch.

“So hot and tight,” he murmured, quietly sliding two fingers into her pussy. Tia gasped and clutched at the sheets beneath her. He elbowed her knees further apart and now her thighs were spread almost lewdly, leaving every bit of her open to scrutiny. 

Tia couldn’t help staring at his hand, the lightly tanned fingers inching in and out of her. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head at the sensation of his fingers probing sensually inside her.

“I’ve never met a woman like you, Tia,” Jordan said lightly, startling her out of her erotic daze as she tried to focus her vision on his handsome, studiously blank face with his eyes still fixed on her pussy. “And I’ve been with a lot of women. But you...there’s something about your body that makes me want to drop everything each time you call.”

Tia’s spine arched with a gasp as he delved his fingers in deep to the last knuckle, hitching to that invisible hot spot deep inside her. Her lips went slack as she stared at his face with the light sheen of perspiration now coating his temple. 

“You make me want to forget that this is supposed to be just about giving you what you need. Now it’s getting to a point that this is what I need, too.”

Tia’s head was spinning. Why was he telling her this now? What did it all mean? She couldn’t process, couldn’t answer his question, not sure he required a reply. All she could truly focus on was the slick sweep of his fingers over her clit, teasing the hard bud out of its hood. Making her so dizzy with awareness her pleasure-points throbbed.

Tia looked up into his face and found he was staring right at her now, his piercing grey gaze dark and pinned to hers. Tia gulped, fighting down the squirming edge of desire making her pussy walls contract on his fingers still buried inside her.

A grimace that looked like pain crossed his face for a moment, before he shook his head and growled, “Tia, you need to know I...”

But then he stopped short, surprising her by suddenly pulling out his fingers. He looked almost pained, but then to her inner glee he was straightening up and grabbing her by the waist, turning her over before she could even steal her next breath.

Caught between wondering what he’d been about to say, to wondering what he was about to do, Tia twisted her head round to look at him as he knelt behind her. “Never mind. It’s not important. I’m going to fuck you now,” he told her, and Tia’s chest constricted with a tight, heated rush of passion. “Unless you have other ideas?”

Tia swallowed, her palms resting flat on the bed as she felt him station her lower half the way he wanted. She felt a surge of panic as she thought of this position and how some parts of her belly still felt faintly punctured from the last time when he’d fairly gone on rampage when he’d taken her from this angle against the table. Her greedy inner walls now screeched with both eagerness and trepidation.

“I...I...,” Tia began, feeling like such an idiot for not being able to frame what she was thinking even as she saw him reach for a condom, rip it open and roll it unto his freed cock, already so hard and angry-looking her eyes widened as her pussy responded in twitching anticipation.

A shadow of need stamped over his face, making his chiseled cheekbones look more prominent as he now gripped her hips and jerked her back into position. “It’ll be good, I promise,” he said a little thickly, as if reading her mind. “I can go as slow as you want, Tia. Or as fast. Just let me know either way. I aim to please.”

Those last huskily delivered words had her trembling even as he slid his length into her waiting, soft and pliant sheathe. It pained her that she was helpless to fight her sexual need of him even as she began to wish there could be more. He made her feel so good when he was inside her. Treated her like she needed to be treated; anticipating her desires even before she could articulate them. He was indeed a master lover but she saw in him the potential to be much more.

A friend – a real lover. She must be a damn fool.

Jordan was careful this time, but no less thorough.

He slid in to the hilt and then withdrew slowly until just the tip remained inside her. Then with agonizing patience, he filled her up again, making her sweat as her inner layers quivered at the steady, smooth pressure. Keeping her on all fours, he built up a rocking, continuous pace that was maddeningly delicious. 

Tia had to force herself to keep her arms straight as Jordan’s body pitched against her with libidinous potency, strong enough to bounce her forward with each thrust. She listened for the sounds they made as he fucked her; and even as he held on to his control she could hear the chopping hitch of his breathing.

“Tia,” he suddenly groaned, reaching down underneath her to press insistent fingers over her aching clit. Tia’s arms finally buckled as she planted her face into the mattress, tits swaying as he began to really bump and grind her. He jockeyed her clit as he smacked into her faster and faster, going deep yet never too rigorously to hurt. It was hot and wild and sweet, especially when he took the time to zip her beady clitoris in conjunction with his thrusts.

He held back until the last moment when she finally overflowed with the immense tingles that were taking control of her pussy. For the second time that night she came, and came. Only Jordan made her climax like that, as if wave upon wave of bliss was washing over her in a cascade.

“Damn,” he growled, as her muscles clenched and wiggled around his cock. His fingers gripped her hips just that bit tighter but only for a second before he loosened his grip and whispered, “I’m gonna come.” Which made Tia shiver into another mini-climax as he sent in several careening thrusts that almost pitched her to the side as they sped him into his orgasm.

Tia finally rolled over when he pulled out of her seconds later. She glanced over her shoulder and saw the strange pained look on his face that was so endearingly cute; as if he was lost, confused. Damn, so was she. Their bodies played too well together. The sex was getting too good. Like two romantic lovers attuning their passion to each other after long months of fitting together like a jigsaw puzzle.

She couldn’t blame him for looking so gobsmacked as he backed off the bed and all but stumbled into the bathroom. “I need to take a shower,” he muttered, throwing her a glance. Tia nodded, pushing her silky dress down on her frame as she crawled back under the covers.

She kept thinking about what he’d said earlier. About needing this too. That hadn’t sounded very professional of him. She could tell he felt things were fast getting beyond client and escort. Tia didn’t know what to do, or think.

In the beginning all she’d wanted was to hire somebody as her date for a few hours. She hadn’t wanted to meet anyone, not in the state she was in where she’d lost all faith in romance.

Then Jordan the gigolo had walked into her life and had put an exciting and mysterious quality to the mere act of sex. She knew he was probably seeing other women. Getting paid to see other women, she reminded herself. So why was she getting the tingles every time she looked at him? That girlish lurch in her chest that made her feel shy and hot all over just being in the same room with him? God! Was she getting infatuated with this guy?

Tia shuddered as she realized she would only be an idiot if that happened. This was already turning into an embarrassing and humiliating situation. She couldn’t keep paying him for “dates” when they both knew what she really wanted was to be fucked long and hard by him. The only thing worse would be if she was paying him for sex!

A crazy thought suddenly crossed her mind. Surely he didn’t think that was what she was doing? She shook the outrageous thought away before it took hold. No, of course not. He wanted it too. She knew it.

It was best she never tried to see him again, she told herself firmly.

Jordan walked back into the room, and she looked at him quickly, searching his face while her expression stayed wary. To her surprise, he was grinning. Showered and dressed neatly, there was no tension at all in his face or body. She hadn’t realized he had a cloth in his hand until he came to her side on the bed and drew down the covers, making her stiffen as he reached to pull open her legs again.

“Relax,” he said lightly, and she looked down and saw the warm, wet washcloth he began to use to clean between her thighs. He did this gently and soothingly, and Tia bit on her lip as she fought back that silly shyness. He was just being thoughtful, she told herself as she thanked him softly. He nodded with a smile and then returned the washcloth to the bathroom.

When he returned, Tia had herself more under control. She was sitting back in bed when he came to stand at the edge. He pushed his fingers through his dark hair, that same cocky smile she wanted to hate but couldn’t spreading over his handsome face.

“Next time, you’re going to have to tell me exactly what you want. Tonight I came charging in, rearing to go – just like the last time when I took things up right after we walked through the door. In future I’m going to give you the chance to call the shots.”

Tia couldn’t tell him that she’d liked it that way. It had felt very spontaneous, natural. Like a lover so hungry for her he couldn’t wait before slamming her against the wall or table. Also, Tia knew for sure that she liked her lover to be the dominant one in the bedroom.

And then his words really sunk in. Tia frowned. “I never said there’ll be a next time.”

Jordan had moved to where his jacket lay, and now paused in the act of shouldering it on. He cocked a brow at her. “My apologies. I simply assumed you’d wish to extend my services. Pardon me if I seemed presumptuous. But it wouldn’t be a bad idea to schedule any future arrangement now. Just in case.”

Tia’s lips twisted ruefully. Just in case his calendar got too full to squeeze her in, huh? Tia had no doubt he must be in high demand. It was a wonder that both times they’d got together, he’d made the time at such short notice. Maybe she was just lucky.

“I might be interested in scheduling your services again,” Tia said, surprising herself. “I’ll need a date for a charity event I’m attending next week on Thursday. Do you think you could be available?”

Tia felt somewhat self-conscious. What if he said no? She couldn’t be sure until he answered and she waited with bated breath.

He shrugged on his jacket smoothly. “Thursday next week’s doable,” he said, nodding. “You can email me the details for the event. Dress code, time and duration of the date. We can work out logistics before then.” As he spoke he glanced at his watch, eyes narrowing slightly.

“Okay,” Tia said, staring at him. When he talked and looked like that, he reminded her of some high-powered banker or corporate mogul. All business-like.

He caught her look and his eyes suddenly blazed. “You alright?” He was sweeping his warm gaze over her prone frame as he added, “If you want, we could...”

Tia had no doubt that he could; but in her case her whole body felt like it had been wrung round an industrial washing machine. A deliciously tender feeling throbbed in her hidden muscles and tissues, but she’d be fine if she took it easy for a week. Or month.

Tia looked at the clock on the bedside table. She knew there was still fifteen minutes to go but she wasn’t about to be crass and make a point of insisting that he stay and talk with her a few more minutes.

“No, I’m fine. Thank you. And I mean that,” she said quickly.

His lips slanted in a quick smile as he came over to where she lay, bending over her. Tia thought he was going to kiss her but all he did was brush back her hair from her face. Tia hoped she didn’t look too messy after their energetic romp of the past couple of hours.

“I’ve never slept with a stranger before,” Tia heard herself say, to fill in the silence. It unnerved her the way he was looking at her; very tenderly. A gentle look of a friend and lover.

“I mean, guys I’ve been to bed with were guys I was with at the time. Guys I knew well.” Tia was blundering on but she couldn’t stop herself. Jordan up close did something to her brain and she couldn’t tell if she was coming or going. She felt confused by the emotions that arose where he was concerned. When they weren’t going at it, she had nothing to distract her from what an intensely fascinating man he was. And how much she would have really liked to find out more about him. What really made him tick, his interests and pursuits, his background and trials or achievements. What made him Jordan.

“What does it take to really know a guy anyway?” Jordan asked mildly, his eyes humorous as they lifted to meet hers. “And I thought you wanted it this way.”

Tia shook her head at herself, looking away and breaking the spell of his mesmerizing, searching gaze. “You’re right. I shouldn’t be feeling weird about this now. I’d never have dreamed of going to bed with a guy I just met, but this is different. I pay you for your time. And that reminds me, there’s an envelope in the drawer. Your fee. I was supposed to give it to you beforehand.”

“Yes, I can imagine. I got carried away,” Jordan said with a light tone as he withdrew smoothly and moved to the drawer she indicated. He withdrew the envelope and without even counting the contents, slipped it into his jacket. “Too bad you’re not interested in a next time or I’d have shown you I’m not a total caveman.”

He cocked a questioning brow at her, and Tia was tempted to say she’d think about it, but couldn’t. Much as she liked having sex with Jordan, suddenly she was feeling like it was taking a lot out of her already. When he touched her...his kiss – it felt far more than just sex to her and that was scary.

She should have known that sleeping with a man she found so deeply attractive both physically and intellectually, wouldn’t be as easy as if he was someone she wasn’t really into out of the bedroom.

It was hard to explain to herself but the truth was, she was getting to really, really like him. Hell, she’d called him baby when he’d been inside her.

“No; that’s okay. I just need you for that one social outing and that would be it. This was meant to be just a one time thing anyway.”

He nodded, and then looked like he was about to say something. Tia held her breath, not even sure what she was hoping he’d say. And then he smiled a casual, easygoing smile. “I understand. So, Thursday?”

“Yes,” she said, biting on her bottom lip. When his dark grey eyes followed the motion, they grew even darker.

“I’m sorry for the times I was too rough,” he said suddenly, surprising her. It looked almost like he was reluctant to leave.

Tia’s cheek flushed. “I would have let you know if I didn’t like it.” She’d liked it too much in fact. No man had ever been that rough with her – not in the way she enjoyed. Her stomach clenched with excitement just remembering how good it had felt to be taken with such vigor as Jordan had done a few times.

They finally said goodbye and he was gone. Tia flopped back into the pillows, clutching her fingers in her hair and wondering what the hell was happening to her.

She’d blown away some good hard-earned cash just for the services of a escort pro and though she wouldn’t deny it had been a satisfying experience, she felt emptier than she had even before she’d taken the bold step and hired Jordan.

Being the kind of man he was: good looking, obviously intelligent and refined – not forgetting downright sexy – it wouldn’t be hard for any normal woman to fall for him. Tia couldn’t say she was in love but damn if he hadn’t gotten under her skin in just the one week since they’d met.

It should never have happened this way. It was something she’d have to get over, and quickly, Tia knew. There was no way she was going to risk getting personally involved with a male escort, no matter how hot or nice he was. 

For one thing, she knew next to nothing about him and had only met him a week ago. This was just a passing phase since he was far from what she was used to and she’d certainly never been in this kind of situation before.

And now it was time to get out of the situation. She needed to start dating again – meeting men in normal circumstances. Even if it meant going on one of those annoying blind dates or hook-ups arranged by her friends or family. 

Hell, she might even let herself get picked up at a bar or club just to know how it felt to connect with a real guy. Telling herself she was only imagining the slight lingering hint of Jordan’s gorgeous scent around her, Tia closed her eyes and willed herself to edge into a restless slumber.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Twenty-One: Jordan
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“I really don’t need you on my case right now, Tom,” Jordan said shortly, turning to face his friend and lawyer again. Jordan had been too busy thinking about last night with Tia to really focus on the last ten minutes or so of Tommy’s nagging.

“Good thing you mentioned the word “case”. Think of the law suit you’ll have on your hands if Ms. Tia finds out you’re a fake,” Tommy said.

Jordan huffed dismissively as he went to flop into his chair behind his desk. “Don’t be ridiculous,” he growled. “You and I know that’s not possible. For one thing, I haven’t done anything wrong. Questionable, maybe, but no crime in the real sense. The lady picked me out of all the others available so it’s not like I really had anything to do with it. She wanted me, Tommy. No one else. And I gave her what she paid for.”

“Under false pretenses,” Tommy told him firmly. “She thought you were a male escort. You’re not. You might be right and she can’t sue you for this if she finds out but there’s no way she’s going to like being fooled.”

“You’re acting like I asked to be put up on that escort site,” Jordan said with deep sarcasm. Shaking his head, he looked away and tried to rein in his temper. Tommy was right on all levels but Jordan couldn’t help pointing it out that he’d been a victim here as well. He’d been set up in some way and Tia just happened to get caught in the middle.

Now if only he’d done the honorable and sensible thing and told her the truth from day one. But being the cocky ass he was, he’d decided to play along. He hadn’t been able to resist the opportunity to get into Tia’s bed and damned the consequences. But the fact remained that no one had forced her to choose him. She’d seen what she’d liked and gone for it. Was it so wrong that he’d provided exactly what she’d required from him?

Which was something she didn’t seem to need anymore, he thought, recalling how last night had ended. Had he managed to put her off male escorts for good? He’d really thought she’d like a man with a take-charge approach. Jordan had sensed her submissive persona even beneath her calm, professional attitude. He knew enough about women to tell when they enjoyed when a man wasn’t afraid to take control in the bedroom.

Jordan had been pretty rough at certain intervals but not once had she complained. But obviously the novelty had worn off and she was no longer interested in continuing the sex angle. Jordan told himself not to be too disappointed. He couldn’t play gigolo forever. And after the charity event she’d mentioned she needed an escort for, he was sure he’d never see her again.

Why did that fact give him a sudden clinch in his chest?

Suddenly, he realized Tommy was speaking and forced himself to listen to what the other man was saying.

“Well, we both know you never asked for any of this but you seem to be getting too much fun out of playing it out. And anyway, you no longer have to worry about being up on that site because your profile has been taken down,” Tommy informed him.

“What?” Jordan asked in surprise, sitting up. Without waiting for Tommy’s reply, he clicked on his computer and got on the Gents4Ladies site. His profile was gone. He looked up at Tommy questioningly.

“I had nothing to do with it,” Tommy told him with a shrug. “It just disappeared. I checked it out yesterday and it was gone.”

Jordan felt relieved. Whoever it was who’d put up the profile must have tired of the game or whatever. The prankster probably noticed that Jordan hadn’t pooled as much attention as was probably planned. After all, he’d only got a call from one client – Tia. No other women in need of the services of Jordan with the money back guarantee had surfaced. Thank goodness. Maybe his reputation as a respectable financial consultant didn’t need salvaging after all.

“Any headway with finding the guilty party?” Jordan asked. He was still going to murder whoever had thought this was funny.

“My guy’s working on a few leads. We’re assuming that’s the only site you were profiled on and that your details aren’t spread around the web on other escort sites.”

Jordan groaned at Tommy’s factual words, throwing his hands up in exasperation. “Please! Get your guy on that as well. Do what you have to do to make sure I don’t end up with any of my real clients, family or friends stumbling on my pictures on any of those sites. I’ll never live it down.”

Tommy snickered, his goofy side resurfacing as he grunted, “So you’re saying your success with Tia hasn’t opened you up to the possibilities of taking up a new past time of selling your commendable sexual favors?”

“I wouldn’t exactly term it a success,” Jordan said somewhat bitterly, staring into space.

“I’d call getting a repeat appointment a success,” Tommy rejoined with a humorous smirk. “What I don’t get it why you still went through with it. Again. Did you really have to?”

Jordan merely shook his head. Tommy would never understand. Tommy hadn’t met Tia. He couldn’t know.

Jordan had meant it when he’d told her last night about how she made him feel. At that point he’d been very close to exposing himself. But it was true; he’d never met a woman like her who could so easily make him lose it. There was something about her that set something loose inside him. His inner beast; his primal side that was nothing like the Jordan his friends or close acquaintances knew.

He was different when he was with her; he could be himself which was weird because he’d never really known what he was capable of until he’d first made contact with her. From the first sound of her distinctive voice on the line, he’d been intrigued by her. He’d met her and it had felt like a spell had been cast.

“You aren’t that hard-up for pussy, that much I know,” Tommy went on relentlessly. “Why keep going back for more with this woman?”

Good question, Jordan thought with a deep sigh. He should have told her the truth. The moment he walked in the door yesterday. But she’d been waiting in that slinky black dress. He didn’t think. He couldn’t. He’d let his hormones lead the way and for the second time, he gave in to his darkest urges.

But he’d be lying if he claimed it was all about getting a piece of her delectably juicy pussy. Getting a woman in his bed had never been an issue for him. He was single now by choice and there was always the random booty call he could count on if the need arose. With Tia, it was something significantly deeper. 

Maybe it was too soon to call it, but he called it anyway. He had a thing for her, big time. But now he’d blown any chances of being with her for real by sticking to his role of gigolo. He’d sensed she was beginning to feel uncomfortable with the procedure as she showed signs that things were getting way ahead of her. He couldn’t blame her for putting an end to it-at least the sex part.

Jordan felt a squint of hope from the fact that at least she wouldn’t mind seeing him again and spending more time with him even if just for a social event.

“Well, it’s over,” Jordan said firmly by way of response to Tommy’s last question. “I can’t explain what came over me but there it is. Thursday’s the last time I’ll get to play gigolo, I promise. And then game over.”

Tommy nodded approvingly. “But you still don’t think you should tell her the truth?”

Jordan flinched. “What would it serve? Except to complicate things further? No, I think it’s safe to just keep her blissfully in the dark. I don’t want her hurt feelings on my conscience as well.”

Jordan had enough to feel guilty about. He could categorically say he’d never done a dishonest thing in his grown up life, be it in business or personal matters. He existed in black and white and this thing with Tia was the one gray area in his conduct and he certainly wasn’t proud of it.

He’d convinced himself in the beginning that he’d been doing her a favor but that was not enough excuse. He was wrong, plain and simple. He could never be sure how Tia would take it but he wasn’t eager to find out.

“A week from now this would be all behind us; my one guilty secret,” Jordan said aloud almost to himself. Tommy was busy looking through his smartphone, not even listening as he suddenly frowned.

“Hey, did you say you were supposed to be with her for a charity thing on Thursday?” Tommy asked thoughtfully. “Could it be that fund-raising dinner you're meant to attend for the Beecroft Foundation?”

Jordan’s eyebrows rose. “I’m not sure. I’ll have to ask my secretary. You’re sure the Beecroft thing’s on Thursday?”

“Yeah,” Tommy said. “We both got invites last month, remember? But I’m going to be out of town by then on business and will miss the whole shindig. What are the chances it might be the same event Tia expects you to attend with her?”

“She hasn’t emailed me yet with the details, but there’s a possibility,” Jordan said, somewhat worriedly. He was meant to deliver a brief speech at that function. He was a major sponsor of that charity and always used his links with the big corporations to gather support for its cause. Imagining that he might just have to attend the event as Tia’s male escort made him break out inexplicably in a sweat.

Tommy was looking at him interestedly. “I think you should wait to hear from her before you start to feel concerned. It could be two different events and you’ll just have to cancel with her. But what if it’s one and the same? She’d definitely find out who you are when you give your speech. How are you going to explain that a big-time city financier mastermind is doubling as a gigolo in his spare time? Somehow, I don’t think she’ll buy it.”

Jordan placed fingers to his throbbing temples. Shit. Shit. Shit.

“Looks like you may just have to come clean after all,” Tommy said with a grunt as he sat back, looking far more pleased than the situation warranted. Jordan didn’t expect his friend to feel sorry for him but he needn’t look so smug.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Twenty-Two: Tia


[image: image]





Tia could confide in Josie the way she couldn’t with Alyssa. Josie had been living next door to Tia for the past year and both women got along so well you’d think they’d known each other for ages. Ever since they found out they came from the same hometown in the South, they’d gotten closer and spent a lot of time visiting each other’s apartments. They led different lifestyles; Tia had a career in the corporate environment while Josie turned her hobby into her trade; she was a successful artist who sold her portraits in upscale art galleries and also did private commissions which fetched a pretty sum.

She’d let Tia into her studio within her apartment and Tia sat in a comfy chair nursing a coffee mug while Josie worked on a painting for a client’s young child.

“You don’t think I’m too much of a degenerate for hiring a male escort, do you?” Tia blurted. She’d told Josie everything and her friend and neighbor hadn’t batted a single eyelid. Though Josie did look back from her canvas in surprise at Tia’s blunt choice of words.

“It’s not something I’d ever do but there’s no doubt I admire your guts,” Josie said, pushing up her trendy glasses higher on her rounded nose. She was very slender and petite. Tia had always openly envied Josie’s girlishly slight figure while Josie complained that she’d give anything to be able to put on some padding to match Tia’s gifts in the curves department.

“I know it’s far from common,” Tia said glumly, staring into her dark brew. “I was just so desperate for a date and then I got in way over my head. I don’t know what I’ve been thinking.”

“But you did say this Jordan fellow came highly recommended from a friend’s friend,” Josie pointed out as she went on with her painting.

Deep within, she told herself how she hated being reminded that Jordan had been with other women in his capacity as a gigolo. She tried to convince herself it was similar to meeting someone who just happened to have a lot of ex-girlfriends or past lovers. But Tia knew this was entirely different. She had men in her past too and most probably in her future but she didn’t indulge in casual sex with them. That’s what Jordan did and though she couldn’t judge him for it she still felt tortured that she was so drawn to him despite his way of life.

“So we can definitely say you’re not the only one who’s tried it,” continued Josie with a sensible tone. “It’s probably not as popular a market as men using female escorts or call girls but the market exists all the same.”

“I know that; of course.” Tia sighed heavily, turning to look out of the window at the bright lights over the city showing from the high-rise apartment.

Josie glanced at Tia and then placed her brush down, wiped off her hands and came to sit on the arm of Tia’s chair, her expression kind. “You aren’t really bothered about the hiring a gigolo part, are you? You’re more cut up about falling for one. So now what are you going to do?”

Josie had hit the nail on the head, Tia felt as she shook her head in confusion. “I don’t know if it’s really so much about falling for him but being so struck by him I find it hard to back away. I’m supposed to be attending a function with him next week and yet I’m itching with the thought that I shouldn’t be seeing him again knowing I’m not as immune to him as I should be.”

“He’s really that hot?” Josie asked with interest.

Tia had to smile, though ruefully. “Even you couldn’t resist him.”

Josie drew back with eyebrows raised high. “Really?”

Tia elbowed her playfully. “Absolutely. Jordan’s just so...he’s different. I keep saying that to myself even though I can’t really explain how.” She sobered as she wrapped her hands around her mug. She closed her eyes briefly and pictured him the way she remembered; charming and self-assured with loads of class but not in an over-smooth way. And his touch – dear heaven, his touch...melted her down like a Dali painting.

Tia only had to close her eyes and she could see his face; lean-jawed and cleanly cut with slashes in his jaw when he smiled. His eyes were a blazing dark grey that could cut through her belly with just one look; his black hair so thick her fingers twanged in need to run through it again. His chiseled nose; finely outlined and just as kissable as his lips. Damn, those lips. The things he did with them be it on her mouth above or below. Tia felt a hidden tremor course through her veins at the memories.

“I’ve never believed great sex should be a foundation for true emotion,” Tia said softly, eyes downcast. “A man’s expertise in bed didn’t automatically buy him a place in a woman’s heart. I’m not saying I’m totally sure, but I feel in my heart that it’s more than just his hot bedroom skills that makes Jordan so captivating to me. I really wish I had the chance to explore where it could lead. But I can’t.”

Josie regarded Tia thoughtfully for some moments, before saying gaily, “Why don’t we go out tonight? Check out my new favorite bar and grill. Just picture it: monster burgers – I’m talking plate size here, plus cream cheese mashed potatoes -”

“’m not really hungry,” Tia began doubtfully but Josie held up her hand.

“Now now, Tia Cole, hold up and let me finish. They have at least twenty prime beers on tap – and it’s playoff season so you’ll absolutely love the big screens. And oh, best of all it’s very dude-friendly. We’re bound to make some new friends.”

She wriggled her eyebrows meaningfully, a grin splitting her pretty face. Tia still felt tentative about socializing especially in her mood but she figured going out beat sitting around in her old sweats going on and on about Jordan. Josie was genuinely fun to be with when they went out. She got along with anyone and had no problem at all meeting people, especially guys. Besides they were both young and single so there really wasn’t anything to stop them hanging out in a bar and having fun.

Just the effort of dressing up and leaving the house gave Tia something to look forward to though she wasn’t so sure about the making new friends part – new friends meaning the male variety, of course. Tia had been unattached for more than a half-year now but she still wasn’t enthusiastic about diving into the dating pool just yet.

Giving Josie a smile, Tia let herself get dragged to her feet. Looking sheepish, she said gamely, “Sorry if I sounded so needy – and I promise not to be a wet-blanket tonight. Let’s do this.”

“Alright!” Josie hurrahed, patting Tia’s shoulder firmly. “We’ll have you over your Jordan crush in no time!”

It sure as hell felt like more than a crush – how about a full-on obsession what with daydreaming about him all day and then fantasizing about him all night. But Tia let Josie’s comment slide and went over to her place to get ready for their impromptu outing.
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Chapter Twenty-Three: Jordan
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Jordan felt the blood course straight from his brain down to his groin at the sound of Tia’s voice. She’d barely spoken five words, “Hello Jordan. It’s me, Tia.” And already he got hard as a plank. Her cultured, smooth-lined voice did things to his senses no woman ever could. Just hearing her speak brought the stimulating visual of Tia saying his name breathlessly as he’d fucked her face to face, bringing her to a headboard-banging climax.

He was at his desk, and the moment he heard her voice on the line, he dismissed his secretary who’d been taking notes on some correspondence he wanted sent out to clients. Once the door shut behind her, Jordan rose and held the phone to his ear, looking out the window at the cityscape.

“Hi, Tia. Great to hear from you.”

“Thank you.” She paused, and he waited, willing his cock to stop going crazy and diminish from its bulge that had his pants feeling too damned tight.

“I know I was supposed to email you details about the event on Thursday,” she continued.

Again she paused and Jordan felt like running his fingers through his hair in a state of disturbance. How the hell had he let this female get to him so bad? What was it about her? She wasn’t like any woman he’d ever been with but she already knew that. She’d called him on Monday, just days after their first encounter, and he hadn’t hesitated to meet her for a few hours of sex. Paid for, no less. He remembered slipping the money he didn’t want or need into his pocket and feeling like an absolute shit yet telling himself at least, he was giving her what she craved.

Yeah, sure. Jordan the Good Samaritan to sex-deprived women. How noble, he mocked himself. And the worst part was that if she suggested they meet up again, he knew he’d agree. He’d drop everything again and show up wherever she wanted, to be whatever she wanted just to have her one more time. Even though it was all a farce; with him pretending to be what he wasn’t. But then was that so corrupt? He’d become what she wanted him to be for her. No one else. Wasn’t that enough to show he wasn’t a bad guy?

“Tia,” he probed when the silence went on and on. “Are you okay?”

He was worried now. Was she about to call off the arrangement to join her for the charity event? He knew he should be relieved if she did. He still hadn’t figured out how the hell he was going to handle that improbable situation.

“Yes. I’m fine. It’s just that...well, I didn’t have your email so I went back to the Gents4Ladies site and then couldn’t find your profile there anymore,” she explained in a sudden rush that made him stiffen. “You took it down. Why?”

Jordan’s brain was trying to work on overdrive. What could he tell her? That he was retiring, getting out of the game? Or why not the truth? That whoever had his details registered on that site had apparently got bored with the prank and deleted the profile they’d set up? Would she believe him? Would she forgive him for whatever slight she might feel?

Jordan wasn’t ready to admit to himself why it mattered what Tia thought. “I had it taken down. I didn’t need an online presence anymore.”

He decided to break it to her gently. And not on the phone. But then she started speaking again.

“Oh I see. I guess you’ve been getting so many referrals you wouldn’t need to advertise your services as much as before. After all I heard about you from a friend so...”

Jordan’s eyes narrowed. So Tia hadn’t just stumbled on his profile and picked him. Someone had told her about him. Jordan was sure he could get to the bottom of this whole fiasco if he could find out more.

“A friend? Could you tell me who it is? Someone I might know?” He gritted his teeth holding in his impatience for the facts. Dammit he wanted to shake someone! Why would anyone have thought this was a good joke? It was fucking up his life. He’d met this amazing woman he’d have loved to get to know better but it was all messed up because she believed he was a paid male prostitute!

“I’m sorry. She distinctly asked that I not mention her name. But you can at least know that she’s not a past client of yours,” Tia said reluctantly. “Although she did hear glowing recommendations about you from others.”

Jordan stifled a groan. Great, just great! He had a bunch of women out there claiming they knew him as a commendable gigolo. That was doing a lot for his self-esteem right now. Not. Someone was having fun at his expense and he didn’t like it. One bit.

“I wish you could just give me a name,” Jordan pressed, his fingertips jabbing into his eyes as he winced. “Give me anything.”

“I don’t know what to tell you. Does it matter whom I heard about you from? Perhaps the women would prefer to hold on to their privacy the same way as you would.”

“You’re right,” Jordan said, calmly. He had to cool the fuck down. He could still get to the bottom of this but that was second place right now to what was between him and Tia. That was all he could really focus on for the moment. “So what do you want, Tia?”

“I was wondering if you were still free for Thursday. The charity dinner is at the Ursula Beecroft center. It’ll be for a few hours and it’s black tie. The event’s to begin at seven pm and is billed to end before ten.”

Jordan’s head flung back and he stared up at the ceiling. Moment of truth. What could he say? He paused a few moments and tried to think. Think, think, Jordan. You’re smart; you help your clients make billions of dollars every year on well-picked investments. You’ve got a foot-long list of clients to prove how smart and successful you are. What could be hard about thinking up a way to get through this mess you got yourself into?
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Chapter Twenty-Four: Tia
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Tia held her breath as she told herself she knew what was coming. Jordan was going to say no; she could feel it. Had he sensed something the last time? Could he tell she was getting too personally attached to him already? She must have let something slip; something she must have said gave her away. Now he was having second thoughts, reluctant to continue any interaction with her since this was meant to be just business. He couldn’t have clients getting too romantically attached to him. That would complicate everything.

Tia knew firsthand how complicated it had become. She had proof enough of that - considering she’d called to cancel the appointment. She’d planned to go alone after all, to end her dealings with the dashing, enigmatic gigolo that had managed to get under her skin. But then he’d answered the phone and another thing entirely had come out of her mouth. Pathetic. And damned complicated.

“Tia. About the charity dinner on Thursday,” Jordan began, and the pen Tia had been doodling with on her notepad grew more agitated as she waited.

“It’s going to be pretty hard to explain,” he said with obvious reluctance. “I do want to attend this thing with you – but it’s not something I can possibly do as your escort.”

“I understand,” Tia said calmly, not really listening. 

She’d put up a self-defense mechanism the moment she’d heard the finalistic note in his voice. She’d known something was up from the moment she’d found his profile gone from the escort website. And now obviously he was done with her and she should be glad he was coming right out and saying it.

She’d screwed up one way or another and being the astute man he was, he had been able to decipher that her feelings were getting involved. He wasn’t a fool; he was probably used to this kind of situation. A client acting too clingy and entitled – becoming too attached. He was wise for backing out and she had to respect him for that.

“Look, it’s fine,” she cut in when he started to speak again. “It would have felt weird anyway. I’ll just move on to plan B.”

“Plan B?”

She could hear the sharp ring of curiosity in his voice. Tia hadn’t really had any plan B but her pride was at stake here and she found herself saying airily, “Oh, I just meant about someone I met two nights ago. It’s been fun messing about with a paid companion but maybe I should try getting myself some real dates for a change. You know, one that could turn out to mean something.”

There was a silence and Tia wondered why the hell she was going there. What would Jordan care? She was just being silly talking trash but the truth was she had met someone that night she’d gone out with Josie and he’d make a perfect date for Thursday. And he was well interested and kept calling her up to meet again. She hadn’t wanted to give him a second thought but now she was considering the possibilities.

Tia didn’t expect Jordan to reply but then he was saying, “That’s good. I’m happy our brief time together has been enjoyable and I hope you feel you got your money’s worth. And I’m sorry you think it would have felt weird to continue.”

“Yeah well,” Tia said, pen gripped tightly and scribbling gibberish on her pad. “I guess I felt like a gorgeous guy playing my fake fiance would really put my boss in her place – and I never thought it would go past the first night. Well, whatever the case it was fun, Jordan. I’m happy I had the experience. I wish you the best and nice knowing you.”

Tia hung up with her face burning and her heart pounding sickeningly. She’d never acted like such an ass in her life! It was petty and unworthy of her and she wanted to ring up and apologize – maybe even explain. 

She was grown up enough to face her emotions and it would have cost her nothing to tell Jordan the truth: that she was getting way too attracted to him and she’d understand why he didn’t want anything more to do with her for professional reasons.

But the damage had been done. They were parting with him thinking the worst of her and maybe that was for the best. This would keep her from being tempted to call him up again, hoping to book a few hours more of his time. No way he’d ever be interested in getting involved with her again on any level.

Wow. Dumped by her paid gigolo. Now if that wasn’t just the bottom of low. Tia shook her head and almost wanted to burst out laughing. She must have been out of her mind, harboring secret wishes that somehow, she could ever be with Jordan for real. 

Deep down, she’d had that hope; somewhere at the back of her mind she’d imagined he must have felt it too. The way they’d connected like only few people could hope to do. There had been those things he’d said, that last time...when he’d told her he’d never met a woman like her. That she made him want to drop everything each time she wanted him. Well, so much for that, Tia thought.

And so much for him saying it was no longer about what she needed – but also what he needed too. He’d told her he needed her. And now this.

Damn, she must have read it all wrong. Maybe that was just the sex talking, Tia told herself as she tried to get back to work. Well, to hell with that. She’d take someone else to the charity dinner and have the time of her life.

And, vowed Tia, she’d go out there as soon as possible and find herself a real man to be there for her without her pay check having to get involved. She deserved better than this.

***
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TIA ARRIVED AT THE venue of the event accompanied by her very handsome and charming companion – Bryant. He was more than a boost to Tia’s ego with his good looks and polished personality. She was glad that she’d let him chat her up that night she’d gone to the bar with Josie. Both girls had ended up hooking up with two well-mannered hunks who’d been happy to drop the girls home with just a few chaste kisses.

Tia had liked Bryant on sight. She had never really gone for the overly tall types but something about Bryant’s endearing grin had drawn her from the start when he’d offered to buy both girls a beer. She soon found out he was single, working in IT, and ready to mingle. With Tia, apparently.

Now here they were, walking into the prestigious hall that was brightly lit in a sweep of colors that added an Oscars-night feel to the event. There were beautifully set tables spread all around the hall, with spaces cleared for dancing. Pillars and drapes dotted the corners, and as the venue filled with more elegantly dressed guests the night took on a glamorous spin.

Tia was glad she’d taken a lot of effort with her appearance; she’d chosen a nude-colored gown that fell in Grecian folds to the floor, the bodice cut in a modest mono-strap design. She’d opted to forgo exposing any cleavage and instead, left one shoulder bare to reveal her skin. Her hair was pinned up while some thick, wavy locks had been left to frame her jaw.

Her make-up was a little more dramatic, her eyes smoky and lashed thickly while her lips held a deep pink shade. Judging from the admiring glances she kept getting from her companion and other guests, she felt she’d hit the right note for the evening.

On their arrival there was a drinks reception to be followed by a three-course dinner with wine. The organizers had planned for an after-dinner speech, awards presentation as well as a live auction to be followed by entertainment to close the evening. 

Judging from the buzz the event had received as well as the celebratory atmosphere surrounding them, Tia told herself it was going to be a fun night. If only she could stop wishing she had Jordan by her side instead. She knew how well they fit together. He was just the right height, above six feet without towering over like Bryant did, making her feel like a dwarf next to him. He was a nice guy, seeing to her every concern and looking as handsome in his tux as any other man in the room. 

But still. He was no Jordan.

And just as if she’d conjured him up with her thoughts, there he was.

Tia could hardly believe what she was seeing. Jordan walked into the hall with a beauty that looked like she’d stepped straight off the runway at New York fashion week. She stood almost as tall as Jordan and Tia couldn’t help staring at her in her silky red dress that seemed sewn on her; every inch fit so snugly to her perfectly slim frame that it was a wonder how the woman could move. She had a face so beautiful you could spend a whole day looking for one single flaw and never find one. Cheekbones seemed almost diamond-shaped, with a small, blunt nose, wide eyes and lips shaped like a bowtie, and painted as red as a dress. She was fucking gorgeous.

Tia couldn’t get over the shock that Jordan was here – and with some cover model on his arm. There was no doubt she was a model; it was in the way she moved and gestured as she laughed at something Jordan leaned in to say in her ear. Tia had to blink several times to tell herself she wasn’t seeing things.

This time she was staring at Jordan and it was like she’d never seen him before. In his black tux, tie and dress shoes, he’d never looked hotter. In Tia’s eyes he outplayed every man in the room with his whipping good looks. His dark hair seemed freshly cut, framing his head perfectly while his clothes looked every inch as expensive and well-made as they had to be.

Tia looked at his face with an unwavering stare and it was almost like she was willing him to meet her gaze. She kept telling herself it had to be some clone or maybe Jordan had a twin she knew nothing about. Anything to explain how he could be here, with someone else; and looking like he owned the room.

He must have felt her burning regard because he chose that moment to glance her way. Just like that, his dark and dangerous handsomeness smacked her in the chest, making her pulse pound and her pussy twitch just holding the line of his piercing grey gaze. In that moment, the hot hours of passion they’d shared sped through her mind like a flashing reel of film, leaving her breathless and weak-kneed.

He smiled thinly, inclining his head slightly in recognition even as Tia gasped in utter shock and outrage. 

It was him.

Before anything more could pass between them, his attention was seized by a group of organizers who showed him to a vantage table close to the stage. Jordan didn’t spare Tia another look as he placed his hand low on the back of the woman by his side, guiding her along as he returned the greetings of the other prominent guests as he walked by.

I don’t believe this, Tia thought stormily as Bryant found them their table and they were seated by one of the many waiters. Tia’s eyes kept flying to Jordan’s end of the hall as she wondered how on earth this could be happening. 

Why was he here? She couldn’t figure out how come he was attending as an escort to his model-type companion. Was that why he’d stood her up? He’d had a hotter client to take to the ball?

When she’d first asked him, he’d assured her he could make it only to change his mind when she’d called to confirm. He should have told her he was a guest as well, or was attending with a guest. Whatever. She didn’t care. He was little more than a stranger to her and it didn’t matter if he was the governor – which he probably was if the attention people were paying him was anything to go by.

The evening took on a surreal quality all of a sudden and it was all Tia could do not to betray her inner turmoil to her attentive and amiable companion. The live jazzy music playing in the background seemed to buzz in her ears as she gulped down glass after glass to calm down her nerves. 

Her PR firm had spent several hundred dollars for the tickets to the event and it was being organized by one of her favorite charities – in aid of medical research – all these reasons keeping her from jumping up and leaving the room to sort through her confusing emotions.

She barely tasted any morsel of the well prepared three-course meal. As more and more minutes passed and her eyes were drawn to Jordan’s lively table, she began to wonder just who he could be. 

Was he some kind of dignitary she hadn’t heard about? How could he be getting so much attention? Of course she always suspected that his male escort pursuits were just one part of his lifestyle. But seeing him sitting there, fitting so perfectly with the dignified and opulent environment, made her realize that there was far more to Jordan than met the eye.

Even worse was watching him with that model next to him, their heads bumping intimately as they shared one conversational tidbit or the other. Her teeth gritted around her soup spoon as she watched Jordan flick his companion’s long dark hair off her slender shoulders in a proprietary manner. 

For some reason Tia felt he was making some kind of point with his choice of female partner. Jordan had known Tia would be there and she could only tell herself he was sending her a very clear message.

But things got even more bizarre as the dinner ended and the host for the evening announced the after-dinner speech was to be delivered by one of the charity’s top patrons as well as key city finance expert, Jordan Hancock.

Huh? What the hell?

Tia straightened in her chair, watching in amazement as Jordan rose from his chair to widespread applause, walking up to the podium and shaking the hand of the host before speaking into the microphone.

When he spoke he was the same collected, cool and charming Jordan she recognized, but he was also different. Tia listened with widening eyes as her gigolo made a short yet arresting speech that had the crowd tuned in right to the end where he closed off with a well-received joke that had everyone laughing good-naturedly as he asked them to enjoy the rest of the evening.

“Are you okay?” Bryant asked, his large hand on her arm and his deep voice tinged with concern. Tia turned to him, blinking.

“I’m perfectly fine,” Tia said on a voice sounding too squeaky for her liking. “Why do you ask?”

“You don’t look too good, sweetheart. We could leave if you’re feeling unwell.”

Bryant’s well-meaning hand closing over hers would have been calming but Tia had too rough a tempest whirling around inside her. Nothing about the evening made sense but even she knew she’d had one jolt too many. Giving him a grateful smile, she nodded as she only just managed to remember to pick up her shawl and clutch. “Yes – please. I suddenly don’t feel too good.”

Tia was glad for Bryant’s strong supporting arm as they made their way out of the crowded hall just as the host announced that the live auction was about to start. Tia was more preoccupied about making it out without stumbling as her mind filled with conflicting thoughts she couldn’t shake off.
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Chapter Twenty-Five: Jordan
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For Jordan the evening lost most of its allure when he saw Tia walk out of the room with her handsome, hulking companion. He’d been well aware of her confused gaze as the night had progressed and he’d have given anything to know what she was thinking. He knew she’d never expected to see him there and she’d certainly never imagined what his real identity could be. Well, now she knew but he could tell the shock had really gotten to her.

He’d wanted to rise and go after her when she made her way out of the hall leaning on the arm of her escort. He knew he’d hurt her in some way and now he felt irritated with himself for how much he cared and wished he didn’t.

But really what had she expected? The things she’d said on the phone had been uncalled for and it had hit home harder than he’d have imagined. He’d thought she’d enjoyed every moment she’d spent with him but then she’d made it up to be nothing more than a joke. That had hit him out of nowhere – he hadn’t seen that coming at all.

She’d said it herself that he’d never made being with him feel odd – but then maybe she was just talking about the gigolo part and not him as a person. God forbid that Tia would  want to be with the real him, Jordan thought with a grim self-derision.

He was just some exciting experiment for her and judging by her companion, she was well back into dating. Jordan felt like a fool.

Forcing himself to stay put, he turned to his beautiful companion who was pouting her sensually curved and full lips at him. “I feel like you’ve had only half your attention on me since we got here,” the beauty said, smiling teasingly. She was the daughter of one of his biggest clients; at twenty three she was a bit young for his tastes but he’d always admired her. He felt guilty now for picking her for the sole aim of making Tia jealous – if such a thing was possible.

His date was a successful lingerie model and Jordan had promised her father he’d be on his best behavior with his daughter tonight. But as he felt her plant a hand on his thigh beneath the table, he almost started.

“What does a girl have to do to keep you captivated?” she asked on a purr, her voice low even as her small hand ventured dangerously higher up his thigh.

“I’m already captivated,” Jordan said, smoothly taking her errant hand and kissing it gallantly on the knuckles. “I promised your dad I’ll have you home safe before eleven and I’m a man of my word so...” 

He grinned endearingly when she looked disappointed, releasing her hand which he placed on the table. But then he soon had her smiling again when the fundraising auction began and his final bid won an all day visit to a luxury spa - which he told her he’d meant just for her.

By the end of the night he dropped the beauty home, wondering why there was only one woman – Tia - who seemed to suit his needs in every way. Each moment he’d spent with her stayed burned in his mind and now no other female could even hold his attention for a moment. What would it take to win a chance at her heart? Could it be too late to tell her the truth and hope she took him in with open arms?

He’d felt the magic thrill between them and couldn’t believe it when she’d made it seem like it was all a joke. When he’d been inside her...the way they’d fit. The way she melted even before he’d started to play her with his tongue, his fingers; she responded in ways that made his heart swell along with his loins. She pulled strings within him that no other woman could.

Jordan had never known how staid and unexciting his life had been until Tia’s voice first came on the phone, interested in booking his services as a male escort. Since meeting her he’d lost many of those hang-ups he’d had both inside and outside the bedroom. Tia made him want to try new things; spice up his life. And there was only one person he could see sharing that with.

When they’d met, she’d made it clear she wasn’t ready for any conventional romance. Tia wasn’t looking for love. Jordan didn’t care about her barriers or whatever reasons she might think of for them not to be together. Whatever it took to win his place by her side, he’d do it.

***
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JORDAN HAD PUT HIS relationship with Chloe long behind him. And one point he’d thought they’d make a perfect match due to the link between their two families. Her parents and his had been friends for years, and Chloe had been roommates with his little sister in college. Chloe had seemed to suit him on a basic level; they made a perfect picture together and she’d have made just the right trophy wife for a successful investment manager.

But they’d never had any true physical chemistry and he’d made her know that sexually, she needed to let go of her inhibitions. Chloe had acted like she’d hated sex and was only going through the motions. Jordan couldn’t imagine ending up with a wife like that.

Jordan knew he needed a woman who fulfilled his every desire. Not just in the bedroom but in every way. He’d known all the things that were lacking in his relationship with Chloe and even though it was just two months to the wedding, he’d broken it up as gently as he could.

He’d always felt Chloe’s ego was bruised more than anything. It certainly couldn’t be that her heart had been broken. She was the kind of woman who thought all men wanted to be with her or had her in their fantasies. She’d been shocked when Jordan said it was over but he didn’t think she would moon over his loss for long.

Now he’d showed up at her place to hear her say it face to face that she didn’t have anything to do with his details coming up on that escort directory. He’d been holding back a confrontation, hoping that Tommy would get to the bottom of things by now but it was taking too long. Tia was fast slipping from his fingers – if she hadn’t already – and he couldn’t go to her without knowing the real truth himself.

Chloe didn’t look in the mood to be helpful as she reluctantly let him into her classy penthouse apartment. Jordan looked at her and wondered how he could have ever thought for a minute he could spend the rest of his life with someone like her. She was beautiful, but cold. She had no interest in passion, if she even knew what that meant. She only had love for material things; diamonds, designer clothes and gear, and high-standing society. She found more joy in the latest fashion and gadget trends than in spending quality time with the man in her life. Jordan wished any man who’d end up with her the best of luck.

“I had nothing to do with this,” she said with a careless shrug of her bony shoulders, turning disinterestedly away to pad barefoot around the living room of her art deco home. But there was something about her tone that told him she might know more than she was letting on.

“This was a very vindictive act, Chloe and if you know anything about who’s behind it, you might as well tell me. You may say you had nothing to do with it – but sounds to me like you probably know who did.”

She faced him with an impatient expression, met his hard glare, and sighed fretfully. “I really don’t want to get caught up in any of this. I can’t imagine why you can’t laugh over it and let it go. It’s just a silly joke, Jordan. Nothing more. I thought you’d be happy to get yourself out there – probably find yourself a woman to suit your appallingly animalistic sexual urges.”

Jordan had to force his temper down and not grab her to shake the truth out of her. Instead, he played it cool. “So you do know about it. Care to tell me who’s responsible?”

“She said she’d do it – but I never dreamed she’d have the nerve. I mean she was totally on my side when you broke up with me and assured me she knew just how to pay you back for your ill-treatment,” Chloe said airily, regarding her fingernails closely and avoiding Jordan’s eyes.

This time, Jordan did grab her – and shook her until she cried for mercy. “She? Who’s she? Tell me right now or...”

“Okay! Ow! Do you have to be such a brute!” Chloe exclaimed, rubbing on her bare arms when Jordan abruptly let her go and turned away to keep from throttling her.

“Are you saying you can’t even guess who it could be?” Chloe asked sulkily. “I mean, who else would have the guts to pull a stunt like this, knowing that if you found out, you wouldn’t have the heart to get mad at her. Someone who was close to me as well as you. Someone who has pulled practical jokes on you for your entire life. Are you really that dense?”

Jordan didn’t want to believe it even as he picked out a name that stood impossibly in his mind. “Alyssa?” What the hell had his sister got to do with this?

Chloe smirked at Jordan’s expression. “You know Alyssa has always been a prankster – even when we were roomies in college she always thought up the funniest gags. Anyway...when she asked me for a few of your photos I had with me, I knew she was up to something. She said something about putting you up on a male escort site and setting you up with one of her friends. Obviously she got bored with the whole thing because when I spoke to her two days ago, she said she’d deleted your profile. So I guess you should be happy now.”

She still had that smirk on her face and Jordan didn’t even know what to say. His own sister would do this to him! But then his mind whirred and he remembered the things Tia had said and how it clicked with Chloe’s words. Someone had recommended Tia to Jordan’s page – obviously, for some reason, his sister had wanted Tia to meet him. His only relieving thought was that Alyssa hadn’t thought to hook him up with any more of her friends. He was still going to skin her alive though, the first chance he got.

“Thank you, Chloe. You were a great help,” Jordan muttered, his mind already elsewhere as he headed for the door.

“Was she anything like you were looking for?”

Chloe’s soft, unexpected question made Jordan pause. He turned around in surprise. “What?”

“Alyssa couldn’t help letting it slip that you did get to meet someone. You didn’t have to follow through but you did. She must be something to make you act so out of character. The Jordan Hancock I knew would never have gone along with something like that.”

Jordan could have easily told her that maybe she never really bothered to know the real him. Instead, he smiled lightly and said, “Yeah...she’s really something.”

Chloe nodded, a small smile lifting her lips in response. “You know I only wanted you to be happy, don’t you? Even if it wasn’t with me. I was mad for a while but the things you said back then really made a lot of sense when I thought about it. I guess I’ll be looking out for that special someone that can switch me on the way she does you.”

Chloe moved forward to where he stood, coming close and staring searchingly up into his face. “I’m not even sure how I know, but I can sense you’re different. Something’s changed.”

“If I’ve changed, then it’s been about time,” Jordan said, dusting a quick goodbye peck on Chloe’s cheek and left her looking less disgruntled than she’d been when he’d first come in.

As Jordan drove off he thought about Chloe’s uncharacteristic perceptiveness. He had changed and it took someone who’d once been close to him to notice. Would Tia ever realize the impact she’d made in just the brief time they’d shared together? At face value it had seemed like just the sex and the passion. But on a deeper level, it had taken over his subconscious and made him realize he’d had a missing piece all along.

As he reached for his phone, he filled his mind with thoughts of how he could make up for lost time and show Tia they had some unfinished business – and he wasn’t backing out until she saw things his way.
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Chapter Twenty-Six: Tia
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Alyssa walked into Tia’s office with a breezy ‘good morning’ even as she noted the pensive look on Tia’s face.

“So how was the charity dinner last night? Did you have a good time?”

Tia didn’t seem to hear her, but after a moment she shut her laptop and faced Alyssa with a deep frown. “I’ve been trying to work a few things out but can’t seem to come up with a reasonable explanation.”

“About what?” Alyssa asked lightly, crossing her legs as she swayed back on forth on the swivel chair in front of Tia’s desk.

“Jordan. That male escort you recommended so highly.”

Alyssa’s lips lifted in a grin. “Looks like he lived up to his top billing, huh? At least you had your walk on the wild side.”

“That’s not what I mean,” Tia said. “I’m talking about last night, at the dinner. He was there, Alyssa. At first I thought he was attending as someone’s male escort, but then it turns out he’s some successful investment whiz I’ve never even heard about who earns at least ten times what I do. How could that be even possible?”

Alyssa shifted in her chair, suddenly looking uncomfortable. “Well, I can’t really tell you. I mean, who’s to say with these male escorts? You never know who they could be in real life; your doctor, your next-door neighbor.”

“Your brother?”

Alyssa blinked and she looked up to meet Tia’s accusing look.

“Did you honestly think I wouldn’t find out? Alyssa, he has the same surname as yours. Hancock. I did a bit of snooping and I discovered Jordan Hancock happens to be your older brother. I just don’t understand why you did this. I don’t even understand what you did.”

Alyssa’s expression looked guilty. “I should have known it would all come back to haunt me. What was I thinking?” She shook her head with a sigh. “I just don’t know how to begin.”

“Why not start with the truth?” Tia said, sitting back and folding her arms with eyebrows cocked.

Alyssa sighed. “It’s all my fault. And I take full responsibility even though everything was based on probabilities. Would you like Jordan enough to pick him from the other choices on that escort site? And would he play along with it even though he knew someone had set him up to be something he wasn’t?”

Something seemed to click inside Tia’s head and she jerked forward suddenly, asking, “He’s not really a male escort, is he?”

Smiling ruefully, Alyssa shook her head. Then, looking shame-faced, she confessed to Tia how she’d registered Jordan on Gents 4 Ladies, building up a fictitious profile for him using pictures she’d taken from Jordan’s ex-fiancée.

“The idea came to me when you kept going on about how you so desperately needed a last minute date,” were Alyssa’s rueful words as she faced her incredulous friend. “So I thought, Tia needs some excitement. Something different from what she’d ever done. But instead of letting you go for just anyone, I picked my brother since I figured both of you were looking for the same thing. He’d just broken up with his fiancée simply because according to him, she lacked that bit of spark – that extra spice. So I set him up as a male escort, hoping you’d take my advice and select him. If you didn’t select him, I would’ve told you immediately. I never dreamed Jordan would play along but I knew that at least, you two would come in contact and something could work out from there. I was really surprised when I realized he went right along with the whole ploy.”

“Why would he do that?” Tia breathed, looking hurt, confused. “Why would he want to fool me like that? Why didn’t he just tell me the truth? I feel like such an idiot.”

Alyssa was chewing hard on her lip. “I honestly don’t get it. Jordan’s supposed to be the cool-headed brother – the sensible one in the family. I never dreamed he’d go with it but then maybe you took him by surprise. Maybe it’s been his secret fantasy all along and I just helped him actualize it the same way I helped you with yours.”

Tia’s eyes blazed as she jumped to her feet. “Gee thanks, Alyssa. I really needed to be hooked up with a fake gigolo to add some spice to my life. Have you any idea how embarrassing this is?”

“I’m sorry,” Alyssa said simply, rising to her feet as well. “I never meant for anyone to get hurt. I just thought things would work themselves out. Jordan would say there was some mistake and you two would laugh it off, and then decide to meet up anyway. I don’t know. I just felt you two were so much alike in what you were seeking from a partner. I never meant to play God and now I wish I hadn’t started shit. At first I was happy, seeing both of you having so much fun but I never dreamed it would go as far as it did.”

Tia sighed impatiently at Alyssa’s apology, shaking her head and turning away to walk to the window. “I don’t even know what to say or who to believe. I feel like such an idiot. I’m just one big joke for my best friend and her brother. I really don’t appreciate that between you and Jordan, I made such a fool of myself. Well, I hope you both had your fun.”

With that, she snatched up her purse, ignoring Alyssa’s crushed look. “I can’t stay another second. I need to go home right now to rest my head and rid it of these murderous thoughts I’m having right now about a couple of siblings who think it’s a game to mess with someone’s emotions.”

“Tia, please. Come on,” Alyssa began as Tia began to walk by, but one shriveling look from her friend had her shutting it.

***
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ALYSSA WATCHED TIA storm out and sighed deeply. She hoped her friend would forgive her because at the bottom of it all, she’d only meant well.

She’d always thought Tia would be the right woman for her brother but Jordan had always been with someone else. When Jordan had broken up with Chloe, Alyssa had seen the perfect opportunity to bring Tia and Jordan together. She knew she could have easily tried to introduce them normally but this way had seemed so much more exciting. Obviously Tia didn’t see it that way, naturally.

Alyssa didn’t even want to think about what Jordan would do when he found out. She wondered if she should do the smart though cowardly thing and just go into hiding until everything blew over.

And then she smiled to herself as she thought of the way Jordan had been acting since he’d become Tia’s gigolo. She’d seen the subtle changes in him those times they’d met during the week at their parents’ home for dinner. He’d seemed more laid back, revived – happy and fulfilled. And Tia had been flushed with happiness day in and out since the very first time she went on that date with Jordan.

Alyssa consoled herself with the assurance that one way or another, things would work themselves out in the best way for everyone and who knew - maybe one day those two would thank her. Maybe...
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TIA ALMOST HOWLED WITH furious agony as she opened her fridge and hunted for ice cream but found none. How could she wallow in self-pity without some decent ice cream? There wasn’t even a nibble of chocolate to be seen. Damn her infernal diet that had her focusing on eating healthy which meant no temptations within reach. Now she was in need for some serious comfort food and there was nothing in the fridge to write home about.

She didn’t even think twice about grabbing her phone and ordering the biggest pizza she’d ever tried.

“That should do it,” she muttered to herself, flinging her phone on the couch and then making for her bedroom, deciding to pull on some jeans underneath the thin t-shirt and ruffled ankle socks which were her only items of clothing. After returning from work she’d slipped straight into her favorite, thigh-skimming cotton tee and socks.

Before she could make it to the bedroom, her doorbell rang and she started in surprise. The pizza couldn’t be here so soon. Without thinking she headed for the door and flung it open, expecting it to be Josie from next door. She’d called her neighbor up once she’d arrived and Josie had promised to come over to share a cup of coffee once she was done with what she was doing.

But instead of Josie, Tia came face to face with the last person she’d ever expected – or wanted – to see again.

Jordan.

She couldn’t explain what it did to her to find him standing there. She couldn’t read his expression but there was a dark, stirring flickering in his grey eyes as he scanned her figure, barely concealed in her skimpy attire. Jumping behind the door, she poked her head round the side and glared at him.

“Go away, Jordan.”

He sighed deeply. “We need to talk.”

“We don’t need to do anything. You and Alyssa can go on with your mind-fuck games without me. I’m done.” Tia made to slam the door to but then his arm shot out, keeping her from pushing the door closed.

“Tia.” Her name was like a growl in his throat but then he sighed again as if to calm himself.

She stared at him suspiciously and saw his expression soften as he added, “I’m sorry, okay? That’s what I came to say. I never meant to lie to you or make a fool out of you. I just...I had every intention of telling you the truth the moment we met. I planned to. But then I walked in and saw you and after that I was on auto-pilot. I wanted to be that man to give you what you were looking for. I told myself I was playing a role and so long as I met your needs it couldn’t be wrong. But it was wrong. You deserved the truth and I didn’t give it to you. I’ll regret that for a long time but what I regret the most was messing up the chance for something that could have been real between us.”

Tia didn’t realize he’d taken his arm from the door until he finished speaking. She could shut the door in his face now if she wanted to. But did she?

“One thing I simply need to know. Was it all just a joke to you? Were you laughing at me the whole time?” Tia asked stiffly.

Jordan had the same crushed look on his face that reminded Tia of an identical look on Alyssa’s face just an hour earlier. Tia couldn’t help staring at him and feeling the ever-present dangerous attraction. He was dressed smart-casual in a dark, fitted button-down shirt that complimented his lean, muscled torso and shoulders while his lean hips and long legs were encased in sinfully snug grey pants.

“I know that it seems like that now but believe me I never laughed at you. And I never considered it a joke,” Jordan said, his jaw clenching as he reined in his emotions. “It wasn’t supposed to happen after that one time. But then I realized I couldn’t stay away from you. I didn’t want to stay away. I warned myself you weren’t looking for romance or a relationship and this was the only way we could be together even for a few hours at a time. As time went on though, I started to need something more.”

Tia didn’t know what to think. Her teeth worried her bottom lip as she listened to the deep throb of agonized sincerity in his voice. His face was a mask of self-accusation and guilt, but as he watched the confusion play all over her expression, his gaze softened once again. Tia felt him gently take hold of the door and she found herself stepping back warily as he opened it wider and let himself in, never taking his gaze from hers.

Tia shivered, not sure she wanted him to stay or leave. She told herself she just needed to hear what he wanted to say then he’d be gone. He shut the door behind him, the lock clicking shut and causing Tia’s heart to pound realizing he was alone with her in her home. The crackling electricity they produced so easily sizzled in the air around them causing her breath to hitch.

“I don’t want to let you go,” he said plainly, not moving from the door. Tia couldn’t be sure she wouldn’t bolt if he did.

“You never had me to start with,” she said on a huff, her eyes rolling even as she caught the look of challenge on his face.

“Is that what you like to tell yourself?” he asked, advancing into the apartment. Tia was too angry to back away as he closed the gap between them.

“What do you mean? You never really wanted to be with me or you wouldn’t have lied to me like you did.”

“But then you lied too,” he told her, now standing right in front of her before she even realized it. He cupped her face in both hands and stared deep into her eyes. “You told me we felt good together. And then you turned around and made it all sound like a joke.”

Tia couldn’t hold back a shiver as she became aware of his stimulating closeness. She seemed to be running out of air pretty fast. Her unbound breasts grew heavy beneath her tee and somewhere between her thighs started to thaw and puddle. Goodness. How could she keep telling herself she hated him if she still felt like melting into his arms?

“You’re the one who changed your mind about attending the dinner with me,” Tia accused, unable to keep the hurt from her tone and expression.

“I told you I couldn’t go with you as your gigolo,” he reminded her firmly. “You never let me explain. What I meant was that I wanted us to go together as a real couple but you were too busy telling me you already had someone else lined up.”

Tia’s eyes fell and she felt really dumb now that she knew the truth. But he could have tried to make her see sense – instead of giving her the shock of her life by showing up at the dinner with that model on his arm. She still squirmed with jealous hurt but all those other thoughts seemed trivial to what smoldered between them now.

He took both her arms and slowly linked them behind his neck. Tia forgot how to perform the simple act of breathing when she felt her breasts press close against his torso. She told herself she could feel his heart pounding to the same dizzying rhythm as hers. His head loomed lower and she didn’t pull away as he planted soft, searching kissing around her lips, sensual and sweet. With his hands on her waist, he tugged her hips even closer and let her feel what being this close to her was doing to him as he hardened against her belly.

“Does this feel odd to you, Tia?” he murmured, right before swiping the tip of his tongue between the seam of her lips. Tia let out a gasp and Jordan covered it with his in an open-mouthed kiss so passionate it made her head spin. His hands smoothed round to cup her ass, massaging the heavy globes and lifting her up on her tiptoes as he ravaged her mouth with a possessive yet patient kiss. He wanted her to feel it in her gut and she did. It spread out like a blooming flame, licking at her core until she was just a slippery mass between her legs.

He pulled his lips away and let her come up for air. When she managed to pry her eyes open, she found him gazing into her face with awed tenderness.

“How could you think we’re nothing but perfect together?” he asked softly, lifting one hand from her buttocks to pinch her chin in his fingers and tip her head back so she could hold his gaze as he went on soberly, “We could have had those many hours of passion and then we could have never seen each other again. I told myself all this over and over and yet, all I really wanted to do was place my heart at your feet and plead with you not to walk all over it.”

Tia bit down a whimper as her fingers sank into the silky curls at the base of his head, her eyes growing hooded beneath the mesmerizing quality of his voice and eyes. She wanted him so much it tightened every bolt and screw within her.

“I wanted to tell you the truth especially when I found out we had invites to the same ball,” Jordan went on deeply, his lips hovering over hers. “I hadn’t realized the mix-up before it was too late. It then became paramount to let you know who I was – and that I didn’t really moonlight as a gigolo. I told myself you might never forgive me but at least I’d be able to face you with a clear conscience.”

It felt so good to feel his lips on her face, kissing every spot he could reach. She felt treasured and desired and the flip-flops in her belly gave way to the liquefying ball of fire threatening to jet down to her knees.

“Just once, I told myself. Over and over...just once,” Jordan groaned as he mouthed a path from her jawline to the base of her neck, burying his nose there and nuzzling. “I thought that would be all I needed: one night with you and then I’d have my fill. But now I know that it’ll never be enough.”

Tia’s senses soared even as her heart sank. Her body, was that all he wanted? To take her again and again to satisfy his aching void?

The doorbell pealed, shattering the glass bubble surrounding them. Jordan lifted his head up with narrowed eyes as he half-glared down into her shocked face. “Are you expecting someone?”

She could see he was jealous – did he think she’d left work early to keep a steamy rendezvous with a lover? She couldn’t help give him a mischievous eye roll as she pushed against his chest. “I ordered pizza. I was hungry. And pissed.”

He suddenly grinned, and that just had her staggering. He was such a mix of angel and devil when he flashed that white-hot smile, so boyish and cocky.

He set her gently aside, and Tia let him prop her against the wall as she tried to catch her breath while he turned and went to get the door. He settled the delivery and then returned, the front door securely closed.

Jordan was staring at the load of food he had in his arms. There was an extra-large pizza with thick crust as well as a two liter bottle of soda plus side dips and one dessert pizza. Tia made a face as she realized she hadn’t even been thinking straight when she made the order.

“Wow. You must have been really hungry. Or really pissed,” he said with a slant to his grin. Tia quickly made room on table in the dining area of the apartment and helped him set everything down.

“I wasn’t probably going to get through one slice anyway - and then everything else would get chucked in the freezer,” Tia said, staring at the food and wondering why her stomach suddenly felt full – of butterflies. Especially when she felt Jordan come up behind her, his hands resting heavy on her shoulders which he kneaded with a sweet insistence.

Tia bit hard on her lip to hold down a moan as his solid, enticing frame wedged her against the table, his maleness nestling between the rounded curves of her buttocks like a thick steel pole. Desire like one she’d never known ripped through her middle and left her gaping to be filled, claimed.

“If you aren’t that hungry...I’m hoping you aren’t that pissed anymore either,” he said, his pelvis rocking suggestively against hers in a way that made her want to sway her rear with equal seductiveness against his burgeoning staff.

Holding on tight to her common sense, she stiffened against him, clutching hard to the edge of the table for support. “Jordan...I don’t think we should. A part of me tells me not to trust you. A part of me just can’t.”

He rested his temple against the back of her head with a deep groan as if she’d just punched him hard in the gut. “Oh fuck, Tia.”

As always when he said her name like that, she trembled. If he only lifted the hem of her top and cupped in between her wobbly legs he would tell her much her body trusted and needed his touch. But her heart and brain were telling her different.

“Don’t say it. Don’t tell me it’s over before it’s even begun. I don’t want to let you go.”

His tortured words vibrated deep in his chest, stirring her spine as he wrapped an arm around her shoulders and embraced her hard against him for a few moments, breathing deeply into her hair. And then to her surprise, he released her.

He was backing away and Tia spun around, barely concealing her surprise and fear. Was he giving up so soon? Didn’t he think they were worth fighting for at all? Maybe he didn’t believe it was worth the effort. The damage done must seem too insurmountable for him. Tia’s heart sank in her toes and she had that feeling again of not being good enough – of not being worthy of winning a man like Jordan who should be willing to do anything to be with her for real. All he wanted was the way they made sense when they fucked. Without that he wasn’t interested, obviously.

“I know you need time,” he said quietly, his voice a contrast to the way his body seemed coiled tight, like he would spring for her again if he saw one ounce of weakness on her part. Tia longed to let out that whimper of surrender that would have her being grabbed in his arms again. She could just see him spreading her over that couch on her back, her legs pinned back to her chin as he knelt to slide deep into her waiting wetness. Pumping his thick cock in and out of her pulpy walls as she moaned and moaned, her spine arching to offer her thick, hard nipples to his sucking mouth and stroking hands. Oh shit. She felt her pussy lips swell and throb just picturing it happening – if only she could make the move. If only she wasn’t so damned scared.

“You don’t need to tell me I messed up,” Jordan continued, pushing a hand through his already beautifully mussed hair. “I was a fool if I thought I could be satisfied with being just your passing fancy. I wanted – I want – to be in your life, to mean something. To be the man you could count on to stand by you whenever you needed him. Someone you knew that all you had to do was pick up the phone and call and he’d drop anything just so he could be there for you.”

He expelled a ragged breath, his chest rising and then settling in a sigh. “You might not think I deserve another chance but if you just say yes I can take my time showing you I’m a man you can trust with your heart. My sister knew me even more than I knew myself and she must have known that once we met, I’ll find it hard to keep things simple. I don’t want to be your friend, Tia. So don’t bother telling me that’s all we can share. I want for keeps and I’m ready to prove, no matter how long that takes, that I can earn a future with you.”

A future.

Those words did things to Tia’s insides. Her soul flared with hope and she asked herself if she dared believe. But then as she stared into his compelling eyes she realized that even if she didn’t know how he would do it, she knew he meant every word he said. He was willing to try and heaven help her, so was she.

And yet a lingering self-doubt kept her rooted, her lips pressed together even as her eyes betrayed her deepest emotions. As always, Jordan could sense her submission; knew that she needed him to take that last bold step. His gaze blazed with a searing flame as he reached for her arm, slid his fingers down to link with hers and pull her slowly forward. Giving her the chance to break away, to stop him. 

But Tia didn’t protest, her feet moving her steadily to meet him where he stood waiting. He took her fingers to his lips and kissed the back of her hand with passion and adulation. He took that same hand and rested it against his heart, his breathing going shallow as she began to take up initiative, sliding her palm down his torso to his belt buckle.

“I’ve waited much of my life for a chance at real happiness but I guess now I’m done with waiting. Why can’t the future start right now?” she asked softly, lashes quivering as she lifted her eyes to his. Her fingertips skimmed over the thick wedge of masculinity straining at his groin and his breath caught audibly.

The message in her shy gaze was clear and she almost smiled to see the flush of arousal deepen on his cheekbones. “Bedroom?” he said more than asked, smoothly sweeping her off her feet with his arm underneath her knees and back. Tia cupped his face in her hands and shook her head, her chin pointing directly behind him. He looked back and groaned deeply. “Couch. Yes.”

Tia giggled at his raspy words, burying her heated face in his neck as he carried her over to the waiting couch. But then he commanded softly, “Kiss me, Tia.” And her lips found their way to his, locking with a woman’s pliant hunger to his. His hot tongue filled her mouth, making her moan with fevered arousal. He tasted as sweet as she remembered, and he was as masterful as ever, taking and giving. Damn, he gave so much in his kiss and Tia just wanted to bare her heart and soul to him.

Their lips still locked, she felt him place her on the couch, resting her sideways on the cushions as he crushed her with his weight for a moment. Loving the sensation, she wrapped her arms around his broad back and pressed him tighter, closer. The intimacy and sweetness of the moment made her wetter than ever.

They kissed so deeply it felt like they were making up for all that time they’d been apart. He sought out her tongue and sucked on it with a growl, his whole body shivering slightly. Tia felt his hips settle between her parted thighs, his hand cupping the back of her knee which he stroked sensually. His other hand slid in between their snugly fitted bodies and went searching beneath the hem of her tee-shirt for her naked sex.

Jordan’s lips broke from hers and he kissed his way hotly down her arched throat while his fingers keenly stroked her. Tia once again felt her body flush with embarrassment to feel her pussy so drenched his fingertips seemed to slip over her swollen mound. It was almost mortifying - just as if an invisible tap had been turned on inside her and now she simply gushed.

She went hotter than ever in the neck and cheeks, her arousal reaching terrifying heights despite her best efforts as he pushed a finger then another into her slick pussy.  From somewhere above the haze in her mind she heard Jordan groaning, “Oh fuck...oh God” before shoving deep in and out of her pussy, filling the room with the sounds of her lust. His face was buried in her neck and he was mouthing a piece of flesh, worrying it with his teeth. As Tia’s inner walls involuntarily pulsed around his penetrating fingers, he growled deeply.

Tia cried out, head spinning round and round.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven: Jordan
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Jordan wanted more.

Tia was wet – so fucking wet. She made him mad for her when she always seemed so eager and ready for his touch, his passion. If only she knew what she did to him to find her pussy melting and puffy with the same hunger that powered his loins.

He whispered her name and felt her shudder. Sometimes he didn’t realize when he did it – when he called her Tia. It just felt right rolling from his lips; it felt intimate and warm and helped him express things he’d once been wary to say. But Jordan was fed up with holding back. He needed more. He craved for all she had to give.

His body snaked lower and he rolled up her sexy little tee-shirt with one hand while he thrust his fingers relentlessly into her juicy vagina. Now the folds of her shirt rested high on her chest, revealing her nakedness to his ravenous gaze.

Hot damn. Her curves should be a crime. Luscious handfuls of flesh, they begged to be groped and squeezed and sucked. Her full breasts, her thighs, her hips. His thumb reached up for her ruby clit and he stubbed the small nub, rubbing in circles while his two fingers fucked in and out of her snug pussy. Groaning deeply with lust, he bent to her heaving chest and suckled one thick, hard bud. The sensation of her nipple in his mouth went straight to his head.

“Your taste. I love your taste. What is it? Tell me,” Jordan groaned, looking up to meet her glassy gaze, her lips full and panting.

“I don’t know,” breathed Tia, writhing against him and making him even harder and madder.

“Liar. You do know. You know exactly what you’re doing to me,” he growled as he bent to her breast again.

Tia moaned and arched into his mouth, her hands cupping his head. Jordan’s lips pulled strongly on the whole surface of her aureole and when she whimpered he knew he was tugging too forcefully but he couldn’t help himself. To tease and soothe her, he slathered her nipple with his tongue and her shuddering sigh told him he’d hit the right balance of rough and tender.

