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			“Three days for business. And three nights for pleasure...”

			Has she made a deal with a sexy devil...or a wicked god?

			What I need is distraction. A temporary break from thinking about my ex-boyfriend (and business partner) getting married tomorrow. Then I see him. Jagger. A beautiful blond god who’s a 100 percent pure hot, hard-bodied distraction. Tonight, I’m forgetting my heartbreak and business woes with this gorgeous Zeus of a man, who fills me with heat, fire and delicious aching need...

			That is, until I meet my new real estate client the next morning—the one who holds my future in his hands—and oh, God. It’s him.

			Now I have three days to sell a luxury golf resort to billionaire Jagger Hart. And all I want is to get him out of his clothes and between my sheets! A feeling which Jagger shares. By day, we’re all business. But at night, it’s a tornado of ripped clothes and insatiable lust.

			We just have to keep our two worlds separate.

			Only, now I’m in danger of falling for the one man I definitely cannot have.

			Because Jagger doesn’t believe in love—ever—and he’s a man of his word. Cross his heart.

			Harlequin DARE publishes sexy romances featuring powerful alpha heroes and bold, fearless heroines exploring their deepest fantasies.

			Four new Harlequin DARE titles are available each month, wherever ebooks are sold!

		
	
		
			Clare Connelly was raised in small-town Australia among a family of avid readers. She spent much of her childhood up a tree, Harlequin book in hand. Clare is married to her own real-life hero, and they live in a bungalow near the sea with their two children. She is frequently found staring into space—a surefire sign that she’s in the world of her characters. She has a penchant for French food and ice-cold champagne, and Harlequin novels continue to be her favorite-ever books. Writing for Harlequin is a long-held dream. Clare can be contacted via clareconnelly.com or her Facebook page.

			Join Harlequin My Rewards today and earn a FREE ebook!

				Click here to Join Harlequin My Rewards

				http://www.harlequin.com/myrewards.html?mt=loyalty&cmpid=EBOOBPBPA201602010002

		
	
		
			If you liked Cross My Hart, why not try

			The Debt by Jackie Ashenden
Faking It by Stefanie London
Forbidden Sins by J. Margot Critch

			Cross My Hart is the first installment in 
Clare Connelly’s The Notorious Harts quartet. 
Look out for

			Burn My Hart
Harden My Hart
Unbreak My Hart

			coming soon from Harlequin DARE!

			Discover more at Harlequin.com

		
	
		
			CROSS MY HART

			Clare Connelly

			[image: logo]

		
	
		
			For Jagger—who completely stole my heart at first sight and whose smile lights up the world.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			‘YOU KNOW WHAT you need to put the wedding out of your mind? That. That guy right there.’

			Penny points across the restaurant and my eyes follow the direction of her finger. I presume she’s not talking about the high-powered businessmen sitting one table over. After Gareth, I’m giving suits a wide berth. Suits make me sick. I look beyond them, none the wiser. A family, an older couple with greying hair and three well-dressed younger people; two of them look to be a couple, one a sibling. My gaze lingers on them for a moment and a familiar pang of sadness sparks inside of me.

			I miss my family.

			Swallowing to clear my suddenly thick throat, I shift my gaze onwards, skating over the figure of a man standing at the bar, his back to me. Every fibre of my being goes on high alert.

			Nothing about this man says ‘suit.’

			He’s wearing low-cut denims, dark, scuffed at the arse in an ‘I’ve worn them to death’ rather than an ‘I paid hundreds of bucks for them’ kind of way, and a fitted white shirt that shows off the contours of a back that is muscular and sinewy. His arms are tanned, his neck thick, and beneath the white stretch cotton of the shirt I can make out the ghost of writing running across his centre—a tattoo?

			My pulse leaps, pounding faster, and there’s a twisting low down in my abdomen. His hair is thick and pale, blond, close-cropped.

			I want to stare at him. I want to stare at him all night, ideally as he strips his clothes from his body.

			All the more reason not to. I jerk my gaze back to Penny, a sardonic smile touching my lips. ‘I don’t think a one-night stand is going to make me forget that my ex is getting married tomorrow.’

			‘I don’t know,’ she coos, unashamedly watching the man in a way that makes envy spurt, unwelcome, in my gut. ‘I think that guy could drive Gareth out of your head for a while.’

			I look down at my drink, stirring the paper straw—half-disintegrated—in clockwise circles, watching as the ice chips against the edge. ‘I think this is the only way I’m going to forget.’

			‘To this, then,’ Penny agrees, chinking her glass to mine, lifting it to her lips and throwing it back in one fell swoop. ‘Another?’

			I laugh, despite myself. We’ve been best friends since primary school, when Marcia Adams called me fat and pushed me into the tennis nets, and Penny came running over and shoved Marcia—three years older than us—so hard she fell backwards and landed in a delightfully placed puddle. ‘I can’t have a big night, Pen. I’ve got that gazillionaire flying in tomorrow to inspect the golf course. And you know how much I need to sell it. That commission is... I need it.’

			‘You don’t have to tell me how much you need it,’ she says, crossing her arms over her chest. Her anger and hatred for Gareth know no bounds.

			‘I’m giving you until midnight,’ I say, ‘and then I want to be back in my own bed.’

			‘It’s only six o’clock!’ She laughs.

			‘Yeah, but I also need to not be hungover!’

			‘Babe—’ she leans closer, pressing her forehead to mine ‘—do you trust me?’

			‘Of course I do.’

			‘Then let me help you put that fuckwit where he belongs—that is to say nowhere. He doesn’t deserve even one minute of your attention. Got it?’

			‘I know that. I’m not... I don’t still think about him.’

			‘Sure you don’t.’ Penny rolls her eyes. ‘You’re doing a great job of moving on, but, unfortunately for you, you still co-own the same bloody real estate agency.’

			‘More to the point—why I need this sale tomorrow!’

			‘Yeah, I get it.’ She sighs. ‘It’s early. Whatever happens tonight, I promise I’ll get you home by midnight. Okay?’

			I bite down on my lip, nodding slowly.

			‘The same again?’ She slips her slender body out of our booth, her eyes falling to my still half-full glass with disapproval.

			I lift the glass and throw it back, slamming it on the tabletop before meeting her eyes. ‘You betcha.’

			She winks her approval and then sashays away, oblivious to the way the table of businessmen watch her as she goes. But then, that’s Penny. Stunning, sexy, unselfconscious, smart, and totally uninterested in flattery and praise. She’s just happy going about her own business.

			I’m not still hung up on Gareth. I couldn’t care less that he’s getting married.

			Okay, that’s a lie. I care, but that’s normal. We were together two years—not that long in the scheme of a whole life, I suppose, but two years. We started a business together and were talking about moving in together, and yet he always said to me, from the first date, ‘I’m not the marrying kind.’ And I accepted that, I got used to it, because I wasn’t even sure if I was the marrying kind—so why would I die on that hill?

			And then we got more serious and our friends started getting married and I had this vision of our future, and suddenly it seemed strange to say we’d never get married.

			Stranger still when he broke up with me. Ugh. I try to push that memory way, way back in my mind. The words he used I’ll never forget.

			‘I love you, Gracie, but just not enough. Not in the way a guy should love a woman. I’m sorry.’

			And he cried, because he’s a good person and I think he felt like absolute shit to be pulling the rug out from under me.

			‘Everyone says they want to stay friends, but I mean it, Grace. Look at what we did together.’

			He waved his hand around our office, and my stomach twisted because so much of who we were was in that place.

			I agreed with him—we couldn’t let anything destroy the business our blood, sweat and tears had turned into a multimillion-dollar real estate agency specialising in high-end property. Sydney was a tight market but we’d forced our way in and never looked back. We owed it to ourselves, each other, our clients and our reputation to get over this speed bump.

			That seemed a lot easier to do before he hit me with ‘part two’ of the break-up.

			‘I’ve met someone.’