He sucked until his need popped like a champagne cork in his head. He drew his mouth away, craving for more as he shifted to the other breast. He rested his face against her soft, firm flesh and fought back the heady rush coursing straight down to his cock. He straightened up slightly as he felt her shift, her hands moving in between their bodies to palm his cock. Oh shit. He gritted his teeth as she spent the next few moments unfastening his belt buckle and releasing his fly. When she drew out his cock and settled it within her soft, stroking fingers, Jordan felt close to erupting in her palms.

She stroked him shyly at first but then her touch grew bolder, her fingers encircling his shaft and pumping firmly. Jordan groaned and tugged out of her grip before the disaster could occur.

Jordan needed to slow the fuck down or the intensity of his needs would embarrass the shit out of him before he was ready. But damn her tit felt so good in his mouth and when she stroked his cock her touch was like heaven. It all swirled in his brain and it took superhuman effort on his part to channel his focus on giving her the utmost pleasure out of this because it wouldn’t take much for him to reach his own stampeding release. Pulling his fingers from her pussy, he lowered on his knees and tugged her hips to rest on the edge of the couch. When he pushed her legs wide apart he was greeted with the amazing visual of her juicy secrets put on display.

He vaguely heard her whimper his name but he was so past reality his head was buzzing. He spread her apart with both his thumbs and then he lowered his face to slam his tongue deep inside her pussy.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight: Tia
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Tia had known from the start that Jordan was different. She hadn’t met any other gigolos to judge by but the moment their lips had touched that first time, she’d known there was much more to him than met the eye. There was nothing practiced or over-polished in his manner; his personality and interaction had shown a depth of sincerity that had made Tia open up to him from the start.

She’d always had a good radar with people and with Jordan, the green light had blinked early on telling her to trust him, that he was for real. Even when he’d been playing the part of male escort, she’d been truly turned on and attracted by him. He understood her body like no one had, revealing her deepest secrets to her own eyes. Now that she knew he was playing for keeps, her body eased up with him even more than ever before and now, when his tongue started to dance within her sex and then over her clit, she gave in completely.

“Jordan,” she gasped, almost cracking her hipbone on his jaw as she bucked into his face. His mouth felt so good on her it was insane. He stroked her with his fingers, massaging her soaked mound while he fluttered her pussy lips with that dangerous tongue.

“Hmmm” he murmured, eyes pinning her to the seat as he looked up at her briefly. Tia couldn’t hide the dazed bliss from her face and she almost doubled over when he took her clit in his mouth just then and sucked greedily.

He made her sob with ecstasy. He nuzzled her some more, his nose, lips and chin building up the pressure that was bearing on her womb. To feel the passionate attentions of the man you loved was the most thrilling aspect to sex a woman could ever hope for.

The man she loved...

Tia’s eyes blinked repeatedly as those words echoed in her head. She loved Jordan – she did. Impossibly. Crazily. And she didn’t care how silly it seemed that he’d so easily won his way into her heart. She was old enough to know what she wanted and that was him. And she swore to work as hard as him to see this through until the end.

The room filled with her hums and moans as she drew closer to the edge. She clutched his hair in her fists and wriggled wantonly beneath his carnal ministrations. She begged and pleaded for him to stop but only when she balanced on the needle-point of trance-like pleasure did he pull aware, his lower face smeared with her juices. She grabbed his head in her hands and drew him to her mouth, kissing him frenziedly and sharing the thick taste of her secretions on his lips and tongue. He growled with approval at her passionate involvement but then grunted in surprise when she began to push at his chest.

Without speaking, she got him to stand and gazed up at him with a sexy smile. Her fingers pulled at his pants and drew them down along with his black silk boxers. Jordan threw his head back with a groan as she took his rearing cock in both hands and began to stroke him. She’d never seen him so hard, his thickness pulsating in her palms. She slid closer to the edge of the couch so she could reach him with her lips. Not peeling her eyes from his hooded gaze, she licked at the first offerings of precum at his slit. He shuddered deeply but otherwise kept still as she began to run her tongue all over his length, swooping her head in every direction to make sure she didn’t miss an inch. There was so much of him and she trembled to think how deeply he always took her, giving her his full measure until her insides felt the impact for long after. She loved that and couldn’t wait for another chance to have him buried inside her.

She pressed little kitten-like kisses on his crown as if to appease the deep purpling redness of his arousal that made his cock seem almost angry. And then she opened her lips wide and closed them around his girth, using the tip of her tongue on that sensitive V underneath his broad tip. She felt exhilarated by his texture and aroma, and the way he tasted on her tongue; so firm yet silky.

She felt his hands on her hair, smoothing and caressing, on her shoulders, breasts and then lower, sliding his fingers into her wet passage. Tia bobbed her mouth on his cock with breathless abandon, her eyes glazing over as she felt his thick base stretch her lips as she took him deeper down the back of her throat.

“Jesus, Tia. You’re killing me.” He gripped the loose curls on her head, doubling over to seize her lips in a kiss before he pulled away again. Tia smiled sultrily and lapped at his gorgeously tight balls, jacking his cock a few more times before lifting to suck him into her mouth once again, her cheeks hollowing out. He jerked within her mouth, his groin straining forward before once again, he drew out of her clinging lips.

“My love, enough,” he rasped, bringing her to stand and kissing her with a molten sweetness that tightened the tension between them. Their hands began to scrabble at their clothes and it took under a minute to have them both naked and pressing against each other from neck to knee.

“What do you want, baby?” Jordan crooned, cupping her face and pressing repeated kisses on her lips. “I want this to be extra special for you.”

Tia knew exactly what she wanted. She had her hands on his chest pushing him down to sit upright on the couch before she straddled him, her knees resting on the cushions on either of his hips. She could feel his burning gaze as he gripped her waist. Tia rested on hand on his shoulder while the other hand reached behind her to stroke on his cock, making him growl deep in his throat. As she guided his tip to her wet entrance, he buried his face in her tits and squeezed so hard on her waist she felt he would snap her in two.

Lifting her hips, she edged herself unto his cock and then sunk down inch by inch until he was buried halfway inside her. They both gasped, their eyes locking as her walls shivered around his pipe-like root. 

“Ooh f-fuck,” Tia moaned, easing her sheathe the rest of the way until her ass was bumping against his thighs and the whole length of him filled her to the balls.

She cried out and arched her spine, feeling the volts of lightning shooting through her veins. He felt so deep, so good and so thick that she whimpered and instinctively started to spring up and down on his cock. Jordan’s arms wrapped around her like steel bands as he moved in unison with her, their bodies joined in perfect harmony. 

Each minute had their dance growing wilder and hotter. Tia heard her moans increase in pitch as his thickness felt ready to split her in half and yet leaving her eager for more. It felt exquisitely torturing to be so full and yet needing him to take her further and further past the brink. His lips latched to her nipples as they swayed in front of his face while her hips ground on his thighs, her ass slapping on his flesh with every downward bounce. His pumping thrusts met hers and he grunted against her succulent tit, their passion turning primitive.

Within her inner walls, her lover pounded and rocked, taking her roughly and then smoothly in turns. The urgency of their passion sent them higher and higher until it felt like they were floating, twirling in their own cobwebby bubble.

“I need you,” Jordan said huskily, plucking his mouth from her breasts and taking her lips instead, stealing a moan from her lips.

“I need you too,” Tia gasped; shocked by the raw emotion in his eyes which was echoed in the feral thrust he pushed deep inside her core. She felt her eyes cross and darken.

“Then tell me you love me,” Jordan commanded. “Tell me you feel this same sharp edge of pain in your chest that I do whenever I think I might lose you.”

“You’re not going to lose me,” Tia whispered firmly, hips undulating silkily over his as she slid her clenching pussy along his throbbing member. “Yes, I love you, Jordan.”

He groaned, his arms closing around her impossibly tighter. “I love you too. Like you wouldn’t believe. We can make this work, Tia. You and me.”

Yes, Tia thought, clutching tighter to that battering stem turning her insides to liquid lava. She couldn’t catch a breath. Helpless to the warring sensations shuddering through her body, she clung to him and danced to the reckless tune overtaking her being. Tia tried to focus and caught Jordan’s blistering gaze as he matched her surge for surge.

“Baby,” she whispered, unable to break that sweltering gaze of ownership as he claimed her with every stamp of his cock in her womb. The friction of flesh on flesh and the agony of pleasure swelled within her until she was bursting with the force of her screeching orgasm. She bucked wildly atop him, screaming out his name as she got lost in the maze of ecstasy.

As she shattered to pieces around him, his cock jerked and swelled and then he was roaring out a raspy oath as he filled her with his cum. Tia’s walls spasmed as she felt him throb to a pulsating finish deep within her womb, bathing her channel with his potent heat. The world crashed to nothing but they were still standing, clinging to each other and merging their lips in a sloppy, unifying kiss of oneness.

A buzzing sound filled the air and it took a while for Tia’s senses to clear and figure out what it was. Giggling slightly, she drew her mouth from Jordan’s. “My phone,” she explained, leaning to the side and reaching for the item buried in the corner of the couch where she’d flung it after ordering the pizza.

Jordan’s hands were heavy on her waist and he was kissing on her shoulder as she answered the call. “Hello?” she breathed, still dizzy from their recent coupling with Jordan who stayed embedded within her still.

“It’s me,” said Josie’s dry voice on the phone. “I saw a gorgeous dark-haired hunk making for your front door a while ago – and since no one has called the cops yet, I’m figuring you and your fancy man have kissed and made up. Probably done more than kissed but no need to fill me in with details.”

Tia bit down a chuckle knowing full well her neighbor was itching to hear details. And then Tia remembered Josie had meant to come over to chat – until she must have seen Jordan making for Tia’s front door.

Tia’s face went hot and she squirmed atop her lover who growled deeply as he ran his large hands down her back to cup her bottom with devilish entitlement.

“Everything’s fine, Josie. We’ll um...talk later,” Tia managed, stifling a moan as Jordan bent to flick her thrust-out nipple with his tongue. His cock stirred deep within her and she shivered. He was insatiable.

“Oh fucking right we will. I’m dying to know how I can get me a tall, tanned and tasty hunk like the one you’ve got holed up in there with you right now. Talk to you later honey and I’m glad things are good now with you and Jordan.”

“Yeah...things are good,” Tia finished with a happy inner grin as she ended the call and tossed the phone aside. Jordan picked that exact moment to tug on her nipple wickedly with his teeth, nibbling on her flesh and making her whine.

“I want you to keep believing that,” Jordan said gruffly, picking up on her last comment as he lifted his head from teasing her breast. “And that it can only get better. I want to let you into my world and you’ll take me into yours. We’ll share everything; nothing will ever come between us.”

“Okay,” Tia breathed, nodding helplessly. The flames in his eyes seared her flesh. “And about something between us...Jordan, we didn’t use a condom. And I’m not on the Pill – haven’t been for months since I stopped uh...you know. Doing it.”

“I understand,” Jordan said, his expression sober yet fiercely passionate. “Do you think you could get pregnant? I hope so.”

He grinned. “We might as well make it official in some way. Because I fully intend to walk this luscious booty down the aisle very near in the future,” Jordan declared with a gleam in his smile as he scooped her generous buttocks in his hands.

“Oh Jordan, seriously,” Tia groaned, half-humorously. The other half was filled with excitement and anxiousness for the future. He really wasn’t kidding. He really believed this could work.

Heart singing, body thrilling, Tia decided with a heaving deep breath that she would start believing it too.
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TIA SHOOK HER HEAD at her only recently forgiven best friend Alyssa. “Are you sure you can handle things okay while I’m gone?”

Alyssa sighed and nodded exaggeratedly. “I handled it fine when you and Jordan went for that one-month honeymoon in February,” Alyssa reminded her. “We’ve hired a truckload of assistants and I’m no lightweight myself. Things won’t come crashing down the moment you get on the plane. Now hurry home before my brother decides to totally disown me. You know he doesn’t like you staying on too long at work.” Alyssa threw a grin over her shoulder as she headed out the door.

“I hear you,” Tia had to say with a mild smirk as she rose easily from her chair on her high-heeled pumps even with the evident bump beneath her suit. 

She was five months along now and only beginning to really show and no matter how well she went about her day, Jordan seemed convinced she’d topple flat on her face if she didn’t slow down. Though since the doctor revealed they were having twins, it wouldn’t be a bad idea to heed Jordan’s advice.

Grinning to herself, she knew that was why she’d decided to let Jordan convince her they needed to go away for a summer’s vacation in picturesque Italy. Jordan was intent on showing her and the babies a bit of the world, planning a trip which included a lot of visits to the opera, museums and historical locations within the region. In addition, he’d been busy with work in the past few months and decided they needed to rekindle their passion which he told her was never going to get the chance to wane even for a minute.

Tia huffed thinking their passion was blazing just fine on its own, considering they’d made love almost every day since that afternoon he’d walked into her apartment what seemed like a lifetime ago. Three months after that, they were married in a lavish wedding ceremony well-attended by both their families and friends.

Now they’d been married for almost six months and sometimes Tia wanted to pinch herself to be convinced it was all real. She had a gorgeous man who adored her and satisfied her every need in bed and out of it – and she was truly in love for the first time in her life with no sign of losing her starry-eyed passion for her husband that burned as hot as the first time they’d met.

Tia shuffled up her things and had to smile to herself at what she had in mind for the evening before Jordan showed up in their beautifully designed home. He’d cut down on his workload to make it home earlier each day and Tia loved to have a hot meal waiting. Funny how well she’d fitted into the domesticated role which was fine with her because she loved to cook for her man.

He proved handy with a hammer himself and had done up a large room for the nursery done in colors pink and blue – and yes they already knew the sexes of their little ones coming soon. Tia loved the room and could spend hours just walking around and looking at all the bits and pieces Jordan had set up inside the bright and sunny room. She could feel the love already embedded in every square inch and knew that the twins would feel it too the moment they arrived and were placed in their little prince and princess cots.

Heading down to where her car was parked in the office lot, Tia smiled as she thought about how everything had happened. Meeting Jordan may have always been in the cards considering he was Alyssa’s brother. They’d have run into each other one way or another at some point in the future but Tia had to admit, the way things worked out gave their sweet romance a fascinating twist.

It wasn’t always perfect; they’ve had their ups and downs like every normal couple even when they’d been dating. She’d been touched and surprised by the loving welcome from Jordan’s parents though hers were a bit wary when they realized their daughter wanted to get married to a man who was from such a different background. Her parents were a humble bunch who’d worked hard most of their lives to see their family through but in the end, Jordan convinced them with his killer charm that he would be the best son-in-law they could wish for.

Checking on her watch, Tia sighed and hoped she’d make it home well before Jordan. Sometimes he surprised her by showing up earlier than expected with flowers or presents.

“If I can tear myself away from work then so can you,” he’d say firmly with his hand smoothing over her bottom. Their doctor had assured them that a bit of rough sex and play was nothing to worry about and the adventurous Jordan enjoyed taking the advice on to the fullest as they both continued to enjoy the hot pounding sex that was still going as strong as that very first time.

Tia couldn’t deny she enjoyed it immensely as well – maybe more than she should. They’d begun to explore more of a kinky edge to their lovemaking and Tia felt hot beneath her suit thinking the things they’d got up to in the past several months since they’d married.

She giggled just thinking about when she’d found out what he’d done with the money she’d paid him as her gigolo – he’d never spent it and had kept it, he told her, with the full intention of using it on something they could both enjoy. Tia hadn’t found out what that was until much later and she had to admit, Jordan was right about it being for their mutual enjoyment.

Under-the-bed restraints, fluffy hand-cuffs, naughty adult toys and other elements relevant to very deviant sex play were delivered to their door soon after their return from the honeymoon. And when Jordan asked if she thought his gigolo funds had been well spent, Tia greed that indeed they had.

Since she’d gotten pregnant they’d had to cut down on a few of the games with toys but Tia was sure that knowing Jordan, he’d always think of something. And there was that Italian trip to look forward to in a couple of days and all of a sudden, Tia couldn’t wait to leave everything behind and enjoy a romantic holiday with her hot and sexy husband who’d more than lived up to each and every promise he’d made when he’d told her all those months ago that it could only get better.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




SKIN DEEP



[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


Copyright 2015 Dez Burke




BEAUTY IS ONLY SKIN DEEP. SO ARE SCARS...

STOCK CAR RACING CHAMPION, Shane Davis had it all-money, fast cars and even faster women until a fiery crash changed everything in a flaming instant. Shane never intends to get married; not with the way he looks now. He knew no woman could ever love him and wasn’t about to find out if he was wrong. But when he needed a woman in his life to play a pretend fiancee for a few short weeks, he selected the one he felt would suit his needs with no strings attached.

The first time Angela came face to face with Shane, she was taken aback by his scars but more so by his sizzling magnetism. The way he looked at her, with a searing heat made her simmer in secret places. This was supposed to be all about business, but Shane made it clear early on that he wanted much, much more. Angela was a smart woman and wasn’t about to let her hormones rule her common sense. 

But temptation called Shane Davis was a dangerous thing to resist...
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Chapter One
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The white-columned Antebellum mansion was gorgeous. Angela Neil had never seen anything so grand. She leaned forward from the plush passenger seat of the limo so she could better view the expanse of the grounds as the chauffeur rode around the circular drive. The one-hour ride finally ended; they had arrived.

The shrubs near the front entrance of the mansion were being trimmed by a handful of gardening staff. Two expensive-looking cars, one an SUV and the other a Porsche, were parked just off the side of the three-story home.

Angela took a deep breath and sat back against the warm leather.

What was she setting herself up for here? Her agent, Megan Shaw had been vague. Something about an interesting job that would require Angela’s acting skill. Angela had wanted names and details, but Megan had said the client preferred to maintain discretion and privacy until Angela had the chance to meet him in person.

Angela was intrigued. 

She didn’t get this kind of strange offer every day. To meet a rich guy at his fancy Nashville mansion to discuss a mysterious job proposal. Angela’s brow furrowed. If she didn’t trust Megan so much, she’d never have agreed to even go along with this encounter no matter how much he was willing to pay.

It didn’t help that she happened to be out of acting work at the moment. Not to mention being flat out broke with the bills piling up every day. It wasn’t that Angela succumbed to the age-old vice of living beyond her means. Instead every penny she made went toward her father’s assisted living facility. 

A good paying job would be very helpful toward paying down a few of her bills. Getting decent care for her father was the most important thing in the world to her and there wasn’t much she wouldn’t do to provide for it if she could.

That didn’t mean she was desperate though. When she’d pressed Megan for more information, Megan had stood firm. “All that’s required is a little bit of your time, Angela. You can be assured of your safety as I won’t put you up for something questionable. I’m quite sure you’ll be interested in what this potential client has to say. It won’t hurt for you to go listen to him.”

“You’d better not be sending me to something fishy,” Angela had replied. If this was some eccentric moneybag trying to get her attention so he could proposition her, she’d strangle someone.

Angela couldn’t exactly call herself a star, but she did have her share of crazy offers from rich men who believed that just because she was a struggling actress, she could be treated like a cheap lay. She’d received a few indecent proposals in the past and she wasn’t entertaining such rubbish if that was the case.

This time, Megan had sounded offended. “Just trust me, okay? I’ve always had your best interests at heart and this is no different. You don’t have to agree to anything at this point; just go to the interview. A driver will be sent to pick you up at three tomorrow. Be ready.”

Angela had sighed with frustration when she’d finally hung up. Megan wasn’t usually so mysterious. What was so special about this job and why the secrecy? How much had Megan been offered to get her to even be interested in something like this? A private meeting in the home of a stranger at an unknown location. Angela fought down a shiver. If anything happened to her, she’d never forgive that agent of hers.

Her vengeful thoughts made her lips tilt in a small smile, which faded as the limo finally came to a stop. She inhaled deeply, hesitating slightly when the chauffeur came around and held open the door for her. 

This was it. Whatever ‘this’ was. 

She was a big girl; she could face almost anything that came her way. And she’d been assured that if she didn’t like what she heard, she could leave. Surely she had nothing to lose?

Gathering her composure like a shawl around her, Angela stepped elegantly from the limousine.
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WHO THE HELL IS THAT?

Shane looked out through the windows at the woman who emerged from the sleek black limo that stood parked in front of the house. She paused to take in her surroundings and this gave him the opportunity to view her unobserved for a few more moments.

Angela Neil was a slim, shapely woman with thick, flowing dark brown hair reaching past her shoulders in sophisticated waves. Angela could have easily been a model; she moved and looked like one though perhaps, packed a lot more curves than the acceptable size zero types. She wore a short white dress with bright pink shoes and carried a matching purse.

Needless to say, she was beautiful. 

Though definitely not what he’d expected when Linda, his assistant told him a woman was arriving shortly to interview for the position. He’d specifically asked Linda to request someone his usual type, blonde and stunning for the job. And here this woman was...not blonde, but definitely stunning.

As if suddenly aware of his scrutiny, the woman looked up quickly at his window. Shane resisted the urge to step back. The room he stood in was in complete darkness and he was well in shadow. She might see a semblance of form, but she couldn’t be sure what it was, he knew. She looked down again and walked up the steps to the front of the house, disappearing from view.

Shane drew in a breath he hadn’t been aware he was holding, and then deftly buttoned up his shirt.

Time to make Ms. Neil an offer she couldn’t possibly refuse.
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ANGELA’S CURIOSITY was aroused and she had no idea what to expect as she was led through the most extravagantly decorated home she’d ever seen. It was as big inside as she’d suspected; everything super-size from the front door to the foyer and then the long, spreading hallway. 

It was like being on a movie set, not that she’d know what that meant since she’d only been in one feature film, a very small one. But she had the general idea of what kind of home someone with a new truckload of cash would own. And this was the height of it.

Hiding her awed thoughts, she smiled calmly as the formally dressed woman who’d shown her in finally held open a door and ushered her to enter.

“Mr. Davis is already waiting to see you,” the middle-aged, slim and petite woman said with a professionally bright smile in return.

Finally, a name, thought Angela who nodded and quelled any lingering feeling of doubt or hesitation. Brushing past the woman who’d introduced herself at the door as Linda Brentwood, Angela walked smartly into the room beyond.

The door closed behind her. 

She looked around curiously to find it designed with style and sumptuousness in mind. Nothing crass or showy in place. The room was large, certainly bigger than the size of her whole apartment. 

There were tightly curtained windows lining one end which was shadowy compared to where she stood inside the now shut doorway. Her eyes quickly scanned the bookcases, the stately furniture and rugs, the ornate fireplace and finally, the desk on the far side of the room.

Angela drew in a breath. There was a man seated there. He didn’t rise, but waved his arm to a chair close to where Angela stood.

“Welcome to my home, Ms. Neil. Please, have a seat.”

Angela’s eyes widened at the sound of that voice. Full, deep and very masculine. It sent a shiver down her spine. Why couldn’t she see him? Why all the mystery? Shrugging imperceptibly, she took the chair offered and primly sat on the edge, knees together.

She hadn’t been sure what to wear. So she’d gone for a simple white silk dress; something sensible yet fashionable enough to flatter her shape. Her hair was freshly done and her makeup was flawless and light. Angela took great pride in her appearance and had nothing to be intimidated about when it came to her looks. But seated at one end of the room while her mysterious, obviously rich host sat on the other, she felt a jolt of nerves as she wondered what he could want with her.

He’d sounded young, perhaps early thirties? She could barely make out the outlines of his face and he was dressed in a light-colored shirt. A tanned hand lay on the desk, close to the lamp and it was the one thing she could see clearly. Long, tapering fingers lightly dusted with dark hairs.

He was somewhat young though most probably a little older than she was. And intriguing enough to make Angela stay planted on her seat even when he hadn’t had the courtesy to stand up or shake her hand when she appeared.

“Thank you, Mr. Davis,” she said neutrally, and waited.

“I appreciate you coming today. I promise to take only a little of your time. I’m hopeful our meeting will reach a positive conclusion,” he returned.

Angela inhaled deeply and then let the air out in a tense rush. “Why don’t you tell me who you are and exactly why I’m here.”

He seemed surprised for a moment. “You don’t know who I am?”

She frowned and quickly ran his last name Davis through her brain. Nothing.

He paused, then seemed to nod in agreement. “Okay, to the point it is then. My name is Shane Davis. I invited you to my house to offer you a business arrangement. It would involve you playing a certain role for a few weeks at the most.”

“I see. You don’t exactly strike me as the Hollywood type, Mr. Shane Davis,” murmured Angela. His name didn’t sound at all familiar but then she couldn’t possibly know of every spectacularly rich male in the city of Nashville. She wondered if he was a music producer. 

“Are you some kind of casting director or maybe a producer? Because this is a weird way of auditioning your characters.”

Angela knew this had nothing to do with a part in any kind of production. She just needed to sound on top of things and witticism was usually her most able defense.

And yet when he again paused for a few moments, Angela had to warn herself that maybe she needed to let him do most of the talking. She didn’t want to be caught at a disadvantage, or end up sounding stupid. She wasn’t sure why she wanted to make a good impression on this faceless man anyway.

“My proposition is unusual, but very straightforward and simple.” His tone sounded brisker and even cooler now.

Angela stiffened at his cryptic words and waited for him to continue, her heart pounding with the strangest excitement she’d ever experienced. Something told her she just may not like what she was about to hear.
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Chapter Two
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One thing was for sure; he knew how to get his intentions across, noted Angela some minutes later. Turned out her mystery host was a private and wealthy man who for a few short weeks required someone to perform the role of his fake fiancee.

Angela’s misgivings lightened somewhat. This wasn’t totally unheard of. Professional escorts did this all the time, didn’t they? And she wasn’t thinking about the call girl variety of course. But the independent companions who were paid to play the attentive, refined girlfriend to a discerning and well-heeled client. Men of standing who sought elegant, beautiful and charming women they would be proud to show off as a companion for a given amount of time. 

Women who would be able to blend into any given environment, and shine whatever the occasion. Naturally these women would understand the client’s need for a fleeting no-strings attachment that would terminate once the service was no longer required.

At her age of twenty-seven Angela was comfortable with such arrangements, but had never been in the situation before. However, she couldn’t help being interested especially when he got to the part about the payment involved. When she heard the amount, her eyebrows shot up.

“As you can imagine I have no problem compensating you handsomely for your time and convenience. A contract will draw up the elements of your duties in more detail, and once you agree the papers will be signed.”

Angela nodded her understanding, staring harder at him and wishing she could see more of his appearance. She wondered what he looked like.

“Is there anything else you’d like to know?”

Those words from him made Angela start. So far her mind had been in a whirl considering all the possibilities. Now she couldn’t help but frown slightly as she said, “I do have one question. Why are you doing this? Surely there are plenty of women willing to date you. With your money you must have women tripping over themselves to be on your arm.”

There were a few moments of silence before he replied.

“Frankly, I need a woman who will focus on the job without cultivating any romantic notions where I am concerned,” Shane Davis said bluntly. “I chose not to go the route of conventional dating because I don’t require the restrictions of an authentic relationship. All I need is someone who will play her part, and then go on her merry way when the job is done. That’s what all that money is for, Ms. Neil. I’m buying your time and your confidentiality as well as the assurance that once the time comes, you’ll go your way without a fuss and I’ll go mine. This is all strictly business and you’ll be asked to sign a non-disclosure agreement.”

“I like the sound of that,” Angela surprised herself by saying. 

Well, she did. For all that money, she would be okay with being his arm candy for a few weeks. She’d have imagined he’d prefer one of those Barbie type blondes or whatever the stereotype for the perfect girlfriend was these days for a man of means.

But like he’d said, he had his reasons. They obviously didn’t concern her which was cool, for now. However she’ll be looking carefully over the fine print before she signed anything. She wondered if she’d need a lawyer? Not that she could afford one.

Angela was already weighing the proposition and calculating what that kind of money would do to her ailing bank balance. Her mind was busy whirling as she considered her turn of fortune when his next words made her head snap back.

“There’s only one catch, Ms. Neil,” said Shane Davis firmly. Something in his voice had Angela narrowing her eyes as she held her breath.

“During our temporary liaison, I’ll also expect you to share my bed.”
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ANGELA SHOULD HAVE known it was all too good to be true.

As his words sank in she felt rage overtake her as she snatched up her purse and shot to her feet.

“Are you saying I’m supposed to be sleeping with you as well? What do you think I am, a hooker?” 

She was glowering in his direction and already about to head right around out the door. Damn these rich assholes. Thought every woman was for sale. It was bad enough she was considering getting paid for her companionship. But sex for money? Hell no. She wasn’t raised that way and hoped to never be that desperate.

He rose to his feet but even at that, she couldn’t see his face. Could only tell that he was very tall, and slim built, dressed in a light blue shirt, and to her surprise jeans that fitted perfectly to his frame.

“I would have thought you’d be far more...open-minded,” he drawled.

“Why? Because I’m an out of work actress?” sneered Angela. “I won’t be propositioned like some floozy. I’m sure a man with your resources can find a barrel full of willing candidates if all you’re interested in is a cheap thrill.”

She spun sharply on her heel and already had her hand on the knob. Her chest was heaving with fury and she felt close to tears. Damn! She hadn’t cried over anything in years. It had been a long time she’d felt in any way inadequate or demeaned. How on earth could she have thought this would be a good idea? He was probably one of those secretive perverts with more money than they knew what to do with.

“Wait, Angela. Please.”

Angela heard him but had no intention of heeding his command, except that from the corner of her eye she saw him move forward, away from the concealing shadow.

Curiosity had her turning around and what she saw made her catch her breath.

He had to be the most handsome man she’d ever seen. As he closed the gap between them she had a glimpse of his face; square-cut and tanned with light grey eyes and black, silky looking hair growing overlong and flopping across his forehead. But then he stepped completely into the pool of light and she could catch his full features and though she was jolted she didn’t look away. 

There were terrible scars on the right edge of his face, running from the side of his forehead, jaw and down to disappear into his collar.

“I’ve offended you. I apologize,” he said. He didn’t seem perturbed by her fixed scrutiny and he stepped even closer. His grey eyes scanned her face as if searching for any kind of reaction to his appearance. Angela was filled with mostly curiosity but if he was looking for disgust or fear he wouldn’t find it.

Besides, it was almost as if he wanted to shock her, what with the way he came so close as to be virtually within reach. But then he stopped, shoving his hands into his jeans pockets, adding mildly, “Chalk it down to being away from female company and in fact society for too long. I’ve kept to myself over such an extended period, I forget how to act around a beautiful, alluring woman. You don’t have to agree to that part of the bargain. Please forget I mentioned it.”

“Oh, I never intended to,” Angela snapped, regaining her voice and composure. She looked right up at him without flinching at the sight of his face. “I know that my coming here could open me to all sorts of unseemly suggestions. I guess I deserved that, agreeing to meet a perfect stranger at a secluded mansion. What else could I have expected?”

She couldn’t keep the bitterness from her tone, and saw him shove his fingers through his tumble of long hair. She couldn’t understand what it was about him that struck her so strongly. Apart from the scars, there was a certain element of him that was magnetic and thrilling.

The way he looked at her, for one. 

The moment she’d met his light-colored gaze she’d felt the heat transmit in clear signals to stir at her womanly core. She couldn’t say she’d ever been looked at quite that way before though being full grown she knew what it felt like to be desired. Even though she’d sworn off men for the time being to focus on work, she still felt the strange tug that came from sensing the awareness harbored by someone of the opposite sex.

The man called Shane Davis was dangerous; Angela knew that without being told. She just wasn’t sure exactly what she should be wary of. But something told her to turn around and walk away before it was too late.

“I would like you to reconsider my offer. My original offer,” he said with a firmness that made her pause, letting him continue.

“You’ve made it clear that you’d prefer to keep sex out of the equation. This is regrettable, as frankly put I find you very desirable. But I can imagine you can’t say the same for me considering what I look like.”

His tone was factual, which rubbed Angela the wrong way even as she felt a coil tighten in her belly at the knowledge that she was ‘desirable’.

“If you really think that’s the reason then you really have been holed up here too long. It has nothing to do with your...how you look. I have principles, Mr. Davis. A sense of worth; and my body can’t be bought no matter the price.”

“An admirable code, Ms. Neil. I will do my best to respect your point of view as we enter into our arrangement,” he said smoothly.

“Hey wait a minute. I never said I’ll do it. In fact on further review, this isn’t something I feel I can pull off after all. I’m sorry for wasting your time,” Angela said quickly. She needed to leave before the thought of losing all that money made her physically sick. But she couldn’t trust him. Couldn’t be sure of what it would entail entering such an agreement with a man who possibly had no scruples.

She’d turned away again but this time it was a hand encircling her wrist that had her freezing in place. Angela stared down at the long and well-shaped fingers wrapped around her wrist. This was his right hand and unlike the left one which was unmarked, this was crisscrossed with healed burn scars that contrasted white against the other parts of the top of his tanned skin.

Angela recoiled from the sensation of his warm, powerful touch that shot a shaft of responsiveness straight to her feminine core. She looked up and saw that he took her shrinking to be of disgust and let her go abruptly.

He shoved the hand back in his pocket and expelled a harsh breath. “Look, Ms. Neil – Angela; you have nothing to fear from me. I’m making you a legitimate job offer for which you will be generously rewarded. I’m a very rich man who has found himself in an uncomfortable position of needing a fake girlfriend for a few weeks. Don’t worry, it’s nothing too serious. My family, particularly my mother, has been extremely worried about me the past few months and I simply want to give her some peace of mind. Let her see I’m recovering and moving on with my life. This is why I require your acting skill: to aid me in painting the kind of picture that would relieve her mind. I truly hope you will consider my offer. I promise not to pressure you to accept my sexual advances because forcing a woman into my bed has never been a trait of mine despite my appearance.”

There it was again; thought Angela. He kept mentioning his scars; drawing attention to them like she couldn’t see for herself the ravages done to his face. Angela knew that some other women would have been repelled by the scars that made one side of his features hard to abide but she was made of far sterner stuff. 

She’d had a cousin who’d fought in Afghanistan who’d not only lost his two legs, but had most of his face torn up by shrapnel. Angela wasn’t the type to be fixated on the outer shell and also felt drawn to what one stood for or offered as a person, not just a face or body.

She was far from squeamish and though Shane Davis’s scars were appalling it would take more than that to throw her for a loop. No, she was far more disturbed by her reaction to him and the way she felt physically rattled by his searing masculinity that even his scars could not hide. 

No doubt about it; take away that scarred side of his face and this man would be one hell of a distraction to her peace of mind if they were to spend any amount of time around each other.

Shaking that revealing thought off, she shouldered her purse with a ragged breath. “I’ll still need time to...think about things,” she said through a scratchy throat. She saw his frown and blurted, “I’m sorry but I simply can’t be expected to make a decision immediately. I hope you understand.”

He nodded curtly, obviously not pleased. But there was nothing he could do about it, was there? She heard him say coolly, “And I hope you understand that this is to remain confidential.”

“You can count on me,” Angela said with a sincere note. Who would she go telling anyway? Who would care to find out she’d been offered to act as some wealthy recluse’s girlfriend for a few weeks?

“That’s good to know. You’ll have twenty-four hours to make up your mind,” he said and swiveled to return to his desk.

Gaping at the broad outline of his back, Angela spluttered. “What?”

“That’s all the time I can spare, Ms. Neil,” he said, pausing at his desk and turning to give her one expressionless glance. “Speed is of the essence. I’m prepared to consider other alternatives if you choose to dawdle.”

Angela’s cheeks went hot at his words, wishing she could tell him to jump off a cliff with his attitude.

But she couldn’t do that...yet. Not until she weighed her options carefully. This would have been some quick, easy money that would keep her from worrying about finances for the next year if she chose. Was that enough to even be considering a fictitious connection with a man like him with no morals who still might expect her to sleep with him as part of a contract?

Maybe if she knew what kind of man he really was, she could come to the right decision. And heaven knew she couldn’t wait to find out everything she could about Shane Davis.
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Chapter Three 
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“Linda! Can you come in here a minute!”

The assistant hurried into the room. “So, what did you think about her?” she asked, trying to hide a smile. “She’s very pretty.”

“You knew?” Shane said, more as a statement than a question. 

“Knew what?” she replied, unable to contain her grin now.

“That she’s the opposite of what I requested. She’s completely different from anyone I’ve ever dated in the past. So you want to tell me how that happened?”

Linda let out a long sigh and placed the file folder she was holding on the table. “Yes, I knew. Maybe it’s time for a change, Shane. Here’s her file. Seems like a nice girl. Smart, hard-working, takes care of her dad who is in an assisted living facility. I ran a thorough background check on her. She’s behind on a few bills, but that’s the only mark against her. I wouldn’t have brought her in for the interview if I didn’t think she could do the job.”

Shane reached over and picked up the thick folder.

“Oh and you can thank me later,” Linda said over her shoulder as she turned and walked out the door.

Shane flipped through the folder detailing everything a private detective could dig up about Angela Neil. Linda was right. Angela would be perfect for the job.

He didn’t know what the hell had come over him. 

The part about Angela sharing his bed had never been in the plan. It was supposed to have been a cold-hearted agreement. Strictly business. But then he’d never bargained for wanting her like hell the moment she walked through the door.

She hadn’t been wearing anything provocative and there’d been nothing to suggest she would be interested in such a proposal. 

Fuck! 

So many months of avoiding any kind of female company was finally taking its toll. In fact no woman had switched him on so easily in a long while and it had momentarily freaked him out. He’d hoped the woman he hired for the job could be trusted to stick to the protocol.

But now sticking to any ‘protocol’ became the farthest thing from his mind.

Angela Neil embodied a woman in her sexual prime whose gaze, her smile could send heat signals zapping through the veins of any red-blooded adult male. In that somewhat modest dress, her curves had been hinted at with delicious detail.

Exquisitely feminine, she was well-spoken and had a stimulating personality that made you want to get closer, find out what made her tick. Shane couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to lie with her, peel off each layer of that outfit and find out if that beautiful tanned skin tone was even all over.

Shane groaned and turned sharply away from the window. It was an hour since she’d left and yet, he could swear a hint of her sexy perfume still remained. He felt like slamming his fist into a wall for how stupidly he’d handled things, blurting out like that about her sharing his bed as part of the contract. He normally had more strategy. 

And normally, before the car wreck that burned off half his face, he could get any woman he wanted.

Shane could blame his extraordinary reaction to Angela on a lot of things. His long-term celibacy, for one. He’d meant it when he’d told her he’d been away from both female and social company for much too long. 

Ever since he’d returned from hospital after more than a year of treatment for his burns, Shane had found out soon enough that his new appearance would make him less than appealing to the fairer sex – or anyone for that matter. 

Apart from his closest friends who’d known him since childhood or his racing days, everyone else seemed repelled by what he’d become – something of a monster, whose once  good looks had become ravaged and scarred.

At first it had hurt like hell; seeing the rejection and disgust in a woman’s face where there had once been lust and admiration. He’d been so used to women falling easily into his lap – not just because of his money or looks, but for what he knew was his undeniable charm. Now not even those could win him the affection of a woman he wanted.

And then one day he’d decided, to hell with all of them. 

He didn’t need romance, or to feel the warmth of a woman’s love. But he did have needs like every other man...

Shane remembered that one time. The high-priced escort. Very practiced, very beautiful. She hadn’t even flinched when she’d seen his face. She’d undressed slowly, beguilingly. Her pale, slender flesh had been perfectly symmetrical, textbook sexy. Pert boobs, smooth-shaven sex and endless legs which she straddled on either side of his laps as he’d sat in his chair, immovable.

“We could have our very own Beauty and the Beast role-play,” she’d purred, flicking her long auburn tresses over her shoulder as her hands rested on his broad chest, scars tracking down the side of his right pectoral. “I’ve always wanted to be ravished by a man who looks like he could rip my clothes off with his teeth.”

She had done everything right. 

Her kisses had been wet and tempting. But it didn’t work out in the end. Shane had been indifferent, disappointed with himself. He’d told her quietly to dress and leave.

“What’s the matter? Did I do anything wrong?”

“It’s not you. It’s me. I’m sorry to waste your time. You’ll get paid in full and a little extra for the unsatisfying ending on my part,” he’d said, turning sharply away from her and shrugging back into his shirt.

“Oh, I’m not dissatisfied,” she’d said with a teasing smile. “There’s something about you that’s more than a scarred face. You’ve got a fascination...a certain magnetism that will make a woman want to look beyond the surface. I hope one day you’ll find the right one who will.”

Her words hadn’t held pity, only factuality.

It had stirred Shane’s imagination as he wondered if it were possible. In this world where appearance was everything and people judged by one’s looks and physical attractiveness; what woman would want to end up with someone that looked like him?

Shane decided he didn’t want to find out. It would break him if he tried and failed, or was rejected.

Shane never tried to pay for sex again.

So why had he acted like such a jackass with Angela? He knew he’d messed up and she probably wanted nothing to do with him or his offer to act as his fake girlfriend for a few weeks.

He also knew he’d have no sleep until he had her answer. One thing was certain, he wasn’t ready to see the last of Angela Neil just yet.
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ANGELA WAS ACTING DISTRACTED and even her sister knew it.

They were going to see their father today. After his last stroke he’d required round-the-clock care that neither sister could provide at home. The assisted living facility was well equipped though far from the best they’d have picked for their aging father but since the sisters weren’t exactly swimming in money, they had to make do.

“He’ll be fine,” Sasha said, squeezing on Angela’s hand as they sat in their father’s room an hour later. He was asleep when they arrived and instead of waking him up, they chose to sit around, and whisper quietly.

“I know,” Angela said on a sigh. “Though I’m not really happy with the way they’re treating him in this place. I know they do the best they can, but...”

“We’re trying our best. Dad knows that,” said her supportive sister. “That’s why he never complains.”

“He wouldn’t,” Angela agreed, staring at the man whose illness had made him far leaner than he used to be, adding years to his once sturdy good looks. In sleep he looked rested but Angela knew how much he suffered due to problems with his heart and other debilitating complications. 

But Cassidy Neil was made of stern stuff and though he was mostly in and out of consciousness and woozy or in pain half the time, he never gave them cause to worry. But they did all the same.

“Are you okay, sis?” Sasha asked. “You seem a little off today.”

“I was so sure my career would have taken off by now,” Angela said distantly, her eyes cloudy. “But so far, only one bit part in a feature movie – and simply because I was getting hit on by the director who I ended up dating. Look where that got me. And then one lousy commercial...” She shook her head with a wry smile. “Hardly Hollywood’s finest, am I? I mean, I get offers but not for the kind of roles I want to be in. If I want to continue doing this, I need to move to Los Angeles. There’s no way I can leave Dad though. And now...”

She shook her head, thinking of yesterday and her strange meeting with the even stranger Shane Davis. She’d spent all of last night reading up on him.

The internet had everything she needed to know for background information. Shane Davis had been stock car racing’s hottest new star having won the series Championship two years before. 

There were countless photos of Shane in the Winner’s Circle holding up trophy after trophy always with a different big-breasted blonde or two hanging onto his arm. Then sixteen months ago at the Daytona race, Shane and another driver were facing nose-to-nose toward the finish line in the last lap when the other driver’s car bounced off the wall and collided with his.

Angela had felt physically ill as she watched the online video of the two cars flipping over and over until they both exploded in a horrendous crash and finally slid to a halt. Firetrucks and ambulances immediately rushed to the scene. 

By the time they could extinguish the flames however, the other driver was already dead and Shane was severely injured with third degree burns covering the right side of his face, upper torso, arm and hand.

He’d spent almost a year undergoing numerous surgeries and extensive rehabilitation at a special burn center in Nashville. Eventually he was released and apparently hadn’t returned to racing since then. She couldn’t find a single news item about him after leaving the hospital. It was if both society and the racing scene had written him off for dead too.

Angela couldn’t help feeling sorry for the man. No wonder he was so messed up, locking himself away and keeping in shadows. Offering money for sex and companionship. He’d said the ‘job’ she was to do was a set-up to convince his family he was recovering both physically and emotionally. 

She wondered if he really was recovering or if this was a desperate attempt to hold them at bay? No wonder they were worried about him. From what she could tell, they had good reason.

Angela had stared at his online photos for a long time-Shane Davis in a driver’s suit, popping bottles of celebratory champagne or leaning against a racecar in jeans and a white t-shirt. 

A few photos of him shirtless, peering under the engine of a car, always with some sexy model or groupie hanging around in the background; whoever happened to be flavor of the month for him at that time. But those pictures were all from two years ago, before the accident.

Since he’d recuperated enough to return home Shane Davis hadn’t shown himself in public; not to the point of getting his photo taken anyway. So Angela was able to see him as he once was: one of Nashville’s top playboys, lover of fast cars and even faster women from the look of things. Now, he stayed hidden behind the dark walls of his mansion.

Angela had finally switched off the computer in the early hours of the morning. No one deserved to end up looking like that; especially when he’d been such a fantastically fine piece of work. 

She’d never seen such thick, black hair with sinfully thick waves; or eyes so light grey they seemed transparent. And his lips; curved with wicked sensuality, they stayed etched in her mind as she went to sleep beneath her covers.

What the devil was happening to her? She needed to stay the hell away from that man. No matter the kind of money he’d offered, it was too much of a risk getting involved. Look how he’d gotten under her skin after only one meeting.

Even his scars didn’t seem the turn-off they should have been but only lent him more of a mystical air. She didn’t need this drama. She’d sworn to stay low key and focus on her career. 

And fake-dating a man like Shane Davis might open them both up to unsavory publicity especially once one considered how ill-matched they were. How could he even imagine this was something they could pull off? That she could pull off?

“Don’t sweat it, sis,” Sasha was saying, cutting into Angela’s troubled thoughts. Angela hadn’t chosen to confide in her younger sister about the offer she’d received. Only mentioned that there was a job prospect she was wary of taking despite the lofty monetary rewards. Sasha had assured Angela that she was sure Angela would make the right decision in the end.

Angela really needed someone to talk to but resisted the urge to now burden Sasha with the details. Sasha was just out of college and working odd jobs until she could get something relevant to her chosen field. Solid employment in the work force was as difficult as getting the right acting roles it seemed. She hated the thought of a college trained young lady having to wait tables at clubs just to get by.

Angela didn’t like it that her twenty-three year old sister was getting exposed to the club life with all her intelligence. Every other night Sasha had to fight off the unwanted attentions of a drunk patron or her boss who owned the club. Sasha hated it just as much as Angela did but what choice did any of them have? Their mother was long gone and they’d been the type of family that scraped by on their father’s modest security job from which he’d been laid off from years ago.

Life hadn’t really been fair to either of them but Angela had always had big dreams, high hopes and encouraged her sister to do the same. Even now Sasha was doing her best to cheer Angela up, reminding her that her agent had promised to fix her up with some promising auditions before the end of the month.

Angela really hoped it would be soon. She didn’t complain often but they both knew the care their father was receiving was sub-standard at best. They didn’t feel comfortable going even one day without swinging by to check on him. She knew there were better facilities available that would be willing to take him in on a moment’s notice if only she had the money.

She looked at her frail father while he slept. He seemed to grow weaker every day. If only she could pluck the courage to give in to Shane Davis’s offer...

There was a knock on the door and one of the nurses appeared loaded down with bunches of beautiful, exotic flowers. Both Sasha and Angela shared surprised looks.

“Who ordered flowers?” Angela asked and Sasha merely shrugged.

“These were delivered for Mr. Neil,” said the burly nurse with a smile as she arranged them as best as she could on the nearby table. “They’re really lovely; never seen bouquets so fresh and beautiful. A note came with them.”

Angela was speechless as she looked down at the card the nurse handed to her. Somehow she guessed who’d sent the flowers. The words were hand-written, bold and black and covering almost every inch of the card. 

He’d known she’d be there; he’d addressed the card to her though the flowers were for her father. This was her regular visiting day and hours whenever she was in town and it shook her up somewhat that Shane Davis knew so much about her. 

The note simply said “Angela, I hope your father will like the flowers. Shane.”

Angela didn’t know what to think. It really was nice of him to send the bouquets though it also bordered on stalking. This notion felt even firmer when her cellphone suddenly rang and she picked it up slowly to hear his voice on the other end.

Sasha stared at the flowers and Angela’s face. Her sister looked like she was gearing up to ask some questions. Angela held up a hand to settle Sasha while she rose and made it out the door to take the call.

“I’m sorry for interrupting your visit to your dad,” said that voice that reminded Angela of warm cocoa or more precisely warm cocoa with a hint of Irish whiskey. “I wanted to make sure you got the flower delivery.”

“Oh I’m sure you know the flowers arrived as intended,” Angela said wryly, while she pressed a hand to her beating chest. 

Why the hell did he make her heart thump about with only his voice? She imagined him sitting behind his desk in that sad, shadowy room and felt a twinge of sorrow. Angela leaned against the wall for support, looking up at the ceiling and cursing herself for being so fanciful.

“Thanks anyway. It was a nice touch. My father’s asleep now but I’m sure when he wakes they’ll cheer him up more than the ones we usually bring him once in a while,” Angela added, wanting to be gracious.

“I’m glad. Have you made up your mind yet?”

Angela’s eyes darted and she didn’t know what next to say. The refusal was already on the tip of her tongue. She sighed deeply and started off with, “Well, I do need the money but...”

“Think of the good it would do,” Shane said lightly. “And I’m ready to go further to say I’ll sweeten the deal and see to it myself that your father gets the finest care this city can offer. And if not here, then wherever he chooses to go. My assistant has done some checking into it. She said there are a couple of very nice assisted living facilities here in Nashville with openings.  And your sister...Sasha, right? She can give up that waitressing job immediately. One of my corporate sponsors is recruiting staff and someone with her skills will definitely find a suitable position. She’d be happy for something more stable and better suited for her level of education, don’t you think?”

Angela drew in a ragged breath. “Is there anything about me or my family you don’t know?”

“Don’t hold it against me,” he said with a slight twist of humor in his voice. “I have a reputation about being very determined when it comes to getting what I want.”

And I want you, he didn’t add but she could almost feel the words coursing through her. Oh God, thought Angela. She really, really shouldn’t. He made her feel things she didn’t understand, didn’t trust.

“Three weeks, Angela. Tops. Starting tomorrow night when I’ll be holding a dinner party at my home. Ten or so friends and business associates, at the most,” Shane was saying in a brisk tone. “The papers can be looked over and signed the next morning after you’ve had a chance to try it out. It’s not only about you anymore, but helping your family, as well. This would be the best thing you could do for them.”

Damn! He was right. Angela hated to admit it, but he was. 

She couldn’t keep waiting for her big break. At age twenty-seven she was getting closer to that stage where younger, fresher faces would get a better chance at certain roles. At least she could make some serious money, more than she could dream of making in two years. Shane was being very generous and yet that was one of the things that made her wary. Why would he pay so much if he wasn’t expecting to get a little something extra from the bargain?

But no...he’d promised her this was legit. And he wanted to help her father and sister. So maybe he wasn’t a sleazy rich playboy who thought his money could buy him everything. He needed her as much as she needed him, she had no doubt about that or why would he have gone to this extra trouble?

“Okay. I’ll do it,” she said breathlessly. She felt like she was taking a chance; falling off the edge without knowing how far off the ground was. But wasn’t life about risks?

Maybe this would be one great big adventure. And at the end she’d be smiling all the way to the bank. Angela was sure if she kept her head on straight, she’d do just fine.
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Chapter Four
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Shane couldn’t contain his anticipation.

Tonight was to be a rehearsal of sorts. A dinner with a few of his friends and corporate sponsors with Angela present; there was a reason she would need to be there.

He already knew she was perfect for the job but still, this would be the best way to test if they could be convincing together as a couple. Especially since one or two of the guests were known spies for his mother. 

Valerie Davis held no qualms about using underhanded means to get information about her only son. He was sure her ‘spies’ would give her the information she needed and he was going to make sure they had plenty to report.

Shane hadn’t looked forward to an evening this much in a long time. Chandler and Beverly would be present; both were his close friends from his racing days. Chandler had worked on his pit crew while Beverly made sure everyone stayed fed and hydrated on race days.  Shane trusted them like they were family.

Recovery after the wreck hadn’t been easy, but with friends who cared about him, he’d managed to stay sane. Most of the time. The rest of the guests were part of his racing team’s corporate sponsors. They’d been good to him when he was on top and a few of them remained close friends. Probably hoping he’d jump back on the track one day, but he didn’t see that ever happening.

It didn’t matter. He was looking forward to introducing Angela to them. She was so different from anyone they would expect to see with him. The past few years had been an endless circle of brainless blondes. 

Truth was he didn’t miss that lifestyle and mostly felt glad he’d been given a second chance to redeem himself. It was still hard to look in the mirror; figuratively and in the literal sense. Still, one day at a time, that was what his best friend Chandler always said.

Tonight, Angela managed once again to almost knock him off his feet with her looks. She arrived after being dropped off by his chauffeur. Her smile had been somewhat shy as he’d devoured her with his eyes. This time he’d met her at the door.

“You’re just in time,” he’d said mildly, wanting to put her quickly at her ease. He didn’t comment on how ravishing she looked in that dress...those heels. He had a thing for a woman in a dress. Her waist was the perfect size to play off her curvy hips and firm, high breasts. Her dark hair was artfully styled, leaving her fine cheekbones open to scrutiny and drawing attention to her big, bright brown eyes. Her lips...dear God, those lips. Full and soft-looking, they begged to be kissed.

Shane hated like hell that he wanted her so much. Because he knew he’d never have her. After all, he looked like a freak with the way the scars etched one side of his face. He was thankful his shirt at least covered the scars on his torso and arm.

Every time he looked at his reflection he had the vicious urge to smash the image to pieces. Fat lot of good all those expensive operations did. Once out of hospital he’d had to endure seeing people visibly recoil each time they saw his full face. 

Now he was used to it, even expected it those few times he went out in public. He couldn’t help seeing himself as one of those old Greek tragedy masks with one side of the face pure and good while the other was twisted and grimacing horribly.

To think he’d been on every Nashville’s ‘most eligible bachelor’ list. 

The wreck had changed all that. 

Now, nothing was the same.

But tonight, curiously, he felt optimistic for the first time in a long while. He realized meeting Angela had done that to him. She didn’t even have to do anything. Just coming into his life had him wanting to make things happen. 

He kept thinking that if he was whole; if he wasn’t some broken, scarred entity, he’d like to show her how good they could be together. If he didn’t look the way he did, he felt sure he could be a man she wanted to be with.

But he was only being a romantic fool. What did he really know about romance and love? Maybe all he wanted was a chance to get between her legs, nothing more. He didn’t believe in love at first sight and if that was what this was, then he sure as hell had to find a way to get her out of his system, fast.

For now though, he was going to stick to the original plan.
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THE FIRST THING SHANE did when she arrived was take her hand casually in his and show her around the house. Angela was impressed. The mansion had more than twenty rooms; with seven bedrooms in the main house. He had an office where he conducted business aided by his assistant, Linda. A private chef prepared the meals and the additional maid service took care of laundry and beds. 

Angela had already been informed that she would be spending the night in the house and as she was shown her room she realized at least for a while she was going to learn how the other half lived.

“It’s lovely,” she said deeply, turning on her heel and looking round at the classical, harmonious blend of the furnishings. 

The sheer size of the room itself was impressive. The bed was set beautifully in the center and laid with the most gorgeous covers. She loved that there were window seats as well as life-size paintings in impressionist style on the walls. Not bad for an overnight stay, she thought. She turned around to face him and found that he was staring at her – probably had been the whole time.

His clear grey gaze made her spine tingle. Damn! Did he have to keep looking at her like he’d throw her down on the bed the first chance she got? Angela felt her neck flush. They hadn’t signed anything yet; she could still back out.

And yet...she wasn’t sure she wanted to walk away from this just yet. It was almost as thrilling as being in an actual movie, down to the exotic film set. This could be a dark, gloomy castle where the handsome yet scarred hero kept away from the world, waiting for his delicate lady love to arrive and melt the ice in his heart...

Angela quickly brushed such whimsical thoughts aside. Shane Davis’s lady-love, her? Not happening. For one thing, the guy was socially challenged after his accident. No one had ever seen him in public since the wreck. 

How did he meet people, to the point, women? Or did they get to come to him? Was that it? Maybe he was used to having to pay for it and that’s why he’d expected her to sleep with him as part of their ‘contract.’ That was really sad, thought Angela. He surely deserved better than that. Or maybe he didn’t even care.

He looked incredibly dashing tonight. His black hair managed to shield part of the scarred section of his face, but she could still see the slickly stretched skin that almost pulled down his features on one side. 

His beautiful grey eyes remained as piercing as ever though, and he had a really nice mouth. His lips were smooth with just enough curve and fullness in the bottom to make a woman want to take a bite. 

His dark suit fit him perfectly, drawing attention to his dynamic physique. There was a bit of leanness to him but he was broad in the chest and shoulders and everywhere that mattered. She liked the way he smelled, too. That cologne of his made her want to lean in closer, and keep taking him in.

Boy, they had to get the hell out of this bedroom. She was getting unduly conscious of every little thing about him. And that wouldn’t do.

“The guests would soon be arriving. Shall we make it back down?” he asked, as if sensing her sudden discomfort. 

Nodding with a relieved inner sigh, Angela followed him out of the bedroom and far away from temptation.
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THE DINNER PARTY WAS held in a different part of the house that Angela hadn’t seen yet. It was a beautiful dining room, with a table set faultlessly for eight guests. It was like a perfect little piece of old world charm from the wall hangings to the chandeliers and lamps, plus numerous flower arrangements that went well with the candelabra and other trappings of the exquisitely lit room. She couldn’t help feeling surprised at his choice of décor. Somehow she’d half-expected a race car driver to hang deer heads and big neon beer signs on the wall.

Meeting the arriving guests had been a revelation. His friends, Chandler and Beverly Miles, were great. They were around the same age as Shane; he’d already told her how close he was to them. They were a charming couple, setting each other’s amiable characters off nicely.

“So, Shane,” one of the other guests began, “Who is this lovely morsel?”

Angela had glanced at Shane who sent her a look before addressing the curious stares of his two acquaintances who’d newly arrived.

“Well, Drew this is my girlfriend, Angela.”

Angela smiled warmly at the guests, two men who’d dressed sharply for the occasion. With the exception of Chandler and Beverly everyone seemed wealthy, or at least comfortably well off. Angela felt like she stood out from the rest especially with her choice of clothes. She favored bright colors and patterns and had gone for a deep red dress tonight. She’d received no complaints from Shane when she arrived so she didn’t think anyone would have a problem with it. Shane had already briefed her on what to say regarding how they’d met, what she did and who she was.

She didn’t feel intimidated by anyone, even a couple of the women who’d looked at her disdainfully. They’d arrived last and they made up the rest of the party. Bridget and Melissa; she got their names when Shane introduced them. Turned out they were the daughters of his biggest corporate sponsor, Chuck Richards of the successful restaurant chain Richards Steak House. She remembered seeing the restaurant’s logo adorning the hood of Shane’s car in several of the photos. Shane had warned her earlier that the family was still very close to his parents and the women would probably try to pry her for more information the first chance they got.

During their introductions, the redhead Bridget had raked Angela with her gaze before glaring at the hand Shane had slyly wrapped around Angela’s waist. Angela had wanted to laugh. These women had no clue about the stuff Angela was made of. 

Sure this was all just pretend for her but she wasn’t going to take any crap from anyone. She could play the ideal girlfriend and be all smiles, but she wouldn’t hesitate to show a bit of her tough girl side, within reason.

There’d be no cause for that, though. Obviously. These were high class types; they’d be quick to turn up their noses but wouldn’t go as far as displaying any real maliciousness, not in front of Shane. She noticed they both hung on him possessively like jealous girlfriends. But Shane always stayed in character, making the point of keeping his arm around Angela or saying something light and quiet in her ear. Her stomach always gave a flip when he did that and her flush was real, causing him to smile when he saw the heat spread on her face. The naughty devil; he knew what he was doing, thought Angela.

She didn’t expect to be so affected by his simple touch or look. Here, among his friends he was far more relaxed and didn’t seem to worry about his face around them. The way he styled his hair tonight was able to conceal most of the scars but Angela could tell that he was different with his friends.

“You must be a good influence on Shane. He hasn’t entertained in quite a while,” teased Beverly once the main course was served. The chef had servers to help with dinner and when Angela’s food was put before her she couldn’t help but inhale with appreciation. This was the height of fine dining and she couldn’t wait to tuck in.

“I’ve been busy,” Shane put in before Angela could reply.

Chandler rolled his eyes at that. “Doing what? We’ve missed you, my friend. Isn’t it time you started getting out of the house more?”

Shane smiled and took Angela’s hand which he lifted to his lips. Uh oh, thought Angela as his mouth lightly brushed her knuckles. She could almost feel the snapping gaze of both Bridget and Melissa but that didn’t even get to her as much as the sensation of Shane’s kiss on her skin. It was fleeting but sensual and intimate.

He looked up at her and then set her hand down without relinquishing it before turning to Chandler and saying, “I think I’ll take you up on that suggestion, especially since Angela loves the idea of going out.”

“So are you saying you’ll finally start showing yourself in public? With Angela?” Bridget burst out as if unable to help herself. Angela could swear she saw Melissa jab Bridget’s knee, making Bridget turn to her with a ‘what did I say?’ glare.

“Considering she’s my girlfriend, I’d think that was the normal thing to do,” Shane said somewhat coolly as he turned his grey eyes on Bridget.

“But...” Bridget began, then clamped her mouth shut and started sawing into the beef tenderloin on her plate.

The conversation smoothed over the little disruption when someone mentioned how fantastic the food was. Angela had to agree. She hadn’t tasted anything so tender and delicious in ages. She brought her fork to her mouth and slowly chewed on her food, letting the flavors seep into her palate before sliding down her throat. Heavenly. Better than anything she could have had in the best restaurant. 

She sighed deeply and opened her eyes to find that Drew and the other man Shane had introduced as his business acquaintances were looking at her lustfully. Angela had that ‘uh oh’ moment again. Being an actress she was used to some form of attention, this kind was a bit flustering though. Especially when she looked over to Shane and saw the glint of fire in his gaze.

Every time she glanced Shane’s way she caught his narrowed stare. Sometimes she felt his gaze long before she sought it out. If he wanted them to play the love-struck couple unable to keep their eyes off each other, then damn it was working. Angela made a point not to act at all seductive for the rest of the night and ate her food with far less sensuous delight.

The end of the meal couldn’t come quick enough. They all withdrew to the living room for more drinks and Angela found herself cornered by Bridget. “Shane mentioned you’re in the entertainment industry,” she said with a slight curl to her thin upper lip. “What exactly does that mean?”

"I’ve been in a small feature film and I also do commercials. I doubt you’ve seen any of my stuff,” Angela said with a distinctly polite smile.

Bridget’s green eyes snapped. “Oh, I’m sure I haven’t. So exactly how did you two meet again?”

Angela shrugged, taking a drink from her wine before responding. “I do volunteer work with a charity for homeless women and children. Shane is one of our biggest supporters. I guess we just hit it off.”

“Hmm.” Bridget’s eyes raked over Angela’s face and attire. “And you expect me to believe you aren’t worried about his face? You see what he looks like. Or maybe all that money blinds you to the fact that he’s turned into a walking, talking freak show?”

Angela’s eyes widened and then darted. Wait, what?

Bridget smiled thinly at her expression. “That’s right. I said it. He’s like family to us, but that’s the truth. He knows it and doesn’t hide from it. People cringe and walk away when they see him. They would rather cross the street than to walk by him. I’ve seen children cry when he shows his face. But then again...he’s Shane Davis. Stock car racing champion. Playboy. And worth several million – certainly enough to make an opportunist stick her claws in where she doesn’t belong.”

Angela was virtually speechless. 

How could one respond to something like that? But the vindictive female wasn’t done. Keeping her fake smile plastered on her face, Bridget added, “Have your little fling with Shane. But you’ll never belong in his world. Even with the way he looks he definitely deserves better than your type.”

Oh hell no, thought Angela with fury as Bridget swayed away on her elegant sling back heels to join the men gathered on the other side of the room.

Just then Shane turned and glanced over his shoulder at her. Something on her face must have alerted him because he left the group and came to her side.

“Is something wrong?” he asked lightly, scanning her face.

“Kiss me,” she said.

His eyes narrowed. “What?”

Angela licked on her lips. “You asked me to do a job. I’m doing it. Now kiss me. Like you mean it.”

His nostrils flared for a moment. He asked no more questions, but leaned right in, slanted to the side and captured her lips. Angela’s breath hitched, the firmness of his mouth on hers edged with a surprising softness. 

She liked how he instantly took charge, not letting her dictate the heat level though she’d prescribed the kiss. He didn’t touch her, except with his lips grinding over hers with a rising hunger. Angela sank against his formidable chest, sliding her hands up his torso to rest on his broad shoulders. She could have sworn she heard his throat rumble in a low groan. The kiss was sexy as hell without being sloppy; just enough tongue to make a girl start weakening at the knees.

They pulled back at the same time, Angela’s eyes hooded as she stared down at his mouth. He’d tasted...freaking good. She had to admit it hit her in all the right spots. But that wasn’t the issue right now. 

She glanced to the side of the room and caught Bridget’s venomous expression. Melissa who stood right next to her seemed to shake her head impatiently and whisper something in Bridget’s ears. With friends like those, who needed enemies, Angela wondered, smirking as she drew away from Shane.

But his hand suddenly grabbed her elbow, making her glance up at him in surprise. His grey eyes were shot through with burning coals. “What did Bridget say to you to prompt that shining performance?” he said with a thick undertone.

Angela merely gave him a honeyed smile, replying airily, “Oh, something about status and her thinking I’m not good enough for you. That I’m some gold-digging chic out to scam her unsuspecting lover. She seems awfully damn protective for just a friend.”

Shane grunted, releasing her elbow. “Protective? Hardly. Those two worry only about nobody’s interests but their own. But for the record...I commend your ‘improv’. It’s something I wouldn’t have thought of. Your kiss, I mean. Please feel free to carry on in like manner whenever it comes upon you.”

Yeah, sure, thought Angela, smirking thinly to match his equally sly tone. She had him well figured out now. He definitely hadn’t forgotten about wanting to get her to share his bed obviously – he was just going to use a different tactic. Well, he could try. But this was going to be an acting job for her, nothing more. That, at least was what she told herself.
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AFTER THAT KISS, IT was no surprise to Shane that he found it impossible to get any sleep. Even after the night fell silent, and everything else in the house no longer moved, he still lay awake, bare chested and in nothing but his silk boxers as he stared up at the ceiling in the dim room.

The guests were long gone. He thought of Bridget’s parting barb as he’d helped her into her coat. “Your mom would be so glad to know you’re coming out of your shell. I’ll tell her how much fun we all had tonight, in spite of everything,” she’d said, sending Angela one cutting glance before smiling and kissing Shane’s cheek, then leaving with Melissa.

The whole evening had gone better than expected. It hadn’t shown but he’d been dreading having to sit at table with people again, even though most were his own friends. He’d missed that; missed the banter and the warmth from enjoying good food and wine with people most of whom you cared about.

But the high point was Angela, and what her presence did to the atmosphere. How she shone with her smile, her laugh and her voice. It made anything she said sound deep and musical. He’d loved watching her eat, or listening to her hold a conversation. He’d wanted to snap the stem of his glass in his fingers when he’d caught Drew and Harvey ogling her. No doubt she looked on fire in that red dress. He knew she’d caught him looking her way with more than a bit of masculine hunger in his eyes.

When the guests were gone and the house was empty except for the staff clearing up, they’d walked back into the main area and he’d asked her if she’d like to have some more wine, and talk. But she’d gracefully declined.

“It’s been a long day,” she’d said with an apologetic smile. “And tomorrow promises to be just as busy. A girl like me needs her beauty sleep you know.”

Her infectious grin had drawn a smile to his lips. There was a time that smiling felt alien to him and even now there’d been a slight twitch as his unused muscles had stretched in an answering smile. “It’ll be many, many years before a woman with your looks has to worry about that,” he’d murmured. As she’d paused on the first step above him, he’d looked up with barely concealed heat at her. Thinking how well his hands would span her waist; or fit over her hips...or even how easily her breasts would fill his palms.

He didn’t know what she saw in his eyes because she laughed nervously. “Thank you, but I still think I’ll hit the sheets early tonight. Dinner was lovely, by the way.”

“Thanks but it wouldn’t have gone so well without you. I appreciate you agreeing to do this. Having you here makes it much...easier.”

She’d held his gaze for a long, telling moment, and he’d thought she’d say something else.

Instead, she’d nodded briefly and then made to go up the stairs to her room. But his hand shot out to cup her elbow. He liked that she didn’t recoil at his touch like the first time, and her eyes weren’t impatient or wary when she turned to face him again.

“Yes?” she asked softly; he’d have liked to think, expectantly.

He hadn’t known what to say. So he’d let his touch speak for him. His fingers had found their way up her bare arm, skimming her smooth skin. She’d shivered slightly. “I need to go, Shane,” she’d finally said, maybe with a hint of reluctance.

His name on her lips had impacted like a branding iron on his senses. He wanted her to say it again, to scream it when he took her deep, deeper than any man ever had before.

She didn’t pull away from his grip. He looked up into the dark pools of her eyes and something in the depths made his fingers tighten on her flesh.

“Shane, this isn’t...”

His thumb stroked over the smooth curve of her arm, his eyes hooded as he looked down where his hand closed round her flesh. 

“I can make you want me,” he challenged huskily.

She snatched in a long, shaky breath. “Maybe,” she’d replied with coolness. “I know all about your reputation, Shane. A smooth-talking ladies’ man. I don’t think a few scars are going to change your leopard spots. But sex isn’t on the agenda, I made that clear. I didn’t sign up for that and come to think of it, nothing’s been signed as yet. Please don’t make me change my mind.”

Her tone was low and calm; but he could see the fear in her eyes. Did she think that he’d turn into some sex-mad monster and force his needs on her? With great reluctance and a tired sigh, he let her go. “That won’t be necessary, Angela. We’ll speak tomorrow.”

“Goodnight,” she said deeply, the relief palpable in her tone. He watched her ascend the stairs and the arch of her ass in that dress and from that angle called to the beast in him. His throat constricted as he strangled off a groan.

This woman had him wishing for things he’d never thought to wish for after so long. A soft, warm body with enough curves to tempt a monk. Glowing dark eyes filled with passion and awe, lips full with want, begging for his kiss. She made him crave all that and more.

Later, as he’d stripped right before the longest cold shower he’d ever taken in his life, Shane stared at his reflection in the mirrors lining the walls of his bathroom. He used to avoid looking at them which was strange since it had been his idea to fill his personal bathroom with mirrors. But tonight, he looked at himself and cursed the day of the car crash. His last conscious memory from that day was frantically fighting like hell to free himself from the burning, tangled mess of his car.

His next memory was waking up in the hospital weeks later in terrible pain, his life altered forever. He could have easily died from the severity of the burns, only the expertise of the Burn Center saved him.

Now he grew his thick black hair longer to conceal most of the damage to his forehead and face, and the burn scars on his chest and torso could easily be covered in clothes, except for his right hand which had scars etched right up to his forearm. Could he blame Angela for being like many other women and preferring to stay well away from a man who looked like a monster?

Turning angrily away from the mirrors he’d shut himself under the chilly spray for as long as he could stand it. He wouldn’t think of her...or dwell on the fact that she was right under his roof, and that all he had to do was walk across the hall, unlock her door and...

No, he wouldn’t even consider it. He wasn’t the old Shane who was cocky and so damned sure of his welcome in a woman’s bed. Angela would most likely scream the house down if he dared venture into bed next to her, or worse club him over the head with the nearest blunt object she could lay a hand to.

Again...no. He’d have to content himself with the memory of the taste of her lips, the texture and lushness of it. His cock was in its now ever-present state of granite hardness whenever Angela came to mind. Now he had that damned kiss to keep him rolling around in bed with the worst case of insomnia and blue balls he’d ever had.

For the first time in a long time, he didn’t dream about the accident. Instead, his dreams were filled with Angela, and how her simple kiss had brought his frozen heart back to life.
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KISSING SHANE HAD BEEN a totally bad idea, thought Angela as she punched her pillows for the umpteenth time and settled back on them, sighing heavily as she tried to sleep.

She’d wanted to show that snotty bitch Bridget a thing or two and her extreme move had worked if Bridget’s face had been anything to go by. A warm glow stirred her belly when Angela thought how easily Shane had gone along with her bold move. 

It had started out as an act but she couldn’t lie, kissing him had felt good, better than a kiss had felt in years. Like the taste of the lips of your first teenage crush. Oh damn what am I thinking about? Angela thought with exasperation as she rolled over on her belly and scooped her pillow beneath her cheek.

Shane’s words that first day rang through her mind now. He wanted someone who would go “on their merry way” when the whole thing was over or something like that. He was confident that because she was an actress, she’d focus on her job of pretend fiancee. No strings attached. But then he’d come up with that deal about sleeping with him and though he’d withdrawn the offer and apologized, it still hung over them.

Was he thinking about her now? She couldn’t help wondering. Tomorrow she’d be signing the papers that would make the whole thing official. A job contract which also included accompanying him for a visit to his parent’s place in the mountains for his mother’s birthday party. 

In return, he’d give her the promised fee as well as paying for her father to be transferred into a state-of-the-art facility. The icing on the cake would be the well-paying job her sister Sasha would get in one of his corporate sponsor’s companies. It was a juicy arrangement and she’d be a fool to turn it down. Who was she kidding? She couldn’t turn it down, knowing how much it would mean to her family as well.

She wished she understood why he got to her so much. She thought of how the dinner had gone and was glad she seemed to have passed the first ‘hurdle’, to Shane’s satisfaction. She wondered what Shane’s mother was like and why he was going to all this trouble to make her think he had a real fiancee. 

Oh well, I’ll find out in due time, Angela figured.
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Chapter Five
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Something black and heavy had fallen on her. Angela wanted to scream but the shrill sound was strangled in her throat. I’m going to die, she thought as the beast hovered over her, wet black eyes gleaming...

“Asgard, down!”

The solid, imposing weight seemed to be pulled off her roughly and Angela straightened off the pillows, her eyes wide with fear until she saw Shane standing at the foot of her bed with the biggest, blackest dog she’d ever seen.

Keeping his hand on the silent dog’s collar, Shane frowned. “You didn’t lock your bedroom door last night?”

Angela flushed. “I guess I forgot,” she said reluctantly. Now that she’d found her voice she hated that it sounded defensive instead of furious at Shane. How could he let that thing walk free around the house? Surely it was dangerous!

“Well you must not have shut it all the way either, because it had to be ajar for Asgard to have got in. I’m sorry about that by the way,” Shane said. “He’s very suspicious around strangers but he’d never hurt you. He was just smelling of you to check you out.”

“Jesus, Shane!” Angela finally burst out as her senses returned, her hands still grabbing her breasts in fright. “Your freaking...bear scared the shit out of me!” She suddenly realized what she was doing when she felt Shane’s gaze on her chest. She released the satin-cased mounds and pulled the covers up to her chin.

“He’s not a bear; he’s a Black Russian Terrier,” Shane said wryly, stroking the dog’s head. “Not such a popular choice for a pet, apparently - and he’s more a watch dog than a guard dog. Still...he’s very protective, loyal and active, yet controllable. You don’t need to be frightened of him. I promise.”

Angela swallowed, hating his shrewd observation that she was frightened. It was true that dogs scared her witless on a good day, especially ones the size of the imposing Asgard. She’d never grown up with pets and used to like dogs until she’d petted one who’d been dozing and almost had her wrist chewed off as a young child.