			Those words! God, I’d heard them in movies and read them in books and they’re just an innocuous collection of syllables, but when they were spoken to me I felt like my ears had been jammed with crickets. Everything hummed and buzzed and suddenly the guy I’d spent two years with, who’d seemed happy and content, was a part of someone else, something else, and I was on the outside of him and that, strangely adrift, as though whatever had anchored me to my place in this life no longer existed.

			‘His name—’ Penny pushes a drink across the tabletop to me ‘—is Jagger.’ She rolls the ‘r’ like a tiger, and I laugh.

			‘Of course it is.’

			‘He’s only in town for tonight,’ she continues, sliding in beside me. ‘And he’d like to meet you.’

			‘Oh, for God’s sake.’ I roll my eyes, sure now that she’s making it up, and look towards the bar. But he’s facing us and my heart jolts in my chest. His elbows are lifted onto the bar so that he can recline casually, and he’s watching me with a curiosity that sparks flames in my blood.

			My lips part involuntarily and, even though I desperately want to look away, to blink, to anything, it’s weirdly impossible. I am staring at him and he’s watching me and no one else in the bar seems to exist.

			His eyes are green, with thick black lashes, and he’s tanned, a deep caramel colour, as though he’s spent a heap of time at the beach lately. I wonder if he’s brown all over? My eyes drift downwards and, holy crap, he’s got a very, very nice body. Pecs clearly defined by that white shirt, toned forearms, lean hips.

			Shit.

			Pants that show a promising bulge. His hands are what really grab my attention, though. I like nice hands and his are...perfect. Neat nails, long-fingered with coarse hair on the knuckles, tanned, and he wears a scuffed gold ring on his middle finger and some loose leather strings around his wrist. He’s a sort of devil-may-care surfer kind of guy. He’s very, very easy on the eyes.

			Heat stains my cheeks and now I jerk my gaze back to Penny, my expression one of mutiny. ‘What did you say to him?’

			‘That you’re looking to be distracted for the night,’ she grins impishly.

			‘Penny!’ I reach for the drink, taking a gulp to cool my flaming insides. ‘How do you know he’s not...?’

			‘What?’ She leans towards me conspiratorially. ‘It’s a one-night stand, Gracie. What do you care about, beyond the fact he’s hotter than Hades and undoubtedly great in bed?’

			‘Okay, for a start, how can you possibly know that?’

			‘I can tell. I’m good at this.’

			‘What, like some kind of sexual psychic?’

			‘Exactly.’

			I purse my lips. ‘Pen,’ I sigh softly. ‘He could be God’s every gift to women and I still wouldn’t knee-jerk my way into his bed.’

			‘That’s a shame because, like I said, he’s interested.’

			Against my will, my eyes drag back to him. He’s finishing his drink, but his eyes are still on Penny and me. My pulse ratchets up a gear and out of nowhere I imagine him naked, that shirt thrown across some hotel room somewhere.

			‘I’ll tell you what,’ she purrs. ‘I’m going to go talk to that guy.’ She jacks her thumb towards a group of men further down the bar and I can guess which one she means. Silver fox at the head of the group—Penny’s got a thing for older guys, always has. Our take-it-to-the-grave secret is the fact she slept with our high school science teacher on grad night.

			‘And I’ll come back in twenty minutes to check on you.’

			‘Pennyyyy...’ I groan, shaking my head in exasperation.

			‘Six months ago, the bottom dropped out of your world. Gareth fell in love with someone else while you were busy building your business and planning a future with him. He went and fucked some bar girl.’

			My heart spins at this frank assessment of our break-up. ‘Yeah?’

			‘So at least have a drink with the hottest guy I’ve ever seen. Take a step towards remembering who you are. The you you were before Gareth, the you who built a multimillion-dollar business and is smart and funny and curious and loves to meet new people. He’s from overseas; just chat to him. Have fun. I beg you!’

			And not because she’s right, and he’s hot in a way you never see outside of Hollywood, but because she’s my best friend and has never once steered me wrong, just as I have never counselled her badly. The science teacher would never have happened if I’d known about it in advance. I trust her. I believe she’s right and somehow the timing of this, of at least opening myself up to the possibility of flirting with another guy on the eve of Gareth’s marriage, would be strangely meaningful and important and...cathartic.