But she was twenty-six now, not ten. There was no need to freak out over what was obviously a house-trained pet by the way it licked on Shane’s palm, panting heavily all the while.

“Well, I guess he doesn’t look that aggressive,” she said after clearing her tight throat.

“He can be a little pushy and obnoxious if he likes you,” Shane replied drily. “But he’s perceptive so you shouldn’t show any sign of weakness around him.”

“Oh. Sure,” Angela said with equal irony. Trust Shane to keep a fearsome creature as his domesticated sidekick.

Suddenly, Shane grinned as if reading her mind. “Look, relax, okay? He’s fine and normally not up here in this part of the house. I was taking him for a morning walk when I realized I forgot my phone. He snuck out while I was looking for it and found his way in here. I’ll try to be more careful but please, make sure to keep the door closed completely. Otherwise I can’t guarantee this won’t happen again.”

“I won’t forget next time,” Angela said with a certainty. Though her heart couldn’t help but melt when the dog started to circle around Shane’s legs, sniffing affectionately. That was when Angela noticed the bare patches crisscrossing the beautiful black fur, and the way the big black dog limped on only three legs, one of the hind ones somewhat stunted.

“Oh...what happened to him?” she asked.

Shane went on one knee and grabbed the dog’s big head, and shook it playfully. “Some idiot pushed him under a moving train when he was a puppy. He survived but no one wanted him. Anyway, I found him at the dog rescue I fund and decided to adopt him. You could say there was an instant connection. Somehow he reminded me a little of myself,” he added in a faraway tone, before shaking his head as if to ward off any sentimentality as he straightened again. “We’re just a couple of screwed up guys, aren’t we buddy?”

Asgard licked his hand in agreement, happy for the attention.

“Well, now that you’re up, there’s breakfast if you want it,” Shane said briskly. “And then we’ll meet to discuss the order of the day as well as the coming week.”

“I didn’t really bring anything except a change of clothes...”

“Don’t worry about that; we’ll go over everything when you sign the contract. See you in an hour, Angela,” he said, as usual taking it for granted that she’d obey. She endured one more sweeping look from his penetrating grey gaze before he exited her room, shutting the door firmly after him, Asgard following closely.

Angela let out a shuddery breath and pushed her fingers through her tousled curls. What a way to start the day! Her heart still echoed a faint bass drumbeat. She could almost swear Shane had done it deliberately to scare the shit out of her but an instant later she felt bad for thinking that of him. Still, she hoped he’d keep the creature well away from her. She didn’t hate pets but she sure as hell wasn’t ready to keep worrying if some huge black hairy dog was going to jump on her and rip her to shreds.

Then she had to laugh at her ideas, knowing she was just being silly. Tossing the covers aside Angela headed for the shower, mind already focused on what the new day would bring. 

She would be signing the contract today, all things considered. Then they could talk about what lay ahead and she could wrap her head around it; prepare herself like she would for any other given role. 

Angela firmly told herself that the sooner she started the assignment off, the sooner it would get done and she could finally go home.
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ANGELA MADE HER WAY downstairs some time later dressed in casual clothes; jeans and a form-fitting black t-shirt and sandals. Her hair was done up in a loose ponytail. She followed the delicious scents filling the air and found her way to the kitchen.

“Good morning.” A matronly woman greeted her and waved a hand toward a large wooden island tucked into the corner of the cozy kitchen. Angela’s stomach growled with hunger now that she was in the den of delightful cooking judging from the increased intensity of the smells. The woman efficiently began to set Angela’s place.

“Please take a seat. I’m making breakfast this morning and it’s just about ready,” the older woman said. “I’m Bess, by the way. The day cook and house manager.”

“It’s very nice to meet you, Bess. I’m Angela.” Angela planted herself on a stool behind her plate, and without thinking asked if Shane would be joining her.

She wanted to bite off her tongue. Why would she assume Shane would spend breakfast with her? He’d probably already eaten before he’d taken his dog Asgard for a walk.

But then there came a tingle up and down her spine. Even before she heard the sound of his voice, Angela knew he’d come in.

“I’m right here,” he said, before taking the stool to her left. He barely glanced her way and she sucked in a breath, taking in the scarred side of his face which was turned to her. Angela noted that he’d showered and changed, dressed in an open-necked white shirt and jeans. He looked...great. Minus the fact that at this angle his face was a road map of scarred skin, there was no denying he had a hot body well fitted in clothes.

Shane lowered his head to within an inch of her ear as he said, “We’ll have that talk after breakfast.” Angela gave him a slight nod even as she trilled from the way his warm breath had played a minty two-step across her lobe, teasing the tiny hairs there. Angela watched as Bess placed their meal on the island. Breakfast consisted of juice and coffee, plenty of eggs, toast, bacon, as well as a large bowl of fruit placed in the middle.

It all looked and smelled so appetizing that Angela had no problem tucking right in. She’d reined in her appetite during dinner last night what with all the attention from Shane’s friends and especially from those catty-eyed girls Bridget and Melissa. 

She focused on her meal and tried to ignore the disquieting silence of the kitchen with the only sound being Bess cleaning up. Shane’s breakfast was a good sized pile of bacon and an omelet and a whole stack of buttered toast. She felt his intense gaze once or twice but chose not to take it on as she made serious headway into her food.

Much later their plates were cleared and Bess was thanked for such a delicious meal. Afterwards Shane led her to a room which she recognized from the first day. The windows were drawn tightly closed but it was better lit than the last time. Angela could see each lush and yet masculine detail in the room; with a lot of deep reds and light tans which went well with the whole setting.

They didn’t go to the desk but to the living room area where he invited her to take the leather couch while he took the plush armchair across from her. Between them was a low table with official looking papers placed on top, and a pen. Butterflies tickled the insides of her belly as she realized this was it. 

Once she signed there’d be no going back. From what she’d experienced so far, she felt she had nothing to worry about and yet...certain doubts remained about the man seated right opposite.

His piercing grey eyes studied her for a few moments before he began to talk. “As I stated that first day, your job will be very straightforward. At this point I have no problems giving you more details. I assume you probably have done some research about me?”

She nodded.

“Well as you know, I spent almost a year in a burn treatment center undergoing surgeries and rehabilitation. The pain was excruciating, more than you can possibly imagine. Especially the daily debridement where they held me down and scraped off the dead skin. The process was supposed to help with healing and scars, but as you can see...”  He stood up and moved to the window.

“They say the screams are the worst part of working in a burn center and I can verify the accuracy of that,” he continued. “I still hear the screams, both my own and those of the other patients. In an effort to control the pain as best they could, I was given very strong pain medication. Not that it helped that much. Morphine, narcotics, everything you can think of. They pumped me full of the stuff for almost a year to basically keep me alive and functioning so I could heal.”

Angela held her breath, almost unable to bear thinking about what he must’ve gone through. She knew he needed to say it and even more so, she knew she needed to hear it.

“Are you still in pain?” she asked, her words a hoarse whisper. “Do they hurt?”

“Thankfully no,” he replied, turning to give her a sad smile. “Not on the outside anyway.” He paused, raking his hand through his hair. “What they didn’t tell me or maybe they did and I just didn’t listen was how hard it would be to come off the pain pills once I didn’t physically need them anymore. My parents were very concerned about my ability to stop taking the painkillers once I came home. I’m not going to lie. It wasn’t easy. They’re extremely addictive. I’m a very disciplined person though, so when I made up my mind to put them down, I did; with professional help, of course. Afterwards, I went through months of depression and probably drank way more than I should have. But that’s all in the past.”

He walked over and settled down on the couch beside her. “The problem now, and the reason you’re here, is that my mother is not convinced that I’m better. She’s still worried about me and I suspect that she’s planning to stage an intervention of some sort at her birthday party. You know, the kind of thing where family and friends gang up on you and tell you how worried they are.” He let out a humorless laugh. “She remains convinced I spend my days walled up here in a drunken stupor, or worse.”

Angela leaned back and let out the breath she’d been holding. She understood exactly why Shane’s mother was worried about him. She would’ve felt the same way.

“Are you saying you haven’t been doing that?” She asked with a smile to soften her words.

Shane hesitated for a moment too long, letting her know she’d hit a soft spot. “Let’s just say I’m better than I was,” he finally admitted. “Maybe not 100%, but definitely better. Your job is to convince her of this. Make my family believe I’m fine and back in the land of the living again. For real. That I’m getting on with my life. In a real relationship and possibly getting married. I want my mother to be happy for a change and to stop worrying about me. She deserves it.”

Angela frowned. “So let me get this straight. To head off this planned intervention, you need a fake girlfriend to prove you’re off the painkillers and are living a full life again?” Angela asked with a twist to her smile. “It’s a bit far-fetched, don’t you think? Even for a rich guy with cash to burn?”

“I think I know better how my mother’s mind works, Angela,” Shane replied, expression stone sober. “And believe me, this is the best way to stop her from worrying and to get her off my back. She’ll know I’m truly better if I’m dating and going out in public again. You need to understand the car wreck didn’t just happen to me. This whole thing has affected my parents greatly too. They’ve both suffered enough. They’re almost sixty and should be enjoying their life now, not worrying about me. Do you understand why I’m doing this?” His words were almost pleading.

“I love my father too, so yes, I understand.” She impulsively reached over and squeezed his hand once in a quick comforting gesture before letting go. “What exactly is expected of me?”

His eyes lowered to the table. “It’s all in the contract. Please go through and tell me what you think. I’ve set everything out plainly and you can rest assured you have nothing to worry about. You’ll need to accompany me to a few social events, as well as the weekend stay at my parent’s home in the mountains. The main idea is to prove a real relationship exists. I’ve already set the wheel in motion with the dinner party last night, as my mother is definitely going to hear about you from Bridget and Melissa. They’re her spies of course but they’re the least of our worries. We’ll have to worry more about the Press, and members of the outside world who’ve always taken an interest in my affairs in the past.”

Angela had picked up the papers and was looking through them when his words made her glance up in surprise. “So you really meant it about going out in public again?”

“It’s something I was always aware I’d have to do eventually,” he said casually. “I can’t stay holed up forever. This is the best chance I have to show the world my scars don’t define me; it’s only a small part of who I am and I can no longer hide from that. I know the process won’t be entirely painless....”

At this, he grimaced slightly before continuing, “But I think I’m ready now, more than I’ve ever been.”

Angela nodded silently, her thoughts full. She looked down at the papers again and began to read through them. He was right; everything was set out pretty simply. Nothing seemed out of place or enough to cause her worry. 

She certainly wouldn’t be needing an attorney to look through them as she already knew what to look out for. He expected among other things that she date no one else for the duration of the agreement, which was certainly a viable request. 

There were other stipulations and prerequisites but the bottom line was, she was his for a few weeks and he’d be able to control her movements as well as other aspects of her life which used to be her call alone. For the kind of money she was to be paid and other consideration such as her father’s healthcare and Sasha’s new job...Angela figured it was a fine bargain.

She looked up a while later to find that he’d picked up a newspaper and had been flicking through while she’d been perusing the contract. He held the paper lower than his face so she could see his every feature. 

There was only a small distance between their chairs and like in the kitchen, she was struck by how aware of everything about him she was. She couldn’t help but be drawn by his smell; clean, spicy and sexy and reaching her easily. He made her think of the fact that he’d tasted good too, judging from that brief yet searing kiss they’d shared last night after dinner.

The more time Angela spent around him, the easier it was not to dwell on his scars, awful as they were. It surprised her that he wasn’t making an effort to conceal them. Not that she expected him to wear a mask or anything around her. But someone vainer would have tried to consciously ensure the scars stayed hidden or disguised.

“You’re staring, Angela,” Shane pointed out lightly, not looking up as he casually turned to the next page of the newspaper.

Angela quickly glanced down, cheeks warming. “I’m sorry. I just...I admire how you don’t seem at all ill at ease with your scars.”

“Do they make you ill at ease?” he asked, suddenly meeting her eyes.

“They should, but no. I’ve seen worse, believe me.”

“That’s interesting to note. However, the reason I have to behave this way especially with you, is for a reason. I hope that you grow accustomed to being comfortable around me even with the scars. How else can we convince anyone we’re together if you let on my scars repel you?”

“Wouldn’t you say that kiss last night did a good job of being convincing?” Angela challenged. 

For some perverse reason she needed to bring that up. Not that she was looking for more praise but it really had been one hell of a good kiss as far as performances went. And to be honest she hadn’t needed to pretend to enjoy it.

Now she wished she could take the question back because Shane was staring at her lips narrowly. She swallowed a tight gulp.

“I already told you it was a commendable touch,” he drawled. “However, with far more practice I’m certain we can easily perfect a sure-fire technique – one authentic enough to fool even the most eagle-eyed observer.”

“Practice?” Angela was gaping at him and wondering, why was she stammering so hard? And why did something hot, fast and wild shoot right through her core at his silkily delivered words?

“No need to panic, Angela,” he said drily at last on noting her expression. “Sometimes, you’re so easy to tease. I’m beginning to enjoy that way too much.”

“Well don’t,” she said with flashing eyes. “There’s no cause to be a jerk.”

“I guess I still have to keep working on my people skills then,” he said with a humorous curve to his lips. 

Angela expelled a long held-in breath and warned herself to maintain her calm. She wasn’t going to let him get away with needling her every chance he got. There was something of a bully in him she figured, and at any sign of weakness, he might take advantage. Angela vowed to be two steps ahead of him with that.

“You’ll definitely have to work on a lot of things,” Angela replied. “You may have picked me thinking I’ll be a pushover, but I’ll let you know right now it’s not the case.”

He regarded her silently for several moments. “I picked you because I liked what I saw. I still do,” he told her with an intense look that made her shiver inside. “And I certainly didn’t want someone who’d let me push her around either. When you meet my mother, you’ll understand that I found you a perfect choice because you seemed like a woman who can hold her own in any situation.”

Angela felt mollified by his comments while feeling a twinge of unease. Any time he mentioned his mother, he made her sound like a force of nature. Angela found it completely understandable that Mrs. Davis was concerned and wanted to make things better for her son. What mother wouldn’t? But obviously Shane didn’t appreciate her interference.

It’s not my business to ponder on such matters, Angela thought, finally lifting the pen to sign the next few weeks of her life away. I’ll keep to my job description and come what may, walk away from this unscathed and untouched by any of Shane Davis’s ‘issues’, she vowed. Lord knows she had plenty enough of her own problems to deal with.

And much as she could feel a side of her getting emotionally invested in Shane’s life, this couldn’t be anything but a job. They came from two different worlds. He had his hang-ups, she had hers. All they could ever be was client-boss and Angela just couldn’t see it working out any other way in the end.

To think of it any other way would end badly for her, she knew.
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Chapter Six
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There was a big relief knowing that her bank account was well out of the red, thought Angela the following day. With one signature, her life was turning right around. Shane had already deposited a fraction of the payment and it was more than enough to keep Angela in high spirits after being on the edge of flat broke for so many months. 

Also, a transfer was already in the works to move her father to a more exclusive facility. Sasha had already called to let Angela know she’d been invited for an interview at a top IT firm that Sasha had only ever dreamed of working in. Sasha’s elated voice had been enough to put a smile on Angela’s face and keep it there.

It felt good that in some way she was responsible for fending for her family and she hadn’t had to do anything self-debasing to achieve it. Angela held tight to that satisfaction and wouldn’t let anything faze her mood. 

Even when she was instructed to move into Shane’s home, she took it in her stride. But when she was summoned into the living room to find every inch of the floor and furniture almost covered with shopping bags from designer stores, she turned to Shane with raised brows.

“What in heaven’s name is all this?”

“Your new wardrobe,” he said with calm at her lippy tone. “I had things acquired from the best shops to ensure that having the right outfit for whatever the occasion wouldn’t be a problem for you.”

“My own clothes would have done just fine,” Angela said, cheeks and neck flushing with emotion. Was it his intention to doll her up like his well-kept pet? She wouldn’t go out with him dressed wearing stuff people would know she couldn’t well afford herself.

Looking into a few bags she could see there was enough finery to send even the most ardent fashionista to style heaven. There were clothes, shoes, jewelry and perfumes...goodness. And they all seemed to be in her perfect size. How on earth had he managed that?

“Consider this as ‘dressing for the part’,” was Shane’s laconic reply.

“I see. And I thought the ‘part’ was girlfriend and not high-priced bimbo,” Angela said sharply, fists on her hips.

Shane pinched at the bridge of his nose for a moment in a universal gesture of masculine exasperation. But his voice was patient as he replied, “Do me a favor, and simply humor me. I wanted to buy all this for you. You’re playing my woman now; it’s expected that you look the part. I like my women glamorous and put together. If I want to see you dressed in expensive silks, diamonds or designer heels, then that’s what I get.”

Angela could not mistake the edge of steel in his tone. He wasn’t asking. This was an order. She really had to go along with this and anything within reason he arranged. But even as she fumed inwardly she found herself glancing into a couple of shopping bags with the insignia of a high-end lingerie shop. A fresh rush of heat washed over her face.

“Racy underwear, Shane? And how does that follow your requirement, since you certainly won’t be seeing me in any of these?”

A slow, wicked smile crossed his face, making him look more diabolical than usual.

“A man can only hope and pray,” he murmured, and this had Angela’s heart rate tripping too fast for her liking. 

Damn the man! He knew just how to get under her skin. Well at least he was putting it out there, which was more than ample warning for her. All that sexual innuendo wasn’t going to influence her; he’d find she wasn’t susceptible to his trademark charm which he seemed able to switch on and off at will.

Shane said nothing more on that topic as he went on briskly, “The maid will bring everything up to your room and you can try them on at your leisure. If there’s a problem with anything, let me know and I’ll have it replaced or sent back. But I’ll doubt there’ll be an issue since I took care to know your exact statistics. And I took the time to personally pick the clothes out myself.”

It was on the tip of her tongue to ask him the burning question of how he’d got hold of that information, but decided against it. Maybe she wouldn’t want to know. And anyway it couldn’t be that hard to find out, since he already knew everything else about her, thought Angela.

“That’s fine and dandy,” she said with deep irony, “But rest assured you’ll be getting all this stuff back once the contract is concluded. I’ve already been paid in full for the job; I don’t require any more of your handouts.”

He simply shrugged. “Whatever you want to do later is fine with me. I have a couple of appearances to make this week and obviously you’re going to accompany me. I will instruct you on what I expect you to wear and so forth. I trust you’ll be agreeable.”

“Of course,” she said quickly, feeling silly now. She hadn’t meant to be an ungrateful ass or difficult. This was all so new. He was doing so much for her as she’d pointed out and she had no cause taking anything personal. The clothes, the jewelry were all part of the game and she’d better play it if she wanted things to go smoothly. He didn’t need to spell it out for her.

“There’s some other matters that need to be taken care of. My chauffeur will be happy to drive you wherever you need to go so long as it has to do with preparing for the upcoming outings. And while you’re in the house, I don’t mind you exploring but it’s a big place and it’s easy to get lost. If you want to look around, let Bess know. The kitchen is also open anytime so grab whatever you want. The chef has a lot of pre-cooked meals in the fridge that simply need to be heated up or if you prefer, he can be asked to prepare something to your liking for dinner.”

“I’m sure I’ll manage,” she said, in a more subdued manner than earlier. “Everything sounds great. Thank you.”

He nodded approvingly. “I’m busy most of the day and won’t be around a whole lot. Now that I’m not racing, I spend my time on various business investments. I work from home which means I will be here – but I won’t be available. Once again, ask Bess if you need something to entertain yourself or you’re looking for things to do.”

By the time he’d finished giving her all the lowdown she’d possibly need, a uniformed maid appeared to help Angela with the mountain of bags. There was a part of her that she knew would love trying on all those beautiful clothes and things. 

For aesthetic reasons, of course. It wasn’t their fault they looked so good and fine. Every item screamed taste, elegance and affluence. She’d always secretly envied women who could look like this every day. And now, for the next few weeks she’d know what it feels like. Maybe it was time she stopped looking for problems in every aspect and simply enjoy it all while it lasted. 

Her very own Cinderella moment though instead of Prince Charming, she got the Beast.

Angela felt an instant prick of remorse for thinking of Shane that way. He was far from that: a beast. There was kindness in him beneath his shell. He made her pulses race with the way his eyes always seemed to peel off her clothes, but she knew she had no cause for alarm with him. He’d never do anything she didn’t expressly allow.

She might constantly indulge in those disconcerting fantasies of him having his wicked way with her all night long, but she was sure nothing would come of it. Yes, he flirted with her on the sly, and he seemed constantly on the lookout for any slip-up on her part to get her to fall for his seduction, but...he was overall a nice guy. She had a good feeling about him and that was the main reason she’d signed the contract. 

Shane Davis was a man to be trusted. He had plenty of that soundness of character she’d have wanted in a brother, if she had one.

Angela could rely on him to keep his end of the bargain, though she’d never completely let her guard down with him. She was sure he dreaded any complications as much as she did. He obviously cherished his privacy and like her, wanted the whole thing to reach its logical conclusion: which entailed them merrily going their separate ways.
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THE NEXT SEVERAL DAYS were a flurry of activity for Angela. The life of a millionaire’s girlfriend was an eye-opener for a simple girl like her. One had the choice of sitting at home with nothing to do, or going out and spending his money. He’d approved an allowance on a credit card for her to go on a beauty salon and spa hop: from her hair to her nails and skin, she was buffed within an inch of her life.

Angela normally kept herself in good condition but the difference was clear when she was done from the boutique spa. She passed herself in the mirror and had to a double take to make sure it was her. 

Wow. 

She cleaned up pretty damn good, she thought as she patted a beautifully manicured hand over her newly done hair. It was a simple, elegant and flattering style parted down the middle and left in tumbling waves down her back. Very chic and horrendously expensive; every single strand of it. Angela felt glad this was a temporary position she had to play. She couldn’t imagine having to maintain herself in this kind of lifestyle for any amount of time. Even if she became as rich as she dreamed, she’d never blow this much cash on her appearance the way Shane insisted she did.

She’d been hoping to show off her new look when she returned to the mansion. She prepared for dinner and then came down only to be informed by the ever-present Bess that Mr. Davis had things he needed to take care of before he would break for dinner and would simply eat in his study.

She enjoyed a quiet dinner and convinced herself she didn’t mind being deprived of Shane’s stimulating though unsettling presence. She never seemed to be perfectly at ease around him; perhaps because of all that sexual tension. But she couldn’t deny she found his company pleasant. Anything would be better than having to eat all by herself the delicious food Bess presented in a smaller dining room than the one they’d used for the dinner party.

There was a large entertainment room, complete with a flat screen TV that took up a whole wall, but Angela settled for spending the rest of her evening checking out the extensive library on the ground floor. 

During her internet searches of Shane, she’d come across the interesting though rarely mentioned fact that he held an MBA from a prestigious college in the Northeast. The vast library spoke of his refined tastes in books. Again not something she would’ve expected from a racecar driver. Especially stock car racing, a sport usually going hand-in-hand with white collar rednecks.

When she looked around the shelves she saw pictures of the family; several of a distinguished, grey-haired man who looked much like Shane, standing with a woman who had to be Shane’s mother. She looked harmless enough; her smiling face made her look far younger than her years in what had to be a fairly recent photo. Probably taken not long before the car wreck, Angela mused. 

Try as she might she didn’t come across any photos of Shane as a grown-up. He was an only child and there were the usual medals and trophies you’d expect to see in a usual family room. He’d been on his college baseball team which had to explain his fine, trim physique which went with his height which was above six feet.

She would have liked to know more about him. And not just what the gossip columns had said. Bess, though courteous wasn’t the chatty type. She certainly couldn’t be expected to discuss her boss with anyone, least of all Angela.

The following day she had to prepare for the upcoming dinner at the residence of another one of his racing team’s corporate sponsors. It was some sort of fundraising gala and attendees were to bid on invites to help support named charities. 

Although Shane informed her it would be a small and exclusive affair of less than twenty guests, the foundation which organized the dinner was expected to draw publicity to garner more donations to the said causes.

Angela assumed ‘publicity’ to mean that photos would be taken, perhaps for an article coming out in the papers? As she dressed, she wondered what kind of attention Shane’s looks would draw in such an esteemed gathering and also, what it would look like when he showed up with her.

At least she’d appear looking her very best, Angela decided as she cast one more look at her reflection in the floor-length mirror. Not a hair out of place. She’d slipped a pair of strappy heels on her freshly pedicured feet, and in her ears were dangling, sparkling diamonds. 

Her make-up was in nude tones except for her eyes which she chose to highlight in smoky edges. Her lips were plumped to perfection in the barely-there lipstick and her dress was understated luxury and glamour. Her shoes gave her toned legs that endless look and her jewelry, both at her lobes and neck helped elongate her throat.

Her eyes brightened as she took in her appearance. She looked perfect for her role tonight, even if she did say so herself. She may not be the female lead in the blockbuster movie of her dreams, but she was sure as hell going to work it for all it was worth tonight. Shane would be proud of her, she would make sure of it.
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IT WAS A BLACK-TIE occasion and Shane was duly dressed for it. He barely glanced at his reflection as he finished getting ready. If he caught one more glimpse of his disfigured features, he might just change his mind about going.

Angela had said he seemed far from ill at ease with his scars. If only she knew. All this time, he’d had to keep himself from turning his ravaged face from her to stop her from having to look at him. For some reason though, she never seemed bothered about his face. Maybe she really was that good at acting. Or maybe she really had seen worse and wasn’t so easily sickened.

Well, Shane felt physically sickened right then himself, just thinking about reentering society. The dinner wasn’t that big a deal, and he knew the ambassador and his wife personally, but still, Shane’s instincts were begging him to stay; forget about the dinner.

But Angela was waiting. He’d screwed around long enough. The last thing he needed was Angela to suspect his reluctance. He wouldn’t think about how much people were going to be staring at the side where he was all scar tissue. He’d rather focus on the fact that he was going to be arriving with the prettiest woman in the room.

Fuck pretty, thought Shane when he finally caught sight of Angela. More like smoking hot, fine as hell, she’s too sexy to leave the house bombshell! 

Damn it all to hell! 

How was he ever going to get through this night?

He wanted to lick her. Everywhere. Like a life-sized popsicle – that’s what she reminded him of as she glided down the stairs to meet him.

“I hope I didn’t keep you waiting long,” she said demurely.

She couldn’t know what raged within him, thought Shane as he fought for control. He hadn’t seen her all day, except for a brief chat in the morning after she’d had breakfast, alone. It was the one more meal he’d avoided sharing with her. 

Yes, he’d been busy, but he could easily have made time for an hour or two during the day for mealtimes. 

And yet...no. 

Being around Angela was getting harder to bear especially with him being tempted to touch all the time. And he was fed up and frustrated wanting something he could never claim.

If I had one wish...

Shane had heard those words somewhere in a song or something, but never understood it until now. 

If he did have one wish that could come true, then it would be to have one night; with Angela. 

One night would be all he needed. 

It would be more than enough...more than a man like him deserved.

“Not at all,” he finally managed as she reached the bottom step. Instinctively he took her hand and lifted it to his lips. She seemed surprised but pleased when he kissed it gallantly. “You look...breath-taking.”

She laughed nervously, slipping her hand from his. “Amazing what a new haircut and a manicure can do.”

Shane knew it was more than that. Angela was far from plastic or superficial. He saw beyond the stylish clothes, hair and jewelry. All he saw was a woman comfortable in her own skin and aware of her femininity and its effects on those around her.

She certainly had the craziest effect on him. He’d never seen skin so smooth and vibrant, the glow mirroring on every inch of her bare flesh. Her curves simply begged to be traced from top to bottom by a lover’s reverent hands. 

Her eyes were windows of true beauty; brown and melting, thickly lashed and inviting. She had no clue...not even an inkling how close she was to being flung over his shoulder and taken back upstairs to the nearest bed where he’d fuck the living daylights out of her. 

If only...

But sanity returned. She’d warned him not to be a jerk. She’d asked to be treated with respect. No matter how he wanted to plunge and then bury himself inside her so deep she’d be conformed to the shape and size of his cock, he strove for control. 

This was business. 

A contractual agreement. Absolutely nothing could stand in the way of that, even his over-active libido. If it got too bad as time wore on, then he’d find a way to take the edge off. Even if he had to do the detestable and get some call girl like the last time, he’d fucking do it. He’d been months without a woman and being around Angela; smelling and watching her was like constantly being inside a porn flick and being unable to take out your sexual frustrations on anyone.

Forcing his brain to keep sex in the back burner for the rest of the evening, he took her arm and laced it through his. She smiled warmly up at him and suddenly, impossibly, Shane couldn’t wait to leave the house.
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SHANE HAD ONCE BEEN at ease with the spotlight. His looks and charm got him into a lot of circles. Women fell into his bed because of what he stood for in terms of money, background, power and the way he looked. He thought about how much things would be different now.

Xavier, his driver drove the sleek limo to the beautifully designed home of the ambassador. Beside him in the plush passenger seat, Angela seemed filled with expectation as she fidgeted with a lock of her hair which fell tantalizingly to curve over her left breast. Shane had to stop wishing he was that lock of hair and focus on the evening ahead.

But when Xavier pulled to a stop in front of the residence, Shane felt the urge to ask him to turn the car right back. He didn’t want to do this, not anymore. It felt too soon. He’d been fine, entertaining friends in his home. And driving around behind tinted windows was safe and easy. But leaving the safety of the shadows and walking back into the outside world where no punches were pulled...that was a whole different ball game.

And yet, Shane wasn’t wired like that. He wasn’t a quitter. One thing people used to respect about him was his fearlessness; on the racetrack and life. He was the one who took risks, made things happen.

He wasn’t going to let a few stares, gasps and whisperings hold him back. Tonight, he was a man with something to prove. Shane turned to the waiting, silent Angela and gave her an encouraging smile. 

“Ready?”
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Chapter Seven
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Beauty is only skin-deep.

And so are scars...

Angela felt proud of Shane as he coped with the situation that was the gala dinner. He could easily have been the most handsome man in the room. He was certainly the tallest, most impeccably dressed, and sexiest.

Angela understood that people could be cruel, even without meaning too. They could make that face like, what was he doing here...how can he show himself in public looking the way he did? 

Some went as far as cupping their mouths to the ear of their companion and make those loud whispers that did nothing to hide what they were saying. 

That’s Shane Davis. 

He used to be able to get any woman he wants. Now he must have to pay someone to bear to look at him longer than five minutes.

Angela knew she was getting paranoid, thinking that they could be saying that whenever they whispered to each other. They could have been gossiping about anyone, not her or Shane. But they did stare, with looks of distaste and shock on their faces. Well, some of them. The others had more finesse, and shook hands. 

Cameras went off as Angela stood with Shane and she saw him flinch more than once. Felt his grip on her hand tighten almost painfully. She moved closer to his side, as if to offer more of her support.

A waiter passed with drinks and she saw him grab a glass. Another one. How many had it been in the last hour since they arrived? She didn’t want to count, but it did seem like it was a lot. Maybe the alcohol helped for courage. Knowing his background, it was a touch worrying. 

She wouldn’t know; she couldn’t imagine how he must feel, being the center of attention for all the wrong reasons. She tried to make conversation with him but he barely gave answers longer than two syllables. 

The president of the corporation and his wife were perfect hosts; they were the height of politeness to Shane, and at least they had the delicacy to interact with just the right amount of formality and charm without being fawning or overdoing things. Shane was after all, one of the biggest sponsors of the foundation.

At their table, Shane finally entered into conversation with the distinguished-looking guest on his right, a head of industry whom Angela recognized as a candidate in a recent political race. She couldn’t remember if he’d won or not. Angela looked around and tried to gauge the reactions of the other guests.

Thankfully, everyone else seemed too busy enjoying the nice food, wine and conversation at their different tables. Angela’s eyes swept to the left, only for her to start in surprise as she saw someone she recognized.

No one really important, just a guy she used to see. It never got serious, certainly not past the first few dates. She’d never have dreamed to see anyone she knew in such a gathering. And yet here he was, just across from her and seated with a beautiful companion who was saying something to him while her hand rested on his. He gave Angela a smile of recognition which she returned. There was that burning look in his eye like he was really seeing her for the first time. It reminded her a little of the way Shane had looked at her when she’d come down the stairs earlier.

“A friend of yours?”

Angela almost jumped at the sound of Shane’s voice beside her. She hadn’t realized he’d stopped talking with the person next to him. Neither had she imagined Shane would notice the lingering glance and smile she’d shared with the man seated on the other end of their table. She turned to him with a smile.

“Yes, actually. His name is Daniel Gates. We met at a club or something some months ago. I had to leave town for LA soon after we met so it was just a really brief...”

“Fling?” Shane supplied, taking a drink from his wine. Something in his tone made Angela bristle.

“I don’t do flings,” she said a little sharply, yet keeping her voice low. “I told you. I’m not that kind of woman who throws herself around.”

“And here I was thinking it was just me,” he murmured, signaling the hovering wine waiter smoothly.

“No, it wasn’t just you,” Angela replied. “I generally don’t give the time of day to men who treat women like mere objects. I have no patience for them especially when they feel the world owes them something just because they’ve had a twist of bad fortune.”

“Ah,” Shane drawled, tapping the fingers of one hand, the unscathed one, on the table cloth. “Why don’t you say what you mean, Angela? I’m sure like the rest of them you believe I had it coming? That I deserved what happened to me? I guess that’s true. I never really thought much about others. I lived for the moment and took a lot of things for granted. I’m all changed up on the outside from the wreck, but maybe you were right and a few scars aren’t going to make me any different from what I really am: flawed. But now in more ways than one.”

Angela bit on her bottom lip hearing the bitter humor in his tone. The waiter appeared at his side and refilled his wine. Angela was torn between anger and compassion for Shane.

But she knew he’d scorn her pity. His imperfections caused by his outer scars as well as his arrogance and cynicism on the inside should make him the last man she could ever care about. 

So why did she feel the need to cover her hand over his on the table and give a sympathetic squeeze? He’d suffered so much – was still suffering. Every time someone stared a moment more than necessary, or grimaced with horror, his fist tightened until the knuckles went white. But no one could tell unless they looked really close, like she was doing. 

And yet hadn’t she warned herself to stay detached no matter what? Why was that getting so hard to do? He made her mad, emotional and ruffled all at the same time. And she was only supposed to be one thing: indifferent. The only thing she was no longer able to do.

“Excuse me a moment. I need to go to the ladies room.” She’d barely got the words out before scraping back her chair and walking blindly from the table before Shane could even respond or rise as well.

Somehow, she found her way to the bathroom. She was there barely five minutes but it was the respite she needed. She stared at herself in the mirror and wondered for a moment what it would feel like to be with a man like Shane. He got to her on a level she didn’t begin to understand. They were so different; and she wasn’t even thinking about race or background. 

She was the uptight type; she’d never let herself succumb to the very things that drove her the most. Something about him called to something inside her but she fought it with all her might. The more she wanted him, the more she backed away. She wasn’t ready to face the implications of desiring a man like Shane. Of finding him sexually appealing, thrilling and exciting. How and when the hell did all this happen?

She didn’t want to deal with this right now. She had a job to do that didn’t include hiding out in the bathroom. Taking a deep breath, she washed her hands just to buy a few more seconds and then exited the restroom.

“Oh!”

Angela bumped right into a solid frame of muscle. She looked up to find herself face to face with Daniel.

“Hey, sexy,” he murmured, a wolfish smile on his lean, handsome face. He had a goatee that she’d found faintly irritating while they’d been dating; maybe because he always stroked on it when he had that appraising look on his face, like he was looking over a slab of meat.

“Daniel! Such a surprise,” she said and tried to look happy to see him. “Uh, look, I have to get back to my date, so...”

“Hey, hold up baby,” he said quickly, as he took her elbow in an intimate grip. She turned to him again, trying to hide her irritation.

“I’d have thought we had more than the ‘hi and bye’ history. How about showing me some love, huh Annabelle?”

“It’s Angela,” she said disgustedly, snatching her arm away. “At least I had the decency to remember your first name. And guess what? We’re ‘history’ for a reason.”

Daniel’s full lips slanted scathingly. “Yeah. I always wondered about that but now I know. You like them rich and looking like Shrek after a run-in with Wolverine.”

It took a few seconds for Angela to realize he was talking about Shane. Her eyes narrowed and she shook her head pityingly. “If you’re looking for someone whose defects deserve to be the brunt of bad jokes, all you need is a mirror.”

She made to walk away smartly after that comeback but Daniel wasn’t having it. This time he grabbed her again, his hold was punishing. “Now look here, you b...”

But he didn’t get to finish as she slapped that word out of his mouth before he could finish it. The act was automatic and she felt an instant satisfaction seeing the shock on Daniel’s face after the ringing smack that had had her whole arm behind it.

Angela was far from the violent type but this time she would gladly chuck it down to self-defense. Now she remembered why she’d never wanted to have much to do with Daniel. He was shallow and self-centered, always looking to belittle others he felt were weaker just so he could feel good about his own lame self.

She saw the outrage that turned his face darker, and wondered if he was the type to hit a woman back. The look in her eyes as she glared at him dared him to.

“Is this man bothering you, Angela?”

Angela sank against the wall in relief as she saw Shane standing in the corridor. She hadn’t even heard him walk up. Daniel scowled at the interruption, but it was Angela who said, “Not at all, sweetie. Daniel here and I were just sharing some hard...truths. But now I’m sure we have nothing more to say to each other. Or do we?” she asked him pointedly. She almost hooted when Daniel looked to Shane and then her, before brushing past them without another word.

Angela watched Daniel disappear around the corner as she heaved an inner sigh of relief. She turned and met Shane’s expressionless gaze.

“You didn’t have to come after me,” she said lightly.

“Yes, I did,” was his plain reply. As always he didn’t have to say much to send a shiver down her spine. “Want to tell me what that was all about?"

Angela laughed hollowly. “Just a case of sour grapes. On his part, not mine. Apparently he still hadn’t got over the fact that I wanted nothing to do with him, then or now. Naturally he tried to say some crap about you and me. I didn’t pay any attention to it, trust me.”

Angela was glad Shane smiled at her comment. His humor quenched though when he looked down at her arm, turning it to see the fading bruise from Daniel’s earlier grip. Angela saw Shane’s murderous rage and she quickly placed a restraining hand on his shoulder.

“Please, it’s fine. I don’t even feel it. I’m sorry if I caused any embarrassment to you because of this.”

“Forget about embarrassing me. That asshole put his hand on you...hurt you. You think I’m going to just let that slide?” Shane looked murderous.

“I’m okay” she stated firmly, smiling a little. “Can we now please go back to the party? I wouldn’t want to miss what promises to be a fabulous dessert.”

Shane made her stay still when he cupped her face, gazing down into her eyes. “I followed you to apologize. For the things I said earlier. I wish I could prove I’m not a total ass.”

“I never thought you were,” she said slowly, finding it difficult to think when he stood so close. 

When he looked at her like that. He looked so good in his black tuxedo. Everything seemed to fit him so perfectly, like they were made just for him. Well, maybe they were. But then it was more than his clothes; it was all about him, his persona that seemed to stir something deep and primal within her.

“There was no excuse,” he went on, his hand beneath her chin to tip it so she had to look up at him. “Oh wait, there was. I find I can’t stand the thought of anyone looking at you. Wanting you...knowing I want you all for myself.”

Angela’s heart pounded at his bluntness, at the feeling of his thumb stroking her jawline. His touch felt so good but she just couldn’t. Couldn’t let it pull her in.

Her lashes fluttered down and she began to shiver in her one-shoulder turquoise Versace dress. The atmosphere stilled as the air seemed sucked out of the area around them. Shane backed her slowly into the wall. She didn’t move, had no strength to struggle. No will to stop him as his lips feathered low to brush hers.

“You look...damn. Angela, you make me need things I shouldn’t. I came out tonight thinking I’ll hate every second. I was right. But you...all I have to do is look at you and none of that matters. Do you have any idea what are you doing to me?” His groan was rasped in the hollow of her throat. Angela’s head fell back as he nuzzled her sensitive spot there. Without thinking, her hands clutched his shoulders.

His body against hers was all man. She hadn’t felt the urgent need to melt and succumb to a man the way she did right then with Shane’s lips teasing her skin, kissing and breathing her in. Angela didn’t even care that someone might come around the corner and see them necking in the corridor like horny teens.

She reveled in Shane’s desire which surged and pulsed like a living entity against her.

“Shane. We need to go back. The dinner.”

“Fuck the dinner,” he said with uncharacteristic crudeness. 

His hands fell heavily on her hips and squeezed with masculine dominance. He shifted his lips to her ear, nibbled the soft lobe just above her pearl earring. 

“Later tonight. Leave your bedroom door unlocked,” Shane commanded huskily. His tongue snaked out to sexily lash the inside of her ear. Angela bit down a shaky whimper.

“I can’t. I’m sorry. I just...no. It would be a mistake.” How many ways could she refuse him? Angela felt like she could keep saying ‘no’ but her body was telling him differently as she seemed to liquefy beneath his sensual attack.

He paused, and left Angela feeling inwardly bereft as he drew back slowly. “I understand.” There was no inflection in his voice, but when her eyes flew up to his face, she could see the expression there telling her more than she wanted to see right now.

“No you don’t,” she told him firmly. Now it was her making him look into her eyes. She stared right at him. She didn’t want him to think she was saying ‘no’ because of his face. It had never been about that. It didn’t make sense how little she cared about that part of him.

“I don’t want to get hurt,” she whispered, her temple resting against his as she closed her eyes briefly.

His hands closed gently around her throat and he urged her face up again to his. His expression looked pained. “You think I’d hurt you?”

She shook her head quickly. “Not like...not like that. I just...I can’t be a passing thing for you. I mean, we’re from different worlds. You and me...”

“Different worlds?” He smiled tightly. “Is it my money and background? You didn’t strike me as someone who gave a damn about any of that.”

“Maybe I don’t,” she said, eyes defiant as she looked up at him. “Maybe I don’t care what people think either, or what they say when they see us together. I don’t care about any of that. But I don’t think I’m ready for...whatever this is, between us. And it was supposed to be just business, remember?”

He seemed to flinch at the way she threw his words back at him. “It’s still business,” he said in that dangerously low voice that always seemed to twist her belly in knots. “But we can also get what we both want.”

“You don’t want me. You just want sex and any woman can give you that,” Angela replied, hoping he would convince her otherwise. She hated that he was right; that he could see through her and know that she wasn’t as immune to him as she made out.

But she got the opposite effect – he let her go. 

She told herself she felt no real disappointment, as she went with him back to the party. She hoped she didn’t look as flustered as she felt. She glanced at Daniel’s end of the table. He was gone, and so was his companion. Angela curbed a sigh. At least that was one less aggravation to worry about.

The tail end of the gala dinner was no better than the beginning. But Angela put her best face forward, and did what needed to be done. She smiled, she laughed, she conversed. Played her role of perfect girlfriend. Posed for the pictures that someone seemed to be taking from every angle they sat. She wondered which tabloids she’d find those tomorrow.

Not that it mattered. None of this was real. Shane’s hand on the small of her back, his solicitous attention as the evening wore on. It was the hardest thing she had to do in her life, keeping aloof from him when all she wanted to do was soften to his touch.

But Shane’s expression looked anything but softened right then. He had a dark scowl on his face that said ‘keep off’ more than his disfigured face ever could. She sighed heavily. Like most men, Shane obviously didn’t take rejection very well.

That gala dinner was to set a pattern for the other occasions where she had to accompany Shane over the next several days. The animal shelter fundraiser one night, or a corporate sponsor party the next.

It was always something glamorous, a night of entertainment surrounded by wealthy people. Angela took it in her stride, even with the aspect that Shane was the cool, untouchable racecar driver millionaire she’d met that first day. Impassive and strictly formal, he never acted out of line. Angela told herself she should be glad.

At the fundraiser for the animal shelter, Shane gave a speech. Each night they went out it seemed easier for him to face the world outside. Angela found it admirable how much he’d come out of his shell. The first few days there were speculations in the papers about Shane’s racing comeback, with photos of him splashing every major society and sports column. Many times, Angela was caught by his side, at first labeled his ‘new mystery girlfriend’ until someone got the scoop and found out she was a little-known actress with only one minor, stand-out role. 

Their words, not hers. 

She didn’t mind the descriptions. Her agent Megan Shaw was thrilled for the publicity. All she was interested in was capitalizing on Angela’s sudden stardom since anyone on Shane’s arm would draw massive public interest.

“Too bad your boyfriend said absolutely no interviews,” Megan had told her disappointedly. “I’ve got a few blogs interested in running something on how you two met, what gives and so forth.”

“Shane guards his privacy too well I’m afraid,” Angela said. “He’s has enough to do handling the attention that comes with his face.”

“Yeah, people are still talking about that. What a terrible thing to happen. But he came out all right, didn’t he?”

Angela didn’t know about that. 

Shane was such a tortured soul. He kept to his offices at the mansion where he was assisted by his friendly, assistant Linda who seemed able to multi-task to infinity. Angela tried to keep busy; she worked on her weight by keeping fit in the in-house gym or going for walks or jogging around the countryside surrounding the house.

Sometimes, she came upon Shane walking his massive terrier Asgard but he barely spoke to her over a few words of courtesy concerning her wellbeing. Angela tried not to think of how much his approach to the situation hurt her. She even began to look forward to their evenings out as those were the only times he was more than just civil to her. 

He played his role of attentive date perfectly, and once in a while she even caught his smile. But beneath the polite regard, raged the ever-present sexual awareness that made her throat tight every time she felt his lightest touch or gaze.

His cool treatment really got to her and she’d been dumb to let it show more than once. Like that night after they came home from the opening of a swanky new nightclub owned by one of his friends and which he had an investment in. The outing had been enjoyable enough even though Shane had shown no interest in dancing so they spent the whole time in their VIP section. 

She remembered how much alcohol he’d consumed back there though no matter what he never seemed to get drunk or even tipsy. She could tell he handled his alcohol well but that didn’t make her feel better to see him knock back that much booze. 

In the back of her mind was always the worry that he was secretly falling back into his old pattern of depression and drinking. Then again, how did she really know he’d ever left it in the first place? 

Back in the limo he gave her a wide berth as usual and when they arrived home he escorted her politely to the stairs like he always did. And as always, Angela went up to her room feeling like an idiot for wishing he’d just talk to her. Couldn’t they at least be friends?

She couldn’t stop thinking about that last lingering look he’d given her as she’d walked away up the stairs. She listened carefully but didn’t think he’d come up himself. What could he still be doing down at that time of the night? 

God! Hopefully not more drinking?

Angela knew she was dumb, crazy and stupid for what she did half an hour later. After showering and wearing her pajama set and dressing gown, she retired to lie on top of her bed and read a book to help get her to sleep. 

She couldn’t get Shane out of her mind. She thought of how tortured he’d seemed tonight; more than usual. Beneath the semi-dark lights of the club, he’d seemed like every other guy having a night out with friends. Even though he didn’t dance, he laughed and talked and seemed to be having a good time but Angela could tell it was mostly a cover. He probably didn’t even want to be there. But he had something to prove and he’d stuck it out until it was time to leave.

Angela was too restless to go to sleep. The next moment she was jumping from the covers, tightening her sash around her and sneaking from the room and down the stairs. 

She found Shane exactly where she’d expected: in his study, seated behind his desk like that very first time. It was even more shadowy than normal. She pushed open the door quietly and called his name. 

Even though he didn’t answer she saw his form in the chair. On the table was a half-drank bottle of scotch and a tumbler.

Heart racing, she stepped in, her slippers making barely any sound on the hardwood floor. “Shane? Are you okay?”

Instinctively, her hand groped for the light switch on the wall, but his barked tone made her stiffen, “Don’t. No fucking lights.”

Angela nodded in understanding then felt stupid when she realized he might not see it. She stepped forward, blinking to get her eyes accustomed to the dimness.

“I’m worried about you, Shane. You...you really shouldn’t be drinking so much,” she offered. She knew she should leave him the hell alone. He was like a wounded lion; the last thing he’d need was any show of kindness or Christian concern which Angela told herself was what she was exhibiting. She also told herself she knew what was biting him and somehow felt responsible.

She was only asking for trouble. 

She knew that but she couldn’t just keep her heart hardened and unfeeling. That wasn’t how she was at all. He merely grunted in reply to her statement. It sounded more like a warning growl. But Angela couldn’t let herself get scared off by that forbidding attitude of his.

She made it to the desk without cracking her kneecap on any of the sturdy masculine furniture dotting the room. Her hand traced over the edge of the table as she went around it, just in time to catch the bottle as Shane lifted it straight to his mouth.

“This never solved anything, Shane,” she said gently while her touch was firm as she had to force the bottle out of his clutch. She placed it on the far side of the table and then turned to find his hand which had relinquished the bottle was now travelling up her hip to grab her waist. She dragged in a breath, catching his eyes that were like grey shards of icy fire.

Without thinking she lifted her hand to his face. She couldn’t really see but she could feel the tracks from the burns on the right side of his face. She felt more than heard the sharp intake of air that caused his chest to expand beneath his shirt. 

“Is that what you do now? Drink to hold off the pain? It still hurts, doesn’t it?” was her soft question.

He groaned low in his throat and turned his lips into her palm. “What, you mean the agonizing scars or the fact that people still flinch when they manage to look my way?” he replied.

“I know you’re suffering but alcohol isn’t going to make it better.”

“No. And I think we both know what can make it better but you’re not exactly obliging, are you?” he asked on a harsh laugh. “I mean, you refused to sleep with me for money but I can’t see you sleeping with me out of pity, either. Which one do you think would be harder for me to stomach? Having to pay for it...or having to beg for it instead? Because for you, Angela, I will beg. In a heartbeat, without hesitation. I want you that fucking much and if that’s what it’ll take...”

Angela scowled in the darkness down at him as she snatched her hand away. “Do you need to play the obnoxious rich guy? I mean is that your defense mechanism: make people hate you so that you never have to worry about not being worthy of their love, because of your scars?”

“Love means nothing to me,” Shane said gruffly. “No one deserves to be with me. No one would ever even want to. Not now. Not for real – and certainly not forever. But I guess it is what it is.”

Oh Shane, Angela thought tenderly as her heart swelled for him. She was so busy being touched by his words, she almost didn’t realize he’d pulled her close and set his cheek against her belly. At first she didn’t know what to do but then, found her fingers cupping his full head of hair, combing through the soft, silky locks.

His hands on her waist began to travel higher. He rubbed his face into her stomach and made her secret places quiver. He must have felt the tiny, tell-tale tremors; the next thing she knew her ass was planted against the desk as he rose from the chair to edge her flat on her back while his frame quickly covered hers. 

Shocked with arousal, Angela didn’t know what to do as she felt his lips trace kisses in the open V of her dressing gown. He nuzzled at her breasts half-spilling from the neckline of her gown. Just when she thought to protest, he dove far lower, making her gasp as his face became level with her crotch, thankfully encased in her somewhat baggy satin pajama shorts.

“I want to taste you,” he groaned deeply. “Inside out. Every single luscious inch until I make your juices run down my lips and tongue.” For emphasis, he buried his nose in the apex of her thighs and inhaled deeply. Angela wanted to faint with mortification and desire.

“Damn you smell so good. I just know you’ll taste even better.”

Merely thinking about Shane putting his mouth on her sex had her mind short-circuiting, but it took his hands reaching for her waistband to get her senses returning in earnest.

“Shane, don’t. You aren’t yourself. You’ve been drinking. Please stop.” She couldn’t believe it was Shane saying and doing these things. Her fingers were fisted in his hair, before she realized what she was doing and let the thick locks go abruptly. 

Her thrill at his touch and the feel of him seeking to master her with his passion had her body reeling. She wanted to, so much. He was lonely and so was she, in her own way. Love hadn’t been kind to her either. 

She would give Shane so much comfort with the softness of her desire and she knew his powerful arousal would be a rock-hard manifestation if she only gave them the chance.

With a groan, he moved back up again, leaning over her while his hand rested flat on her belly, only gently pinning her down. He ghosted his mouth close to her lips, his breath warm with a hint of scotch and a truckload of passion. 

“It will be so good. I promise,” he whispered thickly. “I will spend all night making it good for you.”

God, he was always doing that. 

Making her imagine the possibilities. I can make you want me, he’d dared her that night of their first kiss. Angela had wanted to give in to the challenge, but instead she’d turned to anger and then walked up to her lonely, cool bed. Would tonight be different? Would she finally yield to what swelled like a giant wave inside her core?

She already wanted him; he didn’t even have to do anything. It was just something that happened, like breathing. She couldn’t imagine how irresistible he must have been to the women in his past, who’d never had to look beyond the surface, such as his looks and wealth. But Angela wasn’t that shallow; she was grown enough to know the difference between what was real and what wasn’t.

And her desire for Shane was real; beyond skin-deep or the money and power he had. She didn’t understand the most of it yet, but it was potent enough to make her confused if she should stay or go. 

She wasn’t ready to walk away but she knew if she stayed any longer, she better be ready to face the consequences. The last thing she wanted was for him to think she was some tease.

Do it, Angela, her body told her. 

It doesn’t have to mean anything. Just hot, wild sex. Here on the desk, on the floor – against the wall if they could manage it. Heaven knew she’d been without for so long and besides; she’d never felt this height of arousal even at the best of times. But with Shane, her hormones were off the roof. She didn’t think she’d be able to fight him off if he persisted.

Angela stuck out her elbows as she tried to balance herself up on them, and somehow managed to knock the tumbler off the desk. The resounding crash sounded like thunder in the darkened room. 

Shit! Angela thought, even as Shane stiffened on top of her. 

For a second, all her brain could register was that the thickness of him was nudging long and hard against her thigh even through his pants. She shivered with want, only to feel the loss of his heat and solidness when he suddenly moved off her.

He swore harshly, spinning to face the window, pushing open the blinds and resting his forehead against the cold pane as he seemed to struggle to catch his breath.

The length of his body was outlined in the moonlight streaking into the otherwise dim room. The rigidness in each muscle in his back was defined beneath the thin fabric of his dress shirt.

“You need to go,” he said gruffly, not looking back at her.

Angela scrambled off the desk, trembling hands tying her sash more snugly. She ran her hand through her now tousled hair. “Shane, I...”

“Go,” he repeated, his harsh tone making her jump. “Please. Before I change my mind.”

Angela backed away slowly until she got to the door. Without a peep, she fled the silent, charged and dark study.
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Chapter Eight
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Angela needed a cool drink after her run. It was the morning after, and she’d woken early to go jogging to clear her head. She’d hardly had any sleep and even when she had, it had been filled with steamy dreams and fantasies.

Once, she even imagined she saw the handle of her bedroom door turn, as if someone wanted to come in. But it was just her mind playing tricks on her, conjuring hopes that Shane had indeed changed his mind and had come up to continue from where he’d left off in the study. Besides, her bedroom door was always locked securely.

She’d woken up with her thoughts in a whirl. Emotions and sensations she’d never expected filled her heart for Shane. But he’d warned her from day one not to fall in love with him. Not that she thought this was love. It was just the ‘situation’; all the enigma that surrounded him plus the proximity they had to share as they played lovers.

She’d put in her quarter mile distance for the morning, and was now thirsty as hell. She traipsed over to the kitchen which was empty. She had her ass in the air and her head in the fridge, when she felt his presence behind her.

She straightened quickly to the sound of a stifled groan and turned to find Shane standing at the doorway. Half of her wanted to fly to him and be crushed in his warm embrace which would match the unguarded heat in his eyes at that moment. But then he pushed his fingers through his hair that tumbled over half of the scarred side of his face.

“I apologize if I startled you,” he said calmly enough, though he let out a harsh breath as he added, “I thought you’d be gone by now. Or at least thinking about it, especially after last night. I’m sorry about that too. There you were simply trying to be a friend and I was being an ass as usual.”

Angela wanted to lighten the air. “You won’t get rid of me that easily,” she teased. “Besides, we had a deal.”

His lips tilted in a relieved smile. “Yeah. We did.”

Angela shifted on her feet. Wished he wasn’t looking at her like he’d readily devour her. She’d worn her form-fitting running gear in lemon green with black tights. The weather was cool outside for September but she’d managed to work up a sweat. She felt a droplet of perspiration slip down her jawline to slither down in between her cleavage, gathered up by the tight neckline of her top. She noticed Shane watching that one bead of sweat and her breath caught in her throat.

But Angela had been thinking and had figured a way out of this constant state of awareness. Shane had said it himself; she’d been trying to be friendly. That’s what they needed to do. Be friends. Get to know each other better.

“I need to go up and shower,” she said lightly, “But I was thinking, when I come down that maybe we could chill. You know, maybe try out that fine-looking chess set I saw in the library.”

Angela wondered where she found the audacity. She fully expected Shane to tell her to go to hell. And yet he didn’t.

“Yeah; we could chill,” he replied. And then he grinned, transforming his face from handsome to devastating. 

Whoa. 

His eyes lit up so bright when he did that; and he had the nicest, whitest teeth she’d ever seen. What her friends would call a panty-dropping smile.

Thankfully, her hormones could be kept well in check even though it was damned hard to keep Shane at arm’s length.

The sexual tension would always be there, simmering beneath the surface. But at least they could have something else going for them while the arrangement lasted. So when he agreed to meet her in the library in half an hour for a chess match, she returned his smile and then flounced quickly from the kitchen before he could change his mind.

Angela wore a simple pair of pants and a top after a brisk shower. Her hair was done up in a ponytail and she couldn’t help a little vanity as she glossed on some lip color and mascara. When she went down, she had a stupid smile on her face. 

Damn but the girl’s got it bad, she thought self-deprecatingly as she opened the door of the library and felt relief to see Shane waiting by the antique chess set.

She didn’t expect Shane to be anything less than a master chess player. Turned out she was right. Thank goodness for the skills she’d learned playing with her dad from her childhood. 

Cassidy Neil had always been a man of many sides and had loved to tackle not just chess but also played jazz piano in a band when he was much younger. Angela had no musical leanings to speak of so she’d stuck with mastering chess and getting the opportunity to bond with her father while her sister preferred cooking up a storm with their mother in the kitchen until the day she left.

“I’ll have to warn you though; I was known as a legend in my day at college,” Shane said lightly as they took position at a table he’d set for the purpose.

Angela had to grin widely at that. “Then I can only hope to prove a worthy opponent,” she returned with a slight incline of her head. “So how was college?” she asked, hoping to learn why someone with an MBA ended up as a racecar driver.

“Boring,” he returned with a laugh. “I was at the top of my class in high school and received a full scholarship to an Ivy League school based on that and my SAT scores. Of course, all I’d ever wanted to do was drive. My grand plan was to get a job on a pit crew right out of high school and work my way up to a driver’s position. My parents wouldn’t hear of it. We weren’t exactly dirt poor but we didn’t have spare cash to throw around either. They insisted that I take the scholarship and go to college. When I graduated I would be free to do whatever I wanted. So I did.”

“And what did you parents think about you throwing away a college education to race cars?” She couldn’t imagine they would’ve been pleased, at least in the beginning; before the fame and the money.

He moved a chess piece before answering. “Well, I didn’t exactly throw it all away. The money, this house, most of it comes from my business investments. I invested all of my race winnings and spokesperson fees I received from my corporate sponsors into other businesses. So as you can see my Ivy League education hasn’t been wasted after all, especially lately. So tell me about your family, Angela. How is your father doing?” He quickly turned the conversation around to her.

The atmosphere between them was light and cheerful compared to last night’s charged encounter in the study. Angela was a strong chess player but found herself rightly tested by the more intensely strategic Shane. Angela didn’t care how many times she lost; she was happy seeing Shane relax for once. 

He was in his element while he played, sometimes letting her think she had a fighting chance and then...well, it turned out to be a somewhat brutal trumping at his hands. He really was very competitive and he acknowledged her well executed moves. 

Angela enjoyed the fact that they could relate on an intellectual and cultural level, and it seemed like they played for hours. The more she learned about him, the more she wanted and needed to know. 

He never failed to surprise her. There was more to Shane Davis than a half-pretty, half-scarred face. It took Angela’s growling stomach for Shane to announce an end to the chess match.

“I’m sure you’ll want to get some lunch,” he said lightly, rising to his feet. “I’m not that hungry so I hope you’ll excuse me while I make a few calls.”

Angela felt bereft that they couldn’t spend more time together. She really would’ve liked to have had lunch with him. As if reading her mind, he suggested catching up with her later when he was done in a couple of hours. Angela wanted to kick herself for the girlish pleasure she felt at his willingness to share her company.

It was a big old house after all, and neither Bess nor Linda worked on the weekends. Usually Angela spent time by herself, calling friends and family, watching a movie or reading. But she couldn’t help being fascinated by Shane and she told herself the more time she spent with him, the better she could handle her ‘girlfriend’ role especially as they drew so close to the time they were to visit his parents.

Angela didn’t want to think about that upcoming event, because she knew that it would signal the conclusion of their contract. Once they convinced his mother that he was truly healing both physically and psychologically, he wouldn’t need a fake girlfriend. And if he ever did, he could easily find himself another one. Maybe one for real.

Oh sure, she’d seen the subtle changes in him. He seemed far more confident now, less uptight. Even women seemed to sense it too. She remembered how he’d gotten looks from many females at the last outing they went to; saw the look of interest that was more than just curiosity or dismay at his scars. 

He carried himself with such virility that one could imagine that behind closed doors, it would be easy to forget everything else but the man and his specialty of making a woman scream with pleasure.

Angela didn’t want to think about that, either. Didn’t want to depress herself with thinking of something that was never going to happen. Not that there was anything stopping them. They were both adults; it would be so easy to give in and then walk away when it was over. “Merrily” walk away he’d said, she kept reminding herself.

But Angela couldn’t see that happening this time around. She’d already begun to form a connection and she was hungry to find out where it would lead. Even if she daren’t show it, she really liked him and wanted to get closer to him. It wasn’t all about the sex or romance, but her own need for a friend. 

She couldn’t exactly see herself inviting her friends over and having a nice time. Shane hadn’t expressly said her friends weren’t welcome but Angela had a sense that he wouldn’t want anything to disrupt his self-imposed isolation. Not with her type of crowd anyway.

Those girls could be nosey as hell and they’d want to know Angela’s millionaire ‘boyfriend’ better. Thankfully, Angela didn’t have that many close pals, just girls she hung out with. There was Sasha of course, but there was no way Angela wanted her sister mixed up in this.

Sasha had seen the papers and Angela had had to explain it was nothing serious, just a PR thing as part of a new project she was about to take on. It was at times like this Angela was glad that her father couldn’t really follow the news or gossips for now. She wouldn’t have been able to explain how come she was now dating a famous racecar driver that none of her family members could meet.

Angela wandered into the kitchen and picked a couple of the delicious ready-made courses the chef had waiting for them in the fridge. She learned he came in a few times during the week to whip up different dishes from a menu Shane picked out. 

Shane leaned toward heart-attack-on-a-plate meals with lots of red meat and potatoes. Always watching her weight, Angela was glad to find a few healthier meals she could enjoy. She wondered how hard it would be to convince the chef to cut back on some of the fatty meals. 

It couldn’t be healthy for Shane to eat the way he did. Unfortunately she wouldn’t be around long enough to find out. Pushing that thought aside, she finished with lunch, eager to see what the rest of the day would bring.

After taking a brief walk she returned, hoping to find Shane around. But he was nowhere to be seen so she figured he was still busy. She strolled into the entertainment room and instead of opting to watch a movie as usual, she turned on the radio connected to the hi-tech surround sound speakers. She found her favorite station and instantly her spirits rose. Nothing like some good music to ease one’s troubles.

Angela didn’t want to worry about anything: her less than amazing career, or her lack of a love-life. She closed her eyes and lost herself in the music, swaying from side to side. The station was playing the charts and Angela recognized some of her new favorite hits. She liked to listen to most music genres and wasn’t picky so long as it made her ears and heart feel good. 

She half-way hoped the sound of music would lure Shane out. She wasn’t surprised when ten minutes later, Shane came into the room. She turned to him with a ready smile and waved her arm in a beckoning manner. “Come on, let’s dance.”

His face showed a playful grimace. “Sorry, not much of a dancer. I’d rather just watch if it’s all right with you.” His grey eyes held a teasing light in them as he settled into a nearby couch. 

Well it wasn’t all right with Angela, but she only gave him a mock frown while she started moving to the music. 

“I love this song!” she said exuberantly over the sound from the speakers, her hips shaking to the beat. 

She couldn’t help being unselfconscious when her kind of music started playing. She’d always been good at dancing and wasn’t shy about showing off. She kind of liked the way Shane followed her movements with eyes that spoke volumes of want. She didn’t mean to tease, but...well, it was just music, wasn’t it. Not like she was dangling from a stripper pole or giving him a lap dance.

He had a big smile on his face that all but obliterated the shadow of any of those scars. She couldn’t help wondering how lonely he must have been in this big, beautiful house before she came along. 

Just then the music switched to something less upbeat but just as good to listen to. Another favorite of hers, and she didn’t want to even think about it first before she sashayed to Shane and took both his hands in hers, urging him up. “Come on. I’m not going to let you sit this one out. This is bluesy Alicia playing; food for the soul if you ask me.”

“I really, really don’t dance,” Shane told her with a half-warning, half-humorous expression but to her glee, he let her pull him up and then he started to move with her. 

The gusty vocals hit all the right notes in Angela’s belly and she couldn’t help thinking how apt the song was right then; it was about doing the unthinkable and falling for someone different and exciting, totally from another world from yours yet, holding the key to your heart. As Alicia crooned out, Angela hummed right along, biting on her smiling bottom lip as she looked up at Shane through her lashes. 

Okay, so she was teasing him. A little.

There was a slight flush on his cheeks as she swayed against him that looked kind of cute. She’d never known she could make a grown man blush; especially someone so jagged-edged like Shane. He wasn’t looking for love; she knew that. And that was cool because she wasn’t, either. But there was nothing wrong with a man and woman simply enjoying the fact that they were male and female and could just indulge in each other’s presence.

But something in the music got to them. Maybe it was the breathy lyrics or just the fact that they were alone and their bodies were grinding up against each other. So when she saw Shane’s head begin to lower dangerously close to hers, Angela didn’t pull away. 

One harmless kiss wouldn’t hurt, would it? He really did have a sexy mouth and she’d never forgotten how good he kissed. Maybe just one little peck then, thought Angela as she fluttered her lashes closed, neck arched in anticipation as her mouth parted eagerly...

Something buzzed against her thigh and she started, drawing back to look down to find out it was something in Shane’s pocket. He looked angry at the disturbance but still let her go with an apologetic look. Angela nodded and quickly reached for the remote, muting the music as Shane unearthed his phone from his pocket. 

He took one look at the screen and his frown deepened. He held up a finger at Angela to excuse himself, and then turned away to walk out of the room. 

As he left she heard him start with “Mom....,” before the door shut behind him.

Angela sighed deeply. That was close. Saved again from doing something stupid, she thought.

Last night it had been the glass breaking that had both her and Shane coming to their senses. And now a phone call had interrupted what would have been a kiss – one which could or could not have led to something else. 

Damn, but she was such an idiot. What could she have hoped to accomplish from kissing him? That would be starting up something she couldn’t finish.

Time she had a reality check. Exhaling one last regretful breath, she shut down the music set and ducked out to lock herself in her room. Not exactly to keep anyone out, but to keep herself in. She’d need to shackle herself to the bed or something to keep from seeking Shane out again and begging him to have his way with her, just like she’d only ever dreamed of him doing.

That was it; I need to get a grip, was Angela’s decisive thought. Two weeks from now, she’d be out of Shane’s life. Their contract would come to an end. They had their separate worlds to return to. He had his friends and his million-dollar lifestyle while she...well, she had to get her act together, literally. 

Once this was over, she’d put her all into revamping her career. Since she couldn’t get a decent relationship she could at least make something of herself. And keep any wishful thinking about Shane Davis from her heart.
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Chapter Nine
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The weekend trip was supposed to be a kind of family get-together his mother usually threw around her birthday. When the day finally arrived to meet Mrs. Davis at last, Angela began to feel nervous like she was getting to meet her boyfriend’s mother for real.

But none of this was real, she reminded herself for the umpteenth time as she joined Shane in the car. He’d chosen to take the Porsche since he thought the drive might be more fun in the sports car. It was a short two-hour trip to his parent’s home located in the foothills of the Smoky Mountains. She intended to use that time to go over everything Shane had told her about his parents, especially his mother.

According to Shane, Valerie Davis was a strong, loving woman; prominent in her church and the small mountain community where he grew up. From photos, she knew Shane looked nothing like her except perhaps, her steely grey eyes and strong-looking chin.

Angela could only imagine what Valerie would think of Shane bringing his new girlfriend to the weekend family reunion. From pictures of Valerie, Angela had made her own opinion about the older woman and she sensed she was the type to want things to go her way. Anything else would be fought against tooth and nail until every facet of life could return to the status quo. Angela dreaded discovering if she was right.
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“HEY, MOM,” SHANE SAID, wrapping his mother in a big bear hug before reaching over to shake his father’s hand. “Dad.”

“Oh, sweetheart! How are you?” Valerie Davis said, obviously thrilled to see her only son. After a moment she turned to give Angela her full attention.

“And who do we have here?” she asked.

Angela liked to think the woman’s smile didn’t hold any less pleasure than earlier as she fixed her eyes on Angela standing next to Shane.

“Angela Neil; Valerie Davis, my mother,” supplied Shane. “And Lloyd Davis, my Dad.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Davis,” Angela said as she extended her hand to shake the older woman’s.

“Now, now, I’ll have none of that Mrs. Davis stuff,” cooed Shane’s mother as she went in to hug Angela instead of accepting the handshake. Surprised, Angela embraced her in return. “I’d appreciate it if you would call me Valerie. Absolutely no need to stand on ceremony with us. We’re all country folks around here. We want you to feel at home.”

Angela smiled and nodded. “All right; Valerie it is then.”

“And you call me Lloyd,” Shane’s father added with a big genuine smile. “Unless you want to call me handsome, because I answer to that too.”

“Oh Lloyd! Don’t start teasing her already, she just got here. I can see we’re all going to get along just fine,” Valerie said as she took Angela’s arm and linked it with hers, once again taking Angela by surprise. But being who she was, Angela adapted to the situation and didn’t stiffen when Valerie kept close to her side as she began to lead them up to the house.

“No one else has really arrived yet, so I’m glad we’ll get some time to know each other better,” Valerie said. “Shane didn’t say much about you but now that we’ve met I can see why he’s so taken with you in the short time you’ve known each other. So it’s only been a month since you started dating?”

“Yes, close to that,” Angela said, stopping just in time from slanting Shane a glance. He walked ahead of them to pull open the door for them to walk by and she caught his unreadable expression.

“Well, that’s nice. I’m so glad. Now don’t you worry about anything this weekend; I’ll do all I can to make sure you enjoy your stay. Shane knows I’ll take good care of you, don’t you honey?” she asked as she sent Shane a wide smile.

“Yes, she will,” was Shane’s dutiful reply. “Mom is known around here for being the perfect hostess.”

“Five minutes in the door and already he’s flattering me,” laughed Mrs. Davis as she patted Angela’s hand. “Well, he’s right. Why don’t you get some rest and freshen up, Angela after the drive up from Nashville.”

“The trip wasn’t bad but...I guess you’re right. I do need to freshen up,” Angela said with an agreeable smile. “Shane insisted on driving with the top down on the Porsche and my hair must be quite a fright.”

“Well then, I’ll let Shane show you to your room,” Valerie said promptly. “And we’ll talk in a little bit.”

Later, as Shane led Angela up to the west wing of the house, Angela commented on how beautiful the country style farmhouse was.

“When I told Mom I wanted to give her the money to build a new house she came up with an idea to build her own version of Blackberry Farm. It’s a lovely luxury hotel not too far from here. Maybe we’ll have a chance to visit it one day. You would love it.”

Angela stopped herself in time from asking if she’d be with him long enough to accompany him anywhere. Maybe it was a slip of tongue on his part. There were just a couple of weeks left on the contract. Or did he intend to prolong their arrangement?

Angela had no time to dwell on those thoughts. Shane pulled one door open and she walked in to find the most comfortable looking room she could imagine with lovely hardwood floors, a massive bed draped in warm, deep colors and large bay windows that overlooked a green pasture filled with Appaloosa horses. 

At one end of the room was a large oversized sofa with a handmade quilt lying across the back. She advanced in the room to find an en-suite bathroom and was awed by how large and warm-feeling it was.

She turned to Shane smiling. “Well I guess this is my room.”

“Our room,” he corrected briskly. “I’ll bring our luggage up in a few minutes.”

Angela frowned. “Our room? I don’t understand – why would we share a room?”

Shane stared at her a couple of moments. “We’re here as a couple, remember? I think it would look strange if we had separate rooms. The last thing I’d want is my mother suspecting we aren’t for real.”

Angela swallowed drily. “Well. It’s a surprise to me. My parents would never have allowed me sleep in the same room with a man under their roof unless we were married. No way under any circumstances.”

Shane smiled thinly. “I understand your reservations, Angela. But my mother doesn’t see things that way. She knows how modern relationships work and besides I’m hardly a child and neither are you. She obviously expected us to share a room and that’s why she chose this one for us. It’s the biggest in the house and also located in a private wing with hardly any other guest rooms so we have privacy.”

“I see,” Angela added with that same dry throat.

He watched her expression with a shrewd look. “However, we don’t have to share a bed if the thought makes you uncomfortable. While we’re here, I’ll be fine sleeping on the couch. It’s only for the weekend anyway.”

Angela nodded way too quickly and hoped Shane wouldn’t be offended. She glanced at the large couch set adjacent to the bed and thought, well, that looked like one hell of a comfy couch and she was sure Shane would be fine in it for a few nights. But she didn’t say it out loud of course.

She found herself wringing her hands. “Well, good. Because you know...it would be really...I mean it’s just better this way.”

They stared at each other for a few moments. “You’re right,” Shane said at last. “Get some rest. There’ll be dinner tonight with my parents and perhaps a handful of guests. I need to see to a few things so you’ll be left to enjoy your nap in peace. It’s gone well this far, so well done. I’m sure she bought it.”

“Yeah,” Angela said slowly. “She seems really nice. Your dad too.”

Shane smiled ironically. “I said she bought it; I didn’t say she’ll give up about the planned intervention. She’s just giving herself time to think up a plan B. I’m not in the clear yet, trust me.”

Angela nodded and chewed on her bottom lip.

The situation she was in took a turn for the surreal by the time evening came. Angela had already showered and dressed for dinner when Shane finally returned to the room to freshen up and change as well. 

Thankfully there was a large dressing room so Angela was spared the intimacy of watching him dress. Once he was ready he walked back into the room and Angela rose from the chair, brushing her hands down to straighten her dress.

“I hope I look okay,” she said lightly.

“Stunning, as always,” he told her with unconcealed appreciation. There was a solemn look that crossed his eyes as he added, “I have to warn you that other guests have arrived. I’m not sure how many will be staying overnight at the house. I was able to speak to most of them while you napped so they know you’re here.”

“Thank you for the warning. Don’t worry though. I’ll do whatever it takes to convince everyone that you’re my man,” Angela said with calm assurance.

A light flickered in Shane’s eyes and Angela couldn’t be sure it if it was humor or something darker, hotter.  “And how would you do that?”

Angela shrugged, her cheeks warming. “Oh, different stuff. You know, things that show intimacy and trust between my man and me.”

“You mean like that kiss we shared that first night after the dinner party?” Shane asked deeply. His hands cupped her face and he was staring down at her mouth. Oh dear, thought Angela. His next words had her knees wobbling. “That reminds me...I think we’re a little out of practice.”

“Shane...”

He seized his name from her mouth, kissing her passionately. Angela had never felt or tasted such hunger in one kiss. He groaned deeply, his hands sliding down her back and over the swell of her hips to scoop her firm ass over her flowing skirts. 

Angela couldn’t fight it if she tried; she gave in almost moments later, her hands clutching his shoulders as she mated her tongue with his. They weren’t trying to pretend or be sensible anymore. Their intense attraction and desire for each other could no longer be hidden nor denied.

So sweet, Shane murmured, his voice smoky with lust. Angela felt his hardness push into her and whimpered into his mouth. She wanted to cup his burgeoning erection in her hand; she wanted to feel him hit the depth of her sheathe as he slammed himself to the hilt inside her.

Being around him all these weeks had turned her almost hypersexual. Just one look from him could make her pussy start to twitch. A brush of his hand and she was biting back a moan of carnal want. And now that he was kissing her, touching her like she needed so much to be touched. How on earth had she held back from him for so long?

“This is crazy,” groaned Shane as he tore his mouth away seconds later. His hands gave her ass one last hard squeeze before he released her reluctantly.

“You, Angela, can drive a man insane,” he told her in a matter-of-fact tone. Angela felt hot all over and she didn’t feel ready to look up at him, afraid of what he would see in her eyes.

“I don’t want to stop touching or kissing you...but we have to go,” he said, smoothing his hand over her hair before pressing a thumb to her lips which felt swollen and tingling. “If we’re late, my mother wouldn’t hesitate to barge right in here and drag us down to dinner. At least now you look thoroughly kissed; your skin has a flushed glow that will tell the whole world how much we can’t keep our hands off each other. That’s sure to give everyone the right message,” he said with deep humor.

Angela felt her heart sink. Had that kiss merely been for effect? She’d been so into it, not realizing he’d been priming her to look like they’d been necking their socks off in the bedroom. That sucked big time but Angela had needed the reminder that this was just a job. She wasn’t the woman in Shane’s life, and he certainly didn’t love her.

“Yeah, it will,” she agreed in voice too husky for her liking. She finally met his gaze with a smile she hoped was bright enough to fool him. “Well let’s go down then before your mother comes to get us herself.”

Shane looked like he would say something else, but instead he complied by taking her hand and going with her out of the room.
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IT WAS TIMES LIKE THESE that Angela almost wished she didn’t take up the job to act as Shane’s girlfriend. She should have known she couldn’t keep herself detached the moment she met him. By the time they reached downstairs and met his parents and their guests, Angela had her feelings under control but they still churned beneath the surface. She wanted to hate him for his single-mindedness in wanting to convince his mother about his ploy. It was all he seemed to care about even at the sacrifice of what was happening between them. The passion they felt for each other was just a means to an end for him, or wasn’t it?

She was mostly on autopilot and did what was necessary to keep a smile pasted on her face. She absolutely would not speak to Shane directly as she still bristled with indignation that he’d merely kissed her to heat her up in readiness for display. She knew she still seemed a little flustered but couldn’t tell what anyone might be thinking of her hot cheeks and somewhat bruised lips. Shane’s mother had shown no undue interest in Angela’s appearance so she figured all was well. His dad was polite and sweet to her and even seemed a tad bit shy.

It was an evening of casual country dining and charm which Angela tried as much as she could to enjoy. They were a small group; six in all with Shane’s cousin Marcus and Valerie’s good friend Gina present. Gina was much like a carbon copy of Valerie in terms of dress and mannerism with the only difference being she was far more petite in stature. 

Marcus was very friendly to the point of flirty and Angela couldn’t help but wonder if he was doing it deliberately to annoy Shane. There seemed to be a quite a bit of good-humored cousin competition going on between them.

The meal passed without incident and Shane seemed much at ease, showing no discomposure about his scars and none of the others even acting like they existed. Angela figured they’d grown accustomed to seeing his face.

Angela answered Valerie’s many interested questions as best as she could, keeping her expression friendly so that no one could tell she was in turmoil. She’d gotten herself into a tight mess and nothing seemed to be helping. Certainly not Marcus, acting too familiar by leaning close to speak almost in her ear about some inconsequential tidbit or the other. 

She felt Shane’s flashing eyes each time but chose not to meet them. If he had any issues, he could pick it up with his cousin, not her. She was content to sit pretty so to speak, and do her job. That’s all Shane had ever really asked of her and she was a fool for dreaming of taking things deeper.

The meal couldn’t end soon enough for Angela, whose spirits seemed to sink with each course. She didn’t fit in here; she couldn’t imagine why Shane picked a woman like her. She had no clue about what the others spent the evening discussing. They all knew people Angela had never met or even heard about and Valerie and her friend Gina kept bringing up topics 

Angela could make no serious contribution to like scrapbooking or canning pickles. To make matters worse, Shane hardly had anything to say to her and allowed everyone else to seize all of his attention. That wouldn’t have pissed her off so bad, but then when she tried to converse with Marcus who was on her other side, she’d feel Shane’s body stiffen beside hers or he’d go so far as to place a warning hand on her knee. What on earth he thought she could get going with his cousin here in front of everyone was beyond her.

All in all, dinner was excruciating even with all the good country cooking which was every bit as good as the refined dining she’d enjoyed at Shane’s home. Everything managed to make Angela feel like a fish out of water and she was counting down the minutes when she could escape to her – their room.

She felt like they all knew there was someone in their midst that didn’t belong. Angela couldn’t help thinking of Bridget’s words all those weeks ago, warning Angela that she wouldn’t fit into Shane’s world. 

Boy, she was right!

Shane would be lucky to find a woman like her in reality. At least she didn’t care about his money or background. All she understood was the thrill he gave her with only one glance, and how she longed for the brush of his palm on her skin, even if just lightly. 

She’d never dreamed to end up being infatuated with him and she hoped it was something she could keep in check. She couldn’t say she hadn’t been warned and the last thing she wanted was to have him laughing in her face at the end.

“Are you all right, honey?” Valerie asked solicitously, her smile directed at the quiet Angela. 

Everyone was helping clear the table, carrying their own plates to the kitchen. Angela pushed her chair under the table and turned quickly to Shane’s mother’s voice. “You look a little tired. I hope the evening hasn’t been too much of a strain.”

“I’m okay,” Angela replied, feeling everyone’s eyes turn to her. “Dinner was lovely, thank you Valerie. But I’m beginning to feel like I might be coming down with a bug or something. It’s been a long day.”

“Well, I have a cabinet stocked with every kind of medicine you can think of. If you need anything, you let me know. Okay, sweetheart?” Valerie offered kindly. “Do you want to go on up to bed and turn it early?”

“Yes, I think I will.”

“I’ll come with you,” Shane said, already rising to join Angela as she stood.

“No, please dear I wouldn’t dream of dragging you away,” Angela said firmly, placing a hand on his chest for a brief moment. “I can find my way up; it’ll be perfectly fine.”

To his credit, Shane looked far from convinced as he made to say more, but then he seemed to change his mind and nodded, planting a warm kiss on her jaw. “I’ll be up shortly,” he said quietly.

Angela turned to the room and said a general goodnight and walked out of the room with as much composure as possible. Once out of everyone’s sight she turned in the opposite direction and made her way outside to the big porch stretching along the length of the house. She settled into the wide, white swing at one end and let out a long breath.

The evening sun had long since settled behind the mountains, backlighting them from behind. The view was peaceful with the clouds starting to float down and cover the mountaintops. Down the hill below the house was a rolling pasture with an old red barn. She could barely make out the form of cows making their way in for the night.

She liked it here on the farm.

It would be a nice place for children to run and play. Or grandchildren.

The screen door creaked as someone walked through and then let it slam shut with a loud bang behind them. She glanced up to see Shane’s father, Lloyd moving toward her.

“I thought you might be getting chilly out here missy,” he said, handing her a knitted shawl and then sitting down on the swing beside her. “Mind if I sit here with you a bit?”

She smiled at him, appreciating his kind gesture. “No, I don’t mind. I could use the company.”

“Thought you might,” he said. “I’m sorry about dinner tonight. Those women should’ve known you wouldn’t be interested in the latest canning techniques. They didn’t mean to be rude. They’re just intimidated and didn’t know what to say to you.”

Angela was surprised. “Intimidated? You mean, by me?”

Lloyd let out a laugh. “Well sure honey. You’re a beautiful, fancy actress and they’re just old country gals. Valerie was a nervous wreck, thinking she was making a bad impression on Shane’s new girl.”

“I was afraid they didn’t like me,” Angela admitted with a wry smile.

“What a crazy notion! Why?”

She shrugged. “I’m sure you would have picked out someone different for Shane if you had the choice.”

Lloyd slapped his knee and laughed out loud at that. “You’ve probably figured out by now we didn’t have many choices where Shane was concerned. Stubborn as a mule and pig-headed too that boy always was-and still is. With the exception of twisting his arm and making him go to college we haven’t had a whole lot of influence on him since he was a boy.”

Angela smiled, liking the thought of Shane as a child. “Tough kid, huh?”

“The worst,” Lloyd replied emphatically. “When he was fourteen, we found out he was sneaking out at night and hitch-hiking over to the Tri-County Raceway. That wouldn’t have been so bad except he was racing the damn cars once he got there, without a license at fourteen! His Mama lit him up when she found out. Not that it did any good. All that boy ever wanted to do was drive. He was born to be behind the wheel of a racecar.”

Angela saw the love for Shane glowing in his dad’s eyes. “You must’ve been very proud of him.”

“Oh yes, we were so proud. Still are. Everything he’s been through. It would’ve been enough to break a weaker man. Does he ever mention the wreck?”

Angela bit her lip and looked down at her hands. “No. Never. I know it’s on his mind though, all the time.”

“I’m not surprised. That damn accident almost killed him. I wasn’t sure Valerie would get through it all either. She was heartsick with worry and stayed by his bedside for almost a year. With Shane though, it wasn’t just the burns and scars he had to deal with. He lost one of his good friends, Reggie Wilson that day too. That was by far the worst part for him to deal with.”

Angela sat up straighter. For some reason, the info she’d dug up on Shane hadn’t mentioned the two racecar drivers were close. “The other driver was his friend? Oh Jesus! I didn’t know that part.”

Lloyd ran a tired hand over his face and touched the floor with his foot, sending the swing into motion again. “Those two boys had raced together for years. Sure they were competitors, but when the race was over, they’d be under the hood of each other’s cars, fixing engines. They were inseparable for years. Shane blames himself for Reggie’s death and he can’t work past the guilt. It was an accident, plain and simple. Nobody’s fault: least of all Shane’s. They were running a maneuver they’d done a million times before. Reggie’s car barely touched the wall, but that was all it took to set the whole damn thing in motion. The single worst moment of my life.”

Tears stung Angela’s eyes and she tried to blink them away. “I can’t possibly imagine what you must’ve felt sitting up there in the stands. Having to watch it unfold and being unable to stop it,” she whispered.

“After it happened, Valerie and I both said we didn’t want Shane to ever race again. But after watching him all these months I’ve realized something. Shane needs to race again. To get behind the wheel of a racecar and drive. He needs it. He lives for it. He’ll never be whole again until he does.”

Angela shook her head in confusion. “But you just said...”

He held up his hand. “I know what I said. What his Mama and I want doesn’t matter. I realize that now, whether his Mama does or not. Shane needs to live again. To race again. I think you can make that happen.”

“Me?” Angela’s voice croaked. “What makes you think I have any influence on Shane? We’ve only been dating a short while and I don’t think he’d listen to anything I said.”

“You don’t have to say anything. Just be there. Stand by him. We’ve heard about the progress he’s made lately since he met you; throwing dinner parties, going out in public. Listen, I don’t pretend to know what kind of a crazy deal you two have going on. Something’s not quite on the up and up between you two, I can feel it. On the other hand, neither one of you can keep your eyes off the other when you think they’re not looking. I see how he watches you all the time and I can guarantee he never looked at another woman like that. You mean something to him.”

Her heart leaped. 

Oh God. If only that were true.

“I sure hope so,” Angela replied honestly, “because your son means the world to me.”

“Then tell me how’s he doing, Angela? How’s he really doing? I know he’s trying to paint a pretty picture for us but I need to know. The truth. Just you and me. I promise I won’t say a word to his Mama. I need her to believe he’s better as much as Shane does.”

Oh shit! 

Lloyd knew she was a phony. He’d seen right through their little farce. Shane would be so disappointed with her if he found out. Maybe even fire her right away and send her packing.

“He’s doing okay,” she finally answered. “The first few times we went out in public it was hard for him...the stares, the horrified looks. He handled it well though and it seemed to get easier for him. Believe it or not, I managed to coax him into dancing with me the other night.”

Lloyd’s face lit up. “You did? I’d like to have seen that. That’s good to hear. Real good, Angela. What about his drinking? And...the other stuff.”

“We’re together most of the time and I haven’t seen him drinking much at all.” She figured a little white lie wouldn’t hurt under the circumstances. “And the other stuff is in the past. He told me all about trying to wean himself from the painkillers once he left the burn center. You don’t need to worry about that anymore. Shane is doing well. He’s going to be okay, honest. I wouldn’t tell you this if I didn’t think it was the truth.” As she said the words, she knew in her heart they were true.

With or without her, Shane Davis was going to be fine.

Lloyd stood up and held out his hand to her. “I feel a million times better after talking with you sweetheart. We’d better go back in and let you slip on up to your room. If Valerie finds you out here she’ll be trying to impress you with her crocheting skills or worse.” He stopped at the screen door and turned around. “You said something earlier about you not being our choice for Shane. I want you to know that I would be very proud to have you in our family. You’re good for Shane and that means you’re good for this family. As far as I’m concerned, you’re already a part of it.”

Oh damn! 

Now she really was going to cry and make a fool of herself. In a rare impulsive move, she grabbed Shane’s father in a brief hug. “Thank you, Lloyd” she said before excusing herself and heading up to her room.
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ONCE BACK IN THE BEDROOM Angela gave a huge sigh of relief. Except for her talk with Lloyd, she’d never enjoyed an evening less, and if this would set the tone for the rest of the stay then she had her work cut out for her. 

The last thing she wanted was to give Shane reason to complain about her performance. She knew she didn’t carry out her ‘girlfriend duties’ perfectly tonight but that couldn’t be helped. Hopefully she’d smoothed everything over with his dad at least.

She’d liked him...and Valerie too. Crap! She couldn’t just fall for the guy. Oh no, she had to get attached to the whole damn family.

As she got ready for bed she wondered how long Shane would take before he came up. Would he linger over after-dinner drinks with the others?

Angela sighed heavily, turning over to switch off the lights as she told herself to go to sleep. She’d barely closed her eyes minutes later when she heard the bedroom door open. Her breath went still and she automatically feigned sleep even while feeling childish for doing so.

She sensed more than heard Shane come up to her bed. Since her back was to him, she could only imagine that he leaned slightly over her form in its fetal position. She could almost swear she felt the shadow of his hand reaching up to brush her hair, but he seemed to withdraw with a shallow sigh and straighten to walk into the dressing room.

She must have fallen asleep waiting for him to come back out and prepare for bed. The next thing she knew she woke to a dark bedroom, light barely making itself known through the gap in the curtains. 

She could barely make out Shane’s form sleeping beneath the duvet on the couch. For some reason she felt comforted that he was there just a few feet away. Until she heard the screams.

Dear lord. 

She stirred from sleep a second time and shot up from her pillows to find Shane thrashing on the couch. She quickly switched on the bedside lamp, her heart thumping. Sure enough, those harsh sounds of pain were coming from him. 

She called out his name but he obviously didn’t hear her, his head tossing from side to side on his pillows. Without thinking it through first, Angela stumbled out of bed to his side, noticing he’d kicked off his covers in the process and now was dressed in just his navy blue silk boxers. 

She barely took the time to register the long strip of scars marring the right side of his torso. Falling on her knees by the couch, her hand rested on his bare shoulder which she shook gently in a bid to calm him.

“Shane! Oh god...wake up, Shane! You’re having a bad dream!”

Why didn’t someone else rush in to help? Angela was frantic with worry until she realized their room was secluded from much of the house. Possibly no one could hear the noises Shane made that sounded like they could rip her soul out with the agony in them.

She clutched his shoulder again and shook Shane harder than ever.

He groaned and flailed his arms, almost smacking her in the jaw. She placed a calming hand on his cheek and stroked, her voice soothing. “It’s okay. It’s only a nightmare.”

His chest stopped heaving, and he tossed his head in her direction even though his eyes remained squeezed shut, his face a grimace. “Angela?”

Her name on his lips shocked her to the core. “Yes, I’m here. Right here, Shane. Go back to sleep.” 

God, but those sounds he’d made! They’d cut straight through her heart. What could he be dreaming of that made him form those terrible cries? 

Obviously the wreck and the fire. She combed the silky hair from his damp forehead as thankfully, he began to calm down. But just as she made to withdraw, he grabbed her retreating wrist with surprising strength. Angela gasped, instinctively drawing back.

“No,” he managed on a groan, his forehead crinkling as if in pain. “Don’t go. Please.”

Don’t go? Confused, Angela opened her mouth to object, to say she really needed to get back into bed. But lost the power to form words when he tugged on her arm to pull her on top of him.

“Stay. Please,” he whispered, head falling to the side just inches from hers as his flinching expression eased, though his eyes stayed closed. 

Angela hadn’t the heart to protest further. She slowly, carefully rested her head on his bare shoulder, letting her body soften into the hardness of his. Angela didn’t know what else to do. 

He had a death grip on her wrist and still seemed to be lost in between sleep and consciousness. At least he’d stopped screaming, thought Angela with a shuddery sigh. His body was warm, almost too warm, but she drew comfort in sensing that he became calm with her beside him.

Her body slowly lost its stiffness as she stretched her body next to his. His deep sigh had her finally allowing herself to totally relax, a strange emotion swelling her chest. In the soft light from the lamp by the bed, she could see his face at close range and every inch of scar tissue seemed softened in the night’s gleam.

God! She had it bad for this man. What the hell was she going to do now?

She hadn’t planned to fall asleep in his arms, but she did. The heat of his body, the reassuringly broad bulk of his frame, had lulled her to sleep once his breathing slowed. By the time she woke up, she found herself back in her own bed.

Everything was righted in the room; nothing to show that last night had been broken with the sound of terrifying screams. Angela shook her head as she tried not to think about it. She could only guess what tortured him and her heart melted thinking how no one could see this side of him that was vulnerable. All they saw was the disfigured playboy and racecar driver.

Angela picked out a demure sundress to wear after her shower. She didn’t know what to expect of today except that it was Shane’s mother’s birthday and there was of course going to be a large party. She hoped his parents weren’t still planning on going through with the intervention. It would be terribly embarrassing for Shane.

Angela was on the lookout for Shane once she reached the ground floor. She couldn’t help but notice the flurry of activity going on around her, with trays of food being carted into the house and people moving in and out so fast she couldn’t keep count. She was able to grab a sandwich from the kitchen and a cup of coffee when she decided to go hunting for Shane.

She made her way into the living room where Valerie was running around in a nervous panic. Valerie gave her a big smile. “Angela dear, are you hungry? You missed breakfast with us earlier.” Valerie’s expression held real concern and Angela drew in a calming breath.

“No thanks, Valerie, I grabbed a sandwich and some coffee earlier. I guess I must have overslept.”

Shane’s mother walked over and hugged her. “I’m so glad you’re here Angela. I can’t tell you how happy it’s made me to see Shane out and about again. You’re a good influence on him and I want you to know how grateful Lloyd and I are.” Her eyes teared up for a moment. “We’ve been worried sick about him for the longest time.”

Angela patted her arm in a comforting gesture. “I know.”

“Well here you two lovely ladies are,” Shane said, walking into the room. He reached out an arm to pull Angela closer to his side and she eased into his welcome frame. “I hope you aren’t talking about me.”

They all laughed. “No,” Angela replied. “I was wishing your mother a happy birthday. The party tonight sounds like fun.”

“It will be,” Valerie exclaimed. “But there’s tons of work left to be done. I’d better go and check up on the preparations. I hired a caterer from a barbeque place in town but I still need to keep my finger on things. Maybe you can both go for a walk around the farm away from all the noisy commotion. I’m sure Angela would love seeing the baby ducks down at the pond,” Valerie suggested with a sweet smile to both Shane and Angela.

Once she turned the corner Angela self-consciously tried to draw away from Shane’s hold.

He pulled her tighter. “I’m sorry for dinner being so awkward last night. They’ll be more comfortable around you once they get to know you better. Are you holding up okay?” Shane asked, his hand gripping her chin and tipping her gaze up to meet his.

Angela didn’t know what she was feeling. Emotionally, the whole arrangement was beginning to take a heavy toll on her. She sighed heavily. “I guess I’m fine. How do you think things are going so far?”

He smiled. “My dad adores you already. He made a point of telling me so. And Mom seems to like you too. So I guess it’s fair to say you’re a big hit; like I knew you would be.”

“Mission accomplished then?” she said, hating the thought of their arrangement soon coming to an end.

“Almost. We still have the birthday party to get through. I have a good feeling about things though.” He took her hand in his. “Let’s go see those baby ducks.”
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THE BIRTHDAY PARTY went much better than expected. Everyone seemed more comfortable around Angela which meant she could finally relax and enjoy the festivities too. Valerie had hired a bluegrass band for the evening and after dinner several couples in the crowd tried their hand at square-dancing on the grass lawn. Angela shyly held back until Lloyd insisted on quickly teaching her a few clogging steps before pulling her onto the grass as his dance partner.

Occasionally, she’d catch Shane’s eyes watching her as they promenaded around the crowd. After a couple of dances, he stepped from the sidelines and tapped his dad on the shoulder.

“I’m cutting in, old timer,” he said, deftly tugging Angela away from his father and into his arms.

“Thought you didn’t dance,” Angela murmured, loving the feel of his warm body pressed close to hers.

“I don’t. Not modern hip-hop kind of dancing. This is different. I grew up square-dancing.” He expertly took her hand and twirled her under his arm. “Besides, this gives me a good excuse to get my hands on you.”

She laughed, thoroughly enjoying herself and trying not to think about tomorrow. If only the night never had to end...
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Chapter Ten
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"Where did you say you're again?" Sasha asked with awe mixed with glee that her elder sister secretly couldn't reciprocate.

"We’re at Shane’s parent’s house up in the Smokies," Angela replied, smiling despite herself. "We’ll be back in Nashville this evening."

"Wow. You're really living it up," teased Sasha, "While I work my butt off at my new job."

"Hey, I'm working too you know. I told you, this is just a..."

"A project. Yeah, I remember that part," Sasha said with a shrewd tone. "What are you, his personal assistant or something? Because the gossip rags are making you sound like his new squeeze. Dad was up yesterday and somehow got a hold of one of those celebrity mags. Thankfully I took it off him before he got to the page with you on Shane Davis's arm at some swanky party."

Angela sighed deeply. Only yesterday she'd managed to speak to her father on the phone and it lifted her spirit though it made her feel sad, too. He assured her he loved the new health facility and that he was getting much better. Angela could tell that for herself; her father hadn't sounded so strong in weeks.

"Just keep him in the dark about my um...shenanigans until this project is over."

"So when will that be?"

"Soon. In a week, tops. That's when this assignment comes to a close."

“What are you going to do then?” Sasha asked. “Any plans?”

“I don’t know,” Angela replied, her heart heavy. “I have no idea what I’m going to do.”
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SHANE TRIED TO READ Angela's expression but couldn't. She was getting incredibly good at concealing her feelings. There was a time he could tell what she was thinking simply by looking into the deep brown pools of her beautiful eyes.

Now even her smile was all but lost to him.

He couldn't let things end this way between them.

Now that the stipulated time had come to a close, he was duty-bound to let her go. He had no choice. Only last night, they'd driven back here to Nashville. She had seemed so genuinely happy the night of the party and now so sad.

Things needed to change in the way he'd mapped out his life for the future. And there was one more thing he had to do.

Angela still had the blank look on her face as she waited for him to speak. He’d asked her to meet him in the study to discuss their arrangement.

"I'm aware that tomorrow marks the end of our agreement," he told her lightly as he poured out drinks for them. He offered her a glass and she accepted with thanks, her eyes expectant.

"In the weeks to follow, my social calendar is proving to be somewhat full. Dinner parties, fund raisers, the usual. Some events are in other states. My suggestion is that we extend our original arrangement I'm thinking three more months and then we see how it goes from there."

He had to have imagined the flare of hope in her eyes before it drizzled to something akin to anger. "Three months? I'm sorry, but I can't possibly sign up another three months of my time. No matter the price," she added quickly before he could speak. Then she sighed heavily. "Look, it's been great and sort of an easy way to make a truck load of cash. And I appreciate everything you've done but no...I can't continue to go on playing your fake fiancee, Shane."

"Wouldn't you even consider it?"

She shook her head firmly. "You should know my agent called me a few days ago about a few auditions coming up. One is for a crime series and another for a sitcom. These are roles I've only ever dreamed of and I need to at least take a shot at them. I mean its all fine and dandy playing at being a millionaire's girlfriend but now I need to focus on building my career. I'm sorry I can't be of more help."

Shane was sorry too. 

He should have known this wouldn’t work. He had to think of another way to keep her with him. He knew no matter how much he offered, she'd stand her ground. Damn, he was such an idiot to believe he could tie her down further. What on earth would make her want to spend even more time around him? She was probably sick to death of looking at his ugly face every day.

Despite his new-found confidence, Shane still felt conscious of what he looked like in the mirror. He couldn't expect Angela to want to keep on dealing with that. And for that reason he couldn't come right out and say what he longed to say. That he wanted her to stay for him, no other reason.

The fact was, she deserved better than him; a one-time playboy now scarred into looking like something most women would wince at. No matter how he wished she was different, he couldn't ask her for more than she had to give. It was over. Time to let her go.

"I'm happy for you," he said at last, on clearing his throat. "I wish you the best with the auditions. I have no doubt of your success. You deserve it."

Angela laughed nervously. His gut twisted. "Thank you," she said, "but I hear a couple of big time actresses are trying out for the crime series role too. I'm hoping the producers will be more interested in going for a lesser known actress which I happen to be."

"You should stay positive," he said with a smile, happy to see the bright lights in her eyes again.

"Yeah. You too," she said softly, and to his surprise she walked right up to him and lifted her gaze to his face. Angela was the one person he could bear to look at him so directly. He wished she knew what she did for him - to him. How the depth of her personality, her sass and yes her grace, warmed him in places he'd believed were buried in ice.

"For what it's worth...," she began, "I think you've come a long way in such short time. It's great that you've decided to live life to the fullest again. And hopefully maybe start working on a real relationship that doesn't come with a contract."

Shane should have felt angered by her softly spoken words but strangely, he wasn't. He knew it was coming from a good place. She meant him well.

"Maybe I will," he murmured, staring deep into her eyes.
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ANGELA RELEASED THE breath she'd been holding. She was glad Shane didn't take offense from her words which she realized now were quite audacious. What right had she to tell him how to lead his life?

His next words surprised her even more.

"Thank you, Angela. In more ways than you know. And especially for that first night in my parent’s home."

He must have seen the look of shock on her face, and he added drily, "Funny how the one time I could get you in my arms, I was too deep in sleep to really take advantage."

"You remembered! I didn't realize..."

He smiled. "When I found you lying next to me the next morning, I got a vague recollection of what happened. I haven't had one of those spells in a long time. Usually something specific triggers nightmares of the wreck and the fire. Maybe it was being around my family again. I don’t know. Anyway, it was nice of you and I don't think I'll ever forget how it felt to wake up with you snuggled in my arms. I didn’t move for thirty minutes even though my arm was asleep because I didn’t want to wake you."

His teasing smile sobered to something indefinably tender yet smoldering. Angela's heart skipped a beat as she felt a familiar tingle up her spine.

The look he gave her right then scared and thrilled her all at once. She instinctively backed away but he took her wrist in an unexpected grip that was gentle yet compelling.

Angela’s heart skipped, and she asked hoarsely, “What do you want, Shane?”

Her expression was resistant but deep inside, her core melted. She knew what he wanted. It was clear as day in his light grey eyes. 

Those eyes. 

They slayed her with promise of dark and wondrous things.

“You. All I want is you. One taste...one night. I can’t let you go, knowing you slipped from my fingers without getting to know what your touch, your heat could give me. One night is all I’m asking.”

Shane’s harsh, rasped words did crazy things to her insides. She couldn’t walk away not knowing either. Just the magic of experiencing the power of Shane’s passion was paramount. It had teased and taunted her senses for weeks, coloring the air around them every moment they’d danced around it.

But before she even had time to realize what he intended, he’d pulled her to him and swooped his mouth over hers.
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ANGELA ACTED MERELY on instinct and opened her mouth for the sweet invasion that was Shane’s tongue.

Her arms slipped around his neck and he groaned, tugging her more strongly up against him with his hands gripping her hips.

That deep sound of pleasure from his throat made Angela’s toes curl, her knees weakening when he picked that moment to tangle his tongue with hers before sucking hard on her bottom lip. 

Damn but this guy knew his way around a kiss, thought Angela even as her nipples hardened to pebbles beneath her blouse. They fairly jabbed Shane in the chest with each extended inch and in response, his shaft seemed to thicken and throb against her stomach with a force that made her whimper into his mouth.

Licking back at his tongue now laced with hers, Angela’s brain faintly registered the sensation of his hands busy stroking her bare waist beneath the hem of her top. His firm, hungry touch made her so hot; her panties virtually crackling with the sizzle of smoking, lust-filled lava. 

Shane deepened the kiss with a growl and practically lifted her off her feet as his arms closed around her hips, robbing her of breath. Their kiss became wildly erotic; fevered and untamed. Shane let her down slowly, making sure her body slid down the length of him so that she could feel every hard, strong ridge he possessed.

Angela forced her groggy lids open and stared up at Shane, wonderingly. His eyes held the mirror of every emotion surging through her every nerve cell. She couldn’t deny it if she tried; everything she could have said or wished had to be spread over her face.

“Bedroom,” he rasped, his gaze darker than midnight now.

Angela gulped, her arms tightening around his neck. “Yours or mine?” Her boldness staggered her.

“Fuck,” Shane groaned, shaking his head as if to ward off a mist over his brain as he seemed to struggle with choice. 

She couldn’t blame him; her mind was in such a daze she’d probably not remember her own name if she was asked.

“Whichever’s closer,” Shane finally said, already swinging her into his arms.

“Yours then,” Angela breathed, feeling like a feather as he carried her straight through the halls before entering his room.

He set her down right inside the door and they started kissing again. Angela plunged her tongue in his mouth, exploring and devouring with just as much passion as he exhibited. Her breasts rubbed against his chest, making her shudder at the friction her sensitive nipples felt even with the layers of clothes between them.

Angela didn’t stop kissing him until she heard him rumble, his arousal now a mast of steel prodding insistently into her mid-section. Deep inside her sheathe, her walls contracted and dripped. Breathless, she broke the kiss to stare at him almost bewilderedly. “You know this is crazy right?”

“Insane,” Shane agreed thickly. “More than a month’s worth of brain-numbing mania from the want of you. You made me want so damned much, Angela.”

The swollen buds of flesh centered on her heaving breasts told Angela she wanted him too. This wasn’t anything emotional she told herself; Shane wasn’t offering any promises. No expectations, no commitment. Most importantly, definitely no contract. Just them; their powerful craving for each other. 

Angela wanted nothing more than Shane to take her hard – on any available surface. She wanted him to carry her round the bedroom, with her impaled and writhing on his cock. Her legs wrapped around his waist and her fingers raking up and down his bare back. Oh she wanted him. This night. All night.

Angela couldn’t hold back her moan of delight as he pushed her against the wall and began to kiss her hungrily, roughly, his hands wrapped lightly around her throat as he mastered her with his passion. 

Hell yes, this was just what she needed, thought Angela. A man’s deep desire; his strong hands...his dominance. She wanted Shane to hold nothing back with her.

His hands slipped from her neck and he grabbed hold of her full, firm breasts as Angela kissed him back, her mouth spilling with soft mewls of pleasure.

Shane broke the kiss to track his warm lips down the smooth flesh of her neck. Ravenous for him, Angela licked at his ear and heard his responsive groan. Hmm, he liked that, she thought with glee. Only to gasp when she felt his fingers draw circles around her nipples through her clothes.

Moaning helplessly Angela’s head flung back to rest against the wall, her senses reeling. She didn’t even notice her shirt was halfway unbuttoned or that he’d bared her breasts in their nude mesh cups, until Shane bent his head and locked his lips around one nipple through her bra.

“Beautiful. So hot and sexy,” Shane groaned, nibbling hungrily at one nipple before shifting to the other, unwilling to let either nub feel neglected.

Angela was floating on a separate cloud of being. Having Shane’s hands and lips teasing her breasts even through her underwear was the most sensually thrilling thing ever, just as much so as if she was naked.

Angela let out a loud gasp, her fingers clutching his hair tightly. The scalding pressure on her breasts eased and she opened her eyes, lifting her head to find he was looking straight at her.

“I’ve dreamed this so long that now I don’t even know where to start,” were his hoarse-sounding words. “You make me wish I had ten hands to touch and pleasure you with. I don’t want to miss an inch.” So saying, he nuzzled at the curve of her neck, his mouth parting over her soft flesh to suck with just the right force to make her moan.

“The things I want to do to you...in some counties they might be considered illegal,” he warned her gruffly. 

Angela thought, oh shit. The things he said to her. They brought images to her mind that made it almost impossible to breathe. Such as Shane, taking her from behind, holding her breasts as they hung down into his palms and swung with each pounding stroke of his dick in her aching pussy. Other pictures of carnality featuring Shane fucking her brains out filled her mind and caused her to quiver unstoppably.

His hands reached up to fondle a breast, his fingers pinching the stiff and erect nipple through the fabric of her bra. Angela’s eyes squeezed tight as she groaned and arched her back, conscious of his other hand sliding up her inner thigh, beneath her skirt to stroke on her mound. Angela sobbed his name, which saw him swiftly pushing aside the damp and filmy lace of her panties before he plunged a finger straight inside her.

Angela’s whole body went rigid, a soundless gasp escaping her widely parted mouth. Her hips began to buck against his finger, her knees no stronger than jelly.

“Very wet...and very juicy. Just how I like it,” rasped Shane, pushing another finger into her slick entrance. 

Angela’s teeth sank into her bottom lip as she stared at him, her chest panting at the fullness already evident from those two fingers sliding in and out of her greedy, hot pussy.

Shane pressed her harder up against the wall, his free hand propped just beside her head. Slowly, he pulled his fingers completely out of her and brought his hand up to her face as he held her passion-glazed gaze.

Angela could see how the index and middle fingers of his raised hand glistened and shone with wetness. Suddenly, she could pick the scent on them. Shane mesmerized her as she watched him lick his index finger clean of her juice. Then he took the middle finger to her mouth and Angela parted her lips, not breaking eye contact with him as she sucked him into her mouth, down to the last knuckle.

They both groaned deeply, with Angela writhing shamelessly against him as the taste of her essences clouded her senses like a drug. Every part of her ached for Shane in that moment. Her pussy seemed to be drizzling in rivulets down to her knees. Her nipples were so hard and swollen it was agony rubbing them into his chest. She shook with want as Shane closed in for another searing kiss.

It was one full minute of him marauding her mouth with his. Angela’s pussy raged with heat when Shane began to stroke his thumbs across her rigid nipples. He pinched them firmly and swallowed her shaky gasp with another kiss.

He couldn’t seem to have enough of her mouth. A growl of hunger sounded deep in his throat and Angela pulled at him, her fingers running through his hair as she kissed him with as much passion. Matched each thrust of his tongue and pluck of his lips with plenty of her own. Boldly, she dropped one hand from his thick, silky hair to close her fingers around the hard cock between his legs. A shudder slammed through him as she began to stroke him through his pants.

Shane broke the kiss abruptly, breathing hard as he backed away from her.

Weak and trembling with need, Angela stared at him dazedly. Suddenly conscious of her tits hanging out of her bra and half-unbuttoned blouse, she went hot in the cheeks and quickly reached up to right herself.

“No.”

Angela stopped, instinctively responding to the command in Shane’s tone. She gazed into his eyes and loved the dangerous heat she saw in them. Her hands fell away.

A decidedly predatory gleam turned his grey eyes silvery. “I always wanted to see you like this: wanton; your beautiful skin flushed and warm with arousal. Incredibly desirable. And you want me.”

“Oh yes,” she said firmly in reply to the underlying tone of wonder she heard in his words, adding clearly, “I want you, Shane.”

“Then show me.”

Oh my...dear heaven. 

Angela didn’t even want to consider it first. She moved forward and closed the gap between them quickly. His eyes were dark, watchful as she reached for his shirt. The next instant, she was yanking down the middle, sending buttons popping unto the floor. She pushed the ruined shirt off his shoulders and off his arms, baring his magnificently toned torso to her gaze. The room wasn’t that brightly lit but it was enough to see the scars tracing from his neck down one side of his torso.

“They don’t disgust you,” he said more than asked, his gaze watching her every expression.

“God. No,” she breathed, skimming her arms over every broad and muscular inch of his chest and abs. “That’s the last thing you could ever do.”

Licking on her lips, Angela clashed her mouth with his as she hurriedly undid his belt along with his pants. She then yanked them down with his boxers all in one go. Shane chuckled deeply, his lips still locked to hers as he stepped out of his clothes, kicking them away as well as his shoes. Angela wasted no time in backing him up until they reached the bed, where she pushed firmly on his chest so that he fell back unto the springy mattress.

Shane stayed propped up on his elbows as Angela began to undress in front of the bed. Anything that was left of her inhibitions was long gone. She peeled off her blouse followed by her bra. Then she unzipped her skirt and let it pool around her ankles. Stepping out of it she made for the bed.

The look on Shane’s face as he stared at her brought more of the dampness pooling into her lacy nude-colored panties, which she left on. 

She tried to picture herself as he would and hoped he found her as captivating as she found him. Hoped he liked her large, rounded breasts and nipples already fully swollen, hard and distended...her creamy skin and trim waist flaring into curvy yet athletic hips and her long smooth legs with her feet displaying coral-pink toes as she slipped out of her heels.

Judging from the way his chest heaved and the flesh on his cheekbones grew taut and flushed with lust while his cock reared and bobbed hungrily, Angela could surmise that he indeed found her appealing in every way there was.

Her full, firm breasts jiggled as she bent over the mattress, walking on her hands and knees to where he lay waiting.

She shoved firmly on his chest until he was flat on his back, then she straddled his lean waist, her hands sliding up his glorious pecs to brush over his tiny nipples.

“You make me so wet,” Angela gasped, unable to keep from grinding over his groin, her ass sliding over his thick, long shaft. “Touch my breasts, Shane. Suck my nipples. Please. I need you so much.”

Shane groaned, his hands lifting from the bed to grab at her swaying C-cup tits. He half-lifted himself off the pillows to bury his face in the cleavage his hands formed as he squeezed the proudly-tipped mounds together. 

Angela’s head flung back as he sought one nipple and dragged it whole into his mouth, suckling first softly, before he grew ravenous, fervent. Started pulling on her tit like a man starved.

“Oh lord,” gasped Angela, clutching his head and staring down at his head held against her breasts, his tongue flicking at one nipple. 

There was a sheen of perspiration on his forehead and she bent to run her tongue over his damp skin. Damn, she hummed. Even his sweat tasted good. Now she wanted more.

Much as she loved him sucking her breasts, she let her nipple pop from his mouth. Then, sending him a temptress of a smile, Angela began to glide down the length of his body. She didn’t even see the scars as she kissed and licked each nipple, or when she trailed her tongue down along his rippling abs.

Angela’s eyes fastened on his cock which was fully erect and pointing straight up his belly, past his navel. Thick and long enough to make her insides quiver, Angela marveled at his size. Unable to wait any longer, she reached out a hand to cup his balls, feeling his body jerk at her touch.

“Oh Shane,” she moaned, her other hand grasping his length as she bent to kiss on his lips. 

The tips of her breasts skimmed his body and she felt his reply get strangled in his throat. Their tongues met in the open, the kiss growing sloppier and freakier. Angela felt Shane reach a hand between her legs to slide into her panties and stroke her pussy. He rubbed on her clit, sending red-hot synapses of bliss right up her spinal cord.

Angela could tell she was seconds from flooding his hand with her cum. Jerking away from his masterful hand, Angela ripped her mouth from his. “No baby,” she said with a sultry moan, “The first time I come I want you to be deep inside me.”

Shane’s face creased in a grimace of arousal. “Fuck, Angela. The things you say to me. Driving me close to the fucking edge.”

“Well there’s more to...come,” she teased, her eyes dancing as she began to slide lower over his body. 

Shane groaned and pushed his head back against the pillows, watching her with that hungry look in his eyes she’d come to love. He placed both hands at the back of his head and began to growl his pleasure as she stroked and squeezed him firmly. It was like holding a hot steel pipe wrapped in smooth velvet.

She tried to fit both hands around him, one over the other. The fact that there was so much to get around made her lick on her now parched lips.

Angela glanced up at his face to gauge his response as she flexed her fingers on him from the lower end to the tip. A deep, ragged sigh escaped him and he watched her with eyes narrowed to slits. 

Encouraged, Angela lowered her head, letting him rest between her lips while her tongue snaked out to play with the opening in the head where his precum gathered.

She murmured with deep pleasure, the taste of him making her want to do dirty, wild things to him. Her mouth parting wide over him, she lapped at the notched underside of his tip while she let her saliva slip down his shaft and in between her fingers, coating him copiously before she started to firmly stroke him. 

Hearing him groan as his entire body clenched up made Angela swell with inordinate pleasure to know he enjoyed her touch. She pumped him with her fists for a while before pausing to engulf him with her lips.

His hands immediately grappled with her long hair but that couldn’t stop her from stretching her lips wider as she swallowed his length into her mouth as deep as he could go. Angela let her throat contract around him, loving his texture and heat. 

Damn but it felt good with him in her mouth, just hitting the base of her throat. His fingers tightened in her hair and he started to thrust his hips in and out of her mouth. She could spend all night sucking on him and listening to the sounds that seemed torn from his throat.

Each time he withdrew she dragged in gulps of air and then sucked him in again, formulating a rhythm where she bobbed on him while licking around his shaft with her circling tongue and at the same time, stroking him off steadily with her fingers. 

Her jaw felt the burn from being stretched and she loved that sweet ache, knowing it would be magnified once he was embedded to the hilt inside her.

Hungry for more, she dropped her lips way down to bump against his groin, deep-throating him for a few seconds as her muscles rippled around him. Shane began to grunt and groan as his hips slammed into her mouth. Angela felt him swell and pulsate on her tongue and she readied herself for his seed squirting into her mouth.

But instead, he let out a ragged growl and tangled his fingers in her thick locks, dragging her mouth away from his impossibly hard and bobbing cock. He cupped both sides of her head and pulled her up to kiss away her whines of protest.

“When I finally explode, it has to be deep inside you,” he growled against her lips.

“Yes,” she agreed.

Angela snatched in a shocked breath as he deftly switched them over, bringing her to lie beneath him.

“Tell me what else you want,” Shane rasped, his hand resting flat on her belly which quivered and tightened.

Angela was sure he could see the pink tinting her creamy skin. “I...” She bit on her lip, body squirming where he had her pinned to the mattress.

His eyes were blazing pools of promise. “There’s absolutely nothing I wouldn’t do to this beautiful, sexy body. Nowhere my tongue couldn’t reach. And if it can’t, then there’s my fingers. My cock.” For emphasis, he ground his stiff erection against her clothed pussy, the pressure making her bite strongly on her bottom lip as he said again, “Tell me want you want.”
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Chapter Eleven
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She told him.

Looked him deep in his eyes, and shared her deepest, darkest fantasies starring him. Shane groaned, his face buried in the crook of her neck as he whipped in deep breaths misted with her delicious scent.

Angela.

Her beauty astounded him. He’d meant it when he’d said there wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do to please her sexy body. So silky smooth and soft all over. Her face was rosy with desire, her hair mussed sensually on the pillows and her curves dangerously designed to drive him out of his fucking mind.

Everything she wanted of him, he longed for even more deeply for himself. When he kissed her lips, it was for his pleasure as much as hers. Just as when he licked his way all over her throat, shoulders and breasts, it got him just as rock hard as it made her slippery wet.

God but she tasted of heaven on his tongue. Like a mix of honey and milk with a dash of feminine musk that called to the savage in him. He had to blink several times to ward off the black surge of hunger that almost compelled him to rip her sexy panties off and ram into her in one long, swift stroke of possession. Bury his cock right up to the base inside her.

Shane knew she’d like his rough, rugged side. But for now, he wanted to show her he knew how to take care of her softer, subliminal needs.

He looked up at her face, made even lovelier with the wash of glowing ecstasy on her features. Her firm, heavy breasts rose and fell with her shaky breaths, the nipples still wet from his mouth sucking long and hard on them till he knew they’d tingled almost agonizingly. She just might feel sore tomorrow. Good. He wanted her to remember everything they shared tonight. As would he.

Shane didn’t break contact with her eyes as he pushed open her thighs, baring the now transparent crotch of her panties to his gaze. He flattened his tongue over her clothed sex and licked upwards, tracing every inch of her swollen vulva. 

She shuddered and gasped, gushing out more cream that further dampened her already soaked underwear. He teased her some more, nipping her panties with his teeth and lapping against the slick fabric until the outline of her pussy seemed puffy with the rush of arousal filling the blood vessels there.

Angela was panting and clutching at the sheets. She looked ready to erupt, her hips moving in a carnal dance of pleasure. To calm her from her sensual high, he stroked his hands up her slender calves, trailing his fingers up the back of her knees.

When her breathing had become less ragged, he released her legs and settled his shoulders in between her spread thighs. Looking deeply up at her, he commanded her to touch her breasts. “I want to watch you play with those beautiful tits while you watch me.”

Angela moaned and arched her back, cupping her luscious breasts obediently. She fondled them, her tongue snaking out to lick around her lips. Shane’s brain did that fogging over thing that happened anytime Angela’s utter sexiness went too much to his head. He had to slow the fuck down or this would be over too soon, his cum spurting on her thighs. It had been so long since he’d wanted anything like this with anyone.

Not that the women hadn’t been beautiful. That high-priced escort, or all those other random women he’d met who’d tried to worm their way into his life. They’d all wanted something from him in their own way. Though his body might have been stirred; his heart and mind were far from them.

With Angela, she engaged every part of his being until she was engrained right in his pores, even to the recesses of his cells. Weeks and weeks of wanting her had driven him to this; to the point he was almost shaking. From that moment she’d walked into his study in that sexy-sweet white dress and the hem teasing her knees, he’d wanted no other woman in his bed but her.

And now she was here, laid out like a banquet. He didn’t know what good he’d done in the past to bring this to pass. Now he’d do whatever it took to keep her here. But first, he needed to feel the downpour of her nectar on his tongue, absent any more barriers.

Using his index finger, he tugged aside the drenched panel of her panties. The sight of her sex made him groan deep in his gut as once again, his cock threatened to spill. It took all his hard-won self-control to keep him focused on the delightful task ahead of him.

Angela’s labia was swollen, her soft inner thighs wet with lubrication down to the crack of her ass. Her clitoris stood fully erect, peeping from its hood just atop the thin sliver of pink flesh visible within her slit.

His tongue edged close to her pussy by first licking over glassy inner thighs. Soon he was licking at her with his lips and dancing his tongue in circles around her clit.

Just as he thought, her taste was divinely addictive, and even inflammatory. Nothing he’d ever tasted came close to this sexual ambrosia. The only thing wrong with that moment was that he couldn’t spend all night eating her out. 

But some other time, yes. Hours and hours would be taken just licking, sucking and delving deep into her with his tongue and lips. She’d pleasured him so selflessly and uninhibitedly. He would not only return the gesture; he would blow her freaking mind.

To his satisfaction, he found her pulling hard on her nipples with her fingers when he looked up at her again. 

Fuck but she was hot. Now that he’d had just a bite of Angela’s warm pussy, he didn’t know if his taste buds would ever be craving anything else. All he’d ever want, ever need, was her.

Once again, Shane had to remind himself that the future could wait. He had to make the here and now count. One thing was for sure, no way was he ever letting her go. Whatever it took he’d make her see how good it could be just over the horizon. 

They had hurdles; she was fiercely independent and he had to give up his damned pride and ease off worrying about how damaged he was on the outside. Angela had healed him and given his hope back in the outside world. Now all he could do to repay her was give her all the love and tenderness he had inside and give her the best reasons to stay.

Love and tenderness...

Shit! He was in deep. 

Those two words had never been in his vocabulary, even before the accident. He’d always felt the certainty that without his money, looks or power many of the women who flocked around him wouldn’t even be there. All his young life, he’d played the field. Pleasure was the name of the game and once he’d had his fill, the nameless female was out the door. Those who stuck around long enough to feel comfortable ended up getting the shock of their lives when he gave them the boot with the solace of compensation of either money or jewelry to keep them from being too upset by it.

He’d been an ass. He knew that without being told.

Now Shane liked to think he’d changed – for the better. And this beautiful, goddess had a lot to do with it. There was so much positive energy spilling out from her and he felt her goodness even beneath her vivacious shell. 

That one time in the entertainment room where she’d pulled him close to dance with him had been the moment he’d fallen head over heels. He’d always known he’d desired her but it took only that moment to realize he wanted to spend forever with this woman.

And if he was lucky, forever would start tonight.
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THE GLIDE OF TONGUE over her pussy sent shock wave after shock wave through Angela. If she’d ever felt such pleasure, then it must have only been in her dreams. As the speed of the strokes of Shane’s tongue brushing up and down her pussy increased, so did the volume of her cries.

Ecstasy so intense it was beyond imagination consumed her as she writhed beneath his tongue. Her panties had long been taken off, and now her thighs were pushed as far apart as they could go. 

Shane had lifted his hands to her heavy breasts bouncing on her chest as she squirmed, cupping them in his large palms and tweaking her nipples with his fingers while he lapped and sucked at her sex.

She had no clue how he did what he did to her. 

Every single caress and flick from his fingers or tongue sent her into spasms of pleasure. She remembered how skillfully he’d touched her earlier, when she’d been bent above him. His hand could have easily brought her to climax in minutes. And now his tongue was guilty of being able to perform the same feat.

But Shane never let her get that dangerously close, keeping her just on the knife’s edge of her climax. He took greater liberties with her body than any man she’d ever been with. He tongue-fucked her inner walls and smothered his face in her sex. 

Shane groaned tortuously against her mound, before his hand released one breast and stroked down her belly to suddenly twist his middle finger right into her slit.

“Shane!” Angela cried out, half sobbing as he sucked and licked around her clit while his finger plunged relentlessly in and out of her pussy. 

He lapped up every drop she spilled, fucking her depths with that one finger and bringing stars to the back of her vision.

Angela’s eyes fluttered closed and her spine arched, leaving just her shoulders and lower half still on the bed. And when he introduced not one but two fingers in addition to his probing tongue, Angela shook and bucked into him. She let out a high-pitched cry and made a grab for his hair, yanking hard before she came to her senses.

“Shane! Oh God...sorry,” she apologized on a pant, “But you’re killing me right now.”

“Then go wild Angela. I don’t mind,” he rasped over the nub of her aroused pink clit. “Grab hold of any piece of me you like.”

Angela sobbed with a laugh, if that was possible. Sensually, she glided her hips beneath his mouth, sifting her fingers through his silky black hair and watching his face disappear once more in the crest of her thighs. 

Hot damn he could eat pussy. Like no man ever had. She hadn’t even known she could feel such pleasure just from the skillful manipulations of a man’s tongue and fingers. But she sensed that Shane applied more than just practiced effort; he really loved the taste of her pussy, loved to hear her scream his name with ecstasy. 

Where the hell had a man like this been all her life?

Now he was doing that thing with his fingers curved in a come-hither motion inside her walls which had an instantaneous effect on her whole body. His entire hand began to move in a rough, spearing movement that sent him delving deeper.

Angela had to will her mind to keep her body from coming. She was lost and could no longer hold herself in the balance. Only then, just at the peak, did he finally retract his fingers. 

“Oh, Shane. That was incredible.” Even as she said it she knew it was an understatement.

“Want more?” he teased, guiding her hand down his ripped torso to close around his cock. 

“Dear heavens, yes.”

She tugged firmly on his shaft and let him know she didn’t mind him staying well in control. Reading her signals perfectly, he pulled her down beneath him, spreading her legs wide open so that her knees were bent and her heels rested on the mattress. 

Shane licked and nibbled on her lips, harsh groans spilling from his throat. The heat from his body was almost scalding as he seemed crazed with lust. His slow build-up of just minutes ago seemed like a distant memory. 

Now, she was going to get fucked. Angela knew this with a fearsomely sweet certainty.

Writhing beneath him, Angela reached down in between their bodies to grab hold of his hard cock. She gave silent thanks above to all those tests he’d made her undergo before the final signing of the contract. At first, she’d been outraged but he’d assured her it was simply a case of covering the bases and not that he took for granted that she’d change her mind about sleeping with him. 

She’d also insisted he give her proof he was also with a clean bill of health, which he did. All that had seemed more like a power tussle which she forgot all about soon after. Now it gave her the impetus to guide him to her opening which was soaking wet from Shane’s pleasuring. He had to be as hungry to conclude this as she was. So why did he pause instead of pushing his way into her?

His arms were braced on either side of her, the muscles standing out in each bicep while his face was taut with equal tension. “Angela, are you sure about this? I could get condoms...”

“No. We’re both clean, right?” she breathed, gazing up into his sweltering grey eyes. “And I’m on the Pill. I want this, Shane.”

“You don’t have a fucking clue what that means to me right now,” Shane groaned, rocking his tip against her and making them both catch their breath.

“I know exactly how you feel, because I feel the same way,” Angela said deeply, holding his head in her hands. “Fuck me, Shane. Hard. Just fuck me.”

Shane’s head nuzzled at her throat, the sound of his growl muffled as he strove for control. Moments later, he straightened on his knees and dragged her hips forward to rest half atop his thighs. Angela could prop herself up and watch as his cock began to slowly disappear into her pussy. 

The sight almost made her erupt then and there. Shane couldn’t tear his eyes away either. 

It was erotic, sensual and enticing. Angela’s mind popped and reeled, symbols of bliss forming within her subconscious as her lover filled her to the brim with the biggest cock she’d ever had.

The pleasure of Shane settling fully inside her was intense. Her walls had never felt so stretched or stuffed. Curving her body forward so their lips were level, Angela grabbed the back of his head for balance as she helplessly merged their lips with a kiss. She needed that extra connection to keep her from losing it too soon.

She shouldn’t have bothered. They were too far gone. They’d wanted this too damned much for too damned long. 

Shane began to give her exactly what she’d demanded as he fucked her. Not just hard and fast, but deep and hot. 

Angela was lost in between crying out, whimpering, screaming and sobbing as she found her hips pumping up in time with his powerful thrusts inside her walls. No other thought seemed paramount but their release; all inhibitions were lost as they crashed through the maze of their mutual wantonness.

There was no way they could outlast it. Not at this pace. 

Angela had no sense of place or time, but it couldn’t have been five minutes of forceful thrusting before she called out her impending orgasm, coming loudly all around him.

To her delight, Shane went instantly rigid, letting out a shout as he came inside her while her spasming pussy still went on contracting, milking him dry.

Angela had never had an orgasm hit her so hard it wrung every last breath from her. Her breasts heaved as her whole frame shook, her pussy throbbing from the far-reaching stimulation his masterful strokes had given her. 

She fell back, limp; while Shane remained at half-mast yet still deliciously encased within her.

It took several moments for him to get his breath back, his elbows planked on either side of her, holding most of his weight off her body. He rested his temple against hers, his chest heaving raggedly.

“That’s going to improve,” he whispered, darkened eyes now scanning her face.

Angela stared at him wondrously. “Trust me, there’s nothing to improve. Holy shit, Shane. I’ve never felt like that. I don’t think that will be so easy to top,” she breathed with more than a little awe.

Shane gave her a small smirk and she gasped inaudibly, sensing the thickening of his shaft deep inside her as he growled, “That’s what you think.”
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Chapter Twelve
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Two months later...

How had Angela managed to be so blind to his feelings?

He hadn’t needed a mindreader to tell him why she’d walked away. He’d been devastated when he’d woken up that morning and she was gone, after the best night of his life. After Angela had given herself to him, he’d been so sure he had it all worked out. That like him, she felt it; that electric surge between them that was like a force of nature. Something too powerful and precious to deny or cast aside.

It pained and tormented him each day since then to find out he’d been wrong.

Hating himself for his weakness even as he succumbed to it, Shane slowly pulled out something from his locked drawer. The latest file on Angela, gathered by the investigator he’d hired. Every new picture of her showed her even more beautiful and alluring than the last. 

His heart pounded and then tightened with emotions he couldn’t define as he stared at her smiling as she walked into a studio accompanied by one of her co-actors. She’d been all over the news lately after landing the lead role in a major crime series. Critics were praising producers for taking the risk as well as commending Angela Neil for giving an impressive performance at the auditions.

Shane was happy for her. That her fairy tale was coming true. He’d always wished he could give her the world and now she had the world at her feet. She wouldn’t need him. Probably already forgotten, happily so, that he’d ever existed. But for him, she was never far from his thoughts; his dreams.

Angela had struck his heart in so many ways. She’d never acted turned off by his face. He thought money could buy him anything. But Angela showed him she was different. She’d chosen to face the uncertain world of chasing her acting career, then spending a few more months with him at whatever price he wanted to think up. 

Shane had intended to make it one generous enough to make her find it impossible to refuse. But she’d never given him the chance to make an offer and deep down, he guessed she’d never have agreed to it anyway. She couldn’t be bought at any price.

He wanted her back. With all his soul and mind. However, she’d obviously moved on and he had no right hoping that somehow, she’d find her way back to him.

And yet...maybe he didn’t have to wait and hope. He wasn’t going to keep staring into the horizon wishing and wondering. He’d been scarred by rejection too many times since the accident. But this time, here was something worth fighting for.

He could win her back. He knew it. All he needed to do was become a man she’d be proud to be with.

Grabbing his cellphone, he quickly punched in a number.

“Chandler. It’s Shane.”

“Hey buddy,” his friend answered, still groggy from sleep. “Kind of early on a Sunday morning to be calling, don’t you think?”

“Yeah, sorry about that. I’ll cut to the chase. How is my car? Is she tuned up?”

“Hell yeah, buddy! You know I keep her in tip-top shape. Why? Are you thinking about taking her for a spin?”

“Can you load her up and bring her to the track? Say in an hour? I’ve already made some calls and reserved the track time.”

“Hot damn! You bet your sweet ass I can! Beverly, wake up and get dressed,” Shane heard him say to his still sleeping wife. “Shane wants to drive! Holy shit! This is the best news I’ve heard in forever. See you in an hour, buddy.”
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HOW LONG HAD IT BEEN? Two months? Angela had numbed herself to the agony of watching the days crawl by after that last, unforgettable night. 

How she’d managed to walk away she’d never cease to wonder. He’d said he only wanted, needed one night so she knew what was coming in the morning. 

A painful goodbye and a long, embarrassing walk to the front door.

She’d fled while he was still sleeping. The one thing she couldn’t bear was him telling her goodbye before sending her on her merry way.

She’d thrown herself into work to survive. To help her forget, she’d temporarily moved to Los Angeles for pilot season. Every day was spent memorizing lines and going on auditions. One after the other until the roles began to blur in her head. 

Though she wasn’t the actress she’d dreamed she’d be at this stage she couldn’t help but count her blessings. She had friends in the business who never got anything more than a walk-through in the background of local commercials. She was lucky to never have had to go through that.

She also networked as much as possible. In LA, who you knew meant as much as what you could do. Only last week she’d attended an actor’s guild event where she’d met Kirk Stone who was well known as a scout for major studios looking for new talent. 

He suggested that her agent call him to set up an audition. “There’ll be a full production set with video equipment and a handful of other actors alongside so that we can do a few screen tests. I think you’ll be perfect for one of the parts,” he said.

His green eyes had raked over her with more than mild appreciation. Angela had felt surprised at his personal interest. He was good looking, with only slightly receding wavy blond hair tied back in a ponytail. She didn’t know what to say when he invited her out to dinner with him later that week.

“It’ll give us more time to discuss the upcoming role and everything entailed in getting it. From where I’m standing right now, I can say your chances of landing the part are all but foolproof,” he said.

Yes, but at what price, Angela wondered shrewdly, recognizing the game for what it was. “My agent will call you. I just landed a part in a crime series so I’m happy for more opportunities. And as for the dinner...I’ll let you know soon.”

But Angela knew her answer would be a very firm ‘no’ to his invitation. 

Kirk was influential, but she wasn’t interested. She’d vowed from the start not to sleep her way into anything. Or to be coerced into doing something she didn’t feel comfortable with. She would get roles based on her merits and nothing else. She would be polite and nice to him, but nothing more.
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ANGELA SIGHED AND TOOK a quick gulp from the glass of wine she held. Why was it that when she was meant to be at her happiest, thoughts of Shane crept up in her mind? 

Tonight at the casting party, she should be celebrating her newly acquired lead role in the crime series which would start filming over the next few months.

She’d been shocked and overwhelmed to be picked. She didn’t know how it happened. The people at the studio and the TV company told her they’d been impressed by her past roles in the one small feature film and on stage. 

She was exactly what they were looking for in the character, they said. After they'd seen her at the auditions, they didn’t bother to look at anyone else. It was sealed when they watched the tapes again and they’d wasted no time in giving her a callback.

Now that she’d been signed on, she couldn’t wait for production to begin. She already had the script and the rehearsal schedule. Anyone else in her position would be walking on a cloud.

But just when she least expected it, she’d think about Shane and the smile would falter on her lips. Her heart would thump with an agony that made her feel breathless. 

Oh God. She couldn’t take this. 

If she went on this way, she knew she’d break down one day, and give in to tears of pain and regret at the fact that the one thing able to complete her happiness was gone forever.

I don’t want you to fall in love with me. In the end we’ll both go our merry way.

Those were one of the first things he ever told her. And that was the one part of the bargain she hadn’t been able to keep her side of.

“Great party, Angela.”

Angela spun around at the deep, familiar voice breaking into her thoughts. 

“Kirk! What are you doing here?”

He held his arms out for an embrace. Angela hesitated for a moment before stiltedly walking into a hug that seemed drawn on too long. Smiling politely, she drew back.

He waved his arms about expressively. “You didn’t think I’ll let your big day go without helping you celebrate?” He smiled warmly down at her, looking with appreciation at her body encased in a beautifully styled gown. “You look fabulous.”

Angela was surprised and touched to hear the sincere note in his voice. “Thank you, Kirk. That means a whole lot.”

“Will you dance with me, Ms. Neil? It’s not every day you can celebrate your first big role in Hollywood.”

“You’re right,” she said with a reluctant smile. 

Nodding, she put her hand in his and followed him to a clearing in the crowded dance floor of the club as she decided to make a better effort at enjoying the cast party. She couldn’t change the past now anyway.
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SHANE DIDN’T NOTICE any of the stares the other guests at the club gave him. Some recognized him, and some simply stared for the sake of his scars. He’d had his hair cut today; something to keep the unruly mane more tamed and yes, less able to conceal his disfigured side. No more masks, he’d vowed. In more ways than one, he was laying himself bare.

In his hands were a bunch of beautiful red roses. He felt a little out of place in the brightly lit club filled with the fun-loving crowd, but he hid it well. He’d taken care in his dressing, wearing something semi-formal and trendy. He’d wanted to look his best when he showed up, trying to win Angela back.

But then when his eyes found her at the other end of the room, what he saw made his heart constrict. 

Lord she was beautiful. Like a dream. 

She wore a strapless black number that emphasized the gentle slopes and valleys that were her curves. Her hair was pinned up in a fashionably messy bun, with tendrils teasing her shoulders and nape. Her neck was bare of jewelry and all she had on to complement the outfit were tiny gold bracelets on her left wrist, a slim gold watch on the other, and strappy high heels. 

Her face was in profile and she chose that moment to turn her face in his direction. There seemed to be a cloud of sadness beneath her beautiful eyes, her full lips pursing slightly as she seemed to sigh before taking another glass of wine.

He wasn’t sure what made her look so sad, and lonely. All Shane knew was that he could sense it. And every part of him wanted to rush to her side and chase that look away. Replace it with a smile of happiness and contentment, all which he hoped to give her and more.

Ignoring the low murmurs of a couple standing nearby who hadn’t stopped staring since he arrived, Shane began to make his way over to Angela. 

And then Shane saw him.

Shane felt his hands tighten on the bouquet of roses as Kirk opened his arms for Angela to move into them. He stopped dead in his tracks and viewed their exchange. He watched the tell-tale flush on Angela’s face as her hand was taken in Kirk’s. Then they shared a look that seemed intimate and even tender. Shane had to keep from dashing through the crowd and forcibly pulling Angela away.

But he didn’t do that. 

Instead, he stood there in the middle of the floor and watched Kirk lead Angela away to dance. She stepped shyly into Kirk’s embrace as they began to sway to the sultry music. Her hand rested on Kirk’s shoulder, while her other was held in Kirk’s grip which was also around her waist. Kirk whispered something in Angela’s ear and she threw her head back and laughed. 

He couldn’t do this.

He must have been out of his mind. Coming down here, believing that anything he said would make a difference. 

As if. 

Angela would do just fine without him. He would only be an unwanted distraction. A man who’d rather pay a woman to play his girlfriend, than try to date in a normal relationship. Shane hadn’t wanted either him or the woman to get emotionally involved, hence his decision to get a fake girlfriend. 

But now he realized he had not only become emotionally involved, he’d become totally fucked.

He couldn’t live without Angela. But he couldn’t stay. Couldn’t let her know he’d been about to make an utter fool of himself in front of this crowd of people.

Shaking his head at his own stupidity, Shane turned swiftly and made for the exit.
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SOMETHING MOVED THE hairs on the back of her neck, sending a chill down her spine that Angela couldn’t shake off. That was when she looked up, her eyes searching the crowd.

She was just in time to see an unmistakable figure turn and begin to walk in the direction of the exit. Angela’s heart almost stopped beating.

Shane.

It had to be him. She knew that shape of head anywhere; that well-formed slope of broad shoulders and the way he carried himself. His hair was far shorter, and he seemed a little leaner in his perfectly tailored suit. But just one glimpse and she knew her eyes, heart and mind were not deceiving her.

“Would you excuse me a minute Kirk,” Angela said somewhat dreamily, as she slipped from the surprised hold of her dance partner. 

By the time she was walking swiftly from him, she’d already forgotten he existed, her mind solely on catching up with the retreating figure.

She couldn’t call out for him because of the noise from the crowd and the music. All of a sudden, she wished she could make the whole club part down the middle so she could make her way to him faster. 

Shane was here. 

He’d come for her. 

But why was he leaving? Please, come back! Her heart cried over and over.

He must have seen me with Kirk, and drawn his own conclusion, Angela realized. She could only imagine how it must have looked. All she could think of was that he’d made it here, in front of all these people just so he could see her. Her heart swelled and broke at the same time, knowing he’d felt he wasn’t welcome and decided it was best to leave.

By the time she made it outside, she was breathless. She looked to the left and right of the street and was just in time to see Shane at the end of the road, entering the back seat of a black, chauffeur-driven Audi.

No, stop!

Angela felt swept by the feeling of helplessness as she made to run faster but saw the car already begin to drive away. In moments it was disappearing around the corner and she stumbled to a halt on staggering heels, her heart heavy and bleeding with loss.

She was too late.
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Chapter Thirteen
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Angela went to see her father that weekend and he looked better than the last time which was weeks ago. She knew she’d find less and less time to be with him once shooting for the first season began. She was so happy to see him looking stronger and now sitting out in the roofed patio of the facility, enjoying the gentle breeze entering from the garden.

He couldn’t talk much, which was fine since Angela was happy to do all the talking. She needed a listening ear even more than she needed words of advice, which was why she was there. Her younger sister Sasha had been a pillar of support. Sasha heard all Angela had to tell her about Shane, and had only one conclusion: what’s it worth to you to have him back, she’d asked?

Angela had never known Sasha could be so wise. Sasha had laughed when Angela had said exactly that. “Not wise, sis. I’m just thinking with my heart, which is what you should be doing. If it’s worth more to you to move on with your life than to go back and see where things go with you and him, then by all means, move on with your life. But if not...”

Angela had found the answer to that days later when she’d got on the plane to Nashville, ostensibly to see her father before she got too busy with her new role. But on the plane trip, her every waking thought and dreams were all about Shane. How in such a little time, he’d come to mean the world. 

Knowing he’d flown out to see her at that party, had warmed her soul. The fact that he cared that much gave her a twinkle of hope that there could be more than she’d ever dared to hope for.

“Dad, I’ve met someone,” she said softly now, and saw her father nod encouragingly.

“Yes. I heard some talk about that. Folks around the hospital saying stuff. Not that they knew I could hear them. Mostly gossip about a racecar driver millionaire – the one who’s paying the bills to this place. I thought you two were done.”

Her father spoke very slowly, but she heard every word clearly. She placed a hand on his which held the arm of his chair. “How could we be done when we really had nothing to begin with?” she said sadly before telling her father all that had happened.

“It was always just about business; no strings attached,” she finished on a deep sigh. “He picked me banking on the fact that I wouldn’t fall in love with someone like him. He didn’t want me to. To him, I’d be more likely to stick to the plan than any other woman he could have picked. At first, it galled me that I’d managed to prove him wrong. I didn’t stick to the plan at all.”

Her father looked pensive for several minutes. “You’ve made your choices, dear, and I don’t say I approve of most of them. I’m glad you kept to your honor and wouldn’t sleep with him for money. I’m not glad you were so pushed to even agree to such an arrangement. But it did help you get closer to him, to see the kind of man he really was because he’d have no cause to pretend with you. With you he could act real since he never planned on for keeps and wouldn’t need to impress you. And you still think that from what you saw with him, you’d like to give it another try?”

“I think I definitely deserve to give it another try.”

“There’s only one way to find out,” her father said shrewdly, smiling and squeezing back on her fingers. Angela nodded in silence, her eyes brimming as she found strength in her father’s support and the gentleness in his smile.

She could do this. She would try. The love she felt inside was more than worth the fight and this time backing down was not an option.




****
[image: image]


ANGELA’S CELLPHONE rang as she left the assisted living facility.

“Angela Neil,” she answered.”

“Angela, it’s Lloyd. Shane’s dad.”  

The world shifted under her and she stopped walking. She hadn’t spoken to Shane’s parents since the birthday party. 

“Lloyd! What’s wrong? Has something happened to Shane?”

“Oh no, nothing like that. I’m sorry for scaring you gal. Valerie and I were wondering if you would like to join us in the corporate box Sunday at Bristol.”

“Bristol Motor Speedway?” Her voice croaked. 

Oh shit! No, it couldn’t be...

“You don’t know, do you?” Lloyd continued. “Shane’s racing on Sunday. Just like old times. We’d like you to be there with us if you can make it.”

White hot fear coursed through her, making her almost unable to speak. The thought of Shane racing again had never crossed her mind. The idea of Shane back in a racecar terrified her. 

More than she’d ever been in her life.

“Yes! Yes, of course I’ll be there.”

“Great! The ticket and all the information you’ll need will be at the will call window. Race day can be a mess, so get there early. We’ll see you then, sweetheart.”

“Thank you, Lloyd for inviting me. It means more than you know. I wouldn’t miss it.”
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THANKFULLY, SUNDAY’S weather turned out bright and sunny. Angela didn’t know much about stock car racing, but she knew enough to know driving on a wet track couldn’t be good. Since Lloyd’s call, she’d managed to work her way up to a major panic. In all the time her and Shane had spent together, he’d never mentioned returning to the track.

She wondered why now? 

What had prompted him to suddenly slide behind the wheel of a racecar again? Did he have a fucking death wish? All she knew was that nothing would keep her away from the track today. If anything were to happen to him, at least she’d be close by.

But nothing was going to happen. He would be fine. At least, this was what she kept telling herself every five minutes.

When she’d arrived at the luxurious corporate box, Lloyd had hurried across the room to greet her, explaining that Shane had already joined his crew and car down in the pits. She nodded, inwardly relieved not to see him before the race. Shane needed to stay focused and her showing up unannounced might be a distraction. Possibly a very unwelcome one.

“Thank you for coming, honey,” Valerie said, drawing Angela into a hug. “It will mean a lot to Shane to know you’re here today.”

Angela frowned and shook her head. “Oh, I don’t think we should tell him I’m here. We haven’t seen each other in awhile. It would be better if he didn’t know.”

Valerie patted her hand and gave her an understanding smile. “Don’t be silly dear. Lloyd already radioed Beverly down in the pit to let her know you’ve arrived. She’ll tell him. Trust, me Shane would want to know. I know my boy.”

An icy ball of fear formed in Angela’s stomach. 

Valerie took a deep breath. “Angela, Lloyd and I have a little confession to make to you,” she began. “Please don’t be mad at us.”

Angela looked at her in surprise. “Why would I be mad?”

Valerie glanced over at Lloyd before speaking. “We’ve known all along about Shane’s little plan to convince us he had a girlfriend; and that his recovery was going better than it really was.” She let out a long breath and put her hands on her hips. “There! I said it. You happy now, Lloyd? I didn’t want to tell you, but Lloyd insisted that we should be honest with you.”

Angela’s mouth fell open in surprise. 

What? How?

Lloyd squeezed Angela’s shoulder in reassurance. “Now, now, don’t worry. It wasn’t anything you did or didn’t do. We had an undercover spy working for us.” He snickered at the thought.

“Who?” Angela asked, not convinced. “I can’t believe you knew all along.”

“Bess,” Lloyd answered.

“Bess? Oh my God! Why didn’t you two say anything? I feel like such an idiot.” Could her humiliation get any worse! “What did Shane say when he found out?”

“We didn’t tell him,” Valerie replied emphatically. “And don’t you tell him either! After all, what would be the point? The end result was the same. We got what we wanted-our son back. Alive, healthy and well. And more importantly living again. Everything worked out in the end, so why upset him?”

Angela looked back and forth between the two of them; loving parents who would do anything for the sake of their son. A thought dawned on her. 

“You sly devils! Let me guess. The planned intervention at your birthday party was a fake too. Right? You were only trying to spur him into taking action of some sort. You never intended to do that.”

They both had the decency to look a little ashamed. 

“Well of course it was a fake!” Valerie finally admitted with a sheepish grin. “What kind of a mother would plan an intervention for their son at their own birthday party? How embarrassing for everyone. And not one bit fun. We allowed the plans for the upcoming intervention to ‘leak out.’ That little gossip Bridget tells everything she knows and a great deal she doesn’t. We knew Shane wouldn’t like the thought of everybody sitting around telling him how worried they were about him. We hoped it would be enough of an incentive to get him to make some changes in his life. On his own. And he did.”

Angela slowly nodded, seeing the wisdom behind their actions. Shane may have thought he was a brilliant strategic player, but he paled in comparison to his mother. 