			She’s right. Pre-Gareth, I used to have fun, I used to flirt with guys, hook up. I’m in my twenties—why am I acting like someone’s grandma?

			I expel a breath and look towards him once more. He’s turned away and if I have any doubt about whether or not I want to talk to him, the surge of disappointment to see his back answers that.

			I stare at his tattooed spine with a frown on my face, but a second later he’s spun back around, two drinks in his hands, and our eyes lock and certainty locks in my chest.

			‘That’s my cue,’ I say. Penny grins and I shoot her one last look of bemusement before I’m alone at the table. I have seconds to run my tongue over my teeth, making sure no trace of the beer nuts we shared earlier remains, to wipe my hands on a napkin beneath the table, and then he’s standing on the edge of the booth, his green eyes—aquamarine, up close—boring into me.

			‘May I?’ He nods to the seat beside me and I nod, grabbing my hair and pulling it over my shoulder.

			‘Grace?’ he prompts, passing a drink towards me.

			I smile belatedly, holding a hand out towards him. Our eyes meet as his fingers curve around mine and warmth spears through me. It’s a handshake, the kind of thing I do all the time, but the way he’s staring at me layers an intensity over it that changes everything.

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Jagger,’ he says, the name on his lips so much sexier than when Penny purred it like some kind of wild animal.

			‘Jagger.’ I’m unable to resist the feel of his name in my mouth.

			He smiles when I say it.

			‘American?’

			‘Yeah.’ His grin’s completely disarming. He braces an arm on the edge of the booth behind me and, even though he’s not touching me, I kind of feel like he is. I feel enveloped by his warmth and nearness.

			‘Whereabouts?’ I prompt, lifting my drink towards his in salute.

			He chinks it back. ‘New York.’

			‘Nice.’

			‘You ever been?’

			I tilt my head to the side a little, considering. ‘Once.’

			‘Did you like it?’

			‘What’s not to like?’

			He lifts a brow. ‘The traffic. The weather. The noise. The pollution...’

			‘Resident problems,’ I say, deliberately moving forward a little so our knees brush under the table. I’m thrilled by the sense of power that gives me—the idea that this is all on my terms. That I know what I’m doing, where we’re going.

			‘Not tourists’?’ He doesn’t miss a beat.

			‘Nope. Not this tourist. I love the snow.’

			‘And you don’t get a lot of that here, right?’

			‘Not for long, and not in Sydney.’ I sip my drink thoughtfully. ‘I would have loved to move to New York. I used to think I would.’

			‘Why didn’t you?’

			I pull a face. ‘It’s not that easy. Life...can get in the way sometimes.’

			‘Sure it can.’

			I appraise him, my heart racing, blood pounding through my body. ‘Penny says you’re only here for a night?’

			He nods. ‘Yeah. Had meetings today and I fly out tomorrow.’

			I nod slowly.

			‘And you live here?’

			‘I moved here for uni,’ I agree. ‘But I grew up farther north.’

			‘How far north?’ he asks with curiosity.

			‘A little town in Queensland. You know, the kind of place where everyone knows everything about one another, with one main street and not much to do at any time, even less when you’re a teenager.’

			‘Sounds like heaven.’ He grins.

			‘Yeah, it kind of does.’

			‘Your friend says you’re looking for someone to distract you for the night,’ he murmurs, taking a slug of his beer, his eyes holding mine over the bottle.

			I nod slowly. ‘I guess I am.’

			‘Why?’

			I didn’t expect the question, even though it makes perfect, absolute sense. Only a monkey wouldn’t ask. ‘My ex—who happens to be my business partner as well—is getting married tomorrow.’ Somehow, saying those words feels cathartic. So I say more. ‘It was sudden. He’s in love.’ I spit the word with some distaste, earning a wry smile from my companion.

			His teeth are so white, his face stubbled in a way that makes me imagine running my fingers over it.

			‘And you still love him?’

			The question is a good one, one I haven’t asked myself. I shake my head slowly from side to side. It feels good to admit that. ‘I don’t think so.’