“Then you showed up for my birthday party,” Valerie continued, “and we both saw how much he really cared for you and how he’d changed...for the better.” She shrugged. “You probably think we’re an awful, nasty bunch of people, conniving and tricking each other.”

The humor of it all overtook Angela and she started laughing. What a mess! 

“No, I don’t think you’re awful. You all love each other very much and that’s what matters.” She turned to Valerie. “Shane only wanted you to stop worrying about him. He wanted you to start enjoying your life again too, traveling or whatever else makes you happy. The fake girlfriend was for your benefit.”

“Well I’m doing what makes me happy right now,” Valerie replied with a relieved smile. “I’m with my family getting ready to watch my boy race again. Seeing him do what he loves more than anything in this world is what makes my heart sing.” 

The Star Spangled Banner began to play over the loudspeakers and Valerie stood up, taking both Angela’s and Lloyd’s hands tightly in hers.
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THE RACE WENT BY IN a blur, with Angela alternating between feeling exhilarated by the thrill of the race and feeling like she was going to throw up any second from nerves. She held tightly to Valerie’s hand for support most of the day.

After three hours she stood up and stretched. Damn! She didn’t realize how long these races could be. They went on for hours and hours. 

The stress and strain were killing her. Every second Shane was on the track, she kept her eyes trained on his car; willing him not to take any chances and stay safe. She knew he must be getting tired out there, especially with the heat. 

She’d heard the average temperature inside the racecars was over 120 degrees. She hoped Beverly was doing her job in keeping him hydrated enough. 

The last five laps were excruciating to watch. Shane and another driver raced neck-and-neck until the final lap when Shane pulled ahead at the last second to finish two car lengths in front. When Shane passed the checkered flag, the crowd jumped to their feet and cheered wildly.

Shane’s comeback had been on all the news stations ever since he’d made the qualifying speed a few days before. 

His tale was a perfect comeback story, the stuff movies were made of. Angela couldn’t be prouder of him.

She didn’t realize she was sobbing like a fool in both joy and relief until Lloyd handed her his handkerchief. “Here you go, darling. Now dry up those pretty brown eyes and let’s hurry down to the pits. We don’t want to miss Shane getting his trophy.”

Angela blew her nose and shook her head. “No, you two go ahead. I don’t want to get in the way. Shane will need to do interviews and stuff. I’ll catch up with him later.”

Valerie linked her arm through Angela’s. “Did Shane ever mention to you how I always get my way? Come on darling, you’re coming with us. Shane would never forgive us if we let you leave now.”
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ANGELA COULD BARELY see Shane through the throngs of people gathered around the Winner’s Circle. He stood on a large stage in front of a red backdrop boldly advertising the race’s major sponsors. 

All of his pit crew were with him, along with a couple of big breasted blondes dressed in midriff t-shirts and shorts. Angela was glad to see their shirts held the logo of a popular beer which meant they were part of the PR team and hopefully not there with Shane. Either way, she still didn’t like the way they were rubbing their boobs all over him.

While the rest of his crew whooped and hollered and popped bottles of champagne, she noticed Shane searching the crowd with his eyes. Angela pushed and shoved her way closer, knowing there was no way she could reach the stage. She’d already become separated from Shane’s parents, but she knew they were trying to make their way toward Shane too.

Suddenly Shane spotted her in the crowd and as their eyes connected, time stood still. A big smile broke across his face before he jumped off the stage and ran toward her. She moved faster too but when she finally stood in front of him, her nerve dissipated as she stared into Shane’s face. 

There was a glint of hope in that gorgeous grey gaze before he shuttered it. He held up a hand to the two security guys flanking him on both sides. They both stepped back a few feet.

He was looking at her like he couldn’t bear to look away. He hesitated a moment before saying, “You’re really here. You look beautiful as always”

“Thanks. And you look great too, Shane. Exhausted, but great. The other night at the party I...”

“You don’t have to go into that,” Shane said gently when she faltered. “You don’t owe me any explanations Angela.”

“But you came to see me. I ran and tried so hard to catch you. And I’m the one who left that morning.”

She bit on her bottom lip, hard. Looked down at her hands and sighed. “I hate excuses, Shane. And I hate to think I’m a coward.”

“You think you’re the coward?” Shane asked on a low chuckle.

Now her eyes held his squarely. “Maybe we both took the easy way out.”

Shane seemed to nod in agreement. His attention was stolen for a moment by a camera crew yelling for him to come back to the stage for the ceremony.

“Angela,” he began slowly, then paused as if searching for the right words. “You’re right. I did take the easy way out. I thought I had all the answers but that was far from the case. There were many ways I could have handled things better between us. All I did was complicate it further.”

“I don’t regret anything that happened. Not the beginning...and certainly not the end. Especially not that,” whispered Angela. 

She felt Shane take her hand and she looked sideways at him sharply, her heart pounding at the warm touch of his fingers clasping hers.

“Why did you run away like that, Angela?” he asked quietly. 

Angela could feel his thumb stroke her knuckles and the way it struck her deepest nerve with desire made her gasp inaudibly. Just a casual touch of his fingers and she was in heat.

So pathetic of her.

“I guess the same reason you walked off a week ago, from that club,” she said hoping the hurt didn’t choke too loudly in her voice. “I was afraid of being hurt.”

“I didn’t want to disrupt...,” he began, then paused thoughtfully again before adding, “I guess I came to terms with the fact that I left things too late. I had many weeks to tell you how I felt. I wanted you that first day. Not just sexually. I wanted to kick myself for making that crazy offer for you to share my bed. The moment you walked in I knew you were someone special. But for so long I’d deprived myself of any real emotion, that I didn’t trust it when I felt it. I thought, if I held off long enough, I’d find it was a passing infatuation. Then came that last night. I was so sure if I had you one time, I’d get you out of my system. What a stupid idea!”

There was no way Angela could conceal what his words were doing to her. Could he tell her hand had grown clammy with the flush of pleasure she felt to know how deeply he felt for her? She thought of how much she quavered to Shane’s touch still holding her hand in that warm clasp which felt more intimate than even the hottest kisses at that moment.

“Please tell me you’re staying this time,” he said, his grey eyes pleading.

She reached up take both sides of his face in her hands. “I’ll stay as long as you want me, Shane.”

The crowd around them broke out in spontaneous applause when he picked her up in his strong arms and whirled her around. She laughed and wrapped her arms around his neck. Planting both her feet back on the ground, he raised her face to his and swooped down to claim her lips in a long, slow possessive kiss. Flashbulbs went off like fireworks around them as photographers jostled to capture the moment.

“Come with me,” he said, grabbing her hand and pulling her with him back up to the Winner’s Circle. “I want you beside me when they give me the trophy.”

She nodded and slid an arm around his waist. They stood hand-in-hand as he accepted the Winner’s Trophy and gave a short speech thanking his crew. When the President of the racing association stepped off the stage signaling the end of the ceremony, the crew popped more bottles of champagne, spraying the bubbly liquid all over them. 

Shane drank straight from a champagne bottle then handed it to Angela to do the same. After taking a big swig, she laughed joyfully and reached up to wipe the sticky champagne from his face with his dad’s handkerchief.

His eyes grew serious for a moment and he leaned down close to her ear to whisper wickedly, “When I get you home I’m going to lick a whole bottle of champagne from your beautiful body.”

Heat flooded her, from her head to her toes. Good heavens! If he kept that up, she’d jump his bones right here in front of everybody. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be much longer.

He’d warned her about the many interviews. Apparently not his favorite part of the job, but a necessary evil. After asking the mandatory questions about the car and his driving strategy, one of the reporters turned to Angela. “Shane, who is your lovely lady here today?”

Shane went still for a moment and looked down solemnly into Angela’s upturned face. “This beautiful and talented young lady, Angela Neil, is the love of my life. She’s the only reason I’m back here at the track again today. And...if I’m incredibly lucky I hope to convince her to become the future Mrs. Shane Davis.” In front of thousands of spectators and television viewers, Shane bent down on one knee.

As if on cue, Lloyd Davis jumped up on the stage and pulled a blue Tiffany’s box from his shirt pocket then handed it to Shane. 

Angela gaped at him in surprise. 

He knew? 

Shane’s family would never cease to surprise her. Lloyd winked at her, grinning ear-to-ear.

Shane opened the box and turned it so Angela could see inside. She gasped, recognizing the elegant Tiffany setting. Classic and simple. Exactly the type of ring she would’ve picked herself.

Shane removed the ring and handed the empty box up to his dad standing by his side. He took both of Angela’s now trembling hands in his.

“Angela Neil, I love you more than you could ever possibly know.” He hesitated a moment, overcome with emotion. “I’m so lost without you. Will you please do me the greatest honor of becoming my wife?”

“Yes,” Angela sobbed, unable to believe this was really happening. “Yes, of course! I love you Shane, so much. Nothing would make me happier than being your wife.”

The crowd laughed when he breathed a huge sigh of relief and slid the ring onto her finger. She wasn’t surprised that the fit was perfect. Leaning down, she tugged him to his feet.

“Forever, Shane,” she promised, linking her arms around his neck. “Forever and a day,” he replied before claiming her lips with his.
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IT TOOK SHANE A WHILE to find out where she was. She heard him checking the living room and the kitchen before deciding to look in his study.

Angela sat cross-legged on the edge of his desk, facing the door when he came in. He stopped short when he saw her. She’d purposefully changed into the same white dress and pink shoes she wore the first day they met. She wondered if he noticed that the first few buttons on her dress were already undone, displaying much of her creamy cleavage. She hoped she didn’t look silly, which she almost felt. She’d been going for sultry but she’d never really tried out a seduction scene before. Not in reality that was for sure.

“Angela.” He walked in and shut the door behind him. She couldn’t tell if she read the gleam in his eyes right. Did he seem ready to pounce on her and ravish her where she sat? She hoped so. That would mean that they understood the same language.

“First, I have a few more questions,” she said in her best sexy voice, re-crossing her legs. In her seated position, her hips seemed extra curvy.

“Okay.”

Angela bit on her bottom lip to stifle a smile. She heard the catch in his voice.

“When did you buy the ring?” She held up her hand for the hundredth time to admire the sparkling diamond. “It’s perfect you know.”

He smiled. “I hope so. If you must know I called Tiffany’s to discuss designing the ring the morning after you forced me to dance with you here in the study.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Forced you?”

“Okay, coaxed me, seduced me. Whatever you want to call it. I knew the moment you danced for me that I wanted it to last forever. I made up my mind at that moment that I would do whatever it took to make it happen.”

His words took her breath away. If only she’d known then. So much heartache on both their sides could’ve been prevented.

“Any other questions?” he asked, now reaching where she sat perched. He slowly slid his hands up her thighs and under her dress. His fingers teased around the rim of her panties.

“One more. If I’d said yes that first day...I mean to your proposition to share your bed as part of the contract. Would you have thought worse of me?”

He paused to think about it. “Actually, no. I guess I’d have convinced myself you must have felt the same pull I had; and that like me you’d have wanted to explore it further.”

“Well, you would have been right,” she said in a slightly purring voice. “I won’t lie; your suggestion got me hot under the collar. I was disgusted, infuriated, even dismayed. But beneath it all I felt impossibly turned on. It made me feel dirty and bad that I wanted to give in to your whim. That night I dreamed of you being inside me. It was the hottest fantasy I’ve ever had. I knew then that at some point, it would happen.”

“Damn, Angela,” Shane said gruffly. His eyes trailed over her face and down to where her dress gaped open. He lifted a hand to trace the tiny gold medallion hanging to rest in the cleft of her breasts. “Then why didn’t you make the first move?”

Angela smirked, lifting her hands to rest atop his broad shoulder encased in his black polo shirt. He looked so thrillingly handsome. He’d lost some weight and there were shadows embedded in the depths of his gorgeous grey eyes. She wished every dark cloud over him away. If she had a hand in causing him pain, she’d take as long as she needed to make things right again.

“You absolutely do not ‘get’ females, Mr. Davis,” Angela told him teasingly.

“Yes, I admit I’m a bit slow on the draw – especially since it was almost a year since I let myself get close to anything remotely like an adult female,” Shane returned in the same tone.

Angela’s eyes widened. “Wow. Well...I guess you’re the type who’s very picky. But then it’s good that you were waiting for the right time.”

“The right person. I was waiting for you,” he said, staring unwaveringly into her eyes.

“You can’t imagine what it means to me to hear that,” Angela whispered. 

Her hand traced over the burned side of his face. Could scars be beautiful? Because Shane’s were. He made them seem so much a part of him she couldn’t imagine him without them. Couldn’t imagine wanting him without them. To her, his looks made him all the more exciting, and unique.

Shane turned his face into her palm and kissed it. Angela shivered, feeling his hands settle on her waist. 

“When I woke up that morning and found you gone...I wanted to smash everything in the house. I almost went berserk. I was torn between rushing out to find you and drag you back, or closing my mind to the chapter and maybe, trying to follow your advice and find someone for real. So instead what did I do? I pined away. At the same time, I tried to do what I felt would make you proud. I stopped reacting negatively when I felt undue stares from strangers. I hung out more with my friends at public venues of their choice. I thought you’d be happy knowing I was at least making the effort.”

“I am, believe me. I always thought about you, wondering what you were doing. Hoping you were happy. And wishing that you were missing me too. I was terrified of looking in the papers one day and seeing you with pictures of your beautiful fiancée or...heaven help me, your bride. It would have killed me. I can’t even think about it.”

“I never wanted anyone for a long time before I met you,” Shane said soberly. “And once you came into my life, I never looked at another woman again. I’d always heard people talk about soul mates, but I never understood its meaning until now. It crushed me to think I was too late, that you’d found someone else to take my place.”

“Never,” Angela told him firmly. “Every other man seemed like a waste of time after you. I was worried I’d never feel that way again for someone else. I’m so glad I never have to worry about that.”

“I love you, Angela.”

Angela shivered at the way Shane made her name sound like an endearment in itself. She gazed up at him with an impish smile. 

“What are you going to do about it handsome?” she asked him in a brisk tone, before reaching for his buttons, undoing them quickly.

“Anything you want me to,” he replied in a voice that grew decidedly thicker. His hands were smoothing upward to rest just beneath her breasts. Angela hummed sensually, her hand slipping inside his unfastened pants to cup his promising bulge. Shane let out a feral groan.

“Shane...I know we’re going to have a lot of ups and downs,” Angela said with sudden solemnness. “Not so much between us, no. But from the outside world who are going to have their own opinions why we shouldn’t be together. I’m promising you here and now that that’s never going to be a problem for me. I’ll never let the hang-ups of others interfere with what we share. Can you promise the same?”

For a few moments, Shane chose to respond by crushing his lips to hers, kissing her with a heat and hunger that spoke to the strings holding her heart together. He broke off to rest his temple against hers briefly before he spoke again and she could tell he struggled to speak through his emotions.

“Angela, nothing would make me happier than to make this just about us. Yes, I want to know your family, your friends and everything that’s important to you. And I too would do my best to make you feel accepted no matter what circles I may find myself. But it all boils down to one thing: when it comes to my feelings for you, other people’s opinion has zero influence.”

“God, you look so sexy when you talk like that,” Angela cooed, sliding her hand lower to seek out his balls and cup him lovingly. He gasped, his grey eyes darkening at her sultry touch.

“I’m going to need a little more convincing, stud,” Angela said, grabbing the hem of his shirt and together they stripped it over his head. Angela licked on her lips at the sight of his broad, hairless chest. As always, she didn’t flinch at the sight of his scars and she loved that he’d grown so comfortable being shirtless around her. At that point she couldn’t wait to see him more than shirtless.

His eyes were glinting grey coals. “I’m more than up for the challenge, sweetheart. The question is can you handle what I’m bringing?”

“Oh, something’s definitely up,” Angela returned with meaning as she jacked his cock, her teeth nibbling on her pouty lower lip. 

She was stroking him faster, her thumb smudging on the precum he spilled from his bulbous tip. She was so hot for him she was losing air. “And baby, I should be asking if you can handle me right now because the way I’m burning up inside for you...”

The growl that vibrated deep in his throat sent Angela’s pulse racing. She knew she’d set fire to the beast when he grabbed her head and mashed their lips together, kissing her hungrily for one scorching minute.

Next thing he pulled her to stand on her feet, turned her round and had her gasping when he undid the back zipper of her dress and yanked it down along with her panties to her feet in one smooth, swift motion. 

Angela was breathless and shaking with lust as she was bent over the desk while she hurriedly stepped out of the puddle of clothes at her heels. Shane soon had her positioned just how he wanted her, ass up with her elbows braced on the desk. When his fingers traced the line of her slit from top to bottom, she wailed with passion.

“Wet. Hot. Fuck, Angela I need to be inside you now,” he groaned, slipping in two fingers easily into her already soaked pussy. “I’ve missed you so much, I can’t wait another second. I need you now.”

“Yes, now,” Angela moaned, bucking into his hand. “Give it to me. Every inch, Shane. Hard, fast and rough. That’s the way I like it.”

Shane swore beneath his breath, his fingers pulling from her twitching walls to knead at her curvy ass. She felt his cap tease her entrance and she almost lost control. She loved that he didn’t hesitate any longer but simply speared her pussy in a plunge that would have pulverized her. She screamed, spasming around him in countless mini orgasms.

He started pumping into her repeatedly, making her use language she’d never dreamed she even knew. The angle of his thrusts had his cock hitting spots inside her that made her eyes see stars. She couldn’t seem to stop writhing and panting.

“Fuck me...yes! Fuck me...oh fuck!” she groaned in an endless stream. Behind her, Shane gasped and groaned, gripping her hips hard as he kept her still for his conquest of her squelching walls. 

The harder he rammed into her, the wetter she became. She blinked as her senses began to ring warning bells of an even more explosive climax. Shane kicked her legs wider apart for an even more intense penetration. Angela’s back arched as he slammed in deeper than ever before.

“I love fucking you, Angela Neil,” Shane growled after a pause which had them both holding still, each reveling in the filling of her pussy and its tightness around his shaft.

“I need to know how much,” Angela gasped. “Make me cum, Shane.”

“With pleasure,” he rasped, and slid out of her until the tip nudged her pussy lips and then he lunged in again to the hilt. Angela’s cry rent the air and she happily splintered around him. She could just barely hear his sharp intake of breath as her walls pulsated and clenched on him. 

Once her whole frame stopped juddering, he began to move again, his thrusts growing choppy with each passing second. His hand slipped underneath to cup her breasts and pull at her swollen nipples. Angela let out a whimper, already edging into another boundless release.

“Shane!” she half-sobbed, right before his shaft slid in at just the right slant to hit her g-spot and send her spiraling into a mind-consuming release that triggered his just a second later.

"I love you, Angela," Shane whispered in her ear, his chest heaving where it pressed up on her back as they both flattened over the desk. "Always and forever. Can we get married tomorrow?"

Angela giggled, catching the dash of humor beneath his husky voice. "I love you too Shane. But I’m holding out for my big wedding. At the farm in October. With a bluegrass band and barbeque. And I’m not kidding either.”

“I think you’re my mom’s dream daughter-in-law,” Shane said with a laugh.
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ANGELA’S HEART STARTED to flutter the moment she woke up and saw that Shane was already seated in a chair across the room.

He sat forward with his elbows on his knees, but with the sun rays at his back, spilling through the window he managed to stay half in shadow making her unable to make out his face.

Angela wished she could tell him he didn’t need the shadows anymore, not with her. All night long, she’d shown him, in every way, that with them imperfections were celebrated, not abhorred.

“Hi,” she heard herself say breathlessly. “Been up long?”

“Hours,” he said with a light tone, and she could almost hear his smile.

Angela felt her face flush with embarrassment as she realized he must have watched her sleeping. The covers had fallen when she’d risen from the pillows, and now she was half-bared to him. Any other time and she’d have rushed to cover herself, conscious of a small bulge here, a slight birthmark there. But her new-found unselfconsciousness with her body stemmed from every tender gaze, every reverent look of admiration Shane had given her and gave her still, their eyes meeting in a laser beam of constant awareness.

She couldn’t tear her gaze from him as her thoughts went over every moment of last night. They’d been insatiable. She’d never dreamed her body could be so flexible, so pliant for whichever position or angle the very imaginative Shane came up with. He’d amazed her with his no-holds-barred approach to sex, where virtually nothing had been out of bounds, or too kinky. Damn.

She loved that Shane seemed to have lost his habitual tenseness; seemed purely relaxed sitting forward in that chair. Unspoken words passed between them and it was easy to imagine what both of them were thinking.

Just then he rose fluidly from the chair and Angela let her eyes travel over him, dressed in just a pair of low-slung distressed black jeans. He was so graceful, yet filled with a leashed animal energy. He came forward and she could see the whole of him, his face and chest, the scars and the beauty.

He sat on the side of the bed close to her, and she itched to rake her fingers through his hair; the gorgeous black, silky locks tumbling.

She loved him so much. The joy of that made her energized to face the day. But first things first: she needed to freshen up. She began to roll over to get off the other side of the bed when his arm shot out across the space between them, closing round her shoulders.

“Somewhere you need to be?” Shane asked.

Angela never lost her teasing smile, resting her back against his chest. “The bathroom, hot shot. I need a shower and I’m sure you do too.”

He pulled her closer still, setting her to lie halfway atop him; nuzzling into her shoulder so he could bury his nose in her messy curls.

“A shower can’t solve the problem I have right now,” he told her huskily, the unmistakable rasp in his voice making her body trill. Heat seared straight through her when he flexed his hips into her and let her feel his hard staff pressed against the curve of her ass.

Angela shivered with instant arousal. She didn’t protest as Shane urged her to rest on her side on the bed, her back to him. Already she was losing her breath. He turned her on so easily; like a light switch. Soon she felt his chest begin to rise and fall rapidly in equal reaction to their bodies’ closeness. The rightness of their sexual compatibility awed and enchanted her at the same time.

By the time he’d stripped off his jeans and returned to spoon his warm, lithe body behind hers, Angela was in a sensual haze of desire. He was so hard and thick, and she was so wet, that she knew it would take just one powerful stroke to have him implanted inside her.

Angela opened herself to his invasion without a second thought, lifting her leg to hook over the back of his right thigh.

Shane positioned his tip at her opening, aiming straight for her hidden core – not thrusting in but easing through with sublimeness as her vulva pulsated around him, sucking him in. Angela gasped at the sweet-hot pressure that stretched her continuously, even after a long night of hard, deep and welcome ravishment.

He went still as a rock once he was inside her and Angela arched her back into him. Deep within she felt so sore, yet so ready. She couldn’t imagine a time she wouldn’t want him. She needed him so much; to feel his raw hunger, the way he liked to stroke in and out with the forceful lunge of his lust and passion for her. She wished to surrender to the dominance of him, neither of them holding back. She wanted it all.

“Angela,” Shane said in her ear, as he started to plunge, his movements controlled and taut; solid. Angela was already melting in puddles around his thick, heated shaft. She reached back to fist his hair, and grabbed a hold. He groaned roughly when she tugged harder, and he mirrored her hunger with his next range of thrust which sent him moving like a piston inside her.

Angela didn’t fight back her sounds of pleasure. Each time he bottomed out to the very neck of her sheathe, it made her writhe and moan. He had her going wild for him, body and mind blown. She thrust her hips back to allow him go even deeper and that seemed to push him to the edge. He grunted, the graceful slide of his strokes turning erratic, ferocious and juddering.

Shane’s delight in her body throbbed through her nerve cells as he yanked her even tighter against him and rammed his groin into her ass over and over. The bright room filled with lewd sounds of their bodies and their sex meshing and grinding.

This wasn’t lazy morning sex. This was a rampage, reminding Angela of last’s night’s amazing carnal journey. The heat of his breath warmed the back of her neck as he buried his face deeper into her hair. He seemed to be fighting for air as much as she was.

“I want to unravel inside you,” Shane rasped, teeth nipping her lobe. He cupped her swollen breast; fondled the flesh and teased the tip until it tingled hard and thick.

“Yes,” Angela said on a shaky gust of air. 

He made her feel him everywhere. She closed her eyes tightly and enveloped herself in the bliss that was Shane’s lovemaking. Each time with him was the best sex ever. How did he do that?

“Love me, Shane. Please,” she moaned. She was so close; closer still when she heard his deep, rough groans in her ear. He tweaked her nipple with that much force as she sobbed, before he clamped on her neck with sucking lips, his hand reaching down to strum her clit firmly. He angled his hips and thrust deeper than ever, igniting her.

Angela let out a strangled moan and stiffened, her inner muscles clenching like a fist around him. She helplessly bucked and cried out with her orgasm. An instant later Shane was climaxing with her, their tight coil of need came undone, leaving them tangled and torn and perfectly in tune.
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Chapter Fourteen
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Shane sat down carefully beside Angela on the porch swing. “How’s your dad doing today?” he asked, putting an arm around her shoulders and pulling her close.

“Good apparently,” Angela answered. “Bess said he was out walking Asgard when I called. Sasha is going to swing by there tomorrow to check on him before she heads up this way.”

“That’s great. I wonder if he and Bess have a little something going on?”

Angela smiled. “Maybe. He’s improved so much the last few years I wouldn’t put it past him.” 

“Where’s Cassie?” Shane asked, looking around. “I thought she was out here with you.”

Angela smiled and pointed down the hill. “She’s at the pond with her Nanny and Papa.”

Shane laughed. “She sure keeps them on their toes, doesn’t she? I’ve never seen my parents so happy. They think the suns rises and sets on that child.”

“You mean it doesn’t?” Angela asked wryly.

He stood up and walked over to the porch railing. “Here they come through the pasture now. Look at those three. Wish I had my camera with me.”

Valerie and Lloyd trudged slowly up the hill, between them a little three-year-old girl with a head full of long, ringlets. She was holding something carefully in both hands.

Shane suddenly felt like the most blessed man alive with his heart filled to overflowing. Surrounded by people who loved him; his parents, Angela, Cassie and now a new baby boy on the way. He couldn’t imagine what he’d ever done to be so lucky.

“Look Daddy!” Cassie yelled as they reached the porch. “It’s a little baby duck. Papa said I could name him. I’m going to call him George. Does he look like a George, Daddy?”

Shane grinned and moved closer to take a peek. Sure enough, snuggled in Cassie’s hands was a fluffy yellow duck with big blue eyes. “Oh, definitely a George. Why don’t you take him over there for your Mama to see?” he said. ‘I’m not sure she can get up.”

Angela laughed and rubbed her big pregnant belly. “You might be right.”

Cassie hurried over and plopped down beside her mother. Angela reached up to pluck a tiny down feather out of her hair. “Now you know Cassie, George’s Mama is probably looking for him.”

“I know, Mommy,” Cassie replied. “He has lots of brothers and sisters too. I wanted you to see him before you have to go to the hospital. I’ll go take him back now.”

Angela reached over and kissed her hair. “You be a good girl while your baby brother is being born, okay? Nanny and Papa will bring you to the hospital to see him when he’s ready.”

“I promise I’ll be good, Mommy.” Cassie jumped off the swing and grabbed hold of her Papa’s hand. “We got to take the baby duck back to his Mommy now, Papa.”

“Okay, baby girl,” Lloyd said. “Let’s go.”

“It’s a good thing the pond is not too far away,” Valerie remarked with a hearty laugh. “I have a feeling they’re going to be making the trip quite a bit.”

Angela grabbed hold of the chain attached to the swing and slowly pulled herself to a standing position. “Valerie, would you mind getting my hospital bag? It’s on the bed.”

Shane whirled around from his spot at the porch railing. “What? Now? The baby’s coming? He’s not due for a few more days.”

“Well nobody must’ve told him,” Angela said, wincing as another contraction hit.

“For God’s sake, help her to the car, Shane,” Valerie said, already running for the door. “I’ll grab her bag and call the hospital to let them know she’s coming.”

Shane helped Angela to the Porsche and carefully strapped her in. After throwing the hospital bag in the backseat and yelling a promise to Valerie that he’d call, he carefully pulled out of the driveway and started down the highway at a safe speed.

After a few moments on the road, Angela yelped and grabbed her stomach again.

“Breathe honey,” Shane reminded calmly. “Don’t forget to breathe.”

“Fuck breathing, Shane!” Angela yelled. “We need to hurry,” Angela panted out. “He’s coming fast. I’m afraid we’re not going to make it in time.”

Shane stepped on the clutch and changed gears on the Porsche once, then again. The speedometer needle swung to the right and kept climbing.

“Hang on sweetheart,” he said. “Don’t worry. I will get you there. Our son is not being born in a car or on the side of the road because you know why?”

“Why?” she gasped.

“Because his Daddy can...DRIVE.”
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Nick Vitale, devilishly handsome, forbidding - and heir to a billion-dollar fortune.

Kaycie Hayes, beautiful, success-driven and ripe for love and passion beneath her ambitious shell.

Blackmailed into marriage to the insufferably rich and gorgeous, Nick Vitale, Kaycie is determined to teach him a thing or two about love which he so despises. 

Only things never really go as expected.
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Chapter One
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Kaycie laid down the receiver, a dismayed look on her face thanks to the phone conversation she’d just had.

Only minutes ago, she’d answered the ringing phone with enthusiasm, hoping it was a call she’d been expecting from an important, prospective client. But then the eagerness dissipated at the sound of the voice of her long-absent boyfriend.

“Kaycie, it’s me,” said the warm, familiar baritone.

“Mark!” Kaycie breathed, half-dazed. And then, recovering her composure, she continued lamely, “Umm...hello.”

“Hello?” he mimicked drily, his deep voice warm and humorous. “We haven’t seen or heard from each other in two years and all you can say is hello?”

Kaycie found herself smiling, noting that Mark was still the light-hearted, easygoing guy she’d known since she’d been in high school. They’d been best friends first and then, when they got older, things got heavier and they fell in love. 

Or so she’d thought.

However, Kaycie reminded herself that right now she should be angry, not amused with him. Heaving a sobering sigh, she allowed the silence to stretch for a few moments as they both struggled for something to say.

“Are you...”

“How’s the...”

They both spoke simultaneously, and then shared a nervous laughter which seemed to ease the uncomfortable tension hovering since she’d picked up the call.

“You first,” Mark offered.

“So where are you calling from?” she asked.

“From right here in Boston. I’m at my aunt’s home. Didn’t you know I got back?”

Kaycie lowered herself into the nearest chair in her spacious office, feeling even more dazed as she pressed fingers to her now throbbing temples. “Of course I didn’t. How would I? When did you return to the country?”

“About two days ago. I figured you’d hear I was coming home. So Trisha never called to tell you?”

Kaycie’s lips twisted wryly. Trisha was Mark’s cousin, and a few years younger than Kaycie’s twenty-six. Both girls had never got along that well.

“No,” Kaycie murmured, and then sighed deeply. “Wow, Mark. It's such a surprise to hear from you. And believe me, I’m glad you’re back but...”

Shaking off the urge to ask him what the hell he wanted after staying out of touch for two years, she added, “So I take it your duty tour is done?”

“I’m basically redeployed back to the States so it looks like I’m home to stay,” Mark told her, his tone full of that charming warmth. “I missed you. My aunt has organized this dinner in honor of my homecoming though I begged her not to. You have to come, baby. It’s tomorrow.”

“Well, I...”

“I know, I know; a party is hardly the place for us to reunite after two years. I planned for us to meet somewhere secluded and romantic where we could catch up on old times but...” Mark paused and Kaycie could almost hear him shrug. “I didn’t even have time to call you since I returned - until now. So you’ve got to come. I need to see you again.”

Kaycie’s head was reeling. Well, fine; it was understandable that a man like Mark would think he could simply show up after two years and she’d drop everything just to see him again. He had the looks, money and social status to make any sane girl do just that.

But Kaycie knew that if she needed to be brutally straight with herself, she wasn't enthusiastic to see Mark again.

Not as much as she should be, anyway. Yeah, sure, there had been a time she’d been susceptible to his undeniable appeal. She may have even believed herself in love with him once. He’d been her dream guy ever since they’d started dating when she was twenty-one. But then he decided to sign up with the Navy and then a year or so later, was deployed to Afghanistan.

The relationship had endured for another year and part of Kaycie had felt proud that Mark had a role in ensuring their nation’s freedom and security. She'd been more than willing to make whatever sacrifice required, while still keeping their romance alive.

But then things started to change as Mark was away more and more often and for longer periods of time. She'd known his job was very dangerous and she’d tried to understand the reasons why he couldn’t always be there when she needed him.

And yet even she couldn’t blind herself to the signs that Mark didn’t seem ready to maintain the relationship with the kind of dedication that she was willing to put into it.

The bottom line was: Mark chose to focus solely on his military career, giving Kaycie the chance to slowly overcome the girlish infatuation she’d felt for him in her younger adult years. 

The starry-eyed Kaycie whom Mark had known was long gone, replaced with someone tougher who’d seen a bit of life’s ups and downs and was wiser for it. She was through with their sweet little fantasy love but apparently, Mark hadn’t gotten the memo.

“Kaycie?” she heard Mark say with a hint of worry in his voice. “Are you still there?”

“Uh...yeah,” Kaycie replied, her tone hesitant. “About the party – I really don’t think I can make it.”

“It’s going to be a special night for me,” Mark told her quietly. “In more ways than one. Sure, it’s going to be a formal affair but it’s also going to be about family, and friends. People who’ve meant something to me at points in my life. For a long time I’ve been away from home, and some days I never even dreamed I’d make it back in one piece. I’ve got a lot to be thankful for and I really wish you’d be there to share it with me.”

Kaycie pushed her fingers back through her hair and let out another deep-seated sigh. “Okay. I’ll be there. What time does it start?”

“It starts at seven,” Mark said, and then added in a deeper, husky tone, “I really missed you, Kaycie.”

“I missed you too,” Kaycie said, biting her lip and despising herself for lying. 

After all, for most of the last two years, it had been a classic case of out of sight, out of mind for her. Just like she believed it had been for him.

Kaycie barely even remembered much about his appearance, come to think of it. His image was a faded photo in her memory and she couldn’t help feeling a pang of guilt.

She did recall though that Mark had a look that most of the girls found irresistible. She’d always felt proud having him as her boyfriend especially since she’d been the envy of her pals for getting the hottest guy in their circle of friends back then.

Kaycie hung up from the unexpected call with a lingering feeling of dread. She was not looking forward to coming face to face with an ex she’d all but forgotten even existed. At age twenty-six, Kaycie Hayes was now one of the youngest and fastest rising interior decorators in the city. 

Her eclectic, cutting-edge designs had caught the eye of many top industry players ever since she was in college. She’d had a dream job waiting for her when she graduated, interning for the hottest name in the business and building up her own considerable portfolio in less than three years.

Kaycie knew she had a lot to be proud of though when it came to her personal life, she couldn’t say she’d been in much of a winning mode. Wrong choices in men had burned her more times than she cared to admit. She’d dusted herself off again and again and now, she wasn’t up for romance or love. 

All she cared about was her career and for the next couple of years to come, intended on rising to the very pinnacle of her chosen field before even thinking of finally settling down for the family she’d always dreamed of.

Kaycie had always been idealistic – well, before she’d ended up kissing too many frogs to make her lose her taste for finding her prince.

Damn!

Kaycie chewed on her bottom lip and then exhaled deeply. Just when she felt so focused, accomplished – unfettered. She was living the good life, with great friends, top connections and a healthy, vibrant state of mind and body. 

She couldn’t help but wonder what in the world Mark had planned for them now. Not that there was a ‘them’ – but she couldn’t help going over his words again, about them catching up on old times. 

Suddenly, Kaycie felt a laugh break through her throat at the very thought that she might be taking things all wrong. She was certain Mark had moved on just like she had. He must have figured out for himself that their cute little romance had just been that, nothing more.

And it was history. 

He had to know that, right?
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Chapter Two
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Turned out she was dead wrong.

Lowering her thickly coated lashes, Kaycie placed down her glass of wine on the table next to where she was seated with Mark in the palatial ballroom of the Tucker mansion. Mark’s aunt, his father’s older sister and now the matriarch of the family since Mark’s parents died over ten years ago, had managed to make the night’s event an elaborate one.

There was live music playing all the classic tunes, and what Kaycie had thought would be a simple, formal affair was a full-blown welcome home bash, complete with a fabulous buffet, themed settings and all the champagne you could drink.

The many guests were all gorgeously dressed, and as classy as one would expect in such a glamorous gathering. Mark’s family were serious old money, built upon a massively successful manufacturing and supermarket chain spreading over key cities in the country.

Kaycie was glad that she’d followed her instincts and taken more effort than usual with her appearance. She’d done her hair in long, wavy tresses swept over one shoulder, and had on one of her most flattering evening gowns in a deep shade of purple. It was knee-length and showed off her sleek legs to their best advantage, her feet shod in elegant, bling-studded high heeled sandals.

All around them were Mark’s friends, relatives and special guests and icons from both the military and business community who had close ties with the family. Everyone was busy having fun power chatting, dancing or helping themselves to the flowing food and drink.

Thankfully no one seemed to be paying attention to her and Mark right then, seated on one of the corner sofas while the party swirled around them. Despite the sense of seclusion, Kaycie still felt far from comfortable with the line their intimate conversation was taking just then.

Kaycie quietly slipped her hand from where it had lain beneath his, between them on the plush cushions. The bubble of conversation and music from the crowded room stayed in the background as Kaycie tried to gather her thoughts to respond to the question Mark had only just put to her.

“Will you marry me?” he had asked, catching her off-guard.

“I can’t marry you, Mark,” she told him as softly as she could. “I can’t believe you’re asking me to. Here. Now. After all this time.”

He burst out in a quizzical laugh. “Do you think I’m joking? It may seem too soon since I only just got back, but I was so sure that now that I’m home you’d want us to get it over with and get on with our lives.”

“Listen to yourself, Mark,” Kaycie said in exasperation, glad for the noise all around them keeping her from whispering. She smiled slightly to try to ease the sting of her words. “You’re talking about getting married like its some ordeal. “Get it over with.” She was shaking her head at him. “Look, it’s not too soon; it’s too late. I simply don’t love you anymore. Too much has happened while you’ve been away.”

Kaycie flinched to see the way he seemed to slump at her words, his shoulders bent within the impeccable cut of his dinner jacket. She was unable to meet his dismayed gaze and looked away quickly, only for her eyes to clash and hold with those of a man seated just across from them on another sofa.

He was nursing a bourbon in his hand; sitting back casually while on his face was a distinct look of contempt.

Kaycie recognized him instantly.

His name was Nick Vitale, whose family owned half the city in terms of real estate development. In her line of work she had come in contact with him on occasion. Their encounters were always brief and strictly business especially when Kaycie had been working as an intern with Irma Orsino’s renowned design firm.

Kaycie felt a jolt at seeing him, but even more so she was surprised by the antagonism she always seemed to sense coming from him and directed at her each time they met. She’d always had the distinct impression he disliked her for some reason. She’d never let it bother her before and yet now his unconcealed distaste turned her blood cold.

Well she couldn’t say she was a fan of his either.

Rich as the devil, unbearably arrogant and handsome to a fault, he’d struck her early on as a man to avoid at any cost judging by the edge of steel she sensed in his personality.

From the little she knew about him, he seemed to be from one of those mafia-type Italian American crime families - but without the crime. They ran legitimate trading from the high-flying skyscrapers of Wall Street to Texas oil fields to real estate.

That evening, Nick Vitale was dressed in a dark jacket, white shirt and grey tie, looking even more gorgeous than ever. Which was no surprise because Kaycie had long ago – grudgingly – admitted to herself that he was undoubtedly the best looking man she’d ever seen.

It wasn’t that hard to see why; considering how women’s eyes followed him wherever he was though only a few had the guts to come closer. He had the kind of physical presence that would be hard to ignore; his face finely chiseled in jaw, forehead and nose. His eyes were dark brown and sinfully lush, hair equally dark with thick, unapologetically wavy locks – and a gorgeously tan skin that could only have come from his known Italian legacy. And all this encased in a superbly well-kept frame that was both athletic and masterly from his broad shoulders and torso to his trim lower half.

Truly a hunk in every sense of the word - if only he didn’t always look at her like she’d crawled from beneath a rock. So even as she caught her breath in awareness of his utter masculinity which he conveyed so effortlessly, at the same time his expression started to penetrate her.

She had a sinking sensation he may have overheard something of their conversation and her face went hot with anger and mortification before she became chilled beneath the cold condemnation in his laser-like gaze.

Mark, however, was totally unaware of Nick Vitale’s presence just seated yards from them. Kaycie forcefully returned her attention to Mark, wanting to kick herself for letting the other man get to her. Swearing to ignore him, she met Mark’s troubled gaze.

“But...I don’t get it,” Mark was saying, looking like the whole building had collapsed around them. His face was twisted with emotion, and his eyes grew earnest. “I mean, I know this is hardly the time or place to bring this up, but I couldn’t help but say how I feel. I wanted to wait until we had some time alone before I sprung the question, but the moment you walked in tonight and I saw you, it became impossible to hold back. I can tell this seems far from romantic, especially without a ring but we can fix that detail as soon as you like. You can pick out the most fabulous diamond you could ever wish for. I’ve never been really good at showing emotions or being romantic, but I'm not ashamed to confess that I never stopped loving you, Kaycie.”

His tone rang with heart-felt depth as he grasped her hands in his. “You’ve got to believe me. It’s the memories of the happy times we shared that kept me going all that time I was stuck in some hellhole in Afghanistan. And now you’re saying you don’t want to marry me?”

Kaycie grimaced helplessly. “That’s what I’m saying. It’s not really your fault. I just...I can’t.”

Mark drew in a ragged breath, and seemed to square his shoulders before asking gravely, “Is it another man?”

He was glaring at her now and Kaycie started, pulling her hands from his. But he went on before she could think of replying. “You can tell me, Kaycie. I won’t be mad, I promise. After all, it’s been two whole years. I really shouldn’t have expected you to wait that long.”

Kaycie gasped in shock at the injustice of those words. How dare he try to make her feel guiltier than she already did? It wasn’t like he had made her any true promises. Hell, he’d barely even kept in touch in all this time and she was meant to be hanging on for his return? What with the way he’d let communications fade out between them, was he really so surprised by this outcome? The last thing he should be doing, Kaycie felt, was trying to guilt trip her for something that was his fault.

And yet, she did feel a pang of conscience. They had been a couple and had never officially broken up. So maybe she shouldn’t be so hard on him. After all, he did look deeply sincere and heartbroken.

If only I still had feelings for him, Kaycie thought with an inner sigh. Or even better, if only there was another man...

Unable to help herself, Kaycie permitted her eyes to rove and seek those of Nick Vitale and to her chagrin, she found he was still very much present. He hadn’t budged an inch, and was still pointedly looking, if not listening to every word they were saying.

Damn, it was so frustrating! Why did he have to be here tonight of all nights? This wasn’t his usual setting. How could he have received an invitation? And then she remembered noticing that many movers and shakers in the city had made it in deference to the very influential Marilyn Tucker, Mark’s aunt who, though in her sixties still straddled the family’s many business concerns.

Kaycie sent the offensive man across from them a dirty glance which caught a thin, careless smile slant his beautifully curved lips. Piqued beyond endurance, she turned once more to face Mark.

She squeezed his hand gently. “Please, Mark, I feel like I’ve ruined your night so much already. But I don’t think we should continue this discussion here. For one thing, there’s the music and then there’re so many people around.” Smiling lightly, she drew them both up to their feet. She fully intended to get them away from their present location and if possible, get him to forget his track of thought in terms of a proposal.

As they made their way out of the crowded room, they were intercepted several times by guests wanting to give their good wishes and warm words. It took long minutes before they reached the privacy of the balcony. Once they were alone in the night air, Mark began to pursue the dreaded topic again to Kaycie’s deepest dismay.

“I can take the truth,” he began, turning them face to face as he took hold of her bared shoulders. “Maybe I was a fool to think I still held your heart. If you’re in love with someone else, then say so.”

Kaycie rolled her eyes expressively. “You’re mistaken, Mark. There’s no one else in my life. I’ve been far too busy for any romantic involvement and certainly for anything serious with anyone.”

“I don’t believe you,” Mark said in a suddenly chilly voice. “My aunt Marilyn and Trisha have told me how successful you’ve become. And a woman with your looks has to have someone in the background, keeping you happy. Don’t tell me no one has even tried?”

Kaycie’s lips twisted wryly as she thought of Marilyn and what the old woman might have said about her. She’d spoken to Mark’s aunt earlier in the evening and was glad that unlike in the past, Kaycie didn’t feel so intimidated by the domineering woman’s persona. Kaycie wasn’t the insecure young woman of back then who’d felt out of place around Mark’s loaded family which was one of the richest in the city while Kaycie had a far more humble upbringing.

“Of course I’ve had offers – and some of them not so honorable,” Kaycie finally replied as she tried not to feel offended by his words. And I won’t deny I’ve tried out the dating scene a number of times but no one has been interesting enough to tempt me.”

“So you’re saying you’re still unattached?” Mark pressed.

“Yes, dammit!” Kaycie snapped before she could hold back. She really was sick of repeating herself.

“There’s no man in my life right now and there hasn’t been. Why can’t you just accept that I don’t want to be with you or marry you?”

“But why?” Mark went on relentlessly, causing her to let out an exasperated breath as she turned away from him.

Kaycie felt his hand on her shoulder as he added grimly, “You know what? You still love me. I can tell that you do. Why else hasn’t there been anyone else?”

And then his tone melted like chocolate, his fingers now caressing on her bared flesh. “Kaycie, if you want me to woo you all over again, I will. Just...”

Before he could say more, one of the hostesses for the evening appeared, her smile apologetic. “There you are, Mark. We were wondering if you’d like to make your speech now. Your aunt is thanking the guests for coming and for their generous donations to the innovative military medicine fund. Just wondering if you had a few words...”

“Of course; thanks. I’ll be right there,” Mark said with a nod, and the beautiful woman nodded, smiled and retreated back to the party.

When they were alone once more, he turned to Kaycie with a silky look. “Our discussion isn’t over, baby. But for now, let’s go in and I’ll make that speech. I’m honored that my aunt chose this occasion to also raise funds for my favorite charity. I feel much better about all the attention now.”

“Hey; you’re her only nephew and she’s so proud of you,” Kaycie said with a smile. “But you go on. I just need a moment then I’ll be joining you.”

To Kaycie’s relief, he nodded without argument and soon, she was left in blessed peace. Releasing a pent-up breath, she leaned her palms upon the balustrade and went over her present predicament as calmly as she could. 

From the moment she’d walked in she’d known the night would be an ordeal. First there’d been Mark’s aunt, as condescending as ever when Kaycie had politely greeted her. And then there’d been Trisha, who was Marilyn’s adopted daughter.

When Mark’s parents had died five years ago in a car crash, his childless, widowed aunt Marilyn Tucker had taken him under her wing. She’d always kept her family’s name and when she’d adopted Trisha, had raised her nephew and daughter as siblings. Kaycie knew Mark saw Trisha simply as a younger, adorable sister. But Kaycie’s feminine intuition had always told her that Trisha was more than a little attached to Mark and not in a sisterly sense.

Kaycie wondered about Trisha’s attitude when she’d arrived earlier that evening. Their meeting again had been far from cordial, and Kaycie figured the bad blood was still there between them. Was it possible Trisha could be jealous of the prospect of Mark rekindling his romance with her?

Damn. Kaycie told herself she did not need this drama. If the other girl wanted Mark, then she was welcome to him...

“Quite the heartbreaker, aren’t you?”

Kaycie swiveled round in surprise at the sound of that deep, unmistakable voice. There Nick Vitale was, standing on the balcony just in front of her. His face was shadowed in the semi-darkness, the moon not bright enough to totally ward off the gloom. 

Instantly, Kaycie’s heart began to pound at his somewhat overwhelming presence. His voice, the way his clothes fit to his body, the icy rings in his deep brown eyes...they hindered her breathing as she instinctively backed away when he stepped closer.

A sudden light breeze wafted over, lifting the flowing hem of her dress. But it wasn’t the unexpected chill that made Kaycie give off a shiver.

“Excuse me?” she heard herself mouth somewhat stupidly as she stared up at him. He was smiling but his dark brown eyes were as cold as ever.

“Oh, you heard me,” he drawled. He moved with long, easy strides of a panther and Kaycie had the distinct impression he might just be on the prowl. What on earth did he want with her anyway?

“Pardon me for asking, but did you get some kind of kick, from turning the poor guy down like that?” 

He was standing inches away from her, looking forward into the gardens beyond so that Kaycie had a clear view of his profile. She was busy admiring the aristocratic planes of his features when his words suddenly hit her.

Kaycie spluttered for a few moments, her outrage surfacing at the evidence of this man’s sheer gall. 

“What? I can’t believe this,” Kaycie gasped. “It’s bad enough finding out you were eavesdropping on a private conversation – but then you had to come out here and hound me? Do you get some kind of kick from sticking your nose in other people’s business?”

“Wasn’t my intention to eavesdrop,” Nick Vitale said with a careless shrug, still not looking at her. “There I was, sitting in the corner, when you both came to occupy the other couch. I really couldn’t block out the conversation now could I? But the fact remains that I really did hate to see a decent guy trampled in the dust by the woman he loves – the woman who, unfortunately, doesn’t even deserve him.”

“Oh really?”Kaycie breathed, hand on her hip as she glared sideways at him. She dearly wanted to smack that judgmental look off his gorgeous face! Where did he get off speaking to her in such a manner?

“Yes, really,” he said mocking, finally turning to face her fully. Kaycie felt a clap of thunder hit her chest as he speared her with his penetratingly dark gaze. Damn but he was one fine, sexy bastard, Kaycie thought, glaring into his sinfully handsome face and wondering how it was she could detest a man so much and still find him hellishly attractive at the same time.

She must have her hormonal wires crossed or something because Nick Vitale was everything she loved to hate in a man: egotistical, too handsome and rich for his own good. Kaycie told herself she could feel his disdain and aversion for her coming through in waves.

“I mean, that poor guy must have really been living in delusion all that time he was away, thinking he had a devoted lover waiting patiently for his return from the field. He was right; you couldn’t wait, could you? Girls like you never can,” he drawled.

Kaycie’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “Girls like me?”

Nick Vitale laughed with derision at her tone. “You know; the cold, manipulating kind. Beautiful, but heartless. We’ve only had to connect a few times, Ms. Hayes, but I’ve been able to figure out a lot about you.”

Kaycie was so shocked and outraged she was struck with silence as he continued in that chilling voice of his.

“I pity the man dumb enough to fall for you. In fact, women like you repel me. You lead a guy on, and then break him up into tiny pieces when you realize you don’t want to play the game anymore.”

His words of condemnation really hit her hard but Kaycie was nothing if not matured and confident in her own worth. Growing up in a large family, surrounded by positive influences as well as her own personal development over the years from a shy young female to an accomplished professional woman gave her a strength not so easily shaken.

She was almost too furious to form words but she managed to let out angrily, “How dare you make such conclusions about me? You know nothing about what’s going on, least of all about the kind of woman I truly am.”

He merely huffed and Kaycie would have clubbed him then. She’d honestly never been spoken to in such a manner that smacked of disrespect; especially not from a stranger who didn’t know a damn thing about her. 

Why Nick Vitale’s opinion even mattered was lost on her, but it hurt all the same that he thought so negatively of her. She really, really wished she could punch him in the face for saying the things he had.

But before she could react with physical violence as she so longed to do, Kaycie’s eyes shifted to beyond Nick Vitale’s shoulder and saw that Mark was making his way back. She could see him approaching the balcony as he weaved through the crowded room beyond the bay windows close to where she stood, heading straight for where she stood with Nick Vitale, both of them glaring at each other.

And then out of nowhere came the craziest, wildest idea. Kaycie was almost snickering with glee as she thought of it.

Her mind racing, Kaycie turned to Nick Vitale with a calculating, half-hooded look that had his dark brows furrowing with instant suspicion. But she merely smiled sultrily.

“Mmmm...and what game am I playing now, Mr. Judge and Jury?” Kaycie purred, leaning close and wrapping her arms around his neck.

She felt his solidly built frame go rigid with shock, right before she inched upwards on tiptoe and locked her lips firmly with his.

His mouth stayed pursed beneath hers and still they felt as soft as silk yet deliciously manly. Kaycie’s heart pounded with excitement as she shut her eyes to the dazed look on his face, tightening her hold around his neck. She was faintly conscious of Mark now standing in the open entrance of the balcony where she heard him come to an abrupt stop.

Meanwhile, Kaycie continued to kiss Nick Vitale with all the passion she could fake.

Fake? 

Well...maybe she wasn’t being totally honest. Because just at that moment, he’d let his lips finally thaw against hers, opening up to her probing tongue which he now incited with his while his hands clamped heavily on her waist.

Kaycie kept chanting to herself that this was just a ploy; to put this damnably arrogant man in his place – as well as to show Mark that she truly, honestly did not love him anymore.

And yet all of a sudden, the tables turned and Kaycie realized she wasn’t proving anything – not to Mark. Maybe to herself though.

Because now she knew that all those smoldering tingles she felt whenever she was near this handsome, undeniably sexy man called Nick Vitale wasn’t dislike as she’d believed, but an earth-shattering attraction she could no longer deny.
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Chapter Three
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At the same time Kaycie came to that startling revelation, Nick Vitale seemed to suddenly return to his senses and gripped her shoulders, wrenching her from him.

His expression was glazed with a mixture of desire, shock and fury. “What the hell...?”

“Nick!”

They both turned around at the sound of that shrill voice, and Kaycie noticed for the first time that it wasn’t just Mark who’d appeared on the balcony. Behind the staring Mark stood a young and beautiful woman, her skin glowing with a rich deep tone much like Nick Vitale’s own. She was very slim, her model-like figure sheathed in a fabulous white floor-length dress.

Kaycie’s eyes widened, struck by how lovely the woman was, though she looked no more than twenty-three. She had dark blue eyes and long blonde hair falling straight from her perfectly curved face. Her red-coated lips were hanging open, her expression a mirror of Mark’s who at last found his voice.

“Kaycie! How could you even...?”

Kaycie face creased in a grimace at Mark’s blustering tone, just as Nick Vitale shoved her aside, going quickly to the sexy looking beauty.

“Rachel, I can explain,” he began, but the young woman was already turning to stomp away.

“Spare me,” the blonde said coldly, her back to him as she stalked off, throwing over her shoulder, “Just you wait until I tell Daddy about this.”

Nick Vitale made to go after her, but Kaycie saw him stop in his tracks as he heard Mark say accusingly to Kaycie, “So this is the other guy, Kaycie. I just knew you were lying.”

Before Kaycie could even think of a reply, Nick Vitale turned his gaze on Mark and said calmly, “No, I definitely am not the “other guy”. But a word of advice my friend; give it up. She’s obviously more than you can handle. Trust me I know what I’m saying.”

And with that, he disappeared through the French doors after the woman he’d called Rachel.

Mark stared dazedly after the departed Nick Vitale before facing Kaycie once more.

“Don’t say another word,” Kaycie cut in swiftly, holding up a palm the second his lips parted. “If I still haven’t managed to convince you that it’s over between us, then there’s nothing else I can do or say. I’m leaving.”

He didn’t try to stop her, thankfully, and Kaycie brushed past him into the crowded ballroom where the party was still in full swing, people filling the dance floor while the lively band played popular tunes. 

Kaycie felt some relief in the fact that everyone else was blissfully oblivious to the little drama that had taken place just outside on the balcony. Glad too that neither Nick Vitale nor his woman friend were anywhere to be seen, Kaycie hustled for the exit.

She was still shuddering as her mind played over the whole cringe-worthy evening. Finding her purse and coat she headed straight out of the house. Once in the cool night air, she heaved a deep sigh of relief and swore that this would be the last time she’d venture into the walls of the Tucker home.

And hopefully, the last time she set eyes on that tempting devil, Nick Vitale...

Kaycie made her way out of the open wrought iron gates and began to stride quickly down the tree-lined sidewalk while trying to punch out a number for a cab on her cellphone. She suddenly became conscious of a sleek automobile grinding to halt next to her.

Nick Vitale was behind the wheel. He pushed open the passenger door for her. Kaycie stopped dead, staring at him.

“Get in,” he ordered curtly, leaning across the front passenger seat so she could look into his cold, dark eyes. “Right now.”

“You must be out of your mind,” she told him coldly, tossing her hair over her shoulder as she continued walking. She refused to look his way even as the powerfully sleek car began to slowly roll along after her.

“Don’t make me come out and bodily make you, Kaycie,” he said gruffly, and at the sound of her name on his lips, Kaycie paused in her stride and then swiveled to face him.

“I’m sure you’ve figured out by now that I’m not afraid of you, Mr. Nick Vitale,” she bit out with a scornful smile while meeting his icy glare. And then she sighed deeply. “You know, I’m getting more and more surprised at you. I mean, haven’t I embarrassed you – and myself, enough for one night?”

“Kaycie...”

Throwing her hands up at the growl in his tone, Kaycie finally let out a sound of capitulation. Not like anything worse could happen. For what it was worth, Kaycie felt a deep remorse. 

What she did had been unthinkable – uncalled for and downright stupid. One way or another, he may deserve some sort of apology. So okay, he’d been an annoying, interfering beast, but she really should have thought it through before kissing him. She’d never, ever done something so reckless in her life and now that the high had crashed down, she felt like a total idiot.

Without a word, she stepped into the luxurious confines of what happened to be a state-of-the-art Audi. The windows closed, sealing them within an atmosphere that both chilled her blood and warmed her toes. 

She felt Nick Vitale’s gaze sweep over her for a few moments in silence but she looked straight ahead. She let out a shaky breath as he then turned back to focus on his driving, shooting them off with a squeal of tires.




***
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“ADDRESS?” NICK VITALE quipped the moment they were out of the private road.

Kaycie pushed her fingers through her hair in exasperation. “Look, there’s absolutely no cause for you to drop me home. I much prefer to get a cab.”

“Save my time and your effort,” the infernal man said calmly yet with that hint of steel in his tone. His hand was poised over the GPS.

Quelling the urge to bestow him with her most catty eye roll, she blurted out her home address and then said a silent prayer that she could keep her cool the short drive to her place. Thankfully she didn’t live that far away and was virtually counting down the minutes until she would be free from Nicholas Vitale’s disturbing presence.

He drove smoothly and with total precision, and as the silence drew on Kaycie couldn’t help stealing a glance at his profile. She couldn’t read a thing from that darkly brooding face; he looked as forbidding as he always did. But soon, Kaycie felt the need to break the ominous silence so she took the bold step.

“Okay, Nick, why don’t you let it all out,” she said calmly, taking the liberty of calling him by his first name since he’d done the same with her. “Go on; tell me what else you think of me after that little stunt I pulled back there. I’ve come to discover you’re hardly the type to mince words.”

Was it her imagination, or was there an upward quirk to his tantalizing lush mouth? Kaycie wanted to kick herself for noticing how nicely curved his lips were for a man and how it had tasted damn good to kiss him. She could still feel the texture of those warm, lightly savoury lips with just a hint of bourbon.

“You’re a brave woman, Kaycie,” Nick told her somewhat thoughtfully. He spared her a narrow glance before facing the road again. “A little crazy, but I can see you’ve got guts. Unfortunately, all that does nothing to lessen the feelings of utter rage I have for you right now.”

Uh oh. Kaycie swallowed inaudibly. She should have known that underneath his cool exterior, the man was fuming. Hiding a flinch, she turned to view him as he continued to speak in that deceptively conversational tone.

“And do you know I’m engaged? No; I doubt that you do. You see, you’ve just managed to ruin my engagement to Rachel Conte. She definitely will not marry me now.”

Kaycie shrugged. “Too bad,” she said without any attempt to sound sorry for him. She’d forgotten nothing about the things he’d said to her and in fact, his accusations were drawing up her wounded feelings all over again. He was mean, hard and appalling and deserved whatever was coming for him.

“Yes; too bad for you,” he told her with a dark, stern tone. “Because I’ve decided that if she will not agree to go ahead with the planned wedding, you will have to do.”

Kaycie twisted right round to look at him after those bluntly delivered words.

Her mouth was slack as she told herself she had to have misunderstood him. “Are you being serious?”

“I’m certainly not joking,” he told her calmly, his eyes still on the road ahead, his grip on the steering wheel firm and sure. “I don’t know why you put on that performance, arresting though it was.”

He paused to cock an eyebrow at her, and she could tell he was being sarcastic. Her eyes narrowed though she didn’t interrupt as he continued, “But what I do know is that it has inconveniently landed me without a fiancée and therefore, no bride. This is a big problem for me. A billion dollar problem.”

His matter-of-fact tone made her sit up, her attention now fully grabbed as she tried to make sense of it all. He really wasn’t bluffing, she realized, staring at him. “Hold on...she hasn’t exactly broken up with you, has she?”

Nick’s well-cut lips twisted at her question. “Rachel has as good as done so. You saw me go after her. Well, I did my best to reason with her, but she told me it was best if I didn’t try to see her again. Ever.” He glanced Kaycie’s way, his gaze chilly. “Rachel is a proud, spoiled brat. Catching me in the arms of such a beautiful and delectable woman like you must have been a hard sight to stomach.”

Kaycie swallowed drily. It wasn’t the first time he’d called her beautiful tonight but she still felt that sheer drop in her belly. Now he called her both beautiful and delectable. Well he had a funny way of showing he regarded her as such, she thought even as she told herself she shouldn’t be sure he meant her to feel flattered by his comments.

Eyeing him speculatively, she murmured, “It seems there’s no love lost between the two of you.” She could hardly keep the curiosity from her tone as she awaited his reply.

“If you mean, do we love each other?” he began, slanting a cynical glance her way, “Then no. I’ve never considered love as a criterion for a good marriage. Mutual respect, physical compatibility, yes. But not love. Unlike you, I believe?”

Kaycie found herself glaring at him with defiance. “I guess you’re indirectly asking me if I’d marry a man I didn’t love. I believe you know the answer to that.”

Now he huffed skeptically. “Ah sure; and the reason you turned Mark down was because you didn’t love him. Yeah, right. You never did strike me as the sentimental type – so I’d rather go with: you don’t want to marry him because he just isn’t rich enough for you.”

He sent her one of his sardonic looks even as she bristled speechlessly.

“After all, Mark Tucker is simply the nephew to Marilyn Tucker who holds the reins of whatever wealth the family owns. Mark’s father wasn’t the one who amassed all that Tucker money – Marilyn did. Mark is probably going to have to at least work his way up the ladder within the family’s holdings and see where that gets him. But it’s really up to his aunt how far he goes and once he’s through with his military career, she just might start him at the bottom. My point? He’s no trust fund baby and he relies too much on his family name which only goes so far as the whims of his doting aunt. Which makes him far from loaded – certainly not rolling in enough dough to impress you, I’m certain.”

Kaycie was gasping, unable to piece a proper sentence together while she felt so totally slayed by his unfair comments. Where the hell was all this coming from? He had no right – no freaking right – to say these things to her and she marveled at how much thought he put into his opinions of her. And much as she hated to admit it to herself, it really, really hurt.

“You’re such a jerk,” she managed to choke out at last. “First you call me cold and heartless – and now you’re implying I’m a gold-digger. What the hell?”

He pinned her with a quelling glance, before looking carelessly away again. “Like I said earlier, I’m simply making conclusions. Whether they’re accurate or not remains to be seen. One thing I know for sure...you’re far from cold.”

From the look he sent her in that moment, Kaycie felt her face flush as she knew he was referring to that brief, steamy kiss on the balcony.

Well truth be told she’d put her all into that kiss. She could recall probing inside his hot sweet mouth and feeling the flashing heat of his tongue against hers.

Kaycie squirmed just thinking how damned good that had felt. She’d never forget that faint waft of his cologne; so masculine, expensive and thrilling. A man's kiss had never tasted so good and feeling his hands grip her waist had been so erotic and had made her just want to melt against him, into him. He was one sexy son of a bitch and she detested herself for wanting him as badly as she knew she did deep inside.

Looking away from his devilishly handsome face and outside the window, she ignored the twitching in between her treacherous thighs and muttered, “I really hope Rachel dumps you for real, Nick. Even I wouldn’t marry a beast like you.”

He chuckled humorlessly, obviously unperturbed. “You’d better pray she doesn’t dump me, dear Kaycie. Or you’ll be next in line.”

The soft menace in his words vibrated in the air around them, throwing Kaycie into confusion. She was barely aware that he’d brought the car to a stop right in front of her apartment; her head was in such a whirl. But then when she felt him grip her chin between his thumb and index finger, her eyes flew to his in surprise. He gave her no chance to react as he suddenly swooped his head down and owned her lips.

Yes, owned. Because the moment his mouth touched hers, he gave her no doubt who was in charge this time.

Firm yet sensuous, his lips ground into hers with a fiery passion nothing like his habitual ice-cold demeanor.

Kaycie couldn’t control her breathing; sharp gasps of excitement spilling from her parted lips. She could feel his dominance in every demanding brushstroke of his mouth over hers, which brought the juices fizzing through her panties.

The kiss grew harder, more carnal and Kaycie was tempted to moan with bliss. She hated that she liked the way his lips felt over hers; the way his tongue mimicked the act of wicked, hot sex. 

Hot damn. 

Her fingers squeezed tight on her clutch purse as she resisted the strong urge to grab his lapels and pull him hard against her now throbbing breasts. Beneath her bodice, her nipples felt like lead thimbles; thick and heavy. 

But Nick pulled away when she least expected, and Kaycie felt like whining in protest. Her eyes peeled open to find him drawing back, shoving a hand through his wavy dark hair as he looked away for a moment.

“You, Ms. Hayes, are a distraction I don’t want and I certainly don’t need,” he muttered gruffly, as if to himself.

Well, fuck you, thought Kaycie, tumbling back down to earth with a crash. What was that? He blew hot and then cold, the same way he drove her mad with fury and then turned her to molten lava in turns.

“May I remind you that you started all this? You were the one who couldn’t seem to mind your own damned business,” she spat, feeling slapped by his attitude after that pussy-drenching kiss. She’d never met a more infuriating man in her life and she couldn’t believe how much her whole body ached for more of his kisses, his touch. Just imagining being taken by a man like Nick Vitale had her pulse rate speeding alarmingly. She must be crazy.

“All I did was speak my mind, Kaycie. If you felt insulted, I think kissing me was the wrong way to show your displeasure. I didn’t ask you to throw yourself at me.”

“Why you...”

“Save it,” he snapped through her raving words. “It’s obvious we both crossed the line tonight and I’m going to have to figure a way to undo whatever clusterfuck I – and you – have gotten me into.”

His expression was unreadable as he held her fuming stare. “Don’t think this is some game, Kaycie. Because it isn’t. I’m dead serious and the sooner you start believing that, the better for you. We’ll definitely be seeing each other again soon. Now get out.”

Kaycie blinked, surprised at the abrupt command. “What?”

“If you much rather I threw you out...,” Nick muttered, and knowing he could very well do it Kaycie scrambled out while her knees shook with rage.

“I was right, Nick; you are a beast,” Kaycie spat, before slamming the door after her. He made no reply, but sped off leaving behind a cloud of exhaust fumes.
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Chapter Four


[image: image]


Nick was tapping his fingers idly on the polished surface of the table next to him, striving hard to control his impatience.

He was seated within Luca Conte’s opulent study, his drink of whiskey untouched by his elbow. His future father-in-law paced the Moroccan rug underfoot, his expression fathomless.

And yet, Nick told himself he knew what was coming. It was two days since the eventful dinner party he’d escorted Rachel to. He’d been expecting this summons from her father, who had also been a close friend and business associate to Nick’s father. Both their families went back before either of the Contes or Vitales had settled in America four generations ago, from their home country Italy.

Nick had received a call from the old man’s secretary requesting his presence at the family house that morning.

Well, here he was.

“I really must say, Nick,” Luca Conte began at long last, stopping his furious pacing to turn to the younger man. His lined yet handsome and heavily bearded face held a frown as Nick looked up at him with expectation, “That when Rachel came to me, sobbing with the news of what you did I was quite shocked. It didn’t sound like you at all.”

I’ll bet, thought Nick wryly, though he asked in a mild tone, “Just what did Rachel tell you, Uncle?” Nick had been calling Luca ‘uncle’ since his schoolboy days and even now that he was almost thirty, still gave the older man his due respect – especially since Luca had been more of a father figure to him than Nick's dad had been.

Luca’s expression looked almost like he was pleading with Nick to deny the allegations as he said, “Rachel told me that she caught you kissing some woman at the party you accompanied her to. She was mistaken, wasn’t she?”

Nick looked the older man dead in the eye. “No, Uncle Luca. She wasn’t mistaken. What Rachel said is true.”

Luca Conte looked dazed for a moment, though more at the blunt way Nick had stated it. But then what had he been expecting, Nick mused, that I would lie?

Luca shook his head at him. “Nick!” he burst out in exclamation. “I can’t imagine what could have come over you...”

Neither can I, Nick thought with a wry twist to his lips – but then the image of a sultry-eyed woman with soft, full lips and a knock-out body came to mind. Oh, he knew exactly what had come over him, he decided as a now familiar ache cut him right where he lived. Just thinking about that temptress Kaycie had his cock stirring at the memory of her taste, scent and the sexy sound of her slightly husky tone of voice.

“You think this is a joke?” Luca rasped and Nick suddenly became aware that he’d been smiling to himself. Quickly, Nick wiped the look from his face and rose from his chair.

“What can I say, Uncle?” sighed Nick. “That I had one drink too many?” He shrugged. “I really wish that was the case. I won’t go into details but I have to confess that the woman who kissed me had every cause to do so.”

Yep, she had. If he hadn’t butted into her affairs – and if he had stopped her from making a fool of him instead of kissing her right back like a starved goon, he wouldn’t be in this colossal mess...

“I see,” Luca said heavily, and then turned away. “I had hoped I could try and win you back into Rachel’s good favor, but now I see I really shouldn’t bother. It’s obvious you don’t love my daughter and never did. It was your father’s and my fault, throwing you two together since you were younger in the hope that you’d have a future with each other. And now, well...” The old man shrugged, a resigned look on his face.

Nick felt a small sigh escape him – could it be relief? To his surprised, he suddenly didn’t consider it such a disaster if Rachel wasn’t going to marry him.

“You do realize what this means?” the other man asked Nick soberly as both men stood face to face. Though Luca was tall he had grown stocky, his hair thinning at the sides yet not detracting from his darkly handsome looks that sat well on the fifty-six year old man. 

Nick wasn’t sure how to respond so he waited for Luca to continue as he said, “Rachel told me that she wasn’t going through with the wedding, not after your little aberration. I think she felt more insulted than anything else. Still, she’s upstairs in her bedroom, if you want to talk with her. You’re the only one who can salvage this situation, Nick. But remember...”

Nick had already been making to leave the room, and paused in the doorway to turn and regard Luca quizzically. Luca added, “If she doesn’t agree to marry you, you’ll have to find someone who will.”

And you know exactly why, Luca’s eyes seemed to say solemnly, and Nick gave him a terse nod. Oh, I know.

He was going to lose his billion dollar inheritance if he didn’t.
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NICK SPENT THE NEXT several days working – and planning – hard. Now seated behind the massive oak desk in his well-appointed, expansive office that might soon no longer be his, he went over the bitter argument he’d had with Rachel that last time, up in her bedroom suite.

She started raining abuses at him the moment he entered her sitting room area – right before she flung his ring at him. Okay, so he’d always known she was the violent type but she’d really taken it too far this time, thought Nick. 

The enormous diamond stud had barely missed his right eye, and the duck he’d made couldn’t have come a second sooner. And yet her next words made his lips twitch wryly even as she stomped into the adjoining bedroom while Nicholas followed. He saw the open bags and luggage and his eyebrows shot up.

“Don’t even bother trying to explain,” Rachel snapped, her blonde ponytail swaying as she began to throw clothes into the open case on her bed. “I’m leaving tomorrow for a much-needed vacation – which obviously means I’m not going to marry you. The wedding's off. I knew you never had any true feelings for me, but this is the last straw. In a day or two the whole world is going to hear about how I jilted you. You hear me?” she added on a scream.

Rachel’s creamy, tanned complexion had gone red with her fury as Nick stared at her expressionlessly.

“It was you who cheated on me, and it was I who called off the wedding,” she said with deep satisfaction as she shoved a finger in his suited chest. She swung away and went on with her packing while seething. “That means no wife for you, Nick – and possibly no inheritance.”

Nick's lips twisted at her malicious, mocking words. “That really would please you, wouldn’t it?” he murmured calmly. “You surprise me. I’d have thought that the opportunity of marrying an heir to over a billion dollars would be very tempting.”

“Well you can go to hell with your billions, Nick,” she snapped, turning on him again as her teeth bared in a snarl, her blue eyes flashing. “And you can go back to your sexy slut.”

At that Nick felt his anger snap out of its leash as he grabbed her shoulders in a hard grip. “You just watch your mouth, young lady,” he gritted, stressing the last word ironically. “If you must know, I find her more of a woman than you ever could be.”

And with a jolt, Nick realized that was true. He’d known Rachel since she was barely seventeen and he twenty-three. As they’d grown older and their parents began to push them together, he’d tried to look at her beyond her silly, over-pampered heiress façade. But he’d come to discover there wasn’t much there. 

Rachel was beautiful, entitled, a snob, and far from matured enough to handle his masculine needs. Now that she was almost twenty-four, he’d managed to convince himself that she’d improve with time and molding once she became his wife.

Nick had put up with her tantrums, diva antics and bratty ways for too long and now he figured she just might never grow up. Not enough to suit him anyway. She was as different from Kaycie Hayes as night was from day. Kaycie might be an infuriating tease that got under his skin far too easily, but she was all woman in ways that fired his blood.

He could no longer deny it.

He’d probably wanted her from the first time he’d seen her several months ago. It had startled him how much he’d reacted to her physically and even now he couldn’t really understand it.

It had taken all he could to conceal his true response to the tall, curvy and intelligent woman. That kiss on the balcony had brought to life a raging fire within his loins in ways that had never even glimmered in all the time he’d been engaged to Rachel. Yes, Rachel was undoubtedly beautiful and many men would consider the slim blonde sexy but Nick felt himself drawn to Kaycie in ways that perturbed him. Kaycie was definitely more of a woman and minute after minute, he began to discover that he liked the thought of her being his woman too much.

“Well, she’s more than welcome to you,” he heard Rachel say with chilly composure. He let her go with disgust even as she added with a sneer, “I’m sure that once she knows how much you’re worth, she’ll be all yours. No doubt she’d love to take my vacant spot as the future Mrs. Vitale.”

Now it was two days after and Nick chuckled out loud to himself as he looked down at pages and photos in the file his investigators had compiled on Kaycie Hayes. He picked up a particularly eye-catching shot of her, taken by the beach where she’d gone sunbathing with a few of her friends just days ago. She was clad in some kind of ruffled black bikini that played off her curvy figure to perfection.

The camera had caught her just off the side and her curves were well exhibited, reminding Nick how it had felt having her luscious body pressed up hard against him. From memory, he knew she hid a caseload of molten heat beneath an exterior he’d once thought of as calculating and detached.

She’d been assigned to major design contracts involving a few of his estate development structures in both the housing and corporate sectors in the past. He’d been impressed and startled how a young woman such as herself had been able to get involved in such high-level projects – but then he’d believed that with her looks, she probably used her many feminine talents to make her way.