			‘Then you don’t believe in love?’

			I gnaw on my lower lip. ‘No. I mean yes, I do.’

			‘You sounded angry a moment ago.’

			‘Did I?’

			He nods slowly. ‘You sounded like someone who wants to fuck someone else out of their mind.’

			‘He’s not on my mind,’ I say, determined on this point. I’m not turning my first one-night stand in for ever into petty revenge sex. This wouldn’t be about hurting Gareth so much as rediscovering myself, my agency, my right to think of myself as ‘single,’ just like he did—only we were together.

			‘It’s...symbolic,’ I say finally. ‘Like a way to mark the date or something.’ I shrug. And then, with bald honesty, ‘Also, I don’t particularly like the idea of him being the last guy I slept with when he’s off on his honeymoon.’

			He lifts a brow at my truthfulness. ‘That’s valid.’

			‘I’m glad you think so.’ I wrinkle my nose. ‘I’m not sure it’s not a little bit fucked up.’

			Beneath the table, his hand curves over my knee. ‘It’s not.’ Desire jolts directly up to my thighs, and higher still. Heat pulses between my legs.

			‘Really? Speaking from experience?’

			His expression is guarded. ‘You could say that.’ His fingers trace a little higher, to the flesh of my thighs. I grab my breath, hold it in my lungs a second, waiting for it to infiltrate my body.

			‘How long were you together?’

			I can hardly think straight. His fingers creep a little higher and I stare at him beseechingly. It’s not late enough in the night for this—people are still having civilised conversations at nearby tables. I am beyond grateful for the tablecloth that offers some discretion, but if he moves his hand any higher I think I’m going to make some kind of noise to show exactly what he’s doing to me.

			He moves his body closer and the arm around the back of the booth curves over my shoulders. Holy crap, this feels good. Better than good. Ah-mazing.

			His hand stops mid-thigh.

			He’s waiting for me to answer.

			‘Two years.’

			He nods.

			‘And you broke up when?’

			‘Six months ago.’

			He lets out a low whistle.

			‘So this wedding—whirlwind? Or was he with her the whole time he was seeing you?’

			‘No!’ I shake my head, the idea sharper and harder than the truth. ‘Just at the end. He met her a week before he broke up with me. Love at first sight.’ Again, my words are derisive.

			‘Love at first sight is a juvenile concept.’

			I agree with him completely. I hate that I do, that the girl who stared her sensible, conservative parents in the face and told them she’d rather be penniless and happy, chasing her dreams, than to give up on them because they seemed so unobtainable—that girl would never condemn ‘love at first sight’ as juvenile.

			But he’s right.

			Love at first sight is a construct. Maybe love is in general. Desire isn’t, though. It’s real and it’s flooding my limbs, bringing parts of me I didn’t realise were dormant back to life.

			I drop my hand to his beneath the table and I fix him with a determined stare. ‘You know what?’

			He moves his head closer. ‘What, Grace?’

			‘I really—’ I drag his hand higher ‘—really—’ higher ‘—really—’ I place it between my legs, at the apex of my thighs, my eyes challenging him ‘—don’t want to talk about him.’

			‘No?’ He moves his thumb just a tiny bit, but enough for it to brush my clit through the flimsy lace of my thong, and my breath escapes in a shuddered, tortured exhalation.

			‘No.’ I shake my head from side to side, burying my face in his shoulder for a second. Fuck. He smells like...heaven. Sunscreen, sweat, strength. I lift a hand to his side, digging my nails into his toned hip.

			I don’t know anything about him besides the fact he looks like a god and smells even better. His name. His country of origin. And the fact he’s blowing out of town in twenty-four hours.

			It’s perfect.

			‘What I want,’ I say into his shoulder before lifting my face and forcing my eyes to meet his, ‘is to get out of here. Right now.’

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			I WATCH AS she walks into the hotel room, wondering what she thinks of this place. I think you can tell a lot about a person by the way they appraise hotels, and her eyes skim the simple, small room. A comfortable king-size bed—a prerequisite—a small en suite bathroom, a view of another city high-rise. The harbour is down at the rocks and I’m up near the park.