He knew for a fact she was linked to many top shots and he’d seen her on the arm of a few moneybags he knew both socially and in business. He’d gotten the impression she was very ambitious and determined to climb to the top of her game. And there was nothing wrong with that so why had he held that so much against her from the beginning?

The few times they’d come in contact before that fateful dinner party, something must have told him she was a woman who could pierce his defenses quite easily. And her fiery kiss had proven that.

There was no way he’d soon forget how that first unexpected touch of her juicy, generous lips had felt – and what it had done to his ramping hormones.

But was that enough to take Rachel’s catty suggestion seriously? Nick told himself it was certainly something to consider in closer scrutiny than ever before.
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Chapter Five
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“Tell me it isn’t true!” Natasha Price, Kaycie’s close friend and confidant, cried on the other end of the phone line. Natasha also happened to be the editor of a popular society magazine which was nothing more than a glorified gossip sheet on the rich and mighty. She was around the same age as Kaycie, and both girls had looked out for each other over the years, while trying to inch their way up their respective career ladders.

Kaycie sighed dejectedly. “I wish I could.” She slumped back into her seat as she pushed a catalogue of designs to the far edge of her desk. “But I can’t. I really did jump Nick Vitale with a kiss at the tribute dinner of my military ex-boyfriend. I’m almost afraid to ask how you heard about it.”

“Phew. I was almost certain it was all just a hoax,” Natasha breathed with expressive relief that Kaycie found not in the least reassuring. Natasha was the kind of girl who had ears and eyes everywhere. She knew anyone who was anyone and rubbed shoulders with people from all walks of life thanks to her confident and winning personality.

Kaycie’s eyes rolled heavenwards. “Always the incurable gossip, aren’t you?”

“It’s all part of my job description, honey,” her friend cooed. “And yet when that nasty female showed up at my office with the scoop you could have knocked me over with a feather. To think that her fiancé of over a year, the dangerously hunky Nick Vitale, has been given the boot. Well. I couldn’t believe any woman would be demented enough to let him go – even if he was caught necking with another woman. And when I found out that woman was you...damn girl I almost died. I thought it was either the bitch was lying or it wasn’t the same Kaycie Hayes I knew.”

“Well, now you’ve confirmed it,” Kaycie said ruefully. “I didn’t even know that Conte girl recognized me.”

“You’re not as unknown as you think, my dear. Besides, she could easily have found out about you. Anyway you’ll be in the spotlight soon enough because the story’s coming out in the latest edition. Sorry, babe,” she went on when Kaycie groaned, “But I had to do it. It’s just too juicy to drop. Better look out for the headlines: “Rachel Conte Breaks Dream Match with Nick Vitale.” Here, why don’t I read out the first paragraph: “Things are not looking up for the rakish Vitale heir as his fiancée, young and beautiful Rachel Conte, breaks off the year-long engagement after catching him smooching at a party with Kaycie Hayes, well-known interior decorator.”

“Oh God, stop!” Kaycie groaned, a palm against her temple as her vision seemed to swim for a moment in embarrassment.

“For what it’s worth, I didn’t exactly handle the story,” Natasha explained in a gentler tone. “My editor-in-chief snatched it off me and refused to keep your name out. Something about not letting personal interest get in the way of my job of giving readers the truth – the whole truth and so on.”

“It’s okay, Natasha; it’s not your fault. Obviously, Rachel what’s-her-name was set on disgracing Nick for what he did and that’s why she sold your paper the story. No; I have only myself to blame for being so stupid as to go kissing a near stranger – handsome and irresistible though he is. It was just one of those crazy impulses, you know? The ones that blink on and off in your head and before you know it, you've made the dumbest mistake of your life.”

Natasha chuckled. “Now now, don’t go feeling sorry for yourself. Feel sorry for poor Nick Vitale. Now that his bride-to-be has dumped him, he might lose everything he’s ever owned.”

Kaycie’s eyes widened in confusion. “I don’t understand.”

“It’s strictly confidential – you know, “hush-hush,” Natasha said in comically husky whisper that Kaycie had to strain to hear, “And only a handful are really aware of this detail, but when Nick’s father died six months ago, he left a clause in his Will that if Nick didn’t get married by the time he turned thirty, then the Vitale fortune – worth over a billion dollars – would be taken from him and given to charity. Every red cent.”

Kaycie sank back against her desk for support. “Oh.” No wonder he’d been furious with her for jeopardizing his engagement.

“I guess I blew it, right?” she said at last, grimacing.

“With a cannon ball,” Natasha agreed, chuckling softly but not unkindly. “Rachel’s father is a close friend of the family and it would have gone down so ‘pat’ if both families could have been linked by marriage, both having strong Italian American heritage. Well, now the Conte and Vitale fortunes will have to go their separate ways.”

Oh shit! What have I done, Kaycie wondered in remorse as she chewed on her thumbnail. This didn’t sound good. Whoever said a kiss was just a kiss had no clue what they were saying.

“Looks like hunky Nick will probably now be scouting for a new candidate,” the gossipy Natasha went on and Kaycie listened raptly, despite herself very interested in hearing more. “And sure, there’s probably a sea of females out there who’d be willing to jump into the role of the Vitale bride, but who knows what Nick intends to do now? Not that I think for a moment he’ll willingly give up all that money. Losing his birthright all for some stupid reason. Nick’s father must have felt his son was too much of a roving rake and wanted to make sure the gorgeous Nick settled down when the time was right. Nick would be a fool not to find a replacement and quick, since his thirtieth birthday is in just one month. He’s in deep shit, I must say.”

And it’s all thanks to me, Kaycie thought, her sense of guilt steepening. Nick Vitale might be a prize bastard; he’d treated her worse than any man ever had and yet she wouldn’t have wished all this on him. It had simply been a case of the wrong place and time, for both of them.

Now there seemed to be nothing she could do to make it all better – or was there?
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Chapter Six
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The very next evening, Kaycie swung open her front door to its ring and stopped short at the sight of Nick standing on her doorstep looking as virile – and forbidding as ever.

He was dressed in a dark business suit which fit his broad, lithe frame to breath-stealing perfection. His brown eyes were narrowed with fathomless intent and as she stared into his handsome face, she felt that twinge in her deepest core that reminded her how long it was since she’d felt solid masculine heat surge between her thighs.

“Nick,” she let out on a croak, pressing her suddenly sweaty palms down on her faded cut-off shorts which barely skimmed past her bottom. The only thing else she had on was her cropped sleeveless white tee which suddenly felt like it could stifle her especially as Nick was giving her a thorough once-over. A flicker of appreciation crossed his face.

He finally lifted his gaze to hers, a predatory smile flashing white against his smoothly tanned face. “Why do you look so surprised? I should have thought you’d be expecting me.”

“If you’re here to play your games...,” she began tightly, and saw him lift his hands in surrender.

“I come in peace,” he cut in mildly. “And hopefully I’ll get invited for a cool, long beverage. I drove over straight from the office and I’m sort of hot and bothered.”

“Yeah, right,” Kaycie muttered, surprising herself by stepping to the side to allow him in even as she said, “Okay - but no hanky-panky.”

Nick laughed deeply, brushing past her and into her sizeable, elegantly furnished open-plan apartment. “Do people really still say stuff like that? No hanky-panky. Don’t worry, I had no such thing in mind.” 

He chuckled once more, shaking his head and turning to face her in the middle of the living room done in highly modern chic with red, cream and black accents. Well-lit and filled with tasteful artifacts gracing the walls and corners, it wasn’t an overly large place but every item had been picked with care and thought.

Kaycie led him to one of the stylishly upholstered sofas, and watched him survey the contemporary surroundings with an appraising air. “Nice décor,” he commented. “Did it all yourself?”

“I handled the design, yes,” she murmured, inwardly brimming with pleasure at his light approval. “Would you like to sit down? I made some iced tea – would you like that?”

“Sounds nice,” he said with a slightly mocking tilt to his smile, and Kaycie resisted the urge to make a face at him as she headed for the kitchen. She returned some minutes later with a pitcher of cubes and two filled glasses to find him standing by an inlaid shelf, looking at the framed pictures set there.

He sent her a glance. “I take it these are your parents?”

Kaycie nodded. “They’re back home in Illinois. I’m an only child and they more or less groomed me to fend for myself. It’s a lesson I took along with me to this day, living far from my family and trying to make my way in the world.”

She handed him a glass which he took with a nod of thanks. “I’m sure they’re very proud seeing the success you’ve become,” he told her mildly, and she smiled with a shake of her head.

“Still a long way to go. But then, I’m grateful for what I’ve achieved.”

There was a pause as they both sipped from their drinks, Nick’s brows rising in enjoyment as he murmured, “This is good.”

Kaycie took a much too hasty gulp of her iced tea as their eyes met over the glasses. The fact that they were having small talk, here, seemed incongruous to what was sizzling beneath the surface. There was that twang of awareness between them that made perspiration slide down her bare back in tiny rivulets. She’d never known a man to look so potently male with all his clothes on – making her start to imagine just how much more tantalizing he’d be naked.

Damn...the thought of Nick Vitale, naked, was enough to turn her nipples into granite-hard knots now straining against her thin tank.

“Looks like we have more in common than I had realized. We’re both an only child – and we’re both go-getters determined to achieve our goals,” Nick said in a steadily deepening voice that seemed to tease the very hairs on her pores. “We’d make a perfect combination, don’t you think?”

Something that glinted darkly in his eyes right then made Kaycie’s throat constrict. His beautiful lips curved in a tyrannical smile and Kaycie just knew she’d been a fool to let him in. Not that she’d had the chance to even think or consider the right or wrong of giving Nick the chance to invade her personal space the way he was doing now.

“Perfect combination for what?” Kaycie heard the slight tremor in her voice and bit on her bottom lip. Crap. Looking into Nick’s deep brown gaze reminded her of the moment he’d kissed her in his car. Now that had been one hell of a hard, hot and passionate kiss. No games, just lust. But then he’d ruined it by talking like he wanted nothing to do with her. Called her a distraction he didn’t need or even want.

And yet now he was here. Heaven only knew his agenda but from the way the air crackled all around them, Kaycie had a feeling that nothing on earth could save her from Nick’s feral pursuit.

Like a panther on the prowl, he closed what space was left between them. Even though he didn’t touch her, she felt his nearness like a blanket of warmth closing in on her. There was no doubt that Nick could turn up the temperature in a room without even trying.

He merely shook his head with a smile at her question and then murmured, “We're very much the same, you and I. Because we don’t let anything hold us back be it personally or professionally. I can tell that like me, you’ve broken a few rules – rocked the system, just to make sure you reached the next level. You do what you need to do, Kaycie. And I respect that. You’re sassy, you’re bold – and you’ve got one hell of a way of making your point.”

Nick flashed a sudden grin and Kaycie felt herself smiling back for like no apparent reason. Damn, but when a man like Nick switched on the charm, what was a simple woman to do?

Shivering slightly, Kaycie stamped down the urge to simply dissolve in a puddle beneath his scorching smile.

“While you, Nick Vitale, are a tyrant – and one hell of a contradiction,” Kaycie muttered, her eyes challenging him to deny it. Here he was, paying her high compliments when many nights ago, he’d painted a far less flattering picture.

Kaycie was still waiting for his apology for the way he’d spoken and treated her. Though all things considered, she’d more than given him a taste of his own medicine – in more ways than one.

He smiled, nodded once, and raised his glass in a toast. “I’ll drink to that. Cheers.”

Their glasses clinked, and Kaycie’s lips were twitching in a smile she had to fight back as their eyes met over the rim of their glasses. Who would have thought it? Both of them, drinking iced tea, smiling and toasting glasses like old friends – or lovers.

I really shouldn’t have thought up that last word, Kaycie realized, knowing Nick must have seen something on her face by the way his gaze narrowed suddenly. Both their smiles died off and an unspecified element of raw, intense awareness shot up between them. Slowly, he set down his glass, gently taking hers from her now nerveless fingers.

Kaycie didn’t think to react, not until his arms encircled her waist. Then she tried to pull back and yet found the effort futile because his hold was like bands of steel as he brought her chest-to-chest with him.

Kaycie’s head was reeling. Her body felt turned to jelly; she was in heat. This man. He was something else; he made her lose her self-control in ways she’d never dreamed possible. Just by holding her close, he rendered her speechless as she became achingly aware of every strong, masculine outline of his frame.

“This is what I really want,” he said huskily, his gaze sweltering, right before he swooped his head to the side and took her mouth in a demanding, eating kiss.

In a last bid at resisting, Kaycie fought to keep her lips clamped tight – only to have her resolve shattered almost instantly when his masterful tongue flickered out to run over the seam of her lips, causing her to exhale sharply in submission. Unable to fight his manly skill, Kaycie opened up to him eagerly.

In seconds it became clear to Kaycie why she’d had innumerable sleepless nights since that first time they’d kissed. And like that second kiss inside his car, Nick called the shots, deepening and then easing off the kiss at will, driving her off the brink with his alternatively tender and rough probing of her hidden secrets.

Kaycie heard a tiny whimper of pleasure escape her parted lips, her fingers curling into his jacket lapels. As she tumbled inside his exciting taste and aroma, his hands swept over her quivering form. His touch was possessive, heated, famished. He cupped the curves of her ass and brought her even tighter against his hard, overpowering masculinity. Time stood still for her as Nick made her maddeningly aware of the effect kissing her was having on him.
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“KAYCIE,” NICK SAID on a groan as he tore his lips from hers moments later, his breath ragged. “You’re doing it again...making me crazy. So crazy that I could rip off your clothes and ravish you where we stand.”

His lips were pressed to her neck now, tasting the thin film of perspiration and inhaling the intoxicating fragrance that was all Kaycie, always enough to inflame him so that anytime she was near, he wanted her. 

He may have been able in the past to successfully conceal his rampaging desire for her. But any close observer would have noticed that hidden beneath his pretense of dislike was a confounding desire for a woman who made his brain want to explode.

Nick had felt secure in his camouflage, believing all these months that his red-hot desire for this beautiful, vivacious woman would fade – and yet he suddenly realized he’d only been postponing the torture. Now, he couldn’t hide the way she made him feel because his own body was betraying him even then.

He hitched his hands beneath the hem of her top, and heard her catch her breath. But she did nothing to stop him when he trailed his seeking fingers upwards. And when the full, heavy mounds of her breasts spilled into his palms, Kaycie let out a shuddery moan.

He felt the peak of her breasts squeeze into tight nubs as he grazed them with his fingertips, and his gaze lifted and locked with hers to find her staring at him dazedly. Nick knew she could see the answering torment mirrored in his eyes which would tell her in no uncertain terms that they were in this phase of sensual abandon together.
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Chapter Seven
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Only in her deepest fantasies had a man touched her with such skillful passion. Kaycie had only ever dreamed to find someone who could induce a desperate need in her to be consumed; to feel his manhood invading her hidden sheathe, claiming her for his own.

“Nick,” she gasped, shocked by the giddy heat she felt when his hands squeezed hard on her breasts. He showed no reserve; almost like he knew she wouldn’t fight this; fight him. Kaycie had no intention of fighting. Her body craved this like its next breath. Craved his fingertips rolling her shameless little nipples within them; hungered for his lips mouthing their way along her collarbone and then down the exposed slope of her cleavage.

“I want my mouth here...and then here,” Nick told her plainly, his fingers squeezing on her nipple while his other hand slipped in between her thighs to cup her clothed mound.

Kaycie wondered if she could possibly get more slippery with arousal. Her heart might find him an exasperating man of contrasts whom she so much wanted to hate. But her body...good grief. Every living cell she had desired him with a force that made her knees weak.

“And then I want your legs, wrapped around my neck as I drive my cock deep inside you. Again and again,” he rasped, his lips like a brand over her soft flesh. “I want you looking at me while I fuck you, watching me slide in and out of your hot pussy. I want, Kaycie. I want you.”

Kaycie couldn’t stop shivering at his raunchy, raspy words of desire. He had her all wet and willing to succumb to whatever he had in mind – no matter how wild and wicked.

Her head flung back as his mouth sealed over her nipple through the fabric of her top. Even with the barrier, she felt the heat of his mouth like a ring of fire wrapped around her nipple. His teeth sank through the thin cotton and marked her flesh, causing her to cry out his name. Her legs started to buckle and it was a relief when he caught her up easily, nuzzling the cleft of her breasts while his arms wrapped around her thighs, lifting her in the air.

Nick deposited her on the nearest bar stool, and suddenly arched over her to grab her lips in another grinding kiss that was all wet, sloppy tongue. Shit. A kiss like that would have a woman shoving her man close, grabbing his rock-hard cock and impaling herself before riding him to a mutually satisfying finish.

Kaycie felt his hands on her knees and didn’t think twice about spreading her legs open. She was panting against his lips as his fingers began to work on the buttons of her shorts while her fingers were busy pushing off his jacket and tugging down his tie.

Neither of them could hide the fact that they were burning to get naked and have some seriously hot sex. It had been sizzling in the air between them for months as they’d skirted each other in the business arena. The sophisticated, hardworking Kaycie Hayes and the dark, enigmatic Nick Vitale, both strong personalities but with so many other differences.

They say opposites attract and Kaycie had no doubt Nick was dissimilar in many more ways than she could count. She couldn’t act as cold and calculating as he undoubtedly could. And it wasn’t so easy for her to hold back her attraction for him that surpassed any she’d felt for any man before. He had great power over her emotions and sensations while Kaycie could never say for sure where she stood with him. What was this, just physical, or could there be something deeper?

Kaycie didn’t want to dwell on that. For now, her body sought fulfillment – a long deprived sexual release that she felt sure Nick could provide with effortless skill. Eager to discover more, Kaycie shed all shyness and slid her hands down his chest to the bulge at his trouser front. Her hand came in contact with an impressively thick and lengthy erection and she veritably purred, hearing his echoing groan of approval. Her mind suddenly clouded over with white smokes of lust and it took many seconds to realize her phone was ringing.

Shit! No. Nick was biting and sucking on her neck, his hand shoved inside her unbuttoned shorts and massaging her pussy over her now drenched panties. Goodness. She squeezed harder on his massive arousal and gloried in his feral hiss of pleasure. But that infernal phone just wouldn’t stop ringing. Dammit.

Kaycie felt Nick’s touch grow more insistent as he stroked her swollen, silk-clad pussy while his other hand fondled her tits beneath her top. His tongue grazed the skin of her throat and that sensitized region sent ecstasy spiraling in waves over her senses. And yet the grating peal of the telephone finally broke into their passion-crazed fog and she felt Nick swear underneath his breath even as Kaycie pushed away from him, both of them breathing harshly.

Nick grinned, pulling back. “Saved by the bell, hmm?”

Kaycie could only gape at him for a moment. Here she was trying to remember her own name while her brain struggled to recover from a shutdown – and he was making jokes. Damn.

“Since the damned thing has inconveniently cut in, you might as well answer it,” he told her drily, reluctantly releasing her and backing away. Kaycie straightened her disheveled top, fighting for composure before wordlessly going to where the phone lay on a side table. She was conscious of how shaky her legs were and how her nerve-endings still throbbed with need.

Her hand was trembling slightly as she raised the phone to her ear, aware of Nick watching her every move, his ravenous gaze almost the undoing of her.

“Hello?” she croaked, looking away from Nick’s piercing black eyes.

“Kaycie?”

Kaycie snapped to attention at the sound of that familiar voice, and made the error of saying his name out loud. “Mark!”

From the corner of her eye, Kaycie saw Nick stiffen.

“Have you seen the latest edition of Very VIP magazine?” Kaycie heard Mark ask, his voice a mixture of shock and anger.

Turning her back quickly to Nick, Kaycie replied, “Um, no...but I’ve got a good idea what’s in it. Mark, I never knew you even read that type of sensationalist crap.”

“I don’t as a rule; I hate these gossip rags but Trisha positively devours them – she was the one who showed me this current edition. And well, I’m flabbergasted. I didn’t realize this guy was some famous dude – Nick Vitale. He’s one of the richest property developers in the city – and he was engaged, Kaycie!”

His tone was accusatory, and Kaycie was about to explain that she’d had no clue back then that Nick had been ‘taken’, so to speak. Meanwhile she was fuming; so Trisha had shown him the magazine, huh? That interfering, spiteful little...

But before Kaycie could say a word in her defense, Mark continued, “Kaycie, don’t let his fame and wealth blind you. It doesn’t make him a better catch than me, baby. Nor do his billions. What matters is I’m the man who loves you truly, always have. You just need to...”

Kaycie could not believe her ears. “Are we still on that topic, Mark? For goodness sake! I can’t...marry...you!” she spelled out in exasperation, and then gasped in surprise as the receiver was wrenched from her grip.

Kaycie was open-mouthed as Nick, now stood next to her, barked into the phone. “I thought I told you to back off.”

Nick’s tone was dark and menacing, and Kaycie stared at him in mortification as he added gruffly, “The lady said no. Many times. When exactly are you going to get the message? Because I’m very well of the mind to come over there and make you.” Moments later, after getting no response, he banged the phone back on its cradle.

“There. That should get rid of him,” Nick muttered as he dusted off his hands with self-satisfaction.

Kaycie was scowling. “Wow. Thanks for butting in – again,” were her biting words. “And since when did you change sides? I thought you sympathized with him.”

Nick’s thinned lips eased into a small, sensuous smile as he reached out to take hold of her chin. “That was before I decided I want you for myself,” he rumbled, tilting her face up and planting a warm, possessive kiss on her lips that stole her breath.

Long seconds later, he lifted his head to look piercingly into her wide, mesmerized eyes, saying deeply, “You’re not marrying Mark, Kaycie...because you’ll be walking down the aisle with me.”
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KAYCIE STEPPED BACK, away from his distracting touch, his tempting lips. Her heart turned cold against the warm entitlement in his tone. She had a clue about the reasons why he wanted to marry her – and they weren’t good enough.

“No,” she said firmly, turning away.

So that was what his kisses had been about. His passionate ministrations...all that part of a ploy to soften her up for this?

Well, Kaycie told herself he wasn’t going to seduce her into marrying him so he could secure his precious fortune.

“Do you think I’m fooling around?” Nick growled, gripped her elbow and spinning her around so she had to look up into his face. “Do you think I’m asking you on a whim?”

Kaycie held his gaze squarely. “Why are you asking me, Nick?”

Kaycie realized she had to hear it from him. Wanted to know if he could be completely straight with her. For some reason, that meant a great deal.

Nick hesitated, his eyes boring darkly into hers. And then he shrugged, releasing her as he let out an angry sigh. “I need a wife. As soon as possible. Because if I don’t get married in five weeks’ time, everything I own; all I’ve ever worked for, will be going up in smoke. My inheritance will end up being given all to charity – I’ll be left with nothing,” he said factually.

Kaycie let out a ragged sigh of relief. He didn’t look pleased having to come clean, but she could tell he felt some kind of relief at finally being able to lay it on the table.

“And you picked me,” she said more than asked, unable to keep the slight sarcasm from her tone.

“No, Kaycie, you picked me,” Nick said, his eyes suddenly flashing with irritation as he spun to face her. “My life was going fine until you decided to pull that kissing stunt at the dinner party. I would easily have settled for Rachel, but you blew it and I think it’s only fair that you should at least attempt to make things right. Don’t you?” His brow lifted in a mocking ‘V’ that made Kaycie bristle.

Shoving her hair back, she let out a ‘whoosh’. “Look. I’m really sorry about everything. But there’s no way I’ll...”

“Trust me, I wouldn’t be asking you to do this if there wasn’t so much at stake,” he said in a cold tone that reminded her of the old Nick; the forbidding, untouchable and ice-cold Nick that made something twist deep within her chest. A shiver of foreboding crossed through her and she hugged her arms to herself.

“You called me a tyrant,” Nick said coolly. “Well, that’s exactly what my father was. Apparently, he intended to teach me a lesson after some long ago imagined slight. He knew I’d do anything to hold on to what’s my birthright. He certainly made me work hard enough all these years to earn it. I was never given any special treatment for being the boss’s only son; in fact I had to prove myself even harder than everyone else to get to the heights I reached.” A thin, mirthless smile crossed his lips. “Do you really think I’d be willing to give that all up?”

Kaycie threw her hands up helplessly. “But what has all that got to do with me? You saw what went on between my ex and I the other night. If I could turn down my one-time boyfriend, whom incidentally I trust and know from way back, why would I say yes to marrying you, a near-perfect stranger?” Kaycie shook her head. “Mark’s marriage proposal was difficult enough to accept but yours is totally impossible.”

“Why impossible?” Nick asked with a thoughtful frown. “Am I that detestable?”

“That’s not the point,” Kaycie said through tight lips. “You and I...we aren’t even friends. And let’s face it, I know there’re tons of females out there who’d gladly fill up the vacant post.”

“But it’s not them I want, is it?” Nick rumbled. He reached out and wrapped his hand snugly around her wrist and tugged her hard against him. Kaycie swallowed with difficulty and strained away as much as his steel hold would allow. 

As her heart rate increased alarmingly at his closeness, Kaycie wondered if she’d ever be immune to his overwhelming magnetism. She only had to look at him and she desired him – felt weak to resist his physical as well as psychological dominance. But even as he brought out the submissive nature hidden beneath her tough shell, resist him she would...

He cupped her face in his hands, and Kaycie’s lashes fluttered low as he slowly bent down and slanted his lips across hers. Limp with pleasure, Kaycie could only gasp as Nick’s tongue suddenly plunged deep into her parted mouth.

So much for resisting him. He ran his hands down from her throat and slipped them over the curve of her spine to grab handfuls of her jean-clad bottom. Kaycie shivered over and over.

She longed for his kiss and touch; that she couldn’t deny. Hell, she was only human. And Nick effortlessly left her feeling aroused, confused and longing for more. She could hear his breath grow raspy with lust as he deepened the kiss, urging her into a more wanton response. Moaning, she opened wide to his invasion, eager for the lashings of his tongue around hers. He let out a throaty growl of pleasure that vibrated against the stiff nipples she had pressed up against his hard torso.

His stark masculinity left her breathless, her very pussy twitching to be filled, stretched, and pummeled. Nick had the potential to give her exactly what her body needed and yet, a part of her held back. That tiny yet sensible part of her that was screeching for her to take care before she got in too deep.

For the umpteenth time Kaycie wondered what the hell she was really doing. Yes, she felt insanely attracted to Nick. And yet was she ready to put herself in this situation? She barely knew anything about him and already she was feeling things she’d never thought herself able to feel. 

Hell, just half an hour ago she’d been moments away from having sex with him up on that bar stool just before the phone rang. And once again, she was getting entangled in his silken web of manly seduction and she was melting like an ice-cream cone.

Oh dear. 

I can just see myself falling for him, realized Kaycie with a jolt. Stupidly, wildly, quickly. He’s all bad for me; I know he’s never going to feel close to the same way I do. He’s a viral stream in my blood and it’s going to take some serious emotional rehab to get him out of my system.

It was official: Kaycie was in deep trouble.

Forcing calm to rest over her racing nerves, Kaycie pulled back from the far too tempting sensation of his hard body and even harder arousal prodding her abdomen. He released her lips but wouldn’t let her completely go, grabbing her face once more as he gazed down into her eyes.

He scanned her features, making Kaycie flush as she became self-conscious, wondering what he was thinking. And yet his gaze was warm, appreciative, making a pool of heat settle inside her quivering belly.

“Perhaps I need to rephrase my earlier statement,” he said calmly, his tone in contrast with the black heat swirling in his eyes. “I shouldn’t have simply stated that I need a wife. I should have told you the whole truth – that it’s you I need, and not just any willing woman picked out from my ‘multitude’ of admirers.”

He smiled somewhat ironically, taking her hands and lifting both wrists to link behind his neck. Kaycie was brought as close to his formidably solid frame as any two people could be with their clothes still on. Kaycie could feel the thrilling firmness, the undeniable power of his masculinity as her soft body quivered against his.

“Do you feel what you do to me?” Nick rasped, running his hands down the sides of her hips, grabbing them and bringing her roughly against the throbbing thickness at his groin. Kaycie let out a tiny whimper of arousal as she came in contact with the undeniable swell of his own desire.

Tongue-tied, Kaycie felt torn by the wish that she could pull back and place some distance between them – as well as the longing to get this gorgeously sexy man between her legs fast. Kaycie tried to calm her raging hormones, breathing in deeply as she closed her eyes so she could think with more rationality. A hard feat considering that Nick was now placing tiny kisses along her neck and up to her quivering mouth.

His lips were pressed lightly to the edge of hers, so tantalizingly close and yet, still out of reach as he murmured, “And it’s been that way since the first time I ever saw you. I don’t think I could ever forget that day. It was a meeting concerning my new luxury high rise apartments’ project. There were other people present but then you walked in and all I could think was damn.”

Nick plucked sensually on her bottom lip, his teeth nipping into the soft flesh. Kaycie’s palms spread flat over his chest and she was struck with surprise at how fast his heart was pounding beneath her touch.

“You had this air about you that only a man with ice in his veins could miss,” Nick went on in that hypnotically husky voice of his. “Never had a woman made a business suit look so hot. It wasn’t even super short or tight, but the way it hugged your thighs and that ass, it didn’t have to be.”

He suddenly chuckled, the sound stirring the tiny hairs on her skin, his sweet warm breath teasing her nostrils. “You’d come in and barely even spared me any attention above what the formality of the situation required. My manly pride was irked even as my cock grew so hard I had to stay seated behind a desk for the rest of the meeting. I’d never felt so physically drawn by any woman, not within seconds of meeting her. But with you it was different; everything about you appealed to me on the deepest of levels. Your skin...so smooth and rich that it should have its own name.”

Nick lifted his fingers and trailed them down her bare arm, before running them up again.

By this time, Kaycie felt her secret places saturate themselves with heedless desire for this man making love to her with his words, his voice. And now his hands, as they smoothed up to run through her scalp.

“Your hair...thick, black and glossy, framing your beautiful face with the soft bangs almost sweeping over one eye. It made me want to reach out and tuck the locks behind your ear to keep them from covering those beautiful eyes; dark, bright, round and seductive – all at the same time. And your lips – fuck, Kaycie. The things I thought about your lips, that first time and since. So full and soft-looking, the outline perfectly shaped and tinted just the right shade; in short simply too kissable for words. Over and over I pictured them on my own lips, on my neck...my cock. Damn. I wanted you and it was almost impossible to hide it but hide it I did. I told myself to think of puppies, fat nuns – old saggy boobs. Anything to keep my insanely intense reaction to you a secret.”

Nick smiled wryly, his thumb smudging her lips gently as he stared down at her. “I know I’ve played the major asshole to you – but you could call it a defensive mechanism. You have a way of getting to a man, and I didn’t want to fall. And yet, I have.”

Don’t, Kaycie. Don’t listen, she warned herself frantically. His honeyed words, his sweet touch; the stroke of his lips across hers...it’s all just a ruse, she thought. He’d say anything to convince me to fall in with his marriage plans...

“Are you saying you’re in love with me?” Kaycie blurted out, finally finding the strength to edge away from the distracting pull of his beautiful mouth. She couldn’t think straight when he kissed her. Steeling her heart and her body’s weeping needs, she drew completely out of his hold while her eyes glared at him.

He released her, a twisted smile playing on his lips. “I should have known you’d ask that. Love...do I even know what that means?” He shrugged carelessly. “All I know – all that matters, is that we “vibe” in ways I haven’t felt with a woman in a long time – if ever. What’s that word they call it these days? Ah, chemistry. We’ve got good chemistry, Kaycie. And it goes both ways which is more than some so-called love-struck couples out there can claim.”

When he reached out again to grasp her chin with his thumb and forefinger, Kaycie didn’t flinch away, not when his touch was as caressing as his tone when he added softly, “I need you.”

“Just like you needed Rachel?”

Kaycie couldn’t help pricking him further. Couldn’t he see the many different ways in which this would never work? For one thing, there was no way she could settle for whatever he was asking; not with a man like him.

It would be a cold-blooded and calculated arrangement, and yet here he was citing the highly charged physical awareness they shared so instinctively for each other. Was that enough for her to agree to this farce? 

No way. 

Kaycie wasn’t stupid and she wasn’t born yesterday. She couldn’t hide the truth from herself that she was crazily attracted to him – could probably even be falling for him. And yet she wasn’t that desperate to have him that she’d allow herself to be used as a pawn in his billion-dollar stakes.

Her words made him sigh impatiently, his brow furrowing as his hand fell away from her chin. “I told you; I would have made do with her, yes. Rachel and I both knew the score. Two powerful and wealthy Italian-American families joining to cement their fortunes and friendships. Since we were younger, we’d had it at the back of our minds that we were meant to be husband and wife. There were moments when I considered resisting this impediment to my freedom of choice. But then out of respect for her father, I decided to stick with the program, so to speak. Besides, I’d already stopped believing in romance, or love. So I saw nothing wrong in progressing with an arranged marriage with no feelings involved. And then of course, my father died leaving that clause in his will commanding me to get married within a certain period. This narrowed my options even further. So I had no choice but to remain with Rachel anyway, because she was available and willing. And now she’s neither. Remind me again whose fault that is?”

Kaycie chewed on her bottom lip in confusion, deciding to ignore his sarcasm. Sighing, she replied, “I’ve apologized over and over for what I did, Nick. Kissing you at that party – it was totally out of line. Mark was pushing me to the end of my rope. And then you...you were being hateful, saying things that made me feel like germs found in a petri dish. And now you want me to marry you? Uh, uh. I’m not even going to consider it. Sorry. It’s a pity you came all this way on a lost cause, Nick. But that’s my final answer – in a word....no.”

Kaycie held his narrowed gaze with her chin raised high, forcing the quaking in her stomach to subside.

The slow, steady smile breaking on his lips did nothing to ease her apprehension, and she resisted the urge to wrap protective arms around herself.

“I was kind of expecting you to say that,” Nick murmured, that grim little smile on his face. “And I truly hoped that it wouldn’t have to come to this, but you’ve forced my hand, Kaycie.”

Kaycie frowned at his words and watched him retrieve an envelope from inside his suit, before holding it out to her.

“What are you talking about?” she asked suspiciously, her eyes fixed on him. “And what’s that?”

“Open it,” was all he said, handing her the envelope and turning away to look through the window.

Heart pumping faster, Kaycie opened the envelope, took out the folded sheets of paper and then scanned the printed lines with rising dread.

“How did you get hold of these?” Kaycie asked on a strangled gasp, her wide eyes flying to rest on his broad-shouldered back.

He merely shrugged, not bothering to look around. “I’m a powerful man, Kaycie. In more ways than just money. And yet in this case, my power and money did aid in letting me gain access to vital information – information that had me buying controlling shares in the same company financing your latest project.”

Kaycie could not conceal her dismay, the papers clutched in her hands. Just two months ago, Kaycie had pooled all her resources, her life’s savings – her very name, into a new real estate investment that was supposed to pour in returns in the next half-year.

It was the biggest move she’d ever made financially; a massive gamble that if it went as planned, would see her making enough money to go into early retirement if she wished. The kind of dough that would ensure she never had to worry about money again – as well as being able to build her own company and finally make the name for herself she’d always dreamed of doing.

That was the reason she’d felt irked with Mark for his unplanned and unwanted appearance. She had so much on her plate right now; she was finally on her way to the big time and she didn’t need a man holding her down.

But now, judging by the documents she’d just viewed, Nick could now single-handedly pull the plug on her deal of a lifetime – causing her to not just lose her money and her business, but to put her in debt for probably the rest of her life – it was either that or bankruptcy. Kaycie couldn’t hold back a shudder at the prospect of exactly everything that could go belly-up if he decided to go through with such a threat.

“You’d really do this? You’d hurt me?” Kaycie breathed to Nick’s implacable back as her chest tightened with disbelief and anger.

He finally turned to face her, walking up to where she stood like something turned to a pillar of salt. “Desperate measures, Kaycie. I’ve gotten to know enough about you to realize this is something you wouldn’t do, not willingly. You have a strong work ethic and sense of family loyalty. You’ve worked very hard to be where you are today. While studying at Columbia, you held down a job as well as did some modeling to meet your expenses. After college you chose not to be a career model and instead focused on your interior design career, getting interned with the best and putting yourself out there, working hard and working smart. Last year, you branched out and started your own business. You’re planning on a Master’s at Stanford and in the meantime, went into this high-risk investment scheme in the hope of finally hitting it big. You want it all, Kaycie. The money and the career. On your terms.”

He smiled thinly at her dazed expression. “Well, like I said Kaycie, I’m not that different from you. I’ll do whatever it takes to win, on my terms. It wouldn’t take much doing but yes, I can and will hurt you. But it needn’t be that way between us,” he added in a softened tone, his hooded eyes running meaningfully over her face and body. “It’s safe to say that I go to any length to make you mine. In every sense of the word. Just picture it if you can and you’ll see this would be the best move you’ve ever made. Marriage to me can’t be all that bad, can it? Think of all that money at your disposal as my wife. Your social status; the connections you can make as well as the respect you’d gain for being the next Mrs. Vitale.”

He had that hateful cold smile on his face, a mocking light coming into his eyes as he watched her conflicting expressions. “I’m quite sure I make a far better catch than Mark ever was – and let’s face it, I’m much more exciting.”

Kaycie pressed fingers to her temples and tried to calm down, fighting back the feeling that the walls were closing in on her.

Sighing raggedly, she finally looked up at Nick with pleading eyes. “You don’t have to do this,” she said in desperation. “If you want, I could talk to Rachel on your behalf. I’ll say whatever you want me to say. I will explain to her how it was my entire fault, and that you never meant to hurt her and were certainly not cheating on her. I can make her see reason.”

“If you think that’s possible, then you don’t know a thing about that woman,” Nick said with a mirthless laugh. “Besides, why would I settle for Rachel...when I can have you?”

Kaycie shivered at the look of dark desire and feral purpose on his handsome face as he cupped her throat in his large hands, his thumbs caressing her jaw line and making her eyelashes feel too heavy to lift. He pulled her closer, slanting his head to ghost his lips just a hair’s breadth from hers.

“One year, Kaycie. That’s all I ask. One year of wedded bliss to me and my obligation to my father’s Last Will and Testament will be fulfilled. Then – and only then, will I consider setting you free from my clutches.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Eight
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Kaycie kept calling herself all kinds of fool for agreeing to the Nick’s ultimatum.

But what choice did she have? The handsome brute had promised to bring her to her knees either way. What was one year married to him, compared to a future marred with debt and professional disgrace? He’d do it; she knew he would. And even then, she couldn’t take the risk of defying him and finding out if she was right.

His final words of that day kept ringing in her head. “Don’t make me do it, Kaycie,” he’d said quietly, his lips so close she could almost taste the heady kiss hovering. “This can be a perfect arrangement for both of us. As my wife, you’ll never lack a thing. All I have would be yours. And when it’s over, we can both walk away if that’s what we want.”

“You really think I care about your money?” she breathed, eyelids fluttering as she was unable to hold back the droplets of helpless tears spilling to her cheek. Hating herself for her weak tears, she made to turn angrily away but he gathered her into his big, potent arms and kissed her, hard.

Kaycie couldn’t break away, and felt herself almost bent back beneath the force of his passionate kiss. The way she whimpered and shook with pleasure was like the final nail in her cross of shame.

“Ssh...don’t cry, tesoro,” Nick rasped gently against her lips, making her tears spill faster at the soft endearment. “Stop fighting me. I can make this good. I promise. Let me show you how it can be between us.”

“No,” Kaycie moaned, even as his powerful arms swept her off her feet. Somehow, his quick, sure strides found the way straight to her bedroom. Kaycie’s mind was a whirl of emotions fighting for supremacy. She couldn’t deny that she wanted Nick, so badly it burned through her like a fever. 

No other man made her body tremble with desire just by his touch, his kiss. Already, he’d burned a hole through her defenses and already, she knew she had more than just her pride and body at stake. Even as he began to slowly yet purposefully strip her clothes, even as she melted beneath him when he finally joined her on the cool sheets, she still couldn’t help feeling that whatever could have been between them was forever cheapened.

And Kaycie knew she should hate him for that but damn it, she couldn’t.

He plucked his mouth from hers, arching over her while a deep growl rumbled in his throat as she instinctively writhed closer. He was still fully clothed while she was now naked to the skin which gave her somewhat of a vulnerable yet thrilling sensation.

Laughing softly, Nick pinned her wrists high on either side of her head, making her feel more helpless than ever. His eyes began to smolder as they ran over her body from neck to toe. Her nipples stiffened beneath his warm look, and as his gaze trailed down to the softly tufted mound in the V of her thighs, her skin grew warm.

“You’re beautiful,” he said huskily, while pressing himself into her a little harder so she could feel the stiffness of his thick, long, clothed erection rubbing against her belly. Kaycie’s breathing was quite heavy now and she squirmed as his head dropped to her heaving breasts.

Desperately frightened of how she’d react to Nick’s lips on her, she blurted shakily, “It’s not enough you blackmail me into marriage – but now you get my body as well? That’s a bargain if I ever saw one.”

Nick stiffened, and then swore harshly beneath his breath in Italian before suddenly releasing her wrists and rolling off the bed.

Kaycie stared at him incredulously, somewhat surprised to see him heading straight for the door.

“What the hell Nick? Where are you going?” Kaycie called out to his retreating back before she could stop herself.

Nick paused at the door, turning reluctantly to face her as he shoved his hair back with a furious sweep of his hand. “This goes only one way. You know it, I know it. We’re going to get married as soon as it can be arranged. But as for the sex – heaven forbid it’ll ever be said I had to coerce a woman into my bed.”

“It’s my bed,” Kaycie muttered, dragging the discarded covers and pulling it up over her to her chin. “So you’re saying if we get married, I don’t have to sleep with you? My body’s not part of the package?”

“Fuck!” Nick swore, looking like he was about to turn away and just leave again. But then without warning he was striding to the bed again, and without further ado stripped the covers from her nerveless fingers. Kaycie yelped, drawing up her knees protectively as her arms wrapped around her shoulders.

He didn’t touch her, but leaned on his arms on either side of her cringing, naked frame. He didn’t tear his eyes from hers. “Tell me to leave, Kaycie, and I’ll go. Tell me that us sharing this bed will be something you don’t want, and I’ll respect your choice. But don’t lie that you don’t melt at my touch, or that your pussy’s not dripping right now for me. Blackmail or no blackmail, your body’s crying out even now to be claimed in ways that only I understand. You’re mine, Kaycie.”

Kaycie shivered, surprised by the blazing mixture of rage and possessiveness in his eyes.

“I’m not going to be treated like a whore, Nick,” Kaycie said firmly, her emotions from the first time they’d met bursting forth. “Since that night at the party it’s been one rude shock after another. And now this...marriage contract...” She shook her head with distaste, and saw Nick’s harsh expression soften at her words.

“I understand,” Nick said with a more gentle tone than before. “I can see you need time. I want you so much it’s like a fever in my brain but I can wait until you’re ready. But in one month, the wedding will take place. In the meantime, I’ll get to introduce you to my family, and of course I’d like to meet yours. I can imagine they’ll be surprised at the speed and the unexpected element of us both settling down out of the blue. But then we’ll just say we couldn’t wait after rediscovering each other over the last two weeks.”

“Right...because we’re so, in love and everything,” Kaycie replied with deep sarcasm.

Nick’s response was just a predatory smile crossing his deeply tanned face, right before he lowered his mouth to her ear, licking and nibbling it wickedly. Kaycie let out a shuddery sigh and clenched her naked thighs while the heat pooled right at her core. How and why did he have such an effect on her? The solid weight of his clothed body held her down and kept her from moving, and she became swept in the woodsy, manly scent of him. Her fingers itched to sink into the glossy dark waves of his beautiful hair, but instead she fisted the sheets on either side of her as his hot breath fanned her sensitive ear lobe.

“I want to take you here; now. Just pin you to the bed, spread your thighs as far apart as they can go and then...” His raspy voice cut short as he slid his hand down her belly to cover her bare sex. 

Kaycie silently cursed as she felt her pussy begin to flood with juices at his touch. She could sense the heat emanating from her as his fingertips gently brushed her. Dismayed at the moan which escaped her before she could stop it, Kaycie shot out a hand to push his away.

“Nick, n-no...,” she stammered, her hand closing over his wrist right before he parted her swollen, slick vagina lips and pushed his middle finger deep inside her. She heard him grunt softly as she instinctively, helplessly ground her pussy into his hand, shocked by how good that finger felt buried inside her snug walls. She shuddered, feeling him stroke in and out of her a few more times before withdrawing the invading digit.

He kissed right behind her ear, and then gave her lobe one last ravenous little bite as he whispered, “The day will come, tesoro, when you will scream loud to have me inside you. You will not think to say ‘no’ to me then. Soon, Kaycie...very soon.”

Kaycie wasn’t sure if she was disappointed or relieved when Nick finally drew back completely and she watched him leave the silent bedroom.
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Chapter Nine
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There had been some satisfaction knowing that she’d stood her ground by not sleeping with Nick, thought Kaycie. Seeing him walk out of her bedroom had left a bittersweet sensation that still kept her throbbing with regret in secret places. Still, it was indeed a small victory after being forced to give in to his marriage ‘contract’.

And that’s exactly what it is, Kaycie – a business deal. You get to be a billionaire’s wife for a year, and then you get your life back. Simple as that.

Turned out being the woman on Nick Vitale’s arm was anything but simple.

He was no mob boss but he had to be the next closest thing judging by the way they were treated each time she had to go out with him somewhere; to have dinner with his friends, associates or family.

Nick had insisted she play her part as his new fiancée – a role now obvious to the outside world thanks to the huge engagement ring he’d placed on her finger. Kaycie wondered if he’d got her a new one or it was the same one Rachel must have worn. Not that it mattered to Kaycie either way. 

This wasn’t a romantic relationship – it was a business arrangement. He got his bride and hence his precious inheritance – while Kaycie got...well, she was spared having to lose all she’d ever worked for. Day by day, she reminded herself how Nick’s cruel blackmail had forced her to agree to marriage to him – and yet if she was honest, it wasn’t all angst.

Nick Vitale was a handsome man; and very charming when he chose to be. In public, he was the perfect companion, attentive and even romantic. Every time he placed a kiss on her cheek or took her hand in a warm grasp, Kaycie squirmed with hidden embarrassment. Even with the envy she saw on every woman’s face who happened to be present, she couldn’t help the feeling of resentment. Once, she asked him privately if all the show of affection was really necessary.

“All eyes are on us, in case you didn’t notice,” he murmured, looking his usual debonair self as they arrived at another one of the high-society dinners he made her attend with him. “We have to come across as authentic as possible. Especially since my father’s lawyers have to be sure none of this is a sham. I’d hate to jeopardize anything just because anyone suspected this is less than a romantic union.”

“I see,” Kaycie had replied, quelling an exasperated sigh. She was sure neither of them had been able to fool any of Nick’s relatives whom Kaycie had met over the past week; she could tell they looked far from pleased that Nick was marrying her instead of Rachel. She could almost read the disdain on their aristocratic faces each time they looked at her. Not that Kaycie could say she blamed them but still.

She just simply couldn’t understand the real reason Nick had picked her instead of any of the other women he could have had. In fact, Kaycie thought he seemed to enjoy the look of surprise on people’s faces when he introduced Kaycie as his ‘fiancée’ especially in those ultra-exclusive gatherings they were invited to. It was times like those that Kaycie was glad she’d agreed to Nick’s insistence that she get a whole new wardrobe.

Kaycie had assured him at first that her own clothes were perfectly fine, but being the alpha male he was, he soon had her with no choice but to give in to the two days of designer shopping which saw Kaycie up to her ears in shoes, bags, outfits and jewelry that cost more than she’d make in five years.

An all-round makeover seemed inevitable as her hair, nails and even her body was given the movie-star treatment. Now when Kaycie looked into the mirror she hardly recognized herself. She looked like a million dollars – which she was probably worth if she added up the cost of what she was wearing at a particular time.

Kaycie told herself she’d never asked for any of this, and though she hated every second she had to play a part, she couldn’t deny her feelings for Nick were starting to change.

He was still insufferably arrogant – but spending more and more time around him gave her some insight to the man beneath the mask. When he was around family or friends, he seemed a whole different person. She got to see him laugh more, talk more. She loved listening to him speak Italian; it was the sexiest language a man’s tongue could utter and with his cousins, uncles and aunts, he usually slipped into their native language while Kaycie was present but she never really minded. She could pick a few words here and there, and besides this was a part of who he was. She could begrudge him all she wanted for putting her in this situation, but deep down she knew that bit by bit, she was losing her hold on reality.

How many times in the past two weeks had a simple goodnight kiss from him almost had her wanting to pull him into her apartment with her and finish what he started that first time he’d come calling? It wasn’t just because it had been many months of celibacy for Kaycie; she really was genuinely in lust with Nick and being around him day in and day out wasn’t helping her hormonal balance one bit.

She could tell he wanted her too; it wasn’t something he’d ever tried to hide. Not since that first time when he’d slipped a finger deep into her pussy and he’d growled deep in his throat with carnal appreciation. He’d known then how much she’d melted for him, despite her defiant words.

Now, each time his knuckles brushed against the bare skin of her arm, or whenever she felt the warm gust of his breath on the back of her neck, Kaycie shivered with helpless desire. Nick was all-man, certainly more man than she’d ever had the fortune to come across. Every other guy she’d met over the years had always seemed to fall short of her perfect fantasy lover. Nick, on the other hand, fell short at nothing.

Kaycie would always remember the sheer size of him, even when restrained beneath his expensive dress pants. He’d been so hot and hard for her that every night, she moaned in her sleep with her thighs pressed tightly together as she berated herself for passing up that one chance in his arms.

And yet, with every look he sent her way when no one else could notice, Nick gave her no doubt that he was merely biding his time. He smiled that rakish smile of a man who knew the prize was there for his taking. And yet the handsome devil seemed to torture himself – and her as well, with the prospect that sometime soon, all the breathless waiting would come to an end.

Being an only child and with his mother dying when Nick was just a child, Kaycie soon learned that Nick had grown up pretty much raised by close relations and family friends. His tough as nails father had never had much time for his young son which meant Nick learned early on in life to stand on his own. 

Kaycie respected that even as she wondered if that was all that had happened to turn him into the enigma he was now. Always, she sensed there was something beneath the surface, still locked away from her. A part of him she’d never get a glimpse of or even understand.

Why she’d want to understand Nick Vitale was beyond her. The man was a heartless beast. He’d as much as held her future in his hands when he’d bought that company handling her life’s investments.

That’s what you get for putting all your eggs in one basket, thought Kaycie. Though, in the back of her mind she was reminded that she’d brought this all on herself that night she’d flown into his arms and kissed him in full view of Mark – and unknown to Kaycie, Nick’s fiancée Rachel Conte.

None of that mattered now. Kaycie had vowed to put that all behind her and move on, taking each day at a time. And when she went to bed at night, she prayed that when she woke up the next morning, it would get easier and easier to face the future.

But it never did.




***
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KAYCIE HEAVED A DEEP sigh as she heard Nick’s powerful car drive off into the night. Pushing away from her front door, she slipped out of her designer high heeled pumps and headed straight for her bedroom.

It had been another one of those evenings; dinner with a handful of Nick’s most important business associates. The closer they came to the wedding date, the more pressure Kaycie felt when she thought of the role she’d have to play as Nick’s wife. People expected much from the woman wearing Nick Vitale’s ring. 

If she’d thought it would be in name only, he showed her many times that she was wrong. He wanted a wife in every sense of the word and now that the wedding was only a week away, Kaycie had that sense of panic as she wondered if it wasn’t too late to back out of it.

Especially when she knew how much things had changed – on her part at least.

She frowned, pulling the pins from her glossy dark hair as she thought of how preoccupied Nick had been all through the dinner in the exclusive Italian restaurant they’d dined at. She wondered if he too, was having second thoughts about them. A part of her shriveled to think that Nick might end up changing his mind about the whole thing.

Maybe he’d decide he preferred someone more suited to what was expected of the handsome billionaire who’d dated models, beauty queens and heiresses? Like, what on earth had he been thinking, deciding to hook up with some barely-known interior designer with a small-town background who was trying to claw her way to the top?

Kaycie felt her heart sink and pushed those disheartening thoughts aside. Billionaire or not, she told herself Nick would be lucky to have a woman like her. She didn’t care about his money or name. None of that mattered when he was close to her and she could inhale that special, heart-tripping scent that was all Nick. 

When he covered her hand with his, even with just a light touch, she felt it right down to between her legs. A man like him was what fantasies were made of and Kaycie realized she must have been an idiot to hold back this long, keeping her desire for him at bay.

All night, she’d been aware of him like never before. Even in his distant mood, she’d been drawn to how devilishly handsome he’d looked in his formal evening suit and impeccable tie. 

His hair, so dark and silky, had made her almost weep inside in longing to sink her fingers in the tempting locks. Every other woman in the room had found it hard to resist taking more than a second look and Kaycie had felt an almost irrepressible urge to scream, “He’s mine!” to let them know Nick was out of bounds.

But then common sense prevailed as she recalled that Nick Vitale wasn’t hers. Soon, he would be but only on paper. Why was that prospect becoming more and more distasteful to her? Was she beginning to want something more?

Before Kaycie could dwell on that possibility, she heard the doorbell ring. She was so surprised to have someone at the door at that time of night that she didn’t think twice before going to answer it.

She rolled her eyes in exasperation when she saw Mark standing there.

“Mark, seriously?” she said, staying put in the middle of her front door in case her ex had any thought of letting himself in. In the past few weeks she’d had to ignore a load of his messages and calls, thankful that Nick never found out about them since she could never be sure what he’d be capable of if he knew Mark was still trying to contact her.

And now here he stood, his handsome face strained, his hands shoved into his jacket as he waited on her doorstep with a lost expression.

“You never gave us that chance to talk, Kaycie. I couldn’t stay away,” Mark said deeply before heaving a deep sigh. “And now I feel like you need to hear my explanation before you go ahead with your marriage to Nick Vitale.”

Kaycie shook her head in disbelief. “Nothing you could say would change the fact that I’m getting married to Nick in a week’s time. Why is this so hard to understand, Mark? Whatever we shared, it’s over. No amount of explanation can bring us back together. I don’t love you,” she told him clearly.

“And you love him?” Mark asked with a twist to his lips. “I was parked across the street waiting when I saw him drop you off just minutes ago. And I couldn’t help thinking; what does he have to offer you that I can’t? Oh sure, he’s almost rich as Rockefeller and then of course he’s got this fancy Italian heritage that seems to get women all in a tizzy. But you never seemed the type to fall for all that crap, Kaycie. You were always my girl; the kind I always thought I’d find waiting when the time came for me to come home.”

“Well, you thought wrong,” Kaycie said quietly. She couldn’t believe he’d been staking out her apartment, waiting for her to return. Just imagining if Nick had run into him was enough to make goosebumps rise all over her skin.

Hiding a shiver, she went on in a tight voice, “Things might have turned out differently if you’d worked as hard at our relationship as you did with your career in the military. You never bothered to call or even write me for more than a year before you got back, Mark. Now I can’t say what you must have gone through back there but if you cared, you’d have stayed in touch to make sure I knew you were okay, and that you were coming back to me. For all I knew you’d moved on with some other girl or had even gotten married. What did you expect me to think? What’s done is done. Just go home, okay? I’m sure you’ll have someone filling the space pretty soon anyway. Girls had never been a problem for you so I guess you’ll be fine.”

Mark’s eyes looked pained as they held hers. “There may be other girls but it was always you, Kaycie. Yeah, I messed up. I don’t need a crystal ball to tell me that. But back there in Afghanistan, I was facing a lot of stuff that just had me blanking out the world just so I could make it through the ordeal. I kept thinking that was the best way to deal with things but now I realize I was wrong. I convinced myself that the life I knew would be waiting for me if I ever got through that last mission. But then there was always one more operation, and then another until months passed and before I knew it, it was two years since we’d last spoken. I’m sorry I threw away what we had but if you give me one more chance.”

Kaycie bit hard on her bottom lip, flinching slightly. She really, really hated to do this, especially when she thought of what they’d once shared. It had been innocent and sweet, and Mark had never ever done a thing to cause her pain while they were together. It was just never meant to be. She shook her head one last time at him, her eyes apologetic.

“I’m sorry too, Mark. But no. Even if I wanted to, I can’t. And please, it’s best if you never tried to see me again, or call me. Goodbye, Mark.”

Slowly, Kaycie closed the door on his broken expression. She released a deep sigh as she moved away to head to the kitchen for a glass of water and some aspirin. The strain of the conversation had her wondering about her closing words. 

She’d meant it when she’d said she couldn’t be with Mark even if she’d wanted to. A bit of it had to do with the fact that she was being trapped into marriage to another. But as she searched the deepest recesses of her heart, Kaycie knew that she’d fallen into another trap of a more dangerous kind. The one which involved her heart...

Kaycie jumped when, for the second time that night her doorbell rang. What on earth? She banged down the glass of water and virtually stalked to her door and flung it open with a warning growl in her tone as she blurted, “Mark, I told you...”

Kaycie stiffened with surprise. Standing there this time wasn’t Mark as she’d thought, but Nick. His playfully cocky smile disappeared at the sound of Mark’s name.

“Mark was here?” Nick snarled, his face darkening with fury. Deciding she didn’t need this, Kaycie let out a huff and swirled round to stalk back to the kitchen.

Nick was hot on her heels, the front door banging shut after him. Kaycie rolled her eyes and chose to ignore the throbbing increasing in her skull. She went for the glass of water she’d been interrupted from drinking and raised it to her lips.

“I believe I asked you a question,” Nick said through gritted teeth, his hand closing tightly around her elbow.

“Yes, Mark was here!” Kaycie snapped, finally facing him as she spun round. Her eyes held his with her own share of anger. “He showed up moments after you drove off. Don’t worry; he didn’t stay very long.”

“Let me guess,” Nick sneered, “He was here to give his good wishes for your upcoming wedding.”

“Something like that,” Kaycie said, with equal sarcasm. She gasped when Nick grabbed her shoulders and pulled her hard against him, his face a mask of rage.

“If he touched you...laid even a finger on you...”

Kaycie felt a cold thrill slide down her spine, feeling that same sweet hot rush she got from being so close to him. It had been a shock to find him standing on the doorstep and a delayed reaction began in her knees which were starting to wobble. His hold over her couldn’t be explained and yet somehow she could guess why she was becoming more and more vulnerable to his dominance.

“He only wanted to talk,” Kaycie finally said, forcing the defiant tone from her voice. “I didn’t even let him in the front door. He...well, he tried to make one last attempt to change my mind about leaving him, but I told him in no uncertain terms that it was over and that I was definitely going ahead with my marriage to you. Needless to say, I advised him never to bother trying to see me again.”

Nick’s lips thinned in a cold smile. “I hope for his sake, he heeds that advice. I’ve warned him more than once to stay away from you and I’m a man who hates to repeat himself. The next time, I might do just more than warn him.”

“I’m sure he got the message this time,” Kaycie said with a twist to her lips. Seeing a jealous Nick would have been such a romantic, delicious buzz if she understood why the hell he could be jealous. It wasn’t like he was in love with her or anything. He’d made it clear that he’d have gladly married Rachel and had only chosen Kaycie out of necessity. He also claimed to desire her sexually so then maybe he was that type of man who hated to share his toys or whatever he felt was his property.

Reminding herself of just what they had between them and that it had nothing to do with romance, Kaycie sighed and tried to pull out of his hold.

“Just what did you come back for, Nick?” she asked tiredly, her palms flat against his chest. He merely tightened his grip, and when she made herself look into his eyes, she saw them soften with a glowing enticement.

“My goodnight kiss,” he rumbled, his dark gaze deepening almost to black as they rested on her lips. His hands slid up her arms to encircle her throat lightly, and Kaycie hummed softly in both protest and pleasure, her heart pounding faster than ever.

She felt all giddy and silly at the same time. She had wondered at how preoccupied he’d seemed all evening, so much so he hadn’t given her the custDaniely kiss goodnight he usually did. She’d always felt it was just something perfunctory on his part; nothing dreamy about it but simply his gentlemanly way of reminding her she belonged to him. 

Kaycie had certainly noticed he’d neglected to bestow the parting gesture earlier that night after he’d seen her to her front door, but she’d put it down to his strange mood all through the dinner.

Now, she laughed in disbelief as her eyes danced playfully. “You came all the way back just to get a goodnight kiss. Yeah, right.”

Kaycie knew her cheeks were flushed, and she could hardly meet his smoldering gaze as her eyelashes fluttered low.

Nick merely chuckled at her shyness, leaning down and closing the distance between their lips. “I don’t expect you to understand what it is you do to me,” he murmured huskily, right before he covered her mouth in an open-mouthed kiss that was nothing like the casual ones he’d given her in the past few weeks. 

Kaycie gasped, their breaths mingling as she opened her lips to welcome him. He flicked his tongue over her mouth and then dove in as he was a starved man keen for his first meal. It didn’t occur to her to resist, but then he had his hands holding her throat and keeping her in place, his grasp gentle yet possessive.

Long, passionate minutes passed before Nick drew away just a fraction, enough for Kaycie to try to catch her unsteady breath.

“Well, you’ve got your one kiss,” Kaycie said, her voice unrecognizable to her own ears. Damn but that had felt so good. Full of fire and ice and twinkles that had her belly coiling and twisting with desire. She wanted him so bad. Craved him. Wanting him was her one weakness that she was the most ashamed of. And yet she knew it was futile to keep fighting. Maybe she was tired of turning her back on what she so desperately craved.

Her eyes still shut tight, Kaycie felt more than saw his smile as he plucked at her bottom lip ravenously. “Maybe I want more,” he growled, while pressing one hard kiss after another over her now plumped lips. “You taste of temptation and of all my favorite things. You make me so hard just by looking at you. Tonight, you looked so beautiful. Every man in the room wanted to be in my place. But you belong to me, Kaycie. And I hate to share. The next time I find out that Mark or any other man tries to get too close – he’s going to have a lot of broken bones. You’re mine,” he growled, his grasp on her throat tightening just a fraction as he seized her lips with such a passionate frenzy he soon had her moaning into his mouth.

Her slight headache was long gone now. The heated pulsing agony had transferred to the V in between her thighs and as much as she battled with her own body, Kaycie knew she would lose. His lips on hers felt too perfect; the drill of his tongue into her mouth was too sensual and sweet to be denied for long. Her fingers clutched at his wrists and she lost herself in their mutual passion as they made love with just their mouths.

Kaycie couldn’t tell how much time passed but for all she knew the world had stood still there in the kitchen while their hunger swirled all around them in a tempest. Kaycie found that the more she kissed him, the more she craved. Especially when he now had her backed up against the island, his hands sliding down from her neck to clamp over her heaving breasts.

Kaycie gasped into his mouth, arching her spine and offering more of herself to his strong, passionate touch. His mouth moved from hers to sweep along her jaw line and then continued lower while she shivered all the more. Kaycie had heard of erogenous zones but it felt like every inch of her was sensitive to Nick’s lightest touch. He massaged her tits over her silken bodice and moan after moan escaped her throat, feeling like no barrier separated her from his skillful ministrations.

“So sweet,” she heard Nick rasp as he trailed his tongue along the delicate sweep of her collarbone while he fondled her breasts with a more demanding desire than ever. “And so luscious and firm. I bet every part of you tastes and feels just as good.”

He lifted his head to pierce her with his feral gaze. “Will you trust me, my beauty?”

Kaycie shivered all over from the way he made the need swell to feverish proportions in her very womb. “I...yes. Yes, Nick,” she said, her voice firmer now.

He took hold of her waist and lifted her to sit on the countertop. Her hands rested on his shoulders and she stared into his handsome face, a slight tremble in her bottom lip as she bit down hard on it.

He watched the motion with narrowed, heated arousal. “Lie back,” he ordered, making Kaycie shiver once more as his rough commanding tone fanned the flame of her desire. Confused at how easy it was to obey him, Kaycie leaned back on her bent elbows, using them to support her as she saw him take position in between her knees which he drew far apart.

Already, he had her whole body trembling in anticipation, all the more so when she heard his next words.

“I want to make you cum harder than you ever have to show you what your beautiful body was made for,” Nick growled, hovering over her stretched out frame to suck lightly on the base of her neck. He gave her just a slight nip and yet it had her letting out a long, shaky moan.

“You’re like a drug to me and it’s not hard to see why you’ve got me hooked,” Nick rasped against her heated skin, a slight shudder running through his frame. “Kaycie...oh fuck. I’m burning for you; dying to get your juices all over my fingers...my face. I want it all.”

Red-hot desire swamped her senses as his words made their impact. He snaked his powerful body over hers and made the pool of wetness spread faster inside her panties.

Nick pushed one hand underneath the V of her neckline to brush aside the cup of her bra and caress one rounded, full breast. His other hand smoothed up underneath her hem to seek the molten spot at the juncture of her thighs. Kaycie’s back hunched forward the second he patted his fingers over her covered clit. Whoa! He’d barely touched her and already, she was ready to explode.

Her fingers sank unconsciously into his hair as his lips slid from her neck to guide the breast he fondled right into his mouth. He sucked hungrily on the bud, lavishing it with rough, ravenous attention that soon had it aching and hard. 

Kaycie melted into his hand, her body writhing achingly as he moved to the other breast. He tugged the nipple into his mouth with a firm, insistent pull while his tongue laved the tip until it tingled.

Kaycie felt his fingers rub with more pressure into her pussy. Even through her panties, she felt his bold, carnal caresses like a lash of a whip. Bucking into his hand, Kaycie tightened her grip on his hair and heard him growl with pleasure.

The sensation of light and dark flooded her brain and soon all she could see was spirals. Nick continued to alternate between her sensitized nipples, while he began to pull down her skimpy panties. Kaycie’s hips lifted as he rolled the lacy thong down her knees and then off her ankles. Almost immediately, his hand slid in between her thighs, fingers now dipping boldly to stroke her shaven mound in strong, circular motions.

“Oooh! Oh my...oh God,” Kaycie moaned, instinctively clamping her thighs on his audaciously skillful hand while her whole body convulsed with ecstasy. His touch on her bare flesh felt like a bolt of lightning crackling through her body.

“Ssh, baby. It’s okay,” whispered Nick against the curved underside of her breast. “Open for me.”

Her brain clicked into submission the same time her knees bent and lifted, both her feet pressed flat on the surface of the counter as her thighs fell open. She heard Nick’s harsh groan which told her he liked how she was spread wide, his body stilling as he stared down at the most secret part of her. The flush on his cheeks and the dark gleam in his eyes made it almost impossible to catch her breath.

Her body started to tremble as Nick leaned down, his face just inches from her sex as he breathed in deeply. “Intoxicating,” he murmured, before he brushed a thumb against her stiff and swollen clit. Kaycie cried out.

She could barely hold her eyelids up as she felt his searing gaze on her face, felt him ease one finger into her pussy. Her tightness and heat clasped hold of that finger and she heard his breath hitch as he must have felt the sensation. 

A low, deep groan echoed in his throat, and he began to move his fingers deeply in and out while his thumb strummed her clitoris. Kaycie’s eyes glazed over, her head tossing from side to side as she let out a silent scream of ecstasy.

She felt him slide in another finger to join the first, and she almost shattered into tiny shards of bliss. He hooked in on her g-spot and wouldn’t let go, shafting her with those wedged fingers until all she became was a shaking mass as desperate sounds tumbled from her mouth.

“Rub your tits for me,” Nick growled, his eyes watching her with a hooded, blistering lust. “Pinch your big sexy nipples.”

Inhibitions lost, Kaycie did Nick’s bidding, her hands rubbing on her breasts which had spilled from their lacy cups. She squeezed the round tits together and heard Nick groan. As her fingers twisted and pulled on the fat, dark nubs, he fingered her pussy faster, deeper. It was the most erotic thing Kaycie had ever experienced as pleasure and agony took a whole new dimension. Nick’s thumb worked harder on her clit and Kaycie felt her orgasm start to make its mercurial journey straight to her brain.

“No...not yet,” Nick rasped, sensing her impending eruption. He released the pressure on her clit and instead, focused on finger-fucking her with thrusts that blended into each other in a blurred, relentless assault on her senses. 

“You’re so wet for me,” Nick let out on a growl. “So beautiful, so responsive. So fucking sexy. I need to taste that sweet-smelling pussy right now.”

Dear me, yes, thought Kaycie in a clouded daze. Her control was already on a slippery slide and she could tell it would take little to get her plummeting into passion’s oblivion.

Kaycie was conscious of Nick’s face bending to the crest of her thighs, right before he caressed her pussy with his lips. His tongue touched her clit and Kaycie’s limbs jerked every which way. It took Nick’s arms holding down her thighs to keep her from shooting right off the counter.

Nick sucked on her clit and then tongued it, sending Kaycie into a quivering frenzy. In between lapping pulls and low groans, he built up the pressure by flicking his tongue faster and faster around her hooded button. Just when Kaycie felt ready to fragmentize, Nick shifted low to retrieve his two fingers and then stab into her sizzling pussy with his probing tongue.

He shifted a hand to slide up her belly and reach for one nipple which he rolled and pulled and pinched. Minutes of mindless pleasure passed as Kaycie felt Nick’s mouth, tongue and fingers drive her closer and closer to the jagged brink. Nick looked up and saw her bite hard on her lip as he twirled her nipple with sensual force.

“Feels good? You like that don’t you?” Nick crooned, drifting his other hand upwards as he now tugged on both buds, rubbing on the dark tips and making them throb harder.

“Yes. Oh lord...yes,” Kaycie moaned, dazed by how sensitive her nipples were to his passionate onslaught. On and on he teased her breasts, causing shocks of pleasure to pass through her frame as her spine arched off the counter top. 

He brought his mouth down on her pussy again and began a triple-threat foray by sucking, nibbling and licking on her clit and slit. It took barely half a minute as with just his tongue, Nick soon had her coming so violently that she screamed out his name as her body splintered.

“That’s it, baby. Come hard for me,” growled Nick into her spurting pussy, his lust-thickened voice a trigger for another simultaneous orgasm ripping through her very womb. Kaycie shrieked as Nick lapped at her juices, her fingers pulling hard on his hair as she ground herself into his face. 

She’d never cum so powerfully in her life; her climax sweeping like a blanket of ecstasy over her senses, making her go blind and deaf and foolish all at the same time.

Nick lifted himself from her inner thighs only when the last tremor of ecstasy had left her frame. Kaycie was barely aware of being carried up from the counter and out of the kitchen. Moments later she felt the bed dip beneath their weight as Nick stretched out beside her on the cool sheets.

Kaycie instinctively turned to seek his lips and moaned when she tasted her essences in his kiss. His arms tightened around her as he groaned, settling her body half atop his. Kaycie felt the jutting length of his arousal against her stomach and she let out a soft whimper, her hand sliding down his shirted torso to close round his thick, throbbing shaft through his dark pants.

“Nick...,”she breathed against his lips, feeling confused when he took hold of her wrist and pulled her hand back up to rest on his chest. Her eyes flew up to his face questioningly, as his kisses on her lips, nose and forehead were light and soothing.

“But don’t you want to...,” Kaycie began, pausing when her cheeks got too warm from shyness.

“It’s okay,” Nick said softly, his hand skimming down to the small of her back and then up again, massaging her flesh and her senses. Kaycie wanted to purr, her eyelids drooping low despite themselves. Still stunned by her extraordinary orgasm, Kaycie melted into Nick’s solid frame, nuzzling her face in his shoulder and inhaling his calming, warm and manly scent. No man had so selflessly seen to her needs before and Kaycie’s heart swelled with appreciation even as her mind floated into a restful, fluffy sleep.

It was hours later, with day just peeking over the horizon that Kaycie felt Nick kiss her lips and then withdraw from the bed. Kaycie wanted to moan in protest at the loss of warmth, but then he covered her in the comforter before running his knuckles over the side of her face in a tender caress. Kaycie whined softly, vaguely sensing his long, warm stare before, on silent footfalls, he turned and left the bedroom, shutting the door carefully behind him.
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Chapter Ten


[image: image]


Kaycie didn’t know a month could go so fast. One moment she’d been trying to extricate herself from a fizzled relationship, only to find herself bound into a marriage contract that was going to cost one year of her life. For the next twelve months, her time would be subjected to the will of another, and she had no one else to blame but herself.

The wedding took place just three days before Nick’s thirtieth birthday. Kaycie had as little to do with the preparations as possible – her choice. It was bad enough that she was being made to go through with the ceremony; she didn’t want to have to partake in the planning too. This was in no way how she’d wished her wedding to go; it was meant to be a dream match between two people in love and ready to spend the future together. In this case, love had nothing to do with it. Just cold, hard billions.

But then, Kaycie couldn’t deny that as the days had passed, things had felt less cold and less hard between her and Nick. She wasn’t sure when it started to happen, but she knew in her heart that she wasn’t as unmoved by Nick as she made out to be. She found herself looking forward to seeing him, or hearing his voice. 

The only thing she’d allowed herself to have a say in was the wedding dress, an ivory creation that flowed over her body like a dream. At night, Kaycie dreamed of herself floating down the aisle in the beautiful gown, to find her groom waiting with love and admiration glowing in his dark, brown eyes.

To her chagrin, the face in the dream was always Nick. Kaycie thought of how much he’d rounded up his many business dealings to make time for the wedding as well as the honeymoon billed to last several weeks. Nick had picked the ultimate romantic getaway for them in Santorini, Greece.

Kaycie thought of spending endless hours with Nick enjoying the old-world beauty of the sandy beaches, craggy rock faces and white-washed churches of the Greek island and couldn’t imagine not falling deeper into his spell. It wasn’t enough that he’d broken down her walls and given her the insight into what it felt like to be pleasured by a man who knew what he was doing.

This gave her a promise of things to come but only if she was ready to give in completely. And Kaycie felt she had already given too much. Wouldn’t she be crazy to let Nick break through the last barrier?

Finally, the fateful hour arrived and Kaycie was dressed in her elegantly cut wedding gown. Knowing that her family was there with her, and many of her friends were also present gave her the courage to finally go through with the last hurdle of taking the vows and becoming Nick Vitale’s wife.

It was no surprise that the Press were making a meal of the whole occasion. It was far more quiet than the elaborate, high-society event that Rachel had undoubtedly had planned, but Kaycie couldn’t help noticing that no cost had been spared to ensure that every detail of the wedding had been carefully laid out, from the smallest bouquet to the massive, angelic-looking trellis which made a perfect backdrop to it all.

Kaycie clutched hard on her father’s arm as she walked with him down the aisle and for a moment, Kaycie closed her eyes and imagined this was her fairytale wedding. The beautiful cathedral was the perfect backdrop and it wasn’t hard at all to tell herself that this could all be real. Could be – but it wasn’t.

Nick wasn’t looking for a true romance and neither was she. This was just a contract based on terms that were clear-cut and simple. Marriage for a year, and then they could go their separate ways.

And yet, when she finally came to stand next to her handsome groom and looked into his warm eyes, Kaycie felt her chest constrict at unconcealed admiration she found there. He smiled as he took her hand, and Kaycie let out a hidden gasp as she realized just how deeply she’d fallen. She didn’t even know when, or how. But somewhere along the line, she’d lost her heart to Nick Vitale and now there was no escape; no going back.




***
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THE RECEPTION WAS AS opulent as something out of a royal wedding. The photo session, the traditional cake-cutting, speeches and dancing...each element went as smoothly as clockwork, and the crowning portion of the day was the fabulous array of food and wine served to overflowing.

Now Kaycie stood next to Natasha, who had played the part of maid of honor. They were both sipping on champagne and giggling, the festivities going on around them as little children, prettily dressed, ran around while the gaily attired adults also had fun eating, drinking and chatting away.

Natasha squeezed on Kaycie’s arm and gave the bride a teasing wink. “So now that you’ve married Mr. Perfect; what’s next?”

Kaycie shrugged. “Right now it’s more a marriage of convenience – at least in Nick’s case. But now my new-found goal is to make him fall madly, completely in love with me.”

Natasha let out a groan. “Don’t tell me you’re smitten with him already? Not good, babe, not good. I know you, Kaycie; when you’re in love you do crazy shit. I can’t imagine what you have in store for Nick but something tells me he’s going to have a hard time resisting. And hey, he’s looking this way right now. Over there.”

Kaycie turned in the direction Natasha indicated and met Nick’s deep, dark gaze. He excused himself from the couple he’d been talking to and strode up to where the two friends stood. Natasha squeezed Kaycie’s hand and with one last wink, glided away.

“Kaycie,” said Nick thickly when he reached her side. “Dear wife - have I told you how ravishing you look today?”

Kaycie smiled, taking in the teasing tone in the new endearment and judging from the blaze in his eyes, she knew he wasn’t completely joking.

“Hmm...about a hundred times,” she said drily and instinctively lifted her cheek for his kiss.

Drawing back a moment later, Nick laughed. “I never pictured myself as much of a romantic groom, but there’s something in the air today and I feel very much like sweeping you away on that month-long honeymoon of ours.”

Kaycie’s eyes widened. “Is it for that long?”

Nick’s gaze felt like a laser beam running over her honey-tinted skin, bared by her strapless ivory gown. “If I had my way, it would be for even longer. But before we get to leave, there’s someone I want you to meet.”

Kaycie’s brows lifted quizzically, especially when Nick seemed almost reluctant as he explained, “My stepmother. She missed the wedding ceremony, but I’m hoping she’ll make it here soon. She’s supposed to be arriving from her holiday in Tuscany by now.”

“Then we’ll wait,” Kaycie said firmly, warmed by the possessive glint in his dark eyes. He always made her feel desirable, and sexy. She wondered if he knew that he only had to look at her, and her pussy began to twitch and steep in its own juices.

Nick bent to whisper in her ear, and Kaycie went still as his words spilled sensually over her. “We may have a long flight ahead, but trust me once we arrive at our destination nothing is going to stop me from making slow, endless love to you. I’m going to love watching you squirm and beg for me to stop – then beg for me not to stop. Claiming you is going to be one hell of a pleasure, sweet wife.”

Kaycie let out a delicate cough, placing a hand over her now heated neck and hoping the whole world couldn’t see how his whispered words had been her shiver all over.

Nick chuckled, stealing a quick kiss from her lips and drawing back. “I’ll be right back,” he promised, before he turned and strode off. Kaycie watched him go with a look of longing and adoration she didn’t bother to hide now that his back was turned. She was in too deep; she could no longer deny it. And she didn’t feel ready to pull out, not unless Nick was right next to her, hand-in-hand in love’s journey of a lifetime.

“So, you really do love him.”

Kaycie spun round abruptly at the sound of that familiar female voice. Her eyes widened when she saw Trisha standing there. Kaycie really was surprised; she’d sent an invitation to Mark’s family but had never thought anyone would come.

Instead of reacting to Trisha’s strange statement, Kaycie asked the younger girl curiously, “You came alone?”

“Yes,” said Trisha with a shrug of her shoulders. She was dressed in a flattering tailored dress in deep plum which set off her skin nicely. Her straightened dark hair blew gently in the breeze and around her somewhat rounded face.

“I guess I had to see for myself if you really were going to get married. You know, Kaycie...I’d never have believed it possible that you’d be much of the publicity-hungry type. And yet in just one month you’ve turned from just an everyday career girl into the “Beautiful Vitale Bride”. Not my words, mind you – I got that quote from Majesty magazine. You granted them an interview last week.”

“I remember,” Kaycie murmured wryly. She hadn’t wanted to do the piece, but Nick insisted – as usual. It was all part of the exposure expected to showcase her now that she was to carry the Vitale name, he’d explained. Unlike some of the other spreads out there, Majestic magazine was one of the classiest and Kaycie felt sure no damage to her reputation would be risked. 

Thankfully, the questions were basically about the wedding, who designed her gown, the cost of the rings and only a bit about how they’d met. Kaycie of course had talked this out with Nick and their story was that they’d met through work and the romance had blossomed from there. 

No mention was made of Nick’s recently broken engagement to Rachel. And Kaycie couldn’t deny she’d had fun with the photo shoot where she’d been made to try on several gorgeous gowns, all designer made.

Now, Kaycie kept her smile in place and viewed Trisha with a watchful gaze. “It’s really nice of you to show up today. You were the last person I’d have expected to be here.”

Trisha’s lips lifted in an equally thin smile. “Like I said, I just had to make quite certain that it was true and not just some joke. But then I watched Nick place the ring on your finger so...”

Her smile seemed almost genuine as she added with satisfaction, “Well, at least now it gives me a chance with the man I love.”

Kaycie frowned. “You mean Mark?”

Trisha merely smirked, her eyes turning cold. “Years ago I watched you ensnare him in your net. When he joined the military and left the country a part of me felt almost glad that he was out of your reach. I’d hoped he’d forget all about you but instead, he returns and proposes to you,” Trisha muttered with a bitter twist of her lips.

“I refused, remember?” Kaycie said bitingly. “And now I’m married to a man and feeling things I never could feel for Mark.”

Trisha’s lips twisted in a little sneer. “Aww. Looks like you’re in love. Question is, does he feel the same?”

Kaycie’s eyes darted as she wondered if Trisha knew anything about the clause in Nick’s father’s Will.

Kaycie found herself seeking Nick out in the crowd, as if she felt in need of protection from Trisha’s vindictive prodding. She saw him standing by the side of a strikingly beautiful redhead dressed in an exquisitely tailored peach trouser suit. Kaycie blinked in surprise as she watched the strange way the woman was gazing up at Nick as they spoke. Who was she?

“I see Nick’s stepmother has arrived,” murmured Trisha, and Kaycie glanced sharply at her.

“That’s Nick’s stepmother?” Kaycie couldn’t help asking in disbelief. She hadn’t even known Nick had a stepmother before he mentioned her a few minutes ago. The flame-haired beauty didn’t look much older than thirty, with her sleek figure and glowing, tanned complexion.

Kaycie’s confusion must have been evident to Trisha who let out a mocking chuckle. “I can see you’re in the dark about a whole lot of things,” said Trisha with a dramatic sigh. “Unlike you, I make sure to follow the lifestyles of the rich and famous. I guess being adopted I’ve always been intrigued to know how the other half lived – you know, people who were born into big money. Or maybe I simply find pleasure in reading about rich people making asses of themselves.”

“I’m sure you’re getting closer to the point,” Kaycie said with as much patience as she could muster.

Trisha gave another one of her chilly smiles, taking the time to reach out for a glass of champagne from a passing waiter’s tray. She sipped appreciatively from the fluted glass before finally continuing in a slightly bored voice, “It just so happens that when Gio Vitale, Nick’s father married Lena she was twenty-five years younger than him and just a couple of years older than Nick. Of course sparks were certain to fly and story goes that Nick became infatuated with his new stepmother. One angle claims he even asked her once to divorce his father and marry him. Talk about youthful exuberance. But naturally the old girl knew on which side her bread was buttered and told him to forget it. Tortured, Nick moved out of his family home to settle down on his own, swearing never to love again. No one knows if his old man ever guessed or found out what was happening. I mean, how would he ever have suspected that the young wife he married secretly had the hots for her handsome stepson?”

Kaycie’s eyes were narrowed as she took in Trisha’s airy words, wondering how much of it was true or just malicious bullshit. “Just what are getting at, Trisha?”

“I’m just saying,” the other girl murmured with a shrug. “Most people know that Nick still carries a torch for his delectable stepmother. And now that her husband, Nick’s father has passed on, bless his soul...” She shrugged again.

“You’re  mistaken. I surely would have heard about something like this,” Kaycie said stiffly, wishing she could smack the sneer off Trisha’s face.

“Not everything makes it to the gossip columns. Besides, you can’t have known Nick that long. I got these tidbits from Marilyn; she’s always been close to the Conte’s and the Vitale’s and you know how she gets her nose into everything.”

Kaycie was shaking her head though she knew Trisha wasn’t far wrong about one thing. Marilyn, Mark’s aunt and Trisha’s adopted mother, had a way of getting into the secrets of her friends or rivals. She was always on the lookout for a weak spot that would help her lord it over others. Kaycie also remembered that Nick had attended Mark’s party with Rachel who must have been invited by Marilyn.

She still couldn’t help feeling confused and found herself asking, “I still think you’ve got it all wrong. If Nick wanted Lena then why did he marry me? I really think you should stop trying to stick your nose where it isn’t wanted.”

“Just trying to give you some friendly warning,” Trisha said, ignoring the barb. Lifting her glass to her lips, she sauntered away with a self-satisfied smile.

Kaycie glared after Trisha’s departing back. She wasn’t sure how to process what she’d just heard. Nick had a stepmother he was once in love with? That was messed up, especially since in the whole month since he’d given her the ultimatum to marry him, not once had Kaycie ever heard of Lena. Hell, Nick had taken the time to introduce Kaycie to his family members, friends and close associates and not once had Lena’s name come up. And now Kaycie was finding out that the beautiful, elegantly dressed woman had been married to Nick’s father.

And now she was here.

Kaycie looked around and was just in time to catch Nick disappearing around a corner of the garden with his stepmother. No one else seemed to notice, the music loud and carefree from the speakers tucked in the gardens and the guests busy having so much fun as the afternoon hour wore on.

Frowning in confusion, Kaycie knew she needed to find out the truth. If Trisha was right and there was something going on beneath the surface between Nick and Lena then Kaycie wanted to know about it. She wasn’t about to be played a fool, no matter if the marriage was simply an arranged one. She deserved to know what she was up against, especially when there was so much more at stake.

Kaycie wanted to confront Nick with the whole story even though she knew she would be risking him telling her to mind her own business. So she quickly made up her mind and without thinking twice, went in the direction she’d seen Nick and Lena vanish into, determined to get to the bottom of whatever was happening.

***
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NICK TURNED TO FACE Lena, a somewhat impatient look on his face as they stood in the shadowy alcove of the scene trees.

“Now we’re alone, what’s the very important thing you couldn’t tell me in front of everyone else?”

Lena looked up into his face with a sultry smile, her dark green eyes teasing while her curvy lips pouted. “Don’t be short with me, Nick, please. I couldn’t bear it if I made you angry.”

Nick let out a deep sigh. “Of course I’m not angry. It’s just that you know you can’t drag me from the wedding like that. I have guests to see to. And Kaycie...”

“Ah yes, Kaycie,” Lena murmured. “I had a glimpse of her earlier. She’s very pretty.”

“Thank you.”

“So, you’re a very rich man now,” purred Lena. “It’s too bad now you’re saddled with a wife to go with all those billions.”




***
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KAYCIE MADE HER WAY carefully through the tree-covered pathway and deeper into the gardens following the low sound of voices, one of which she recognized as Nick’s. She paused in her stride when she heard Nick’s stepmother mention billions, and Kaycie’s curiosity was pricked.

“I must say I’ve got nothing to complain about where she’s concerned,” Kaycie heard Nick respond in an off-hand tone. Kaycie kept out of sight but stayed just close enough to hear what was being said even as she tried to look through the thick brush to find where they both stood. Kaycie felt like such a heel for spying on Nick like this, but she couldn’t help it.

“Why do I find that so hard to believe?” Lena said with a scoffing tone. “I mean, she’s hardly your type. Not what I’d have expected you to end up with considering your lofty tastes.”

“Kaycie will do,” Nick said, his words still studiously nonchalant. “She’s willing to play the given role. She’ll do what she’s told – which means there’s nothing to worry about.”

“Of course not,” Lena returned smugly, and Kaycie was able to catch her smirk as Kaycie managed to push aside the foliage concealing the two figures from her view.

“I mean, she seems like the perfect, pliant wife,” went on Lena with a shrug, even as she looked up at Nick through fluttering eyelashes. “But it won’t be long before you tire of her. I know you, Nick.”

“I’ll cross that bridge when and if I get to it,” Nick drawled and Lena’s smile spread with pleasure, reaching forward to wrap her arms snugly around his neck.

“Till then, my love, it’s just you and me,” Lena breathed and to Kaycie’s disbelief, inched up to join their lips in a kiss.

What the...?

Kaycie’s first instinct was to crash in through the bushes and slap that bitch. Instead she found herself turning blindly from the shocking scene and heading straight for the house and up to the room where their boxes were already packed for the trip.

They’d planned to take a flight to Nick’s beachside villa deep in the beautiful province of Santorini, but now all Kaycie was thinking was how she needed to get away. This was her worst nightmare! Her back rested against the closed door of the room as she began to breathe heavily. She felt like she was about to have a seizure, torn by different emotions that wanted to rip her apart. Shock, rage, disappointment – hurt. Blinking rapidly, she swore over and over, “I will not cry, I will not!”

It took another minute to regain her composure, and then her mind began work in fast forward. She threw in some things from the bigger cases into a smaller one. When that was packed, she tore out of her wedding gown and changed into jeans and a shirt.

“The bastard,” she fumed out loud as she zipped into a jacket. Well, she’d heard and seen enough to know where she really stood with him. Oh, she’d secretly hoped that he was beginning to have feelings for her, but after witnessing that romantic little scene she knew she was wasting her time.

Still boiling, she pulled her hair up into a ponytail and then finally grabbed her bag and made her way out the back of the house. Luckily for her, she was able to evade the staff and guests until she was outside the grounds and headed for the road.

She hailed the first cab that came in sight. “Get me to the airport, fast.”

Heaving a sigh of relief that she’d been able to make her escape within such a fast period, she settled into the rear of the taxi. No one would even notice she was gone before it was too late. Kaycie rested her head back, feeling like there was a boulder in her chest and not a heart that beat and lived. 

Looking down at the heavy diamond and platinum bands on her wedding finger, Kaycie couldn’t help but shudder. She’d had no alternative but to marry Nick; he’d seen to it that she was solidly trapped. But growing feelings for him had been her choice to make and she’d been a fool to fall.

She could have known she couldn’t handle meaning nothing to him. He’d laid it on the line from the start that this was all about the end game and getting his inheritance. Romance had nothing to do with it. She remembered the words he’d said that should have warned her: “Love? Do I even know what that means?”

No, Nick, you have no idea, Kaycie thought with despair as she stared unseeing out of the car window. He’d never understand her kind of emotions, the true, honest-to-goodness feelings from the heart.

Then and there, Kaycie damned the consequences as she swore to go far, far away. Away from the devastation of betrayal and away from Nick.
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Chapter Eleven


[image: image]


How Kaycie survived the next several hours she’d never know. All she remembered was that she jumped on the next available flight to the last place she felt Nick would think to find her.

Kaycie knew her main flaw was always doing things without thinking them through first. It was her impulsive streak that had got her in this mess in the first place. If she hadn’t kissed Nick at that party, she wouldn’t be here on the run from her own wedding, leaving everything behind and not looking back.

She just needed some time to sort herself out; she knew that. For the first time in her life she’d fallen hard and the rude shock of realizing she was never going to be anything but a pawn to Nick had hit her hard.

And now here she was, days after and still not sure where her life was headed. She didn’t even want to think of what could be happening back home and what everyone could be thinking. Especially Nick.

But then Kaycie told herself she didn’t give a damn what Nick thought. He’d had his wedding. She’d fulfilled her side of the deal and she wanted nothing more to do with him. She should have kept it strictly business no matter what, because then she wouldn’t be all messed up inside feeling hurt because Nick didn’t care. He never had and never would.

There, in the heart of Verona Italy, Kaycie had spent almost two weeks losing herself in the historic city as she tried to piece herself together. She’d found a gorgeous hotel surrounded by the most eye-catching attractions in the city. She was glad for the classic luxury of her room and the lovely view she had from her window.

Part of her wondered if perhaps there was another reason why she’d picked this city. Nick had spoken of his family being from here and how he’d liked to visit especially since they had a number of homes not just here but all over Italy. Kaycie really hadn’t been thinking straight when she bought the ticket with cash but now that she was here, she felt calmed as the days went by.

She could get through this. She would get through this; because she had to. She had her whole life ahead of her and she was going to overcome this one setback. At that point she didn’t even care what Nick could or would do to her. It didn’t matter anymore because as far as she was concerned, he’d done his worst.

Every time she thought of his cold, distant words, she flinched. She couldn’t forget that first time at Mark’s party when he’d made those unfair comments. And then to hear him talk about her like she meant nothing, and at their own wedding, it had cut her to the bone. She should have known better than to think he would grow to have feelings for her. Whatever he had going on with his stepmother Lena, Kaycie decided had nothing to do with her. Kaycie told herself she didn’t care if those two got together. Nick was nothing to her now and if she had her way, she’d never see him again.

Understandably, Kaycie was in no state to be thinking of romance, not even in the most romantic country in the world. She’d been getting a lot of attention both at the hotel and much to her surprise, whenever she went out sightseeing or shopping. Kaycie knew she couldn’t hide away from the world forever, but while she was here it felt good to just have some time for herself, with no one to bother her. So she grew very adept at brushing off unwanted admirers or offers. She knew that being alone in a strange city would make her susceptible to seek company to ease the loneliness but Kaycie just wasn’t interested.

But then three weeks into her stay, she was having dinner in the hotel’s beautiful restaurant and lounge, with its splendid 14th century arches and innovative regional cuisine. Being surrounded by such contemplative beauty as well as enjoying the fine dining available, would have been enough to improve Kaycie’s mood but it only made her sadder. She’d have been on her honeymoon with Nick in another beautiful and romantic city, but now she was here, alone and still caught up in the way he’d made her feel.

He’d touched her like no other man could. That one time, spread over her kitchen counter she’d let him take her to a place she’d never dreamed she’d see. A man who could make a woman feel like she was walking on a cloud of bliss wouldn’t be so easy to forget. But then it wasn’t just physical the way she felt about him. 

He switched on something inside her heart that made her feel weak and yet bold at the same time. He made her feel like a woman. But that was then, before she discovered just how shallow and unfeeling he really was. She’d felt like nothing but an object manipulated to fulfill his self-interested uses. How could she have stood another second of that?

Glad now that she’d walked out of the situation without a backward glance, she sighed deeply as she sipped on her wine, just before a shadow fell over her table.

For some reason, her heart simply froze, unable to function. Until she looked up and saw a strange man standing there, a charming smile on his face as he asked if he could join her. From his strong, classic good looks, she could tell he was Italian, especially from his smooth, flowing accent. 

He was dressed impeccably in a suit, and something in his broad, friendly smile endeared her to him. He looked a few years older than she was and Kaycie had a sudden sensation that he reminded her of someone. 

Like Nick, he had a strongly carved jaw and dark, lustrous hair, and he stood around the same height. But unlike Nick’s dark, brooding gaze, this stranger’s brown eyes were warm, almost boyish.

Kaycie found herself agreeing with a smile of her own. He seemed like he’d be nice company and she really was kind of lonely, having a solitary dinner in the stately lounge where everyone else seemed coupled up or with friends or family.

“My name is Sergio. Sergio Battista,” he told her as a server appeared to offer him some wine. “And you, beautiful lady?”

“Kaycie...Hayes,” she said slowly, unable to use her married name. she’d stopped feeling like a “Vitale Bride” long ago.

Sergio took a drink of his wine, his eyes appreciative as they ran over her face. “You are very lovely.”

“Yeah, you already said that,” Kaycie murmured, her smile wry. He’d called her ‘beautiful lady’ and now he said she was lovely. Nice. These Italian men weren’t stingy with her compliments, she’d noted. Since she’d arrived she’d had a few propositions and even made some casual acquaintances. 

She’d never have imagined attracting so much attention; she’d never been vain about her looks or figure but it was somewhat a morale boost to find that if she was interested, she could get in a fling or two with someone totally hot.

Like Sergio, for example. He was gorgeous, and downright charming. She thanked him politely for his compliment, and then he smiled with a nod. “You’re American?”

“I am. And I can tell you’re Italian.”

“Well yes, but I’m originally from Tuscany. I’m in Verona for a two-week conference. It’s been a bland few days but now, things seem to be getting a lot more exciting.” He grinned wolfishly. “I’m very pleased to meet you, Kaycie.”

He held out his hand, and Kaycie hesitated before placing hers in his. But instead of just shaking it, he raised it to his lips and bent to kiss it. Only to stop short as his eyes fell on her wedding and engagement rings. He exclaimed somewhat in dismay, “You’re married?”

“Um...yes,” she said dully, retrieving her hand as an unstoppable cloud of pain crossed her eyes. Why hadn’t she flung off the damned things ages ago, she wondered as she fisted her left hand, conscious of the weight of the two rings. She looked up at Sergio to find his expression had softened.

“But I guess it didn’t work out?” he asked kindly, a look of perceptiveness in his eyes.

“You could say that,” Kaycie murmured with twisted lips. “Or you could say it never stood a chance.”

“I see. And I presume you’re here on your own?”

She nodded, taking a gulp of wine and finding her hand was shaking slightly. Just mentioning anything about what she was going through, even with a kindly stranger was making her chest constrict. “I simply needed to get away, from everything. Give myself some space to think things through and make up my mind about everything.”

Yeah, like if she got back to Boston, she could ask for an annulment or something. To hell with Nick’s threat to destroy her, Kaycie thought with an inner surge of anger. She’d fight him every way she knew how.

Nick might have all that money and the connections, but this time she wasn’t going to take things lying down. Kaycie knew she should have stood up to him the first time – but then a part of her sensed that in some way, she’d welcomed the chance to be a part of his life. His ‘blackmail’ had undercut her decision to marry him, and yet even deeper had been the sense that she’d already felt irrepressibly drawn to him and the forced marriage had given her an excuse she’d needed.

Now she wasn’t sure exactly how she’d do it, but she’d find a way to beat him at his game. She just needed to stop feeling like her heart had been crushed by a bulldozer first.

To her surprise, she felt Sergio place his hand over hers in a warm touch that was in no way suggestive. “Whatever you need to get through, I’d like the opportunity to be there for you. I couldn’t help watching you from afar these past several minutes and I felt drawn to you for a reason. Yes, I think you’re a gorgeous woman, very attractive but I’ll be glad to settle for whatever you think you’re ready for right now. You’re alone, I’m alone – there’s nothing stopping us from becoming friends is there?”

He had that naturally charming smile again and Kaycie suddenly felt the assurance that she did need one – a friend that is. And as it turned out that Sergio turned out to be a good one as the days went on. They were staying at the same hotel so it was easier to meet up. Sergio was only busy with his conference a few hours during the mornings but after that he had to day to spend and he took the time to show Kaycie around all the historic and beautiful places. Kaycie had already gone on a bit of sightseeing but it was far more fun being shown around by an attentive, handsome and fun young gent.

And yet even as she tried to have fun she couldn’t help having it at the back of her mind that maybe she was stirring a storm back home. She’d called her family to tell them she was fine but didn’t tell them where she was. She’d given them no details and she certainly hadn’t contacted Nick.

She could only imagine what her friends or the outside world might be thinking but she didn’t care. This was how she was choosing to deal with things and though she knew deep down it was cowardly, she wasn’t heading back to face the crap she’d left behind until she was good and ready.

And right now Kaycie felt far from ready to face that world again. She might fill her days with activities but at night, when she lay beneath the covers, her nights were haunted by the image of Nick’s dark, piercing eyes and devilishly gorgeous smile. 

The way he touched her; the texture of his lips over hers and the solid heat from his body as his powerful arms had held her tightly to him...it had her biting into her pillow thinking of how tremendously he’d given her pleasure and hadn’t expected anything in return. 

She’d been so looking forward to discovering more about the way they clicked sexually, but now that was never going to happen. She couldn’t imagine letting Nick even lay a finger on her body now. And yet though she told herself she loathed him, she couldn’t seem to find the nerve to pull off his rings. They were like shackles that held her bound to him but still she chose to act like they weren’t even there. The same way she ignored the pain and hoped that one day, it would all go away.

Kaycie spent Saturday by the pool, but later she went up to her room to prepare for an evening with Sergio. The hotel was holding a gala dinner, and Kaycie was looking forward to another night of drinks and more of the Italian cuisine.

And the company of course. Sergio was always fun to be around. He never hid his attraction to her but it was never obtrusive. He respected her immensely, she could tell and had never even tried to cop even a kiss. 

She found that very chivalrous and she wondered if, had she been totally free to be in a relationship, she would have liked to be with someone like Sergio. He was easy to get along with and always knew the right thing to say or do. There was no earth-tilting chemistry like she had with Nick but things like that could develop with more time and once she was over the rude shock of having her heart broken.

It was now more than a month since she’d arrived in the city. The cost of the hotel was making a huge dent in her finances but Kaycie was glad she’d had enough tucked aside to afford the stay even as she knew she couldn’t keep up the expense for much longer. She needed to get her shit together and soon. 

She had a business and a life waiting for her back home and she wasn’t going to let Nick take away her sense of self. Soon, she was taking the flight back to face whatever waited for her.

Kaycie had felt extra depressed earlier that day so as a lift she’d gone all the way with her appearance that evening. She wore a sassy black wrap dress that skimmed her toned thighs and clung to her curves. Her hair was in a sleek ponytail and she’d complimented her attire with gold accessories and strappy high heels. Her make-up was somewhat dramatic and yet flattering, giving her more of an exotic look.

Sergio’s look of deep admiration when he first saw her was enough to make her cheeks warm. He looked dashing himself; his hair nicely styled and his clothes as well fitting and stylish as ever. She couldn’t help but think they made a striking couple and felt many admiring looks sent their way as they settled to enjoy an elegant evening.

They were enjoying a particularly scrumptious course and Kaycie was so at ease thanks to the great wine and food that she could laugh at Sergio’s many anecdotes. She threw her head back with a deep burst of mirth and was still smiling as she felt Sergio’s hand squeeze hers. Her laughter died away though as she finally met Sergio’s eyes again and found them deepened with an emotion she daren’t define.

“Kaycie, I know I’ve said it a lot of times how beautiful I think you are and how much I feel drawn to you,” he said with frank warmth, “It’s been barely two weeks and my trip would soon be over, but somehow I sense there could have been a chance for us to see where this could lead. If only you...”

But Kaycie was distracted from hearing the rest of his words, because just then her eyes shifted to a point beyond Sergio’s shoulder to meet the fiery gaze of a blonde-haired woman.

It took a few more minutes for Kaycie to figure out where she’d seen that catty-eyed face before, and then she gasped inaudibly. Rachel Conte. Nick’s ex-fiancée. Kaycie watched with concealed horror as the woman excused herself from her male companion and walked from her table to stand in front of Kaycie. Rachel’s face was twisted in distaste.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Rachel yelled at Kaycie. “And who’s this?” She jerked her chin to Sergio, who was frowning quizzically at her sudden appearance.

Kaycie was just as taken aback by the attack and felt somewhat speechless. The younger woman was the last person on earth Kaycie would have wanted to run into again.

“Ah, so this is your new conquest? It wasn’t enough that you stole my ex-fiancé. Oh no, that wasn’t enough for you,” Rachel snarled furiously, her beautiful face a mask of hate.

Kaycie strove to keep her cool. She wasn’t about to lose it on this snotty bitch, not in front of the shocked looking Sergio and certainly not in the fine restaurant in front of the many glamorous guests. But damn if she didn’t want to punch Rachel to pulp for the way she was talking to her.

Kaycie wasn’t sure just how much Rachel knew about what happened; she hadn’t seen or heard from the woman since that night at Mark’s party. Not a word had ever passed between them, until now.

“Just one month after marrying Nick, you’re already messing around with another man,” accused Rachel with a sneer. “I was right when I told Nick you were nothing but a slut.”

“Now watch your tongue, ma’am,” Sergio snapped as he shot to his feet. “I’m not averse to taking it upon myself to throw you out for being rude to my companion.”

Rachel’s eyes widened at his ice-cold tone, and Kaycie chose that moment to compose herself and speak before Rachel could think up another word.

She looked squarely up at the other woman. “Now you look here. What I do is none of your business. I certainly don’t care what you think of me either. If you think you can judge me then go ahead. I can see you still haven’t forgiven me for taking Nick away from you. But please, try to control your lack of manners and spare yourself any more embarrassment.”

Rachel dragged in an infuriated gasp, her mouth working soundlessly. It was obvious she was struggling with her temper, but then suddenly her green eyes narrowed suspiciously as she stared at Kaycie. “Something’s not right here,” she said slowly, still looking as furious as ever. “And I’m going to get to the bottom of it!”

After that she whirled round and with a swish of her full skirts returned to her table where her escort was looking up at her in amazement.

Kaycie turned to Sergio, her smile stiff yet apologetic as she saw him retake his seat. “I’m really sorry about that. I never dreamed I’d run into anyone from back home.”

Sergio’s eyes were worried. “Want to tell me about what happened? I mean between you and him?”

Kaycie shook her head sadly, glad that Sergio hadn’t mentioned Nick’s name. Talking to anyone about what she’d seen and heard that day, in the hidden corner of the garden – at her own wedding, was unbearable even if it was to Sergio. She had no doubt he’d be on her side if he heard the details, and he wouldn’t blame her for running off and jumping on a plane across the world just to get away from it all.

But now the whole night was ruined and the calm of the past few weeks was now totally shattered. It seemed like fate was reminding her that she couldn’t run away from her problems. She was only delaying the inevitable and she’d be worse off thinking she could hide away from making a decision and soon.

“Can we leave now, please?” she asked Sergio and he readily assented. He was trying to suggest they go out to a night club or something but Kaycie declined with a rueful smile.

“I’d just rather call it a night. I’m really tired,” she said.

Lying in her bed an hour later, Kaycie thought of how disappointed yet understanding Sergio had been when she’d chosen to go up to her room – alone. Then he’d planted a light kiss on her forehead and she’d smiled, touched by the soothing gesture.

Yet now that she was alone and huddled beneath the covers, she felt her eyes swim with tears. Why hadn’t she stayed as far away from Nick as she could from the start? There’d always been a sense of danger surrounding him and she’d kept him at a distance as much as she could. 

But then somehow their paths crossed in ways that made it impossible to simply back away. He’d approached her at Mark’s party and she’d been dumb enough to try to put him in his place to prove a point.

And now she was trapped in a hell she’d brought on herself with her foolishness. Who had ever said a kiss was just a kiss?
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Chapter Twelve
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Kaycie flicked her sunglasses off her face as she stepped out of the taxi which had stopped in front of her hotel. She preferred doing her shopping in the morning and now she was back for some brunch and maybe a nap in her room. She found herself pausing by a stall near the hotel where a man was selling fresh flowers. Buying an attractive bunch, she buried her nose in the colorful bloom as she turned to walk up the steps into the hotel.

But then she was startled by the sound of screeching tires and turned sharply to see a tall, familiar man spring from out of the driver’s seat, her name spilling from his lips.

“Kaycie!”

Nick. Here.

Those were the only two things she could process in her mind as she was struck with a sudden, inexplicable bolt of fear.

He’s found me! Damn! Wild thoughts flew through her head as she realized it must have been Rachel who told him. She should have known.

In a sudden spurt of panic, she dumped her shopping and the flowers and turned the other way to run. Running, always running. Her one aim always to evade that sharp feeling of dread that enveloped her senses from knowing Nick had come to get her back. She couldn’t let him catch her.

“Kaycie, stop!” Nick called out to her in a harsh, tortured voice. But Kaycie didn’t look back, hurtling forward on her choppy heels and quickly turning the corner. Then she tried to cross the road without looking both ways first and missed a moving motorcycle making straight for her.

The rider gave a shout but couldn’t stop in time. Kaycie couldn’t get back out of the way fast enough, and she was only able to let out a tiny scream as the motorcycle made impact and threw her to the ground. 

The last thing she was aware of was of Nick’s voice yelling, “No!” before she sank into a dark, painful nothingness.
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“KAYCIE...vita mia. Please. Wake up.”

Slowly regaining consciousness, Kaycie clung to the husky, familiar voice speaking so softly, calling her ‘his life’. She sighed, savoring the gentle hand stroking her knuckles even as she slowly, painstakingly blinked her heavy lids open.

The sight of Nick sitting right by her bed, his head bent over her hand clasped in his, made Kaycie’s heart constrict.

“Oh Nick,” she breathed, very softly. But he heard her, and his head jerked up instantly. His pained eyes brightened when he saw her looking wide-eyed at him.

“Kaycie, my darling, you’re okay!” Nick exclaimed, his grip on her hand tightening.

“Yeah, I think,” Kaycie said with a smile at the relief on his face. She suddenly became aware of her surroundings and realized she must be in some kind of private hospital room. Under the white and blue sheets, she noted that she was wearing only a light cotton hospital gown. The windows were open and it was daylight, and there were flowers all over the nearby drawers and shelves.

Kaycie was at a loss, not sure what had happened to her. “Nick...what am I doing here?” Her tone was anxious.

“You had an accident, tesoro,” Nick told her hoarsely. “Close to the hotel. That bike ran you down, remember?”

Kaycie frowned incomprehensively. “Remember what?”

Nick stared at her, squeezing that much harder on her hand and causing her to let out a small cry in surprise.

“I’m sorry,” he said, hastily loosening his grip. “But, you’re sure you don’t remember...anything?”

Kaycie’s eyes looked uncertain as she paused thoughtfully. “Well, we were supposed to be married...” This time her own fingers clutched tighter around his. “We did get married, didn’t we?”

Nick nodded, looking numb as he seemed unsure what to say.

“I remember now,” Kaycie said slowly. “We had this marvelous wedding, and then the reception with everything looking so perfect...But I can’t seem to recall anything after that. Nothing at all. Oh Nick, I’m scared,” she cried, and struggled to raise herself from the pillows on her elbows, but then the pain shattered through her whole body. Feeling faint, she gasped and then felt everywhere go black again.
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NICK STARED UNSEEINGLY at the tiled floor as he listened to what the doctor was saying.

“It must have been the terrible shock of the accident...sudden trauma can do that to people. It has been known to happen, Mr. Vitale. Some memory loss can occur whereby the patient will blank out certain events – events that may cause them pain to remember. It’s generally a temporary condition. I suggest that you take it slowly and not try to force her to remember anything. It will all come back to her naturally, I’m sure. Just give it time...”

Time, thought Nick with bitterness. That’s exactly what he’d had to fight against these past several weeks since Kaycie disappeared from the wedding reception. Since then he’d endured different stages of torture. His first fear was that she’d been kidnapped – but soon he found out she must have run away because her overnight cases and some other items were found to have been missing.

He’d been half-frantic, half-enraged and had done all he could to find her, to hear from her own lips why she had done this to him. Nothing had prepared him for this; he hadn’t seen it coming. Day and night for the past five weeks he’d born the speculations of onlookers who’d had a field day over her disappearance.

If it hadn’t been for her parents informing him that they’d received a single phone call from Kaycie saying she was okay, but wouldn’t tell them where she was. Nick had wanted to smash anything and everything he could lay his hands on. One thing he didn’t stand for was being made a fool of and Kaycie had done just that. 

He’d been itching to show her who was in charge and he swore that he’d teach her a lesson the first chance he got. He’d put the best people on the job to search for her but it had been like she’d dropped off the face of the earth. There were no credit card records and there was no way to track where she’d headed to and as the days went by and she didn’t contact him, it seemed impossible to ever find out anything about what had happened.

And then, just two days ago he’d received that call from Rachel who gave him the shocker that she’d run into Kaycie in Verona, Italy. He couldn’t believe she’d gone that far away. He’d thought that she was still in the country but now that he knew for sure she’d flown all the way to his home town almost made him feel like it was a slap in the face. He’d been so fucking furious it had been hard to see straight for a minute.

But during the flight over in his private jet, Nick’s rage had dissolved into the overwhelming desire to see her again. He needed to make sure she was okay. He couldn’t take the risk of losing Kaycie a second time. Not now that he’d finally realized how much she truly meant to him.

When he’d watched her getting hit by that motorcycle, it had added ten years to his life. He’d never forget the way his heart had stopped when she’d tumbled to the ground with the bike and rider toppling over her. Those moments were the worst of his life.

If she’d died...

“She’s going to be fine,” the doctor was reassuring him now. “Just a concussion, and a mild one at that. You’ll be allowed to take her home tomorrow. She’ll be out of supervision by then.”

Nick nodded tiredly and thanked the doctor before leaving his office. Nick hadn’t slept a wink since she was brought in yesterday, and now he thought of Kaycie’s beautiful face swathed with plaster and her body weak with pain. What the hell had gone wrong and why had she left? He’d been so sure things were going fine. What could have happened to turn him into her enemy?

He began to walk past the reception area, his intention being to get back to his hotel, freshen up and then take a nap before returning to the hospital. He didn’t intend to let Kaycie out of his sight for long. 

He’d already informed her parents that though she’d been in an accident, she was going to be fine. Nick had felt guilt thinking how he’d been the cause of a lot of trouble for Kaycie; first she’d run away from her home because of him and then she’d almost gotten killed, another fault of his.

Sighing angrily to himself, he suddenly overheard a man ask the nurse at the front desk, “A friend of mine, Kaycie Hayes was admitted here yesterday. If I could...”

Before the man could even finish the sentence, Nick had spun him around and slammed him into the nearby wall. The guy was just as tall as him and only just that bit leaner, but he reacted fast enough to shove Nick’s grip off his shirt as both men came face to face. Nick was sure this was the man Rachel had told him she’d seen with Kaycie; he fit the description to a ‘tee’.

“Who the hell are you?” Nick barked, his eyes murderous. The man, with cool dignity, straightened his shirt, his own face stormy.

“I should be asking you the same question,” was his gritted reply, which made Nick scowl darkly, barely conscious of the shocked looks they were getting from the hospital staff and other onlookers.

“I’m Nick Vitale, Kaycie’s husband,” Nick snarled.

“Oh, the husband she never wanted to see again?” the stranger said with a cutting smile. Nick winced, his expression suddenly bleak.

“Is that what she told you?” Nick asked dully. He shoved his hand back through his hair as he came to grips with the fact that something had gone wrong that day of the wedding – right from the time he’d left her side at the reception. Because that had been the last time he’d set eyes on her until yesterday. 

What could have made her dump everything and just go for weeks on end, not even calling him to let him know where she was? He’d known Kaycie was a woman who had her own mind but he’d never have thought she would pull such a stunt just to spite him. He knew that he’d made her agree to the marriage against her will, and even now he loathed himself for using that method of persuasion. He never would have carried out his threat to destroy her investments but then he’d had to do what he could to get her. And now he wasn’t sure if he still had her, or if she was going to leave him again the first chance she got.

“She didn’t tell me in those exact words,” the other man was saying more calmly, as he watched the expressions flitting over Nick’s face. “But she did give me the impression that you hurt her pretty bad but then you should know better about that.”

No, I don’t, thought Nick to himself. How could he tell this guy he had no idea what he’d done to turn Kaycie against him?

“Look,” the man said, “I heard she was in an accident and that she was brought here. I need to know how she’s doing.”

Nick let out a ragged breath. “She’ll be fine. She had a slight concussion, nothing serious unless you take in the fact that a section of her life seems cut out due to the accident. From the time of our wedding reception until when she woke up lying in the hospital bed. She can’t remember a bit of it.” And then he looked away, squeezing his fingers to the bridge of his nose as he fought back despair. “Dios! She really must hate me. But for the life of me, I can’t figure out why.”

The man frowned thoughtfully. “If what you say about her memory loss is true, then I guess she wouldn’t remember me. So it might not be a good idea if I tried to see her. I really did need to make sure she was okay. But please, give her my regards. Tell her it is from a friend.”

Nick looked at him penetratingly and almost wished he didn’t need to ask but he just had to know.

“That’s all you two ever were?” he enquired with gruff reluctance. “Just friends?”

The man’s lips twisted. “Don’t worry, she never let me get that close. I guess you can figure out why. Well, Nick; you’ve got your second chance to win her back. That’s one special lady you almost lost so my advice to you? Don’t blow it again.”

Nick stared after him as the man walked out of the hospital. He’s right, thought Nick. Kaycie’s memory loss, no matter how temporary, was his opportunity to put things right; to start over. Make her see that he cared too much to let her go ever. He’d been such a fool to blackmail her into marrying him; he could have told her how he felt instead of taking the hard route. 

And now he was going to do all in his power to win her trust so that even if she got her memory back, she’d find it in her heart to forgive him for whatever she’d found him guilty of in the first place.
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KAYCIE SMILED UP AT Nick as he drew open her door to help her out of the car. Her grin broadened when he held on to her hand as they both climbed up the ornate steps to the front entrance of the villa. They’d flown out from Italy to Greece, where Nick had a sprawling white villa and where they’d originally planned to spend their honeymoon. 

She’d been checked out of the hospital forty-eight hours ago and had been just as eager as Nick to make it to this dreamy location. The scene looked straight out of a storybook, all blue sea and gorgeous mountain slopes. The villa itself was a vision; she couldn’t wait to go inside.

“Really, Nick; you don’t have to treat me like glass,” Kaycie teased, as Nick carefully led her up the many steps, making sure she took each one slowly and not in bounds as she’d intended.

“I’m not going to break, you know...whoa!” Kaycie exclaimed as he suddenly swung her off her feet and into his arms as they reached the top step. “Nick!”

“Glass or not, you’re my bride and it’s been forever since I’ve been looking forward to doing this.” His lips touched hers briefly, yet the kiss was so sweet and hot that she clung to his shoulders to quell the dizzying sensation she felt.

When he drew his head back she was grinning, saying, “Oh well, get on with it then.”

Nick laughed at that and then dutifully carried her over the threshold. Kaycie gazed up into his handsome face, realizing this was the first time she was hearing him really laugh ever since she’d woken up and found him sitting beside her in the hospital room. She loved the flash of his even white teeth, the laugh lines that grooved beside his mouth and the devastatingly sexy crow’s feet that crinkled his eyes with humor.

She barely glanced around at her surroundings, not with Nick’s eyes pinned so piercingly to hers. He didn’t set her down until they’d passed the expansive, grandly designed foyer, and then into the living room with its amazing décor done in earthy, gorgeous tones.

“This, cara mia,” Nick told her with a flourish as he swung her gently around to take a look, “Is where we’ll be spending the next few weeks of our belated honeymoon. I’ve taken all the time off we need, and of course I called the caretaker beforehand to make sure everything was prepared for us. Beautiful, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Kaycie conceded, warmed inside with all the care and affection Nick had shown her since her waking up from the accident. Impulsively, she linked her arms around his neck as she gazed up into his face. “I can’t remember much of the wedding, Nick, but I know that it was wonderful. And the reception as well, I...”

Kaycie stopped abruptly, and felt Nick go still. “Yes, Kaycie; the reception on the lawn in front of my father’s mansion...lots of friends and family – do you remember?”

Kaycie bit hard on her lip as she tried to cling to a prodding image, but then suddenly one particular element skidded through her mind; a tiny memory that made her shiver just recalling every bit of it.

Nick felt that slight quiver and held her more tightly. “What is it, Kaycie? What do you remember?”

Kaycie felt her neck grow warmer, and she swept her lashes down as she said shyly, “Well not that much, just...something naughty you said to me. About how you were going to make slow, endless love to me until I squirmed and begged you to stop – and then begged you not to. I remember thinking to myself now that’s one hell of a claim.” Kaycie’s eyes were dancing mischievously so he’d know she was messing with him.

But Nick took the challenge very seriously, his eyes blazing dark and smoldering as he asked with husky intent, “You have to be sure you’re up to it, my sweet wife.”

Kaycie felt an inward tremor at his half-warning tone. She gave him an impish smile as inside her deepest core, she pulsed with desire. “I am if you are.”

“Oh, you can believe I am. It’s all I’ve thought about since the very first time we met,” Nick told her deeply, before catching her lips in a heated kiss as he carried her up to their bedroom.
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Chapter Thirteen
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Their mutual desire was like a living entity pounding its heartbeat between them, binding them. For a long time there were no words. Their clothes fell away and soon their naked bodies glided against each other as they kissed, hands molding to flesh.

Linking their fingers, Nick stretched her arms wide apart on either side of her head. He thrust his tongue inside her mouth and Kaycie moaned louder, shuddering against him. He pulled his mouth away and whispered in her ear that hearing her moan like that was his favorite sound. He only made her shiver all the more, and he chuckled softly, sending her a rakish look before he tracked kisses along her jawline.

Kaycie gloried in the sensation of his lips on her skin; like a silken caress. She loved the way his virile, masculine body felt pressed against hers, especially his manhood which throbbed heavily against her stomach, hard and thick and almost fearsome in length. 

She’d caught only a glimpse when he’d undressed and her throat had gone dry as lust and consternation had warred within her. She longed so deeply to have him inside her mouth, her pussy. But first, she let him take the lead, and purred when those knowing lips moved to her ear and he tugged gently on her lobe with his teeth. Hmmm, that felt so good, so intimate and sexy. But then he shifted much lower, gliding over her neck and straight to her breasts which instinctively thrust out further when she felt his breath skim her rounded orbs.

Kaycie helplessly stared down at his wavy head at her breast, and cried out when he sucked one dark nipple in his mouth. She bucked hard against him, rubbing herself into his hard, toned body and feeling the arousal turn her pussy slick. 

He continued to roll the stiff, aroused tip into his mouth and then laved gently right before he bit down firmly, causing her to let out a shriek of delight. Nick groaned deeply, letting her wrists go as he lowered a hand to her cleft. Kaycie could feel her own juices coating his fingers as he stroked her firmly and then sought her clit within its hood, pinching it gently.

Scalded by pleasure, Kaycie screamed out his name. Damn but he knew just what to do to make her feel good. He danced his tongue around her aroused nipple while he angled two fingers deep inside her until he was massaging that spongy bundle of nerves while at the same time, he rubbed on her swollen clitoris with carnal intensity.

He knew her body so well. Too well. Better than she knew it herself. He made love to each breast with a lover’s intimate care, making goose-bumps of ecstasy rise in her skin as he simultaneously stroked and finger-fucked her drenched pussy. 

Kaycie couldn’t stop her vaginal muscles from clenching hard on Nick’s fingers as they shafted her faster and faster. Deep within her throat, a strangled sound of pleasure erupted and she gripped tightly to his shoulders, totally blown away. She felt ready to cum and was almost helpless to stop it. Her eyes shut tight as she fought back the rising inferno. Higher and higher she climbed, lost in a maze of clouds that lifted her into a subspace where time and place no longer mattered.

Just Nick. Her Nick.

Now, his voice drew her firmly from the brink. “Open your eyes, beautiful,” he commanded thickly as his fingers stilled within her swollen core.

Kaycie opened her eyes and felt slayed by the flames of passion mirrored in Nick’s dark, blazing eyes.

“I will make you cum, as many times as you want but right now I need to bury my tongue inside you. I need to remind myself of your glorious taste which haunted me every night you were away from my side,” Nick said in that voice that sent shivers down Kaycie’s spine.

Kaycie saw no way to refuse him; not when she longed for the same thing herself. She remembered all too well his skill at pleasuring a woman’s secret spots, but when Nick rolled on his back and settled her above him, she stared down at him in confusion. He drew her up until she straddled his shoulders, and then he urged her higher still. Oh, dearest heaven, thought Kaycie as with his strong arms, Nick positioned her to sit right over his face.

Whoa! The sensation of her pussy settling over his mouth; to feel the friction of his lower face nuzzling against her sensitive mound was enough to make Kaycie fling her head back with an animalistic cry.

Kaycie knew the exact moment Nick’s tongue jabbed into her pussy. Kaycie’s thighs tightened on either side of his head, and she heard him growl with approval as she pressed her pussy harder in his face.

She felt almost hysterical with lust, feeling Nick’s hands cup and squeeze her butt cheeks as he pulled her even closer while he licked the fleshy walls of her inner lips. In no time Kaycie was jerking herself over his face, shocked by the thrill of sharp pleasure cutting through her. Her instincts seemed to take over and all she could focus on was Nick’s tongue, lips, nose and chin grinding into her sex with unbelievably delicious pressure.

It was wicked, wild and hot.

Kaycie felt like she was in paradise.

Nick’s hands shifted from her ass to massage her tits, and Kaycie’s hands covered his as her body writhed and shook. Half of her was worried she was smothering him but Nick didn’t seem to mind, even when she began rubbing herself violently over his face. She was crying out, sobbing and moaning at the same time. 

Kaycie wanted nothing more than to spurt all over Nick’s face and something told her he’d like that too. Gulping air like she was drowning, she Kaycie grunted, “Yes...fuck yesss.” Nick’s masterful tongue fucked her pussy into a mass of goo just as his sucking lips pulled on her clit until it sent currents of ecstasy straight to her brain.

Oh, she definitely wanted to cum, so much her body felt ready to explode. But Kaycie knew something she wanted even more.

Lifting her pelvis off his neck, Kaycie pushed her body down his chest and kissed away his protests. “Let me do something for you this time baby,” Kaycie purred, and smiled sultrily into his face which was smeared with her juices. Plucking one more time at his lips and making him groan, Kaycie glided her naked body down Nick’s muscled frame. She nibbled at his nipples, and heard his deep grunt of pleasure, and then kissed adoringly over his rippling pecs before resting on her knees in between his thighs.

“Oh my,” Kaycie breathed, cupping one hand around his juicy-looking balls and wrapping her hand around his thick, long and beautifully hard cock. He was magnificent, all smooth and silky yet strong as steel in her grasp. She whined with appreciation.

Kaycie’s knowledge with giving blowjobs could easily fit on the back of a postage stamp. She’d never had much opportunity to indulge in the act but then she’d never had such an eagerness to have a cock in her mouth the way she wanted Nick’s. She couldn’t help sighing, “You have a beautiful cock, baby.” She licked her lips wantonly as she cut her gaze up to his face and saw the look of agonized arousal in his expression.

“Oh fuck. Kaycie,” she heard him groan when she bent to lap at the precum pooling at the tip of his massive erection. Kaycie hummed at the deliciousness that was Nick, and kept her gaze linked to his as she wrapped both hands around his thick, solid shaft and stroked him up and down while she closed her mouth over his crown and sucked lusciously.

Hearing Nick groan and swear thickly in Italian made her nipples grow even more erect and tingly.

She bobbed her head lower and took in more inches of his throbbing member, her eye lids fluttering in enjoyment as he stretched her lips wider and wider as she descended halfway down his staff. Oh, he tasted and felt so good. Her tongue flicked around and around, her mouth sealed tight over him until she could feel each pulsing twinge of his manhood.

Kaycie could hear his breathing become more labored and irregular as she jerked and sucked on his cock. The next thing she knew, he was pulling her hips in his direction and soon had her sitting over his face again, this time in the sixty-nine position. 

The pleasure of that moment became so immense in its raunchiness. Kaycie felt like every last one of her inhibitions melted away as they both pleasured each other at the same time, ramping up the many sensations to a fevered tempo.

Nick nibbled on her pussy lips right before he teased her clit and then swiped in a straight line up to the crack of her ass. He licked her there and Kaycie shuddered, gurgling around on his cock. It was the lewdest, hottest thing ever to feel Nick’s tongue teasing her ass. 

She found herself rubbing her ass harder on his face, absolutely loving the feeling that was nothing like she’d ever experienced. Whoa. She’d never have dreamed Nick would be so kinky – and he got even kinkier when he wet his thumb on the juices dripping from her pussy and then pushed it slowly, sweetly past her anal ring.

Kaycie shuddered so hard she had to pop his dick out of her mouth. “Nick! Oh my...God!”

Nick went on fucking his thumb in and out of her ass while slipping the fingers of his free hand over her pussy. He pushed in two fingers deep inside her vaginal walls and began to shove both her holes with a synchronized, relentless force. Kaycie could easily have passed out from ecstasy.

Her grip tightened around his saliva-slick cock as she applied more pressure to her jerking motions, dazed by the sensation of both her front and rear entrances being wedged by Nick’s skillful fingers. 

So good, and so bad. So wrong yet so fucking, incredibly right. This was becoming the hottest sex ever and Kaycie could imagine only one thing that could top this was for Nick to slide his big, fat, beautiful cock deep inside her aching pussy.

Kaycie bucked uncontrollably as Nick plied her with his fingers, pleasure coiling tight in her womb. When she came, it felt like a shock of lightning had shot straight up her spinal cord only to implode somewhere in the back of her skull. Her eyes flew wide open but she was senseless to sight or even sound as she screeched in whistle-register notes.

Kaycie unconsciously backed up into his face as she grabbed his cock and drew the bulbous end into her mouth as the last throes of her orgasm shuddered through her. She would have loved for Nick to erupt in her mouth as well, but he gently positioned her on her back.

He moved in between her readily parted thighs and pressed his aroused penis at her apex, rubbing himself over her throbbing pussy. Kaycie gasped as her body once again became flooded with desire. She bit on her lower lip and moaned helplessly.

“More?” Nick rasped, his voice almost unrecognizable.

Kaycie threw her arms around him and raked wanton fingers down his broad, rippling back. “Yes. Yes and yes, Nick. I need you deep inside me. All the way.”

Fuck. Nick mouthed that one word hoarsely and it was both a curse and a prayer. Wanting to leave no doubt as to what she wanted, Kaycie inched her hand down and wrapped her fingers around his engorged cock. She gripped him tighter and ran her fingers over its length and girth, spreading his precum and her own juices all over it.

“Keep doing that with your hand and I just might not make it through the next minute, sweet one,” Nick bit out, burying his face in her neck to give vent to the thin hold on his control by nipping lightly on her neck.

Kaycie shuddered as his teeth connected to her flesh, branding her as his. At the same moment, she whispered her acquiescence and guided his cock to her entrance just before tilting her hips upwards to receive him.

They both gasped as Nick drove himself to the hilt inside her. The very room seemed to pulse around them as Nick waited for them both to adjust to the thrumming sensations where they were merged. Kaycie couldn’t think. She could only feel, and Nick buried deep inside her felt damned good. It had been a long time – no never – since anything had felt half as good.

Slowly, Nick began to rotate and grind his pelvis against hers and Kaycie writhed beneath him in eager response. He drew out inch by torturous inch, and then thrust back inside her at a delightful pace that made her moans increase in pitch.

Kaycie could feel her pussy walls clench erratically around Nick as he speared her again and again with sweet precision. She knew he’d been taking things slow from the start due to her recent hospitalization; he’d let her take the lead many times in their passionate coupling and now, he was almost painstaking in his thoroughness. He was gentle, yet profound. 

He drilled in as deep as he could go, angling his thrusts to meet her at the very point of her need – right up against her most responsive sweet spot. The pleasure became so thick and powerful it was almost weighing her down, smothering her.

“Oh shit...oh lord, Nick. Nick please. Harder!” Kaycie heard herself cry out as she began to peak.

He increased his pace, slamming against her just that bit more ferociously. Kaycie could see the sweat gathering on his sculpted chest and forehead, and reached up to swipe her tongue hungrily against his clenched jaw.

“Is this what you need, baby?” Nick asked as he pounded into her squelching pussy. “You like that?”

“Yes! Fucking hell. Yes. I love what you do to me, Nick. You feel so damned good inside me,” Kaycie gasped as she moved with him, not losing rhythm as her body instinctively matched his thrust for thrust. 

And then it happened. Even as he ground and plunged into her, Kaycie was jolted by her second orgasm. Her back hunched off the bed and her inner walls pulsed and vibrated around Nick’s magnificent cock. She gripped tight to his upper arms braced on either side of her and she reveled in the firmness of muscle there, her glazed eyes roving all over the rest of his beautifully carved body dusted manfully with his dark, silky hair. Damn, but he was so freaking hot!

“Is this good?” Nick asked tensely, and Kaycie’s gaze jerked up to notice he was watching her.

“So good,” Kaycie whispered back, amazed at her body’s own responsiveness to his. Still needing and wanting him; still hungry for that next lunge that would bring his cock pummeling through her tender walls. Kaycie thought of all the times she’d cum, and reminded herself that she’d never been a selfish lover. Hungry for Nick’s release as much as her own, Kaycie began to roll her hip, her pussy muscles rippling around his relentless cock.

She ran her hands over his chest, loving the brush of silky hair against her palms. She gazed up into his flushed face and licked her lips in that way she noted made his eyes glaze over. “Cum inside me, Nick.”

Nick let out a grunt, his eyes dragging to look down at her undulating body, sensual beneath his tanned, rigid flesh. She felt amazed at her own audacity.

“You want my cum?” was Nick’s raspy response, as their bodies mated in untamed abandon. Hearing Nick talk dirty back to her could easily trigger off her next orgasm, she knew.

Kaycie stroked her fingers over his well-defined abs and then up to her own breasts where she lightly skimmed over her erect nipples, moaning at the sensation. Touching herself always felt hotter when Nick was looking at her so ravenously.

“Yes. Give it to me, Nick,” Kaycie whimpered, tugging at her sensitized buds and blinking with delight to feel his cock throb and swell all the more inside her snug, spongy walls. “Now! Deep inside me.”

“Fuck,” Nick let out, pumping his hips faster into her. “You’ll be the death of me, cara mio. But I think it would be a good death.”

“Then let’s die together,” whispered Kaycie, sinking her fingers in his hair and tugging him down to meet her lips. As they kissed, he surged deep inside her with several more deliciously paced thrusts, and then he strained against her, roaring against her mouth as he coated the inside of her pussy with his cum. Simply knowing that he was flooding her with his manly essence drove Kaycie into a soul-rending orgasm that felt all the more intense because Nick was deep inside her.

With one last triumphant thrust, he settled completely over her body, and Kaycie could fell his heart slam against his chest, the tempo echoing hers. Skin to skin, bone to bone; they were connected in the most intimate of ways. Kaycie clung to him tightly for a few moments, dazed by what had happened.

A lot of things didn’t make sense to her right now. She hadn’t let herself think too much or worry too much since she woke up and found herself in the hospital. But right here, right now – nothing could ever be wrong about this. She felt that with a certainty upon which she could stake her life.

Kaycie almost felt bereft when Nick then pulled out of her and lifted his frame off her body. There was the rush of cool air against her skin and she was glad when he settled right next to her. She expected him to pull her into his arms, but instead he stayed back a little to study her.

Kaycie was sure she was flushing all over at the way his eyes roved over her naked body; her arms splayed out on either side of her, her legs still spread open and her thighs and sex glistening with their combined cum. Her chest rose and fell sharply as she strove to steady her breathing, her skin flushed to a burnished hue as the film of perspiration quickly dried off in the delicious breeze coming through the windows.

Kaycie pushed her fingers through her hair, and smiled a little shakily. “Well, do I pass the fitness test?” she teased.

Nick simply smiled, and cupped her jaw. “You’ve been through so much in the past few weeks. I was selfish; I shouldn’t have forced my animal appetites on you; not so soon.”

His words made Kaycie giggle. She liked the animal side of Nick very, very much, she decided, and told him so.

“Ay, woman. Don’t encourage me,” he growled, even as he gathered her by the waist to rest against his warm, solid frame. He gazed down into her face with the stupid grin spread over her lips as Kaycie stared back up at him.

“And to answer your question; you didn’t just pass the test, sweet one. Anything more beautiful than you would be unreal. The way you looked, fresh from our loving, is an image that will be burned in my brain forever.”

Kaycie sighed deeply and snuggled closer. “Thank you. You’re quite the stud yourself,” she murmured, hearing his deep chuckle as he kissed her lips.

But then Kaycie surprised him by shoving him down on his back and twisting  her body to rest over his, pinning him beneath her. Her grin matched his and her eyes danced with impish delight.

“You know, after all that hot sex my body does feel a bit achy,” she purred, running her index finger over his lips then down to his chest, “I’d say what the best solution is for an aching body...but I might seem much too naughty...”

Nick’s grin broadened. “And me being the blushing groom I am, maybe I shouldn’t ask what that solution is.”

His voice was throbbing deep in his chest, vibrating against Kaycie’s tits pressed close to his pecs while her nipples felt like stinging hot bullets.

“Maybe I won’t tell you...I think I’d much rather show you,” Kaycie said in that same breathy tone. She slowly edged off Nick’s frame, her eyes sultry as she slid out of bed. She could feel Nick’s gaze following her lithe, curvy body as she swayed enticingly, making her way to the en-suite bathroom door. 

She knew exactly the view she was giving him from the back, her bouncy ass moving in time with her generous hips swaying side to side. She glanced over her shoulder and almost giggled when she saw the glassy hot lust cast over his handsome face as he stared. Kaycie knew she’d never be a size zero model but she was happy with her trim shoulders, arms and waist, her long, toned thighs and legs, and of course all those curves.

Biting tantalizing on her bottom lip, she crooked her finger at him with nothing but promise in her eyes and a sexy smile. And then wanted to chuckle when Nick’s grin took on a devilish tilt as he skipped out of bed and almost tripped over their clothes on the floor. Gloriously naked, he made his way to join her as she disappeared into the bathroom.

Nick had a gorgeous body. Kaycie liked that he hadn’t gone for the smooth look but had a light smattering of hair going on over his chest, forearms and legs. Very manly. And he towered over her at just the right height which made them fit perfectly together when they stood toe to toe beneath the warm spray of the shower. 

She loved the baby-soft texture of his skin, and the rock-hard sinew underneath. His solid, broad build would have been intimidating, especially when it came to that immense cock of his that was so hard and hot now, pressed against her belly as they kissed and embraced passionately.

She remembered how well he had stretched her walls and reached every recess of her molten sheathe. She’d been so wet and ready for every inch of him that it hadn’t been as uncomfortable as she’d feared to have someone so big inside her. But then Nick had taken care not to be too rough, giving her just enough to split her senses into multi-colored fireworks.

She let him turn her so he could wash her back, his hand smoothing and lathering the soft, soapy cloth over her shoulder blades and down her spine. She flinched slightly as he skimmed over a lingering bruise just at the back of her left side, and he crooned tenderly in her ear, soothing her as much with his voice as his hands. His touch felt so good, bathing her with such tenderness. 

She couldn’t wait to do the same for him. He roamed those knowing hands all over her from the back to the front, sponging in between and underneath her breasts, slipping his hands in between her thighs and making them quiver. Kaycie felt like the water turned to steam the moment it hit her scorching flesh; Nick’s teasing touch was turning her on to the max.

She could feel his cock, proudly erect, prodding in between her ass cheeks and he soaped sensually up and down her trim flanks. He whispered some of that sexy Italian she adored inside her ear, and Kaycie reached up her arms to sink her fingers through his slick dark hair. She turned her face to meet his descending lips in a hot, sloppy and spicy kiss.

This went on for long, endless moments as the shower spilled like a waterfall over their bodies. And then Kaycie twisted around, retrieving the sponge from Nick and running it with equal care over every inch of him. Damn but he was one fine specimen; not an ounce of fat and far from bulky; just perfect; all lean, defined muscle with all that gorgeous tanned skin.

Soon Kaycie was flinging the cloth aside and gliding greedy hands all over him. Her breasts were pressed to his back as both her hands shifted boldly down to his cock. Good lord but he seemed even bigger and harder than she’d seen him tonight. 

Nick groaned deeply, his head thrown back as she stroked him, and jerked firmly on his shaft. It felt blissful to have him fill her palms, to know that he belonged to her and she could savor every potent inch of this marvelous cock that seemed designed just for her pleasure.

“No more teasing, cara,” Nick growled, his shaft pulsing like a separate entity in Kaycie’s stroking fingers. He turned round in her embrace, seizing her lips and drawing her upwards by the waist so that she could wrap her legs around his hips.

Kaycie gasped when without further ado, Nick’s rearing cock speared a perfect stroke deep into her pussy.

Fuck!

That went right through like a knife through butter. She stared into his intensely dark expression, her lips slack with pleasure as he drove in further than ever before, embedded right at the apex of her shivering inner walls. She clutched helplessly to his shoulders as she willed her body not to disintegrate from the agony of being so totally engorged by cock.

“Feel how perfectly you fit around me,” Nick rasped, cupping her ass cheeks and bringing her down more firmly on his throbbing staff. “So tight and wet. Always so ready for me.”

“Yes,” Kaycie gasped, her head spinning round and round. The sound of the shower running seemed to escalate in her ears until it felt like a rushing tempest.

Kaycie felt surprised when Nick reached out to shut off the shower and then, still deep inside her brought her across the steamy tiles to the bathroom sink. Oh boy. Nick slipped out of her quivering pussy and placed her gently on her feet. Then he kissed her lingeringly before turning her so that her back rested against his chest. Kaycie was a little startled to look up and see their images reflected in the misted mirror. She couldn’t help but notice how much they complemented each other.

He was hard and strong where she was soft and giving. Kaycie viewed even in the hazy reflection how her spine was arched into him, the column of her neck exposed to his lips raining soft kisses on the damp skin. Just watching them together, and the way his big hands scooped and fondled her breasts almost overwhelmed her senses with how well they suited each other.

How could she have ever thought him a cold and unfeeling brute? Yes, she remembered quite well the reason he’d got her to marry him. But all that was in the distant past. She still couldn’t remember a few portions of what had happened at the wedding, but Kaycie kept telling herself that if she couldn’t recall them then they weren’t that important.

Nick kept on massaging her breasts, kneading their fleshy orbs and pulling erotically on the nipples. Dazed, Kaycie gasped with bliss even as she wondered who the woman in the mirror was becoming. She felt she didn’t recognize the wanton female with the black, slick curls falling down her shoulders while she pushed and undulated her hips and ass into Nick who growled with pleasure in her ear.

Kaycie couldn’t stop staring into Nick’s face as he nipped on her earlobe, shifting one hand from her aroused nipple and down her straining ribcage before circling her quivering belly button and then lower still. She whimpered loudly when his fingers parted her dewy, swollen vulva. He sought out her clit from its hood and jockeyed it with his index finger. The heat rushed to her core when she met the intensity of his lustful gaze.

“I’ll never get over how beautiful you are, sweet wife,” Nick rasped in her ear. “Especially now with your full, pink lips parted, your skin glowing, your lovely high cheekbones and your beautiful almond shaped eyes smoky with desire and framed by these soft curls falling around your face.”

Kaycie whined, loving how he made her feel so hot and sexy. He spoke of each part of her with such appreciation that she swore never to feel self-conscious of anything about herself, ever again.

Their eyes met in the mirror and Kaycie knew Nick could see how desperately she needed him. Her pussy still twitched from being impaled so deeply by his cock in the shower, and how each thrust had hit its target without fail. Now she placed one of her hands over his as he caressed her dripping pussy, and then with her other hand she reached behind her so she could cup his probing erection.

Kaycie heard his sharply indrawn breath and for the umpteenth time, reveled in the size of him and how sexy they looked touching each other with such intimacy. It had always been Kaycie’s dream to be with a man just like Nick, so gorgeously masculine and physically appealing in every way who also knew just how to switch on her buttons.

She loved the way every muscle in his arms and shoulders flexed, the heat of his flesh pressed up hard against hers. It was such an erotic picture and she wondered why she’d fought her attraction to him so long in the beginning when they’d first met over business. Deep inside she had sensed he was way out of her league; or that he would never be into someone like her: a woman who could hardly claim she was anything close to the kind of models and heiresses she’d pictured him with.

And yet now here they were, together as one, the world outside forgotten as everything that mattered was right here in this bubble of space and time. Driven by a desire so strong it made her heart pound like a bass drum, Kaycie stared deeply into his darkly passionate gaze in the mirror and said in a surprisingly steady voice, “Fuck me now, Nick. Fuck me here.”

Being a man of action as she expected, Kaycie was to have her wish granted in no time. Nick pushed into the small of her back and had her bent slightly forward, her arms holding her steady against the counter as she parted her legs. The next instant Nick lined up behind her and thrust himself into her slippery, twitching center. All it took was one smooth, high-powered motion and he was buried inside to the hilt.

Kaycie could hear them both cry out at the jarring contact. Nick’s hands were heavy on her hips, pulling her tight against him as he steadied himself inside her for a few moments as they breathed harshly, tensions rising. And then he withdrew only slightly, bending his knees and then plunging right back into her pussy at a whole new different angle. This time, Kaycie screamed.

Damn but that felt incredible, thought Kaycie as her walls seemed to vibrate around his cock like the shock waves of a sonic boom. Nick must have felt how tightly her walls gripped him, because he groaned deeply, gripping her hips so much tighter she could feel each imprint of his fingers. He continued to move with choppy, hard thrusts to her very depths, each angled lunge of his hips ensuring that his dick stroked every sensitive spot in her vaginal canal.

The sounds of their red-hot sex filled the bathroom and the visual of their reflected mating teased her in the mirror as Kaycie watched Nick push and pull into her. His movements grew more driven and feral and each time he bottomed out inside her, they both grunted with half-agony, half-pleasure. 

This was exactly what Kaycie had needed; this was what she’d demanded for. Nick’s cock virtually assaulting her pussy, the sound of his skin smacking against the back of her thighs and buttocks as their moans of ecstasy echoed around them.

Eager for an even deeper connection, Kaycie strained her neck to the side and gazed up at Nick’s curvy mouth, her lips brushing against his jaw to get his attention. To her delight he responded instantly, bending to seize her lips in a ravenous kiss. His tongue thrust deep inside to massage against hers as his thrusts drilled faster.

“Having a hot new wife like you makes a man want to have all kinds of sex in all kinds of places,” Nick rasped thickly into her open mouth, and Kaycie shuddered deliciously in response.

“Considering my husband is freaking hot as well, I fully intend to oblige whatever he suggests,” Kaycie said on a gasp and a giggle. Her breasts swung and jiggled as he slammed into her harder.

“Oh damn that feels good,” she whispered huskily, turning to watch again in the mirror. Nick grunted some response she couldn’t discern, and then she watched with bated breath as he slid his hand down her belly and over the light strip of curls on her mound till he unveiled her clit. Kaycie let out a wail of approval when he pressed firmly unto that little swollen bead while he stroked in and out of her more powerfully.

His free hand cupped her breasts one after the other, pleasuring them as he fucked her down to the bone. Kaycie blinked several times, feeling layer after layer of bliss engulf her as her orgasm swelled. Kaycie felt Nick increase the pressure on her clit while his pace grew almost manic, his grunts deep and loud. Kaycie knew he was just as close as she was; knew the oncoming crash would be titanic.

Her legs began to tremble and she lifted her arms to clutch behind his neck as deep within, her pussy tightened around him like a fist closing and opening. He whispered four words in her ear that had her ass moving harder against his pelvic bone as she hounded after her release: “Come for me, Kaycie.”

Kaycie heard herself crying out, “Nick...oh fuck, I’m coming!” just as her orgasm slammed into her like a freight train. He rode it out with her, shouting her name as he came deep inside her, his throbbing cock brimming her once again with his hot seed. He continued to stroke inside her as he reached down for a kiss, letting the final waves of their conjoined orgasm wash through them.

Kaycie’s muscles didn’t stop breathing around his cock, and because she wanted this special contact to last just that much longer, she whispered to him not to pull out yet.

“Nothing could drag me away,” Nick growled, meeting her eyes in the mirror.

His hand was still cupped over her sex, and Kaycie sighed deeply as she lifted her hand to his cheek and turned for one more kiss.
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KAYCIE REMEMBERED THEY’D washed off the traces of their wild, sweaty romp in the shower and then had tumbled back into bed, Nick holding her close and kissing the top of her head as he ordered her gently to get some rest. Kaycie closed her eyes obediently, and it felt like only moments later that she woke up and found herself alone in the sheets.

But now her sexy lover and husband had returned, and he was right where she needed him to be. Close at her side, holding her and kissing her in ways that made her feel both treasured as well as desired. His woman. His wife. It gave Kaycie the best feeling in the world to think she was cherished by the man who already meant the world to her.

Nick drew her down with him until they lay side by side on the pillows. Their lips drew apart but she still felt their silken connection, the mirroring passion in their locked gaze. The way he looked at her...almost like he didn’t believe she was the same person, made Kaycie feel shy as she ducked her face. But then he chuckled softly, his hand lifting to stroke her cheek. Kaycie instantly turned her face inside his palm, kissing it softly.

“I love you,” Nick said suddenly.

Kaycie drew in a sharp breath and stared up at him, knowing deep down inside that this was the first time ever she’d heard him say those words to her. It felt so good to hear them now, better than if he’d said them a million time before. Because she knew in her heart he meant them.

“Oh Nick,” Kaycie breathed, sliding closer to kiss him on the lips lingeringly. It was moments like this that she didn’t care so much about her memory loss. What did the past matter when the present felt so dreamy? And the future had never looked brighter than it did right then, with Nick’s lips warm and sweet merging firmly with hers.

“Say it again,” she ordered against his mouth, her hands sliding down his chest and resting over his heart that pounded reassuringly beneath her palm.

“I love you.”

Kaycie shivered at the throb in his beautifully accented voice, pulling back to gaze into his dark eyes. “Again,” she said with a cheeky smile, but his gaze was sober as they held hers deeply.

“I love...,” Nick began, but Kaycie caught the rest of it in her mouth as she kissed him again, deeply and so hungrily that the breath seemed knocked out of them both. Her hands played over his silky-matted chest, her fingers curling into the soft hairs. And then her eager palms danced lower, moaning with pleasure in the satin smoothness of his firm skin, the way his muscles rippled beneath her touch.

“Kaycie,” Nick groaned as she explored him more intimately, her fingers dipping beneath the unbuttoned waistband of his jeans to stroke his burgeoning thickness. His breathing became ragged as the heat of passion erupted in the air, ready to bring down the walls until everything was just rubble and dust around them.
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NICK TOOK HOLD OF HER errant wrists, switching her on her back as he drew her hands high over her head, out of mischief’s way. He thought of the last several hours spent just exploring each other’s passions and fantasies. From the bed, to the shower, then up against the bathroom counter. 

He’d meant it when he’d told her she could make a man want to have sex in all sorts of places with her; to discover every thrill her delightfully sexy body could bring. She drew out the beast in him but Nick still held much of his ferocious need for her back. It hadn’t been a week since the accident and they’d also had the trip over on the plane. 

“Let’s not forget our intention to take it slow, hmm?” he teased softly. “I wouldn’t want you to exert yourself so soon after your ordeal.”

“Nick, I told you,” Kaycie sighed with a roll of her eyes. “I’m not made of...”

“Glass, I know,” he broke in with a chuckle, but his humor faded as he gazed down at her, his eyes darkening almost black as they skipped over her naked frame; her breasts full and firm. 

He bent his head to kiss them warmly, using his tongue to lave the tips that hardened to buttons and had Kaycie moaning softly with the pleasure of it. Intoxicated by her texture and scent, Nick dipped even lower, dusting her with kisses down to her navel. He circled the tiny indent with his tongue until she squirmed.

He released his hold on her wrists and she quickly sank her fingers in his hair and drew his head up, rewarding him with the sweet nectar of her lips.

Nick drank gustily, kissing her so hard his senses reeled. Each time they kissed he thought of those weeks he’d spent going crazy with worry and angst mingled with the feeling of being thwarted. 

No woman had ever got through his walls the way Kaycie had. Thinking how furious he’d been to find out she’d run out on him, and then how his heart had almost shut down when she’d had that accident – both extremes had torn him in two. One conclusion and one only came up from all that had happened: Kaycie had stolen his heart and he was happily, gladly entrapped.