			I remind myself she has no reason to be surprised by the somewhat meagre accommodation.

			She doesn’t know who I am.

			She doesn’t know what my bank balance is.

			She knows nothing about me.

			Except that she wants me.

			And, God knows, I want her.

			I’ve been with precisely three women since my marriage ended. An ex-girlfriend in Berlin for old times’ sake—even though the old times weren’t actually that great—a lawyer from Stockholm, and Katrina, who lives in the subpenthouse beneath me. That was a dick move, because every time I see her in the lift it’s like she’s angling for an invitation back to my place and nothing fills my veins with ice more than the idea of a relationship right now.

			The ink on my divorce papers is barely dry—I got the notification from my lawyer last week—and I plan on staying single a goodly while. Possibly for ever.

			This kind of thing—casual sex with fascinating and enchanting women—is all I need. Companionship, satisfaction and no strings—or iron chains, as was the case with Lorena. And this can’t be more than it is—one night. I’m leaving in the morning, flying north to check out a golf course I’m toying with buying before heading home to the States.

			This is my one night in Sydney.

			One night with Grace.

			I don’t even know her last name, and I want to keep it that way. Last names lead to expectations and I expect nothing of women now. I expect nothing at all. I thought I was different, that my marriage was different, but here I am, twenty-nine with a divorce under my belt. Who knows how many I could rack up if I wasn’t determined to not become Adrian Hart?

			My father screwed up in a billion ways—but by far the worst, the one I run from every day of my life, was his ability to suck people in, chew them up and spit them out. Time and time again I saw him make women love him, but he never loved anyone. Not even us, I think. He was proud of his sons, proud that he had three boys to raise and carry on the Hart name.

			But he didn’t love us.

			He didn’t love anyone.

			How else could you explain what he did to Holden? I think of my brother and the news he learned only a month ago—that Hart blood does not run through his veins—and anger slams into me. Our father was a bastard, but keeping the truth of Holden’s parentage from him was the cruellest, strangest decision he made.

			Grace’s eyes have stopped inspecting the room and now she’s looking at me with a mix of curiosity and desire. I like the latter.

			‘Would you like a drink?’ I offer, moving to the minibar and scanning it.

			‘God, no, those things cost a fortune. Don’t waste your money.’

			My lips twitch involuntarily, imagining how my brothers would react to that comment. With over thirty billion apiece, it’s been a long time since any of us has worried about the overinflated cost of the minibar. Then again, isn’t that part of why I choose to stay in places like this? Because I hate the assumptions people make when they know who I am. I hate everything people think about me when they know who I am.

			‘It’s fine,’ I assure her. ‘Champagne?’

			She moves towards me, the skirt she’s wearing kicking a little as she walks, so my eyes drop to her legs of their own accord.

			‘I don’t need a drink.’ She presses a hand to my chest and then pushes me backwards, towards the bed.

			I laugh, a husky sound from low in my throat. Her forwardness is different but, fuck me, I like it. She pushes again, her eyes holding mine, and I fall onto the bed, pushing up it until I’m in the middle. I watch as she stands at my feet, her fingers moving to the bottom of her shirt. For a second she hesitates, and then she lifts it up, over her sides, towards her head and she drops it to her side. I don’t see more than the swish of the fabric, though, because my eyes are locked to her breasts as though they’re some kind of glue or magnet in effect.

			They are nice breasts.

			My hands tingle with a need to touch them, to feel their weight in my palms. She reaches around behind herself for the bra strap, and I hold my breath, watching as she undoes it, her eyes still on mine. There is challenge in them and pride, a mutinous look of sheer determination, as she does something that perhaps she thought she might chicken out of.

			Grace’s hands drop to her skirt, and my cock is like granite in my pants. I am desperate to touch her, for my hands to be doing what her hands are, but somehow I feel like this matters to her. That taking charge of this is a big part of what she needs, and so I stay where she’s pushed me, I lie there and I watch her and I tell myself, soon. Soon I will touch her and taste her and kiss her and drive myself deep into her body, burying myself balls-deep in her wetness, making her cry my name again and again into this tiny room.