Their lips clung in a molten tango and he groaned, his fingers busy delving into that secret part of her he found was as warm and slick and ready for him as ever. She blew his mind the way she responded to him so willingly, never holding back. Nick almost couldn’t wait to enjoy once more the wonders that deep, snug well held.

“Oh darling,” Kaycie gasped into his mouth, her back arching off the bed as her pelvis bucked into his stroking hand. “Oh please...”

He shushed her with a deeper kiss, not letting up from the spell he was weaving with his gentle fingers deep within her core. Not until she at last cried out her release minutes later. Her fingernails dug shallowly in his back and his name was a chant on her lips.

Nick broke the kiss, drawing back slightly and waiting until she opened her eyes and looked up at him. Her gaze was awed, her skin flushed from her recent, spasmodic orgasm. Nick loved watching her cum, see her body undulate like a belly dancer’s; a sight so radiant and even sublime. She couldn’t know what a gift it was when she succumbed to his touch and let him control her pleasure.

As she stared up at him, he found it impossible to hold back the depth of his emotions, saying deeply, “You’re the one woman in the world that means more to me than my life. Don’t ever forget that.”

“I won’t,” Kaycie vowed on a heart-felt sigh, her arms linking around his neck and drawing his face close to hers. Their breaths mingled from their parted lips, and Nick could hold back no longer. Her softness, her sweetness, called to him like a siren. Overtaken by his need for her, he sheathed himself sleekly within her velveteen snugness.

Nick lunged in deep, long thrusts, stretching out each moment like it was the last. Her pliant body glided up to meet his, and damn she could move like a temptress; her hips rolling and writhing in ways that would make even a stone statue come to life.

Kaycie crooned sexy nothings in his ear and his control snapped. Just like that, he clamped his hands on her hips and rammed in deep, his mouth latching to one swaying nipple as he growled deep in his throat. Kaycie’s cries of pleasure filled his ears as her fingers dug into his ass, her legs spread wide and high to urge him as deep as possible. She drove him insane.

To all the heights he went to, Nick took Kaycie with him. And she simply slayed him when she took all he had to give, even as far as to meet him halfway. He’d never met a woman like her; who took such joy in satisfying her man and whose pleasure was totally embedded in his. 

The moment he felt her walls begin to twitch and convulse around his grinding shaft, only then could he finally unleash the final grip on his restraint. He came in a rush of fast, heedless thrusts as Kaycie screeched and shook beneath him. Nick felt an answering tremor rock his frame as he collapsed against her; heart, soul and body replete.
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Chapter Fourteen
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“Phew! Am I glad you talked me into chilling out the beach. I had so much fun!” Kaycie exclaimed, walking back into the house and reclining on one of the living room sofas. She’d been so self-conscious about exposing her body in a swimsuit especially when the bruises from her accident could still be evident. But Nick had assured her she would look gorgeous and besides, the villa was on a private beach; it was just them for miles and miles.

Since that was the case, Kaycie picked her skimpiest pair, though she still felt shy walking around almost naked in broad daylight beneath the gleaming eyes of her sexy-as-hell husband. Gone was the brooding, controlling Nick she remembered. He was just the perfect gentleman, attentive and charming. They had their romantic walk on the beach and then a picnic high on some rocks overlooking the water. The serenity and the eloquence in every wave and cloud was mesmerizing.

They’d talked and she’d flirted terribly with him; it still felt like the first time when she was around him and Kaycie took delight in teasing him with saucy comments he least expected. Like telling him that though she’d always found him cocky when she first met him, she’d had sleepless nights filled with fantasies of being taken hard and roughly by him.

“And just in case you’re wondering, baby you’ve succeeded in fulfilling every one of those raunchy fantasies,” Kaycie had cooed in his ear, and he’d growled, grabbing her by the waist and spinning her round and round on the sand. Kaycie couldn’t stop giggling as she clung to his broad shoulders dressed in a white linen shirt, left unbuttoned beneath his rolled-up matching white pants.

“You do great things for my ego, little one,” Nick had teased, his dark eyes pleased and crinkling. “I’ll have to remind myself not to get a bighead before this honeymoon is over.”

Kaycie had merely laughed, glad to see him look so happy. And now he sat next to her on the sofa, handing her a glass of a cool cocktail which Kaycie sipped on gratefully.

“I think the walk out in the sun has brought the bloom back in your cheeks,” he said with a tender stroke of his knuckles along the side of her face. “I was beginning to feel guilty, barely letting you go from bedroom to shower in all the days since we arrived.”

“Hmm,” Kaycie purred, looking at him over her glass and meeting his wolfish grin. “I recall we did make it to the kitchen a few times – after all we both couldn’t live on hot sex alone.”

Nick let out a deep chuckle as he took her free hand and kissed the knuckles warmly. “Speak for yourself, cara mia. This sexy body’s got all the nourishment a grown man like me needs.” And to buttress his point, he lowered his head to take a hearty nibble from her bare shoulder, making her squeal.

But then Kaycie’s eyes sobered, and she sighed deeply. “If only I could remember...” She paused, frowning slightly as she felt Nick stiffen. She’d sensed early on that he didn’t really like her straining her memory or bringing up anything that must have happened before she woke up lying in that hospital bed. And yet it was two weeks since then and even with all the happy times they’d shared here on this beautiful Greek island in his dreamy villa, Kaycie could no longer fight the factuality that there were a few pieces to the puzzle missing, and it bugged her.

Now that she felt stronger not just physically but mentally, Kaycie felt it was about time she tried to put the lost pieces back together.
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KAYCIE WAS LOOKING right at him as she asked, “What do you think happened, Nick?”

Nick paused, not sure exactly how or where to start. He could read the uncertainty in her eyes and he loathed himself for wishing this conversation wasn’t about to happen.

“I’ve been wary to ask,” she went on less confidently, her eyes downcast as she fidgeted with her glass. “I kept hoping it would all just come back to me eventually. But now I just want to know.”

Nick drew in a deep sigh and thought, this was it. They’d spent the last two weeks blissfully, taking each day as it came. Making each moment count. Nick had been happy to shut out the outside world; no checking his business emails, warning his assistants not to call him unless it was an unavoidable emergency.

He’d even spoken to Kaycie’s parents and closest friends and warned them about her memory loss, asking that they leave him to try to explain what may have happened. Nick wasn’t sure how much he could count on them to keep from stressing Kaycie with their own version of events. And yet now here he was, with no way to avoid the inevitable. Kaycie needed answers and she needed them now.

Bracing himself, he asked calmly and yet knowing he was hedging, “Exactly what do you remember?”

“Um, let’s see...” Kaycie’s expression was thoughtful as she tapped her chin. “I recall all about the way we met that night at Mark’s party – you know, with Rachel breaking up with you and then you proposing to me.”

Nick’s lips twisted somewhat wryly. “Thank you for putting it so mildly. Considering I demanded you marry me or lose all you worked for.”

Kaycie seemed to squirm, but then placed a hand on his with a warm touch. “I’m not bringing all this up to drag up the wrong or right of anything that’s happened. I don’t regret being here with you, right now.”

“Thank you,” he said simply, catching her hand and planting a kiss on the soft underside of her wrist. Kaycie squirmed once again, with pleasure this time, but then became serious again.

“Okay; then I can see the wedding and both of us standing together talking and afterwards you walking away from me...” She paused with a deep sigh and a shake of her head. “But then that’s where it’s all a blur; right up to the moment I opened my eyes in the hospital.”

Kaycie’s gaze sought his. “Can’t you tell me what happened in between?”

“I can’t. Because I don’t know,” Nick said honestly. And how was he going to be able to tell her that she’d packed a bag and deserted him on their wedding day, disappearing for weeks before he finally found her? 

And then to almost lose her again when that bike had run her down? An accident he blamed himself for everyday because she’d been running away from him, again? It all seemed too absurd to try to relate to her.

“Look, Nick,” Kaycie said with a small smile, “You can cut out the mystery, okay? I understand that you’re trying to protect me because the doctor told us I had to take it easy and not rush things, and that the memory loss is only temporary – or so he says.”

“So he says,” Nick heard himself echo somewhat hollowly, as in that instant he wished that Kaycie could remain this way, with that terrible part of her life lost to them for good.

That way it wouldn’t come back to destroy the happiness they now shared.

Dios, but he loved this woman. The past several days spent alone with her had given enough opportunity to count the ways Kaycie was not just beautiful on the outside, but inside. She had the brightest disposition; was highly intelligent and interested in the world around her. 

They could discuss anything under the sun; art, music and current affairs and she always had an informed opinion. Not that they had spent that much time talking, considering how many – or how few – the hours they’d spent out of bed. But when they did get to talk, she showed a true depth of character that beguiled and struck him.

Sensing her own feelings of love for him was the icing on the cake. He could tell she loved spending time with him; and that when they made love, she was thrilled by his touch and his possession. Getting her memory back and all that went with it, would mean Nick having to test the extent of her love for him – as in whether she loved him enough to forgive him for whatever he may have done. But dammit, he couldn’t figure out what the hell that was.

“Okay,” Nick let out on a deep sigh, closing his eyes briefly as he pinched the bridge of his nose and worked out what he planned to say. He wasn’t sure she was ready for the truth yet; it might be a selfish decision on his part but for now, he felt sure it was best not to give her all the facts – as he knew them. 

He still needed some answers himself, so how was he supposed to give her the whole truth? So many things were yet to make sense – for either of them. Not without her memory returning.

“It’s like this; we got married and afterwards you got on a flight to Italy.”

“But we planned to come to Greece for our honeymoon,” Kaycie cut in.

Nick blinked. “Ah...we changed our mind,” he said lamely.

“Well, it was a bad idea since it landed me in the hospital with bruises and a piece cut out of my life...Hold up, did you say I got on the flight? What about you?”

“I...had to stay back for some time because I had some business engagements that came up unexpectedly that required my personal attention. And then you remember there was still the matter of handling the issue of that clause in my father’s will – my birthday was three days later and there were tons of documents to sign.”

Kaycie nodded with a thoughtful expression, and Nick added quickly, “Anyway, I joined you soon enough, and minus the bike accident, I think we’ve been having a great time, no?”

He smiled roguishly, gathering her close while deep inside, he felt like such a bastard for lying. But Kaycie was his little treasure – his tesoro and he’d do anything to protect her from any kind of pain. And hopefully when truth time came they’d both be strong enough to face it.

Kaycie crossed her arms behind his neck and stared solemnly into his eyes, as if she could see right through his playful façade. “You know what? I don’t really care about if I remember everything or not. Because come what may, I love you, Nick. I have for a long time and I’m sure I always will.”

Nick’s heart felt like it was clenched in a tight fist and he almost couldn’t breathe. His smile died off as he gazed back into her deep brown eyes. Madre di Dios! He was like a teenager again when it came to this woman. 

The cold-hearted businessman who’d earned respect of peers and rivals alike and even men far older than him; the same Nick who’d never cared for love or even believed in it, who’d only focused on his cut-throat career and regaining his hard-won birthright, was almost pushed to tears with emotion as he felt the depth of Kaycie’s love shining through her beautiful brown eyes.
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“DO YOU TRULY MEAN THAT?” Nick asked her thickly.

Kaycie felt his strong arms close around her more tightly and she quelled a flinch, her fingers digging into his hair as she drew him close for a clinging, reassuring kiss. “Yes. I do. I used to be so scared to allow myself to grow feelings for you,” she breathed against his lips. “I kept thinking I’m far from the suitable wife your friends or family would expect for the billionaire Nick Vitale. I don’t have the right connections or the class.”

“Kaycie...”

“But then I convinced myself,” she went on firmly, placing a shushing finger on his lips, “That you, Nick Vitale, would be lucky to have a woman like me because I can see through your cold, icy walls to the man of worth beneath. Your name and money meant nothing; I was drawn only to the person within. The man whose one touch could set my blood rushing faster through my veins, whose voice calmed and yet thrilled me, who made my body sing. And I realized I was lucky too, because I have you. You’re mine, Nick,” she added firmly, pouting with playful possessiveness as she threw those last words back at him, words he’d said to her before, almost a lifetime ago but which had always made her spine tingle from the force of his dominance.

“All yours,” he responded with fierceness in his eyes that stilled her breath. He pressed a ravishing kiss to her mouth, plunging them both in a sizzling whirlpool.

As always, his kisses and caresses chased the doubts away. And yet Kaycie felt that one lingering dread that he was keeping something from her, and she had this feeling that she was making a futile attempt to escape from something unpleasant and inevitable that would hurt her terribly.

But Kaycie refused to believe the worst of Nick. Whatever had happened when they’d met, he’d proven over and over that he was a good man. Better than she could have hoped for considering her lack of experience in the male department. And if Nick wasn’t the wonderful man she thought he was then only time would tell.
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Chapter Fifteen
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Kaycie felt ridiculous, her hair packed up underneath a baseball cap concealing half of her face and dressed in her most disreputable jeans and sweatshirt. Stepping down from the plane, she glanced at Nick as he too made his way down, a pair of dark aviators shielding his eyes. Not much of a disguise, but it had been all they could come up with.

He took her arm once they got on the tarmac. “We could be lucky and not get spotted by a journalist looking to make a scoop with photos. But if we do get to bump into any of those infernal paparazzi, then remember; you had to travel ahead to Italy without me. I still had some business to finish up. And after a few weeks, I joined you. That’s all you need to say.”

Kaycie would have expected a ‘no comment’ answer more appropriate to any curious, nosy photographers or journalists. But then she really wasn’t used to any kind of publicity so Kaycie decided to listen to Nick’s advice on how to handle paparazzi. But at the back of her mind, she still couldn’t help the niggling doubts. Had she really gone to Italy alone to wait for him? Why would she have left on her honeymoon without her groom? And had she really had to wait five whole weeks before he finally managed to drag himself from his business concerns to join her?

Her parents and pals were not much help; they were just as vague saying they knew she’d left but hadn’t been aware of her plans. And Kaycie knew she’d always been the type to value her privacy and she didn’t really go about blabbing to people. To date no one even knew she’d been blackmailed into marrying Nick – except maybe her closest friend Natasha. Kaycie suddenly decided that the first chance she got, she was having a sit-down with her old girlfriend. If anyone could help her get to the bottom of this, Natasha could.

Kaycie truly wanted to trust Nick and believe he would always act in her best interest, but she couldn’t help thinking he only told her what he wanted her to believe.

“Hey,” Nick said, breaking into her thoughts and squeezing gently on her shoulder. She turned to him with a somewhat guilty smile, only just becoming aware of her surroundings. They were in the back of the limo which had picked them up from the airport, and Nick’s smile was far more relaxed now that they were free from any unwanted attention.

“You were far away,” he added, and brushed off her baseball cap, tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear as he gazed down at her warmly. “That’s better. It should be a crime to hide those beautiful brown eyes.”

Kaycie gave Nick an answering smile of equal warmth, berating herself once again for doubting him for even a second. He obviously loved and cared for her...why would a few weeks cut out of her life mean anything, when she finally had all she needed right here?

Nick had once told her he’d never thought of love as criteria for marriage. Oh, she remembered that much. But look at them now. The situation was totally different now. She really shouldn’t care either way what had happened in the past, so long as they had each other, right?
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KAYCIE COULDN’T HELP wincing in response to Natasha’s squeal of delight as both girls hugged tightly. Kaycie had just walked into the coffee shop where Natasha had suggested they meet to ‘catch up’ on things since the last time they’d seen or spoken.

“What on earth happened? No phone call, not even a text or email...where did you get off to? How could...”

“One at a time,” Kaycie broke in, laughing as they settled into their seats. First they ordered coffee and bagels, and then once she’d taken her first few sips from her cup of skinny cappuccino, she felt ready enough to say, “Okay, first question; a lot happened. But probably not what you might think. Nick told me how you guys were all worried when I left without him.”

“And without telling anyone!” cried Natasha accusingly.

Kaycie frowned to herself at that, but then went on after the interruption. “I’m sorry about that. But it must have had something to do with keeping the paparazzi off my trail or whatever. I don’t believe Nick wanted them to know exactly where we were going for our honeymoon. And well, to your second question: I was in Italy. Nick stayed back here to tie up some loose ends.”

“For a month?” Natasha said incredulously, shaking her head between gulps of her coffee. “Hmm girl, that’s not what we were thinking, believe me. When you disappeared like that, everyone – including me, thought you’d run off, dumping your husband before the honeymoon.”

“Perish the thought!” Kaycie gasped, laughing hollowly. But she was thinking, what the hell had given them that idea?

“And Nick,” Natasha went on doggedly, “Was almost dazed with anxiety. That’s why I’m really skeptical when you say the reasons you left the way you did. Especially when I know how things really stood between you two. After all, the man blackmailed you into marriage. Maybe you suddenly had cold feet or something even after the vows were shared. I was hoping you’d tell me exactly what must have come over you, and not feed me this cover-up tale. I mean, I know you suffered some memory loss from that accident – yeah, your mom told me about that. But as to the rest of the story you both cooked up, I ain’t buying it.”

Yeah, it did sound cooked up, Kaycie had to admit if only to herself. But damn, what could she say? She was still in a whirl just thinking that Nick wasn’t being straight with her, just as she’d feared. Why hadn’t he told her he’d been worried sick when she’d left? That had to mean he didn’t even know himself about why she’d gone. She must have left without telling anyone and this must have caused some major drama at the wedding.

Forcing her mind to think fast, she quickly let off a laugh. “Well, looks like you’ve got me there. I really shouldn’t have tried to fool you, babes. But then, how could I tell you the truth when it sounds so silly now? It’s pretty simple though: I was mad with Nick for getting me to marry him against my will, and I decided to teach him a small lesson, just to let him know he couldn’t have it all his way all the time. I let him stew for a little bit and then I called to let him know where I was. You can bet the make-up sex was explosive,” she finished with another one of those hollow chuckles.

Natasha smirked. “Hmmm. Well then at least, take the time to warn your parents first before you go pulling stunts like that. I’m not sure what Nick must have done to convince them, but eventually they returned home with deep reluctance. They were this close to calling the cops on that hunky hubby of yours.”

“I can imagine,” Kaycie said, smiling tightly. “But thankfully, I called them soon after to fill them in. Everyone was cool with it. I’m sorry I gave you any cause to worry, though. But anyway, I’m back, and I’m glad I’d already taken off time from my business or I’d have had some serious crap to deal with now that I’ve returned. All in all, I’ve been able to convince everyone who cares to listen that I never planned to cause a major scandal with my wedding. But phew...I never knew marriage to a billionaire was such a risky affair.”

Natasha made a face, and then laughed. “It has to be, when that billionaire’s Nick Vitale. I mean that guy was one of the most sought-after men in the country. Hell, he still is, even with that ring on his finger. So if I were you honey, I’ll watch out and not let any of those gold-digger home wreckers sink their fangs in him, okay? There are lots of pests around, believe me.”

And then Natasha paused, before asking mildly, “And speaking of pests, what’s up with Mark?”

Kaycie shrugged, sighing as she stared into her coffee. “I don’t know. He wasn’t at the wedding and I haven’t heard from him since. But I’m sure he’s well over me now, especially with little cousin Trisha.”

Kaycie stopped short, jolted by a fleeting memory crossing her mind – but then it faded away before she could grasp it firmly.

“You mean that brat?” Natasha scoffed, unaware of Kaycie’s lapse. “I haven’t heard of her in a while either. But then even from way back I could tell she had her eye on poor Mark. Only back then she was a pimply, overweight teenager with attitude. She’s shed some weight and the pimples, but obviously still kept the attitude. I ran into her at your wedding and...”

“She came to the wedding?” Kaycie croaked, and lifted a hand to her throbbing temples which felt like they were knotted in tight bands of steel. That niggling memory was back, but still no clearer. Why was this bugging her?

“Of course she was – don’t you remember? Oh shit, yeah, you probably don’t, what with your partial memory loss,” muttered Natasha apologetically. “To tell you the truth though, I was surprised to see you two having a conversation at the reception. I knew how you two didn’t get along when you and her cousin were heartthrobs. In fact, it was like you both were sworn enemies. I was dying to know what you both could have to talk about.”

Kaycie chewed hard on her bottom lip, telling herself she was dying to know the exact same thing. She had the damnedest conviction that it was very important.

“Anyway, she was the last person I saw you with before you vanished. I couldn’t help thinking right then that she had something to do with your disappearance. We were so close to declaring your ass missing that day!”

Kaycie laughed along with her friend, but the sound was weak to her own ears. Nothing added up, and she was done being lied to and having to lie to hide whatever must have gone wrong that day. It was about time Nick gave her some real answers this time.
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NICK NOTICED THAT KAYCIE was in a quiet mood when he returned home from work. Her absentminded kiss on his cheek was hardly the warm welcome he’d been expecting from his newly-wed wife either.

“You cooked dinner?” Nick queried, sniffing the air and inhaling the aroma of some delicious home cooking. Even with Nick being ready to maintain a staff of private chefs, Kaycie had insisted she could prepare whatever meals they needed. And any housekeeping she couldn’t handle, she ensured that the cleaning help only came around on weekends. Nick was used to having a full load of staff especially when he was staying here in his pricey open-plan mansion but he’d been only too happy to let Kaycie have her way – especially when he discovered his woman could cook up a storm in the kitchen.

Never would he have pictured himself much of the domesticated male, but Kaycie had him wanting to come home earlier, and cut down as much on his travelling and work load as he could. She had her own thing going on with her business, but when she was home he always liked the thought of his hot wife waiting with an equally hot meal when he got back.

“Yes; I decided to try out some of those seafood recipes you like.”

“Sounds delicious,” he said as she walked on ahead of him, her hips in those white jeans swaying unconsciously and giving him ideas that had nothing to do with dinner. That and the sliver of sexy skin showing in between her waistband and her matching white crop blouse.

But Nick wasn’t so insensitive not to tell his little treasure was far from being in a happy mood. Grabbing her gently by her slim waist, he drew her close and then turned her round to face him.

“What’s wrong, tesoro?” he asked softly, cupping her face and quelling her to meet his searching gaze.

She sighed deeply, her thick black lashes fluttering low. “I’m so afraid, Nick,” she breathed, and instantly his throat constricted. She continued worriedly, “I don’t know what or who to believe anymore. I can’t figure anything out. I just can’t.”

Nick could only draw her into his embrace, tucking her face underneath his chin as he squeezed his arms tightly around her for a few moments, wishing to transmit his strength, his assurance. 

But then with her cheek resting against his chest, he heard her ask softly, “Was everything you told me the truth, Nick? About why I went away?”

With an inward sigh, Nick let her draw back from him. He should have known his story wouldn’t hold. Kaycie was no fool; and he shouldn’t have lied to her, no matter the reason.”

“No,” he replied, shoving his fingers back through his hair and flinching at her look of distress. “The truth is, you ran off on our wedding day; during the reception. One minute you were there and the next...”

He expelled a deep breath and turned to face the window overlooking the moonlit gardens beyond.

“I never understood why you did it. Yes, in the start it was meant to be just a business arrangement – one I had to pressure you into. But as time went on I began to think things had taken a different turn – and that it wasn’t all just a cold-hearted agreement. I felt it – you felt it. Even though neither one of us ever came right out and said it. At the wedding...damn. You looked like a vision. Beautiful, your eyes shining with warmth at me. I could hardly stop staring at you, wanting to sweep you away the first chance I got. I couldn’t wait to finally get you alone and...”

Nick turned to face her again, expressionless. “Whatever your reasons, you left me. You made me look like a fool and I couldn’t help wondering if that had been your plan all along; to hurt me for forcing you into marriage. I didn’t know what to think, and it took five weeks before I found you again – which happened purely by luck.”

Kaycie was staring at him. “You mean I was there for five whole weeks?”

Nick’s voice turned bleak as he turned away once more. “Five whole torturous weeks for me. I feared the worst. Kidnapping, murder. It was when I realized you’d left of your own free will that I started to get mad. I wanted to find you at all cost and make you pay for all the suffering you caused me. But then on the flight over, all I could think of was how I could win you back, convince you that I wasn’t some hard-hearted, single-minded bastard who cared only about some damned inheritance. When I saw you get run down by that motorbike...it was then I finally realized how close I’d come to losing the most important person in my life.”

Nick felt Kaycie come to stand behind him, felt her slip her arms around his waist as she rested her face against his back. He drew in a ragged breath, closing his eyes briefly before adding plainly, “I lied to you because I was scared. Yes, Kaycie...I’m not ashamed to say I was fucking scared to death that if you ever remembered what happened, it would change how you’d come to feel about me.”

“Never,” Kaycie said feelingly, making him turn to face her as she grabbed his face in both hands.  “Do I really seem that fickle? Nick, just months ago you told me love wasn’t important in a marriage. I vowed to myself to prove you wrong. And now that we’ve found true love together, do you really think I would give that up? I care too much to want to lose you, ever. And nothing’s going to change that.”

Nick sighed. He took her hands, kissed them. He really wanted to believe her. But he’d felt her rejection before when she’d left so unexpectedly. He hadn’t cared so much about the embarrassment caused; he’d been more impacted by the shock and hurt that he’d been wrong about Kaycie. That she could never care for him the way he’d begun to care about her.

And now that he’d tasted these past many weeks of passionate love with Kaycie in his arms, no way he could take it if she left him again. 

Losing Kaycie was no longer an option.
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Chapter Sixteen
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Nick frowned slightly with impatience as he spoke to his secretary on the line. “Yes, Brenda?”

“Sir, Mrs. Vitale’s here to see you.”

“What?” he said. “Kaycie’s here? My wife?”

“Oh no, sir,” Brenda said on a laugh. “It’s your stepmother.”

The smile he’d unconsciously had on his face at the thought that Kaycie had come to see him vanished.

What did Lena want now?

And that was the exact same thing he asked her the moment after the door closed and she was standing in front of him.

As always she was dressed to kill; hair perfectly groomed and her svelte figure sheathed in some designer get-up that enhanced her undeniable beauty. There had been a time her breathtaking looks had moved him, but not anymore.

“Really, Nick,” she drawled, tut-tutting. “Is there anything wrong with my coming to see my adorable stepson at work?”

“Your so called stepson is a busy man, Lena. What is it?” he said coldly, drawing back when she bent over him to try and kiss his lips.

“Well, well, well,” Lena murmured as she straightened and then went to take one of the chairs in front of his desk. ”How your attitude has changed. Could it be due to the fact that your runaway wife is back?”

Nick’s look was chilly as he met her scornful gaze. “Maybe. I’m certainly glad I found her, safe and sound.”

“Oh, I’m sure you must be glad indeed. Because if she wasn’t – safe and sound that is,” Lena drawled sarcastically, “Then you’ll be without all this.” And she waved a dainty, heavily beringed hand to indicate the plush office.

Nick scowled darkly. “If you’re implying that I wanted Kaycie back to ensure that our marriage stayed valid, just so I could keep my fortune then you’ve got it all wrong. With the marriage certificate, I no longer had anything to worry about. I didn’t need Kaycie anymore. But I did want her. And thanks to Rachel, I found her.”

“How ironic,” Lena sneered. “Your ex-fiancée ends up helping you unearth your heartbroken, disillusioned bride.”

She was cut off by the suspicious look on Nick’s face. “Why would you think Kaycie was heartbroken and disillusioned?”

Lena’s eye widened innocently as she shrugged. “A mere assumption, darling. I mean, what if the poor girl found out about you and me.”

“There is no ‘you and me’ Lena as you very well know,” was Nick’s cold response. “Once upon a time, I believed myself in love with you. And I’ve always felt grateful for your eye-opening rejection, believe me. Just don’t kid yourself that just because Dad’s dead, we can start up something because it’s not going to happen. I love Kaycie and nothing in the world would make me do anything to jeopardize that.”

Lena’s face twisted into something bitter and angry and far from pretty. “You love her,” she gasped furiously. “And what about me?”

He gave her a deliberately blank look. “What about you?”

Lena smiled thinly, even as she rose to her feet with fluid grace and then began pacing the office in her high-heeled pumps. “I always regretted turning down your offer to run away with you. But I knew your father was a powerful and ruthless man and he would destroy me – and you as well, for making a fool of him if I dared follow my heart. My marriage to him was never about love but I respected him and he treated me like a princess. I lacked for nothing. And yet...all that never stopped me from pining for you. You were the one thing I really wanted, but could never have.”

She stopped in her pacing to turn to him. “I was so mad when you didn’t ask me to marry you once you could. First you chose Rachel, and then ended up with Kaycie. In a flash I sensed that with her, it was different. Part of me wanted to find a way to get back at you for all the times you rejected me. But another part of me longed to win back what I’d lost. So when I showed up at the reception, I realized that the best way to do that was to get rid of Kaycie.”

Nick went stock still, unable to believe his ears. What the hell was Lena saying? That she had something to do with Kaycie’s sudden disappearance?

He suddenly shot to his feet and moved swiftly to grab her shoulders, shaking her angrily.

“Just what did you do, Lena? Tell me!” he barked, his eyes dark with fury.

Lena merely laughed in his face. “Ah, I thought that would get your full attention.” She broke out of his grip, her own gaze stormy. “I did nothing devious, trust me. In fact, I’d say you had more of a hand in it yourself.”

“I’m losing my patience, Lena,” Nick warned, and heard her yelp in surprise when he took hold of her arm and twisted it round her back, not using enough force to really hurt but letting her know it could get really painful if she pushed him.

“Don’t be such a brute, Nick...ooh!” she cried, and at last agreed to tell him all.

“You haven’t changed, Nick,” Lena said sulkily, rubbing her bruised arm. “Still a bully – alright, alright!” she said quickly when he advanced again.

She sighed deeply. “Like I said, you did a lot to help. When I arrived at the reception and you came over to speak to me, I noticed Kaycie was watching us. I’m woman enough to tell that she was more than suspicious. I wasn’t sure how much you’d told her, but still I hatched this great plan to get you all to myself in some lonely spot. I was banking on the fact that Kaycie would follow and then maybe catch us doing something we shouldn’t.”

Lena paused, smiling thinly at the frozen look on Nick’s face. “You remember, don’t you? Our little head-to-head in the garden? It all went according to plan, as I recall. You came with me and Kaycie followed. She didn’t think I’d seen her, but I had. And you can imagine what she must have derived from our conversation that day.”

“You bitch!” Nick snarled, fuming as he smashed his fist down on his desk, sending files flying. How could he have been so stupid?

“You caused it all with your own words, Nick,” Lena went on triumphantly. “All those uncaring little things she must have heard you say about her. She looks like the sensitive type. Isn’t she?”

Lena chuckled with deep humor, not waiting for his reply. “I’ll just bet she is. Sensitive, silly, and obviously besotted with you. I worked that all out and used it in my favor. I mean who wouldn’t? I knew she’d feel hurt seeing us together like that. But I never expected her to do what she did – desert you completely, and at the reception! Now that was heartless.”

Nick just stood there, dazed with fury and dismay as Lena let out a hearty, grating laugh.

“Anyway,” Lena went on with a nonchalant shrug, “I soon realized it was a wasted effort. I mean, instead of forgetting all about her when she vanished, you went on a one-man search. I was furious!”

She laughed heartily once more, shaking her head at him. “I really shouldn’t have bothered. If anything, I only managed to have brought you two closer together. I don’t know what lie you must have told her, but it must have been foolproof.”

Nick buried his face in his hand for some moments. He went over the episode in the garden and knew with a sinking feeling how it must have seemed to Kaycie. He hadn’t been ready to admit his feelings for her then, certainly not to Lena. So he’d played tough, and said things he hadn’t really meant. The old Nick might have meant them, but not the same Nick who’d been twisted up in knots over her since that first reckless kiss they’d shared on that balcony.

Finally he looked up at the smirking Lena, his gaze dark slits of calm wrath. “I hope you’re happy now, Lena. Does it feel good to know you almost succeeded in destroying my chance at happiness?”

Lena pouted, tilting her head to the side as she had the grace to look sorry. And then she sighed. “Look, I’m not really proud of what I did. But you know what they say about a woman scorned. I just refused to believe you didn’t want me anymore. Hell, I was ready to settle for being your mistress; to have that affair with you I denied myself all those years ago when I was married to your father. I should have known you’d never want a part in something that would seem aversive. Especially now that you’re older and wiser. Your loss,” she said casually, adding, “And hey, it’s not like there was any harm done. You’ve got your precious Kaycie back, haven’t you?”

Yes, thought Nick bleakly, but for how long? Until her memory returned and she realized what a complete jerk he’d been on his wedding day? Just thinking about how hurt she’d been – hurt enough to up and leave him that first time – made Nick wary that she might still hold a grudge once she remembered what he’d done. No woman would like to feel like some mere object, or that her feelings didn’t count. But Nick could only hope that Kaycie would understand, and see that he’d changed. And that he’d absolutely fall apart if she ever decided to leave him again.
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HOURS BEFORE, KAYCIE was ringing the doorbell to the house where Trisha lived with Mark and his aunt.

Kaycie recalled promising herself after the party that she’d never set foot on these grounds again. But ever since her conversation with Natasha all those days ago, Kaycie knew that she just had to see Trisha and maybe some of those missing pieces could start to make sense.

Kaycie hated herself for what she was doing. She shouldn’t have come here. She’d assured Nick so many times that it didn’t matter. Her memory would return in due course. And if not, then whatever. Her life was perfect now, why worry about a closed chapter when a new one was already being written? She had a wonderful marriage to a gorgeous, sexy and adoring man. Her career was at its heights, and she had nothing holding her back from true happiness.

Well, except for the niggling sensation she kept having every waking moment. She couldn’t keep her mind on work, and at night when Nick lay asleep next to her, she couldn’t shake off the flashing images that somehow, made her flinch as they tried to pierce through.

So she swallowed any notion of dread and waited on that doorstep, not sure who was going to show up. If it was Mark, well she had nothing to say to him, or his snobbish aunt. As for Trisha, Kaycie just wanted them to talk. She just hoped the other girl wouldn’t be in one of those snarky moods of hers...

Moments later the door flew open and Kaycie found herself looking into the narrowed, spiteful gaze that met hers. And in that moment, Kaycie knew. Like she’d just been smacked in the face, it hit her. Everything came flooding back in a rush of sights and sounds.

Dazed, Kaycie staggered back.

“Kaycie?” Trisha said, her stony expression turning alarmed.

Kaycie shook off the weakening feeling that wanted to overtake her. She grabbed the door ledge for support, and looked hard at Trisha. “I remember everything now. About how you tried to poison my mind against Nick – you spiteful witch.”

Trisha was staring at her. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

“You can quit pretending,” Kaycie bit out. “It was you who came to me with some bullshit about Nick and his stepmother, so I followed them and caught them.”

Kaycie found she couldn’t continue, not with the horrible images swimming before her eyes.

“You caught them,” Trisha sneered. “Caught them doing what? Is that why you’re here, to pick someone to blame for your husband’s indiscretions? Girl, you’re tripping. Look, it ain’t my fault if your man’s a player. I only laid out the facts as I knew them; just so you wouldn’t go thinking Nick was marrying you for any romantic reasons.”

“You’re a liar! Nick loves me,” Kaycie cried out, as if to reassure herself. “And I love him.”

“Just like you loved Mark?” mocked Trisha. “When Mark came to me, broken up about how you turned him down, I wanted to kill you. Who the hell did you think you were, turning down a good man like that after he kept himself all those years to get back to you? I hated you for the shoddy way you treated him just so you could marry your fancy billionaire. When I found out it was Nick Vitale you were hooking up with, I saw a chance of bursting your bubble, especially since I was sure you didn’t know about him and his dad’s trophy wife. So what happened? You caught them both red-handed, huh, and at your own wedding for that matter. That must have sucked! What a perfect revenge.”

Trisha eyed Kaycie, her smile derisive. “Now you know how it is to be on the sideline. But if you’re here to blame me for the collapse of your marriage, then...”

“My marriage hasn’t collapsed!” Yet, Kaycie added silently. “And I only came because I needed to find out what it was we discussed at the reception. Because crazy as it may sound, I had a recent accident which made me lose part of my memory, especially to do with what happened at the wedding reception. But now, seeing you, it all came back in a flash. I’m sure you must have heard of my disappearance.”

“Yeah, I heard. I wasn’t surprised,” Trisha said scornfully. “Nick and his people tried to act like it was something planned, but I could read between the lines. I knew you’d upped and run for some reason. And I thought, how typical of you. I guess hurting people is your stock in trade.”

“Oh? I thought it was yours,” Kaycie retorted. “Let me clear the air about one thing at least. About Mark; if you must know, I really liked him. Loved him even. But not in the way he wanted. And now, all I can do is pity him if it’s someone like you he ever ends up saddled with.”

“Save your pity for yourself,” Trisha spat, but Kaycie was already turning and walking back down to where her car was parked, legs shaky but heart feeling strangely light. Now all she had to worry about was the next move to take.
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KAYCIE STEPPED OUT of the elevator and unto Nick’s floor, where his secretary Brenda was working on her computer.

“Hello, is Nick in?” Kaycie asked and to her surprise, the bespectacled brunette looked up with a guilty start.

“Mrs. Vitale! Ah, yes...he’s in but he’s um...”

As the secretary blubbered on, Kaycie became suspicious. She’d only ever shown up at Nick’s office twice; both times on his invitation to meet for lunch. Those visits had been planned – this was not. But what could be making Brenda’s face flush so deeply?

Without another word, Kaycie walked to the door of Nick’s office, ignoring the secretary’s, “Mrs. Vitale, please...”
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INSIDE, NICK WAS TRYING to get Lena to leave. He was done talking.

“Get out,” he said in a quietly menacing voice. “Get the hell out of here; out of my life. You’ve had your fun.”

Lena’s eyes sparked defiance. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily.” And then her expression softened to genuine hurt. “We’re family, Nick. And we’re supposed to stick together. I’m sorry if I caused you pain. I’m willing to make it up to you. Anything you want.”

She moved closer to him, resting her hands on his suited shoulders.

Nick had reached beyond the limits of his self-control. At that moment he could gladly wring Len’s neck, but instead settled for grabbing hold of her arms. Fuck security. He was looking forward to throwing her out himself.

“Nick,” Lena said, aghast. He could tell she was surprised by his uncharacteristic lack of cool. He’d never, ever laid hands on a woman the way he wanted to do to Lena right then. She’d manipulated his life far too long. He could feel her fingers clutch tightly to his lapels, as if intent to forestall the embarrassment of being flung out of his office. Too late, Nick fumed, readying to do just that.

Just then, the door sprang open.

Kaycie stood there, looking on the scene with widened eyes. Nick cursed beneath his breath as he met her shocked gaze. He could only imagine how this must look. Dios! Him and Lena, caught tightly in each other’s arms. Great, just great. Fate was intent on raining shit on him.

But before he could explain to the frozen Kaycie, she turned from them with a sob and stumbled quickly back, heading straight for the elevator.

Nick shoved the clinging Lena abruptly from him, and went right after Kaycie, who’d just sped past his wide-eyed secretary. Nick saw Kaycie enter the elevator doors which already started to close after her just as he reached them.

“Kaycie, wait!” Nick said, just as the twin doors slid to a close. On an oath, he made for the stairs, intent on one thing: getting her to listen to his explanation.

“Dammit, Kaycie, stop!” he said under his breath when, on reaching the ground floor parking lot, he saw her already driving off. There was no way he could go after her now, not with his own car in his private garage.

“Great!” he let out in frustration. He could just imagine what she must have concluded with him locked in another woman’s grip, but...

He stopped short as he recalled the expression on Kaycie’s face as she’d stood there.

Maybe he was just being fanciful...but it sure seemed as if she’d known. Remembered everything. Her eyes had held the look that said she’d seen this before.

The thought made him go crazy.

It was bad enough being caught in a compromising situation with another woman, but did Kaycie recognize Lena from the wedding reception? Was that it? Could that be the reason for the look of betrayal on her face, like he’d let her down somehow? Again?

Fuck! Nick smashed his fist into the nearby concrete wall, not even flinching at the pain. He would have to find her, he swore. And prayed it wasn’t too late to set the records straight.
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THE EVENING GLOOM HAD long settled by the time Kaycie pulled to a stop in front of their home.

Drawing deep breaths, she let herself in quietly. She knew Nick had to be in; she’d seen his car in the driveway. Her chest thumped as she moved towards his study, the only room which was lit in the whole dim, silent house.

The light flooding from the study’s open doorway fell on the darkened corridor as she advanced with noiseless steps.

She found Nick seated at his desk, head buried in his folded arms. The dejected picture he made cut her straight to the chest. He hadn’t noticed her presence, and she couldn’t stop the soft call that spilled from her lips in the hope of catching his attention before she came any closer.

“Nick...”

His head shot up at the sound of her voice and she drew in air at the pain mirrored in his eyes – soon replaced by one of relief at the sight of her.

“Kaycie...Dios. I was so worried you’d run off again,” he rasped, up on his feet and then closing the space between them before she could even blink. Kaycie was engulfed in his warm embrace as he squeezed her tight.

“I’m sorry if I worried you,” she said quietly. “I just needed time to think things over.”

Nick drew back, holding her at arm’s length and quelling her to meet his gaze. “Before you say anymore, you need to know this: I love you. More than I ever thought it possible to love anyone in my life. Forget what you saw or heard that day in the garden at the reception.”

Kaycie stared up at him, stiffening. “How did you know I’ve got my memory back?”

“You still don’t understand it, do you, how attuned I’ve become to your emotions, your expressions?” Nick asked with a gentle smile, combing his fingers through her loose, tousled locks. “I sensed something was different; the way you looked when you stood there earlier today.” He shook his head with a grimace. “Part of me is happy that you’re okay now, but if it’s going to change the way you feel about me.”

At his words, she pulled out of his hold, feeling his reluctance to let her go even as she slipped away to stand by the window, looking out.

“So, how did it happen? How did you remember everything?” he asked with a weary sigh.

Kaycie shrugged, hugging her arms to herself. “Nothing fantastic, I’m afraid. I simply took one look at Trisha and suddenly, it just...clicked.”

“Trisha?”

Kaycie turned to view Nick’s confused frown. “Mark’s cousin – well, adopted cousin. You might have heard that Marilyn Tucker, Mark’s aunt, has an adopted daughter. Well, like you once did, she believed I’d treated Mark unfairly. Anyway, she was the one who fed me stories about your one time involvement with your stepmother.”

And quelling her inner distaste for the topic, Kaycie related everything Trisha had told her, and how she’d followed him and his stepmother and found them alone together.

“It wasn’t just the things you said,” Kaycie said, shoulders hunched as her arms tightened around her shivering frame. “But the way you said them. Like I was nothing to you. Like I didn’t matter at all. Back then, I was stupid enough to think I could love you for both of us. I’d begun to nurse feelings for you despite the fact that you’d blackmailed me into being your wife for a year. I kept telling myself I could make you care. But that day I realized that I couldn’t bear the thought that you married me but loved someone else.”

“Oh God, Kaycie,” Nick groaned, stepping forward as if to come to her, but she backed away, and this made him pause as he flinched.

Sighing raggedly, he pushed fingers back through his ruffled hair. “It’s true that when I was younger, I believed myself infatuated with Lena. We lived in the same house, saw each other every day. She was married to my father but was closer to me in age and I was at that point in my life that I really hated my father and didn’t care about going against him. I was so sure Lena felt the same for me but she was much too good at withholding her feelings. I told her to run off with me but she bluntly refused, claiming not to want to come between my father and me. Devastated, I left home, determined to make it on my own. But a few years ago my father reached out to me, saying he was ill and didn’t have much time. I never knew if he’d guessed what had almost happened between Lena and me, and frankly I didn’t care because my feelings for her had long died. I was ready to put it all behind me if my father would. We were never close, him and I, but we grew to have a grudging respect for each other and when he died, I did feel the loss very strongly for a man who never tried to know his son like a father should.”

Nick turned away for a moment, shoulders rigid. “One thing I never did put behind me though, was Lena’s rejection. It made me cynical about love and about women. I always believed she’d stayed with my father because of his money and power, and wasn’t going to give that up for any short-lived passion she said was all we’d ever have. Anyway, I had no wish to ever fall in love; romance or a woman’s affection meant nothing to me. That’s why Rachel suited me just fine. She didn’t pretend to love me. We had an understanding; we knew the score. She didn’t care that I could never give her the true intimate passion a man can provide a woman he truly cares for.”

He moved forward once more, and this time didn’t stop until he was right before her. Kaycie edged back against the wall, though her eyes were mesmerized by the dark flames swelling in his gaze.

“That’s why I was such a jerk to you at that party when I overheard you turning Mark down. It was like watching a re-hash of what had happened between me and Lena. To me you were just like those opportunistic females always holding out for something better. Dumb, isn’t it? What made it worse was how attracted I’d been with you from day one. I was so torn that I couldn’t stop myself from sticking my neck in. But I’m glad I did because it gave me the excuse I needed to get close to you.”

He cupped her face, his hold firm so that she had no choice but to look up into his smoldering gaze. “And the things I said to Lena in that garden...the stuff you must have overhead...Cara, that was just big talk, don’t you see? My feelings for you were still too raw to confess to anyone, and certainly not to my stepmother. I didn’t want to risk her laughing in my face for being such a softie. But it was that stupid pride of mine that sent you away from me. When I said those things, I didn’t mean them and I certainly didn’t mean for you to hear me say them.”

He rubbed his thumbs against her cheeks, his eyes soft with a stirring plea. “You believe me, don’t you? Please tell me you believe me.”

Kaycie’s gaze fell. “I don’t know what to believe. It all sounded so real. I felt empty and used. I kept thinking how I never really felt good enough. That you picked me just because I was gullible and easily bent to your will. I just felt...I wanted to die. And when you kissed her.”

Nick let out a dismayed sound. “Kaycie, she kissed me. And short of throwing her off me, I tried to endure it. If you’d waited long enough, you’d have seen me wrench myself away from her. Afterwards she called the kiss a ‘congratulatory gesture’ now that my marriage had earned me my ‘fortune’. Little had I known she’d set up the whole display for your benefit. And when I got back to the reception and you were nowhere to be found, I almost went berserk. I couldn’t believe you could just get up and leave without a word.”

“It was childish of me, I know,” Kaycie breathed, her gaze sinking low. “I guess I’d always been an escapist; preferring to run and hide than stay and fight. But I wish I had stayed. I wish I’d given you the chance to explain. And now...”

“And now what?” he asked, and Kaycie could tell he was striving to keep the anxiety from his tone.

“And now I know you do love me,” Kaycie said at last, gazing up into his eyes at last. “Maybe not at first, but I guess you let yourself grow into the idea that maybe you do care for me after all.”

She smiled impishly, and Nick suddenly hugged her in relief, his grip so hard it made her squeal. “Care for you? You are la vita mia, Kaycie. My life. I knew the potential of what we could share. That’s why I made you think we needed to be married for a year, which wasn’t true. All I required was the marriage certificate to make it valid. But I needed an excuse to make sure you stayed as long as it took until we could discover how deep this could go between us. Now to keep you I’d give up everything, even the stupid billions that got us together.”

“I wouldn’t call the Vitale fortune ‘stupid billions’,” Kaycie murmured teasingly. “At least, it made you desperate enough to marry someone like me.”

Her eyes twinkled up at him, referring to that first night they’d clashed on the balcony and he’d told her exactly what he’d thought of any man falling for ‘someone like her’.

“It made me the luckiest guy alive,” Nick said soberly, and as he bent his head to slant his lips over hers in an open-mouthed kiss, words faded as he let his heart do the talking. “Never leave me again.”
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Chapter Seventeen
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Oh hell no.

Nick did not forget today was their wedding anniversary. Kaycie frowned as she checked the time while stirring furiously on the different pots on the stove.

She heaved a sigh, glad that the kids were with her best pal Natasha, who had one toddler of her own with her utterly adorable husband Hurley who also happened to be her publisher. Natasha had stopped working with the magazine, and had left celeb gossip to focus on her writing career. Now she wrote fictional novels about the rich and glamorous, and her books were selling out stores and making all the top ten lists. Kaycie was really happy for her.

Not that Kaycie was doing bad herself. Yes she had a billionaire husband but she was proud to have her own career. Thanks to her daring investment moves, in two years she was more or less raking in the millions and now she could pick the design jobs she wanted to do. 

These days many of her clients were A-list celebrities – and when she could spare a minute off taking care of her three and four-year-old sons, she was either creating a home office for a talk show host, a guest bedroom for a supermodel or a nursery for a rock band bass guitarist.

So yeah, her life was pretty much perfect. She had a wonderful career, marvelous kids she adored and a husband she loved but would skin alive if he forgot to come home on time for their anniversary.

Kaycie resisted the urge to ring Nick’s cell, knowing he might probably be on his private plane getting back. She hoped. His business trip had taken longer than either of them had expected – almost two weeks. 

In the past week she’d restrained from mentioning anything about the anniversary. Part of her wanted to think he was deliberately keeping mum about it too, as a surprise – but another part of her was scared he’d completely forgot.

Which meant she was taking a big risk for not bringing it up this morning to remind him when they’d spoken for a few minutes.

“I miss you, piccino,” he’d said deeply, and Kaycie could remember how she’d squirmed in her covers since she’d still been in bed when he’d called early that morning. She wondered why he continued to call her that pet name ‘tiny one’ when Kaycie felt anything but right then.

Thinking about that, Kaycie suddenly paused in front of the reflective door of the refrigerator and viewed her figure from different angles. Yep, she was as huge as a house, especially with baby number three in the oven.

“And I miss little Nando and Gio. And baby Aida,” Nick had added, and Kaycie had rolled her eyes. Ever since Nick knew they were having a girl, he’d been over the moon, already had the name set and Kaycie just went with it because well okay, it was great to see him so happy.

“We all miss you, Nicky,” Kaycie crooned, hiding a giggle. If any of his he-men cousins or tough business associates and competitors had a clue what Nick let her get away with calling him...But it felt so sexy that she could get so irreverent with her big, hunky business magnate husband. And hey, she let him get away with calling her ‘tiny’ and ‘flea’ all the time in Italian – though those names sounded nice when he said them in that delightful native tongue.

There’d been a whole lot of soul, sweat and tears she’d put in this marriage but the best part of it was being validated every single day by her loving man. No one ever thought they’d last this long but here they were, five years on and still going strong.

Kaycie stared one more time at her reflection and tried not to cry for the figure she’d lost and might not get back in a hurry. Her tits were huge and it felt like she was carrying a barrel beneath her jersey wrap dress.

Oh shit, she thought, suddenly panicking. Was she ever going to be sexy again? How could Nick even stand to look at her now? She’d always been dedicated in shedding her pregnancy-gain with her last two babies. But it was almost three years since Gio, and with this pregnancy she seemed to have doubled in size. 

From the start Nick had been supportive and told her she was still the most beautiful woman in the world especially with carrying his babies. But now, checking herself out Kaycie couldn’t help feeling a pang of glumness.

He always told her she had that glow; that special beauty of imminent childbirth that expectant mothers have.

Kaycie knew enough about the things that came with imminent childbirth. It made you hungry, horny and fat. In the past two weeks since Nick was gone she’d given in to her food cravings as much as she could without pigging out, but when it came to her bedroom needs, nothing could ever do but her devastatingly capable husband giving her the lovin’ her body deserved.

So where was he, Kaycie thought, biting on her thumbnail as she thought of all that food warming in the oven. The gourmet food plus his favorite Mediterranean salads and their best wine – for him since she couldn’t have alcohol. Everything was set up right to the candlelight for the dinner and the rose petals on the sheets in the bedroom.

They’d never had a real honeymoon night, thanks to Kaycie running out on him during their wedding reception. So the anniversary of their wedding date always held special value and they always made sure they were together. They always tried to make it special, no matter the location they chose to be at.

Nick’s many business concerns lately had him traveling from home more than usual and Kaycie was in no condition to be jetting around with him as she sometimes did. The boys always had willing babysitters in Kaycie’s parents or friends. Kaycie knew she was lucky to have so much support from everyone and even on Nick’s side of the family, she could count on a few cousins and aunts who adored spending time with their little nephews.

Kaycie rubbed her six month pregnant tummy and felt the baby move. She checked the time and it was already a few minutes past seven. Nick wasn’t coming. She just knew it. Something must have held him up. All those Asian oil deals he was into now. Big-time pipeline contracts. Kaycie understood he needed to keep the Vitale fortune going but did he really need to work all through the most special day of the year in their marriage?

Then again why would he even want to come home to this? She looked down at her figure for another unflattering perusal. Especially since he was still getting supermodels and actresses flinging themselves at him even now that he was a married man with kids.

Shit! 

Kaycie thought as her eyes filled with emotional tears. Not again. She told herself a long time ago she wouldn’t give herself a headache wondering about any of the hot women who could possibly be trying to tempt her husband away from his wife and kids. Nick was a real family man; he wouldn’t let anything or anyone mess with his commitment to his flesh and blood.

He’d certainly never given her any cause to doubt him. Not in all their five years together. Even his stepmother was no longer in the picture ever since she remarried some British count. Kaycie hadn’t even known people still took those titles seriously. And then there was Mark; she’d heard he did get married but not to Trisha and he was now a man of business himself, a top exec in the Tucker supermarket chain with his aunt going as strong as ever even in her seventies.

Thinking back to all the people who’d played even a small part in her life had Kaycie feeling more sentimental than usual. Or maybe it was just her condition that had her mooning and teary-eyed over anything. She really didn’t want to be alone tonight. So she was going to ring Nick up and confirm he couldn’t make it and then call up Natasha to see if she could come over to chill with them for the night.

Just as she reached for the phone, it rang.

Kaycie jumped, then bit hard on her lip. Depression gave way to angst as she glared at the phone like it was Nick in person. The next second, she was grabbing it and snapping, “Nick?”

“Baby...I should have called, I’m sorry,” were the first words he said. Just the sound of his voice had Kaycie heaving a sigh of relief.

“I was really worried, Nick,” she said softly, fingers combing through her hair that she’d fixed so nicely for the evening.

“You know about the really bad weather that’s been coming down all day?” he added, and Kaycie’s breath caught.

“I haven’t really been following the news. Does that mean it delayed your flight? You’re not coming are you, Nick?”

“Kaycie, I...”

“Oh no,” she cried. “I cooked all your favorite dishes, I planned such a romantic evening.”

“Shush,” he said soothingly. Kaycie was far from reassured even though she was relieved he was okay – but she truly wished he was here now and he obviously couldn’t be.

Tears stung her eyes. “I just really wanted you to be here. You know I haven’t really minded about how occupied you get with business; but you know I’m extra sensitive now that I’m pregnant and I...”

“Kaycie, just please open the door. And stop crying. I don’t want to see a single tear clouding those beautiful eyes when I look into my sweet wife’s face.”

Kaycie gasped, dropping the phone and fairly flying to the front door. She threw it open and Nick was there. 

Oh God.

“Nick!” she cried and leaped into his arms. He grabbed her to him, his arms tight around her as he walked them in, closing the door behind him as he kissed her forehead, her nose, her teary cheeks. Soft words of endearments followed and she just clung tight, relieved and dazzled with happiness.

“Happy anniversary,” he said simply, into her crown of her hair, and Kaycie just wanted to bawl.

“Oh Nick. I was so worried. I thought you forgot. I knew you had to be sick of the way I look. I’m so fat now. I can’t possibly compare to all those gorgeous girls who swarm around you and it’s so depressing.”

“Ah, piccino,” Nick breathed, cupping her face and drawing back to look into her eyes. “You are beautiful. And you’re certainly not fat. I love your curves; always have. And they’ve got that much juicier and sexier. How could you even think I wouldn’t absolutely love how you look carrying my child? My third child? Baby, I feel so special and blessed. Sometimes I don’t know what you’re doing with me. I don’t deserve such blessings.”

Kaycie sniffled, feeling silly and yet deeply mollified by his words. “So you think I’m still sexy?”

Nick growled in reply and nuzzled her throat. She shivered as he tugged her much closer against him, as close as her protruding belly would allow. “Tell me you haven’t forgotten how much we were at it for the last two pregnancies. Right up to the last few weeks prior to delivery,” rasped Nick, right before he spun her round to face the mirror standing in the foyer. 

He edged up snugly behind her and she quivered to feel him stiff and throbbing in between her ass cheeks. She stared into his eyes, and melted when she saw the emotion there. And the deep-seated lust.

He reached round to cup her breasts over their stretchy bodice. “You’re the sexiest woman alive to me right now. And always. You’re a wonderful mother, a hard-working homemaker, a focused career woman. As well as a sexy-as-hell wife. I ask myself how did I get so lucky that such a beautiful, intelligent and affectionate woman would still want to be with me after five years?”

“I have a couple of reasons,” Kaycie purred, her smile sultry as she turned in his arms and reached for his tie.

“A couple?” Nick queried with a cocked brow. Kaycie pouted and pulled off his tie before pushing off his jacket. His eyes darkened and she caught her breath. Her hot-ass husband had really got even hotter with the passing of the years. Hair as jet-black and wavy as ever, and not an inch of fat in sight. He still had those lean, mean Italian hips that looked so good in his dress pants which she was busy trying to get him out of.

“Hey wait a second,” Nick teased as Kaycie fumbled with his shirt buttons. “Whatever happened to romance? Don’t we get to have that delicious dinner I smell waiting in the kitchen?”

“Dinner can keep an hour or so. But this can’t,” Kaycie said breathlessly. Her lips reached up for his and he obliged her with a brief, bone melting kiss before pulling away. Kaycie let out whine of protest which died off when he took the next five seconds to discard the rest of his clothing down to his dark snug boxer briefs. Kaycie veritably cooed with glee and started ripping out of her dress and shoes.

“No wait,” Nick said, eyes twinkling. Kaycie paused, and he added thickly, “You, slower. I want to watch.”

Nick leaned forward and kissed on her lips with soft, wet swipes of tongue. “Every night while I was away I undressed you in my mind, thinking of how sexy I find the changes your body goes through at this point. It’s been two weeks, tesoro. I want to see your gorgeous body as it is now.”

Kaycie quivered at the black as night gleam in his eyes as he backed off to settle into the sofa, his gorgeously tanned and toned body spread out as he waited patiently for her next move.

Kaycie gulped, thinking of all those extra inches in her bust and hips she’d packed on in the last several days. Maybe it was just her imagination, but even her nipples seemed to have swelled in size, her breast were fuller in readiness for lactation. In the heat of the moment she hadn’t thought twice about taking it all off but now that she was the center of attention and about to give her husband an impromptu strip tease, she was getting jitters.

Nick’s eyes narrowed in that panther-like look that had her inner thighs turning slippery with aching need. “Do it, Kaycie. For me.”

Okay, thought Kaycie with a shaky inner sigh. She was such a sucker for Nick’s commanding tone. He motioned for her to stand in the center of the room, and Kaycie moved as seductively as she could to the position he indicated. She could see his half-smile, and was encouraged by the warm humor flickering in his eyes just beyond the smoldering arousal.

Kaycie felt so wired up after weeks without getting any action, and now it was all she could do to stop from trembling. First, she kicked off her shoes, and then unzipped her dress before slowly pushing it off one shoulder and then the other. Inch by inch, she revealed the sexy lingerie she wore underneath, white satin edged with black lace and tiny black ribbons. She locked eyes with Nick and saw his grin widen. 

He nodded, and taking that as a cue that he liked what he was seeing so far, Kaycie reached behind to unclasp her bra. In moments she was tossing it aside, exposing her heavy tits, a generous size C-cup now, with just a bit of droop under the newfound weight. Capped on each breasts was an areola the size of a silver dollar, the nipples sticking out at least a half-inch.

Kaycie reached up and cupped her breasts, squeezing them and closing her eyes briefly as she saw Nick lick his lips and mutter something low and sexy in Italian. Damn. She got wetter just thinking what the words meant. I can’t wait to taste them, he’d said.

Kaycie smiled, flicking her index finger over one nipple and then sticking the finger in her mouth, sucking sultrily on the digit. Nick shifted in the sofa, the bulge in his boxers looking more uncomfortable by the second. 

He let out a low groan as she slowly turned around, sliding her hands down the side of her body to where her dress lay half-way around her hips. Glancing back at him, she slid the dress the rest of the way down her round ass and shapely legs. She gave him a full view of the two perfectly smooth globes separated only by the thin strip of white thong. She could have sworn she heard a strangled breath coming from Nick’s direction.

Hiding a wicked smile, she pushed the thong down as well, making sure to let him get an eyeful of her pussy which had already soaked her panties and now glistened as she bent at the waist to step out of the dress and thong. 

Her legs stayed spread for a few moments in that position, with her bent over while affording him a perfect view of her ass and pussy. She was smoothly shaken all over out of habit, except for the tiny dark triangle above her mound which Nick could view when she straightened and turned back round toward him. The point of the triangle went straight to the swollen nub of her clitoris, which peeked out of its hood as if begging for attention.

Kaycie found she was breathless by the time she met Nick’s eyes again. Hell, all that sexy stripping had got her even hornier. Her breasts felt heavier, her nipples tighter, and a pool of lust was settled firmly in between her generous thighs.

“Well?” Kaycie asked, cheeks flaming when he simply stared.

First, Nick drew in a long, ragged breath. “Kaycie, you are the sexiest woman I have ever seen. Don’t ever doubt that. And to make sure you don’t forget either, I’m going to make you cum twice before I even let myself inside you.”

Kaycie had to fight down a tremor of anticipation at Nick words, fire flaring through her core. Biting sensually on her bottom lip she walked over to where he sat, her eyes mischievous as she straddled him – somewhat clumsily due to her distended stomach. Once she was well situated, she wasted no time in grinding her pussy against the impressive bulge in his boxers.

“Hmmm nice. This would do quite well,” Kaycie purred, palms running up and down his broad, silky-haired chest.

Nick chuckled softly, and slid his hands up her bare thighs to caress her ass while their lips met once again in a kiss filled with passion and promise. He moved up to caress her back, drawing a moan from Kaycie as she ground more firmly back and forth in his laps. When he cupped a heavy breast in each hand, Kaycie felt an instant rush of liquid heat into her naked pussy.

“Oh. Oh.” Kaycie hunched her back, the kiss breaking as Nick began kissing on her throat. In no hurry at all, he trailed further down to kiss her ample cleavage, his hands making small circular motions over her flesh and nipples. 

Nick kissed and licked every inch of her breasts, and Kaycie could only twine her fingers in his hair and hold on for dear life as she keened with pleasure. His tongue had so far neglected her big round nipples, and they seemed to swell and throb all the more for this oversight.

“Nick. Please.” Kaycie threw her head back, pushing her breasts harder into his face. She was dying to tell him to attack her nipples; he had to know how tender and sensitive they got especially at this point in her pregnancy.

She heard a low rumble of delight spill from his mouth as she grazed the aching points over his lips by moving her full tits side to side before his face. When he licked lightly on her left nipple, Kaycie happily sighed in relief, all his teasing achieving the result of making her almost wild with need.

Round and round he swirled his tongue, smothering the distended nub with increased pressure and speed. Kaycie’s breath quickened in response, her hips rocking faster as he alternated from nipple to nipple, never letting her ease down from the mounting heat pooling in her core.

Kaycie was panting loudly by the time he was sucking hard at one nipple, his other hand kneading the other breast passionately. Kaycie cried out and crushed his face against her sensitive tits. “Oh fuck yes. Harder baby.”

Nick groaned, nursing more fiercely while massaging her heaving tits in both hands, rolling and pinching and fondling. Pelted with bliss, Kaycie bucked herself faster over his hard dick, the force of her desire rising to monumental heights just with Nick’s mouth latched over her nipple. 

Kaycie knew she was about to have one of those breast orgasms that made her head spin, and she didn’t try to hold back. It took Nick gently nipping at her nipples with his teeth as he suckled, to finally drive her over the edge.

Kaycie felt like she would faint when her climax hit. Nothing but Nick’s touch, his lips could have brought her to such a blinding finish. She undulated in a series of spasm, her whole being taken over by an invasion of exploding nerve cells. Kaycie shuddered as Nick gently pulled his mouth from her nipple. 

She collapsed against his chest, resting her head on his shoulder as she was left gasping. Whoa. Nick could still effortlessly make her cum so hard she saw stars. And from experience, she knew that this was just the beginning.




***
[image: image]


NICK CARESSED KAYCIE’S supple ass and stroked over her smooth thighs. He looked up into her glowing face and felt his cock throb beneath the press of her inner thighs. She’d drenched his boxers right through with the flowing of her juices when she’d cum. All around him, her scents teased his senses. 

The sweet honeyed essences of her arousal threatened to make him explode without even getting to be inside her. Dios but he’d missed her so much. Risked having his plane go down in the storm just to make it back tonight. This was it; the last time he’d go on any far-flung trips in a long while. 

He’d handle what he needed to from his base here and any long-distance traveling or long business trips was out of the question. How could he have borne staying away so long from his delectable wife?

Their lips met once more in a passionate tongue fest. Kaycie reached down between them and grasped his cock through the boxer shorts. “Nick, oh shit,” Kaycie chuckled as she ducked her head in his shoulder. “I guess when I cum, I really cum, especially with all the changes that go with my pregnancy. I just needed this so bad.”

“I know, kitten,” Nick said, nibbling on her luscious bottom lip. “And you know how I like it. The wetter, the better. Your excitement is a tremendous turn on for me. Can’t you feel how hard you make me?”

“Hmm, yes. So hard,” Kaycie sighed with contentment, squeezing on him firmly as she leaned over and kissed him again, teasingly and lingeringly. “You do realize I’m about to rip you apart, right baby?”

Nick grinned wolfishly at the challenge, eyes gleaming into hers. “You know I can take it all, and more. But I did promise to make you cum twice before I get to slide my cock inside you.”

With that, he pushed the shivering Kaycie on her back over the sofa and rested his hand on her lush thighs. He guided her knees gently apart and rested one foot on the floor while lifting the other to hitch over the back of the sofa. 

He could see her beautiful skin flushing with heat as she willingly opened herself to him, letting him view her bare sex. Glistening over her smooth inner thighs and pussy was the evidence of her renewed titillation. He loved how she tasted and smelled, especially now. And how her pussy looked so puffy and responsive to his every attention.

First he caressed her ankle, and then smoothed his hand up one leg, edging closer to the juncture between her thighs. Lying there naked, her belly protruding, breasts full – she blew him away. He lifted his hand from her inner thigh and reached a finger into her waiting slit.

A shiver passed through her at the intrusion. Nick groaned, marveling at how good it felt inside her. He caressed her and then dragged the eager finger across the stiff bud of her protruding clit. Every inch he traced felt like velvet. He couldn’t wait to taste the flavor and texture on his tongue.

He wanted to drown in her nectar. Right now. He brought the slickly coated finger first to her lips, smearing it over Kaycie’s full, sexy mouth. She moaned helplessly when he slanted his face and swooped in like a hawk to seize her glossy lips.

Oh shit. His head spun at the powerful blend of sweetness that was Kaycie. So stimulating and feminine...it was maddening. Five years of her taste and it sent the blood rushing to fill his cock with the same thunderous lust he’d felt that very first time he’d ever savored her. And now he wanted more.

Dragging his lips from hers, he bent and planted his face firmly in the V of her thighs.

First his tongue danced all over the bundle of juicy flesh. And then his lips plucked ravenously at her, sucking and nibbling. He lapped her smooth, sexy mound clean of her syrupy nectar and growled deep in his throat as it only got her spilling more. Feeling her grind into his face as she filled his ears with screams, Nick finally buried his tongue as deep into her slit as it would go.

He licked and licked and felt he could never have enough. Kaycie thighs pinned together around his shoulders, her hips gyrating as she moaned wildly. Nick wanted to hear her speak a different language. He wanted her blubbering with ecstasy by the time he was through. She’d never ever wonder how sexy he found her; how she drove him mad with desire even after all this time.

Nick slid his hand below to cup her rounded ass cheeks, massaging them as his tongue flicked at her clit. He could feel her buttocks clench convulsively.

“Oooh yeah baby,” Kaycie moaned. “Fuck yeah...I like that. Faster. Please, Nicky.”

Nick danced his tongue faster over her clit and looked up to see her staring down at him, eyes afire with lust. Her hands roughly cupped and squeezed her tits while he watched, licking on her lips as she rotated her hips in his face.

Nick bit back a groan as he dug his face deeper into her sizzling sex. His head was spinning with so much to experience at the same time. Engulfed in the bewitching aroma, taste and feel of her luscious sex, Nick spread his mouth wider and sucked on her pussy lips along with her clit while letting his tongue sweep over the crackling nerve-endings of her entire mound. Kaycie came undone with a myriad of squeals.

She rode his tongue through a seemingly endless release, her thighs and legs clamped tightly around his head and shoulders. His cock felt like bursting in his boxers as she bucked those sexy hips, pumping her sex into his nose and mouth. Nick didn’t stop nuzzling, reveling in her abandonment and forgetting any need to breathe or think. It was long moments before she stilled and then fell back, eyes staring blankly at the ceiling as she panted heavily.

“Wow.” One word was all she seemed capable of managing even after a full minute had passed. She turned to look at him, and then drew him down with her hand behind his head. 

She kissed his lips lingeringly and then lapped at the drops of her juices still coating his face. Giggling, she whispered against his lips that he’d more than delivered on his promise to get her to cum twice. And that now it was time to get a taste of his own medicine.

They both rose from the couch, Kaycie leaning on him for support until she was well on her feet. Then she took his hand and led him to the bedroom with an impish smile. Nick’s chest was pounding with anticipation. When Kaycie took charge, there were always surprises.

Inside their bedroom, she went straight to the bed strewn with rose petals and stretched out enticingly, caressing her pregnant stomach and supple breasts. Nick drank in the highly erotic sight as he slowly dropped his boxers to the floor, his cock springing rigidly as it pointed right at her. Kaycie grinned with mischief, leaning forward and crawling on her hands and knees to the edge of the bed where she knelt and waited for Nick to advance.

Naked, he went to stand before her, cock inches from her face. She looked up at him with those pretty brown eyes and he couldn’t help but groan. Flashing him a naughty smile, she craned forward and with just her mouth, began to tease his rearing shaft.

Nick let out a ragged sigh as he watched Kaycie’s tongue glide over the swollen head of his cock. Damn her mouth felt so good. She knew just how to drive him insane, advancing and then retreating, slowly licking around the tip and then engulfing about half of his shaft in her eager mouth while within, she was coiling her tongue all over him. She kept it firm and sloppy, just how he liked it, her lips fitting snugly around his girth as she increased the pressure as she bobbed on his thickness.

“Oh God,” Nick rasped, fighting for control. He gently cupped her head while the storm ragged within his balls, threatening to erupt. She went on coaxingly blowing him, her wet lips gliding faster and faster back and forth. She lifted a hand to gently squeeze his swaying balls and it was all he could do not to jab himself down her throat. Slow. He had to take it slow or it would be over too soon.

Nick knew Kaycie would love nothing more than his cum erupting down her throat. He watched the lust skim over her gorgeous face as the sight of his cock invading her sexy mouth almost became his undoing. 

She moaned and sucked harder, her head moving in varying directions to get him at all angles in her mouth. Nick’s head swam with pleasure and he thrust his hips once, twice, before popping his dick out of her mouth just in time.

“Fuck, Kaycie,” growled Nick as he grabbed the back of her head and drew her up for a hard, hungry kiss. “That felt damned good. Though the only thing better than cumming in that sweet mouth is finishing off in your hot, luscious pussy. You ready for me, kitten?”

“Yes, she purred, her eyes lusty as she licked her lips in expectation. Burning with his need to be inside her as soon as possible, Nick wasted no time getting her on her back, grabbing a pillow and pushing it under her lower spine. He scooted forward between her parted knees and lifted her ankles to wrap them around his waist.

Thanks to the pillow her pussy was lined up at perfect level with his cock. Her eyes were dark and hot as they met his, both of them panting. Not breaking eye contact, he entered her with a slow, smooth thrust. And felt like he was sinking into deliciously hot oil.

Nick slid home without a hitch, her natural lubrication giving him direct access to her velveteen depth. Kaycie gasped, mouth parted as she stared up at him. Nick stayed still for a moment, his balls resting against her pussy entrance as he felt her accommodate to his invasion.

And then he began to pump his hips, hands caressing her thighs. He only realized in that moment how tightly he was gritting his teeth. He needed to focus or he’d be losing hold of his control in no time. 

She was so wet, so willing. 

He could hear the sounds of her pussy squishing each time he rocked inside her core. She was like a fountain of lava. Melting around him, beating down his iron-clad resistance. He’d missed this so much, how they could take it to the extreme edge of reason. Hot sex, deep and long. First off a little leisurely; and then as the sweat started to bead on their skin, it flared to more fevered pace. 

Even now with her pregnancy, Kaycie could take it all. She soon pushed him on his back, reaching between them as she straddled his waist and positioned his cock back at the entrance of her vagina.

In one smooth motion, she pushed back on him and took him to the hilt. Nick sprang up off the pillows and stifled his groan in her big, swaying tits. Moaning, Kaycie lifted herself a few inches and impaled herself firmly on his dick. 

Again and again, she rode him, making him groan as he firmly latched to her tit, his hands cupping each generous globe. His sexy wife, with her supple muscles and energetic desires, took control of her pleasure and his, grinding up on him and planting her pussy over and over on his thick shaft. 

Nick grabbed her hips and started to pull her back harder onto him, urging her closer and closer to the finish line.

The visual stimulation from watching their bodies mesh into one blend of hard and soft, as well as the ecstatic high of having those tiny, eager vaginal muscles contracting around him had Nick’s eyes blinking back spots. 

Shit. 

He couldn’t hold back much longer. He arched his back, pushed deeper into her and angling until he popped through that favorite spot that had her screeching his name. Hell yes baby, Nick thought as he grunted out loud in triumph while Kaycie started to twitch above him.

“Oh Nick! Oh fuck!” Kaycie let out on a shriek. 

Nick held on to her quavering hips as her orgasm hit her with full force. He couldn’t look away from her beautiful face, his expression creasing in its own grimace of agony and pleasure. 

Not a second too soon, Nick let go with several convulsive blasts of seed filling up her fiery, slippery sheathe. Together, they glided over the raging storm on wispy sails, the sound of their joined heartbeats pounding in their ears. 

Unbelievable, he must have said out loud. Or was it Kaycie who spoke? It didn’t matter. He knew she’d agree with him. What a way to celebrate five incredible years together.

They shared a frisky shower, and then sat down to dinner which was thankfully, not ruined. Then came the gifts to suit the occasion of their fifth anniversary. Kaycie was touched by Nick’s thoughtful presents, and he was undoubtedly pleased with his. 

They kissed tenderly in the moonlight on the balcony of their home and wrapped their arms around each other’s waist, reliving that first ever night when Kaycie’s lips on his had triggered what would be, they believed, a life-long enchantment. And they both couldn’t wait to discover what more life held in store.
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MORE BY DEZ BURKE
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If you love tough, sexy Southern men with big hearts, check out my Amazon Top 40 Bestselling Steel Infidels Series. If you haven’t read them before, the best and easiest way to start would be with THE STEEL INFIDELS COMPLETE SERIES that contains all books in the series. Currently this book is available on Amazon for purchase and in the Kindle Unlimited program. The books are available separately as well. The reading order is Safe House, Liberated, Steel Justice, Thunderclap and Take Down.

About the Author

Dez Burke loves interacting with her readers so you can find her hanging out every day on Facebook. To sign up for her newsletter to hear first about upcoming new releases sign up here! 
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