			She moves slowly, too slowly. I want to see her, I want to see her naked, but she teases the skirt over her narrow hips, her eyes almost laughing as they watch me, and then, realising she’s enjoying this, I hiss out a breath, but still don’t move. Finally, finally, she’s wearing just about the most delicious scrap of lace I’ve ever seen. It’s barely anything—fine and delicate, it covers her vagina but at the hips it’s just lace, narrow bands that wrap around to the back.

			‘Turn around,’ I command, my voice throaty.

			Her eyes hitch to mine and she bites down on her lip again, drawing my attention to the full pillow of her lower lip. It was one of the first things I noticed about her. That, and the long blond hair that tumbled over one shoulder. And the way she kept stirring her drink and darting her eyes around the bar.

			With the same speed, or lack thereof, she used to remove her skirt, she begins to spin, turning her back on me, and I can’t help the groan that escapes me. ‘Fuck me,’ I mutter, because the lace is just a T between two perfect peach-like arse cheeks.

			She tosses a glance over her shoulder. ‘Isn’t that the plan?’

			Okay. I get that she wants to be in control here, but suddenly my dick is like a torture device in my pants. I move my hands to my belt but she turns back to me and I’m hit with the realisation of her beautiful rounded breasts and I don’t know if I’m an arse or tit man any more, but just that Grace is whatever I need and want.

			She straddles me, her hands on mine. ‘Let me.’

			She’s really doing the whole ‘take charge’ thing, but I lie back, not caring if it’s her or me who gets my clothes off, just caring that somehow we’re naked together, soon.

			But, instead of unbuttoning my jeans, she leans up to my shirt, which means wriggling her body higher up my frame, so suddenly her G-string-clad body is pressed right over my dick.

			She moves her hips provocatively and I am done with the passive lie-still thing. I grab her hips, holding her on my cock, staring at her while I move my hips, as though I really were inside of her and she were naked, her legs spread, taking me into her wet core.

			Her eyes flare wide and I grunt as I move her body up and down my length, through my jeans, and she’s not passive here, either; she begins to grind her hips, using me to get off, her hands balling in my shirt front before pushing it up my body, and I lift my head so she can get it off completely and then she’s dropping her body forward so her breasts, her soft, round breasts, run over my hair-roughened chest and she moans, low in her throat. Her nipples are puckered and hard and I thrust against her and she whimpers, her fingers digging into my shoulders as she cries out and trembles, pleasure filling her in a way that is more erotic than just about anything I’ve ever known.

			Fuck me sideways, she’s hot.

			Her breathing is loud, tortured. Her mouth is hot, and she drops it to my shoulder first, nipping the flesh there with her teeth before dragging it lower, to my chest. She finds a nipple and flicks it; my dick jerks in my pants.

			I bring my hands around and cup her arse, pressing her against me, and then slide a hand in front of her, finding her clit, and then her seam, pushing inside her, rejoicing at the feel of her muscles, so tight, so wet, so hot. I swirl my finger around her and she whimpers and then her hands are on my belt and she’s moving away from me, she’s looking at me with white-hot hunger as she pushes her thong down her thighs and steps out of it, then rips my jeans apart, pushing them.

			She works fast, but not fast enough. The second I’m naked I feel like it’s taken ten years to reach this stage, but hell, it was worth it.

			I’m desperate to roll her onto her back, to take over, but there’s that look in her eyes that speaks of a desperation, as though she’s proving something to herself, and far be it from me to stand in the way of whatever challenge she’s facing.

			We’ve only got one night, but I plan on using the whole night, every goddamned minute, to enjoy Grace as much as I can before I leave. This first time, though, it’s like slaking a ghost. There’s a need humming through her that’s more than just physical.

			‘Condom?’ she asks, panting, her eyes sheened with the haze of her desperation. For a second I’m jarred out of this sexual fog and into reality because I was very close to forgetting to use protection and I would have said, until two minutes ago, that safe sex is reflexive for me—as much so as brushing my teeth or walking my dog.

			‘Yeah.’ I push out of bed, using the chance to get rid of my jocks, and reach for my wallet. I always travel prepared, even though I didn’t come here expecting this. Seeing those divorce papers made me contemplate celibacy.

			Briefly.

			Her eyes are devouring me, my ink, my muscles. I watch her watching me and wonder what her ex was like. It’s a thought out of nowhere; it doesn’t belong. I shove it aside, using my mouth to tear open the wrapper, and then unfurl the rubber over my length. Slowly, so slowly it’s almost agonising, but I want to pay her back a little for her own sensual tease. I cover my dick and keep my palm wrapped around the base of my cock.

			Her breath is the only sound in the room, hot little rasps that make me feel like I could come any minute. And then she’s moving towards me, around the bed, her beautiful naked body something I’d love to just stare at, but, instead, she barrels against me and her mouth finds mine, hot and insistent, determined. Sweet Jesus, we haven’t kissed before and this is all so backwards that only now, after I’ve had my finger inside of her, do I realise she’s a great fucking kisser.

			If we’d kissed in the bar I would have known this would happen—you can tell a lot about your chemistry with someone from the way you kiss, and this kiss is burning me up. Or maybe it’s the feel of her generous, soft breasts pressed against my chest, or the little moaning noises she’s making.

			Fuck me.

			I lift her arm, needing more of her, all of her, and wrap her legs around my waist, just needing to be as close as possible to her, and spin her so her back is against the wall. My desperate, hungry cock nudges at her rear without design and she arches her back, breaking our kiss for a second but giving me access to her breasts. My mouth, my ravenous, seeking mouth, drops to her nipple and sucks it inwards. Rolling my tongue over her swollen nipple, tracing it, sucking it, my hand seeks the pleasure of the weight of her other breast.

			I feel it in my palm, my fingers brushing over her nipple, and she’s crying my name and it feels so good to hear her say it I am bursting inside. Fuck this, I need her. No. I have a ravenous need for all of her; all she offers I will take and take again.

			But there’s heartbreak in the room, too, and as I pull away from her, kissing my way up her chest towards her throat, where I flick her pulse with my tongue, I ask, ‘You’re sure?’

			Because I’m not a total arse, and she’s mourning her ex and using sex to deal with that. Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy to be used, but I want to hear that she’s sure before we do this. I’m not my father—I’m not someone who exists in a bubble, not caring who he hurts.

			Her eyes latch to mine and I don’t think her ex is anywhere in her mind right now. This is her and me and the tornado of desire that’s swallowing us up whole.

			In answer, she digs her heels into my back so she can push up my body a bit, and rearranges herself, moving over my length. Her eyes are wide as she takes my tip inside herself and every bone in my body wants me to push inside of her all the way, but I don’t. I wait, letting her get used to this, to the size of me, the feel of me.

			She digs her nails into my shoulders as she goes down lower, and my hands cup her arse, holding her there, supporting her, and just feeling her beautiful roundness. Lower, and my cock is half-buried in her and she feels so tight, she’s squeezing me in a way that is insanity inducing. Lower, and I see stars at how good this feels. She moans, tips her hips, rocking forward a little, and heat stains her cheeks. She’s riding a wave and I still, watching her pleasure herself on my body for the second time that night.

			Her responsiveness is some kind of catnip.

			Lower still, until finally all of me is deep inside her, so deep, and we are melded together completely. And now, only now, do I thrust, lifting my head to watch her as I hold her hips still and push, deeper, harder, and she cries out, biting down on her lip, moaning, and begging me for more, please, more.

			‘Your wish is my command, baby.’ I laugh, but it’s husky because I haven’t felt this turned on since I was in school and sex was still new and illicit. I thrust into her again and again and her back hits the wall and her legs stay tight around me so our bodies are like one, and my hands hold her arse, her beautiful butt, and I ache for everything, for this and so much more. I find her nipple again, the other breast this time, and I take it in my mouth, rolling her with my tongue, then clamping my teeth down so she cries my name into the room and I laugh, but it comes out strained because my own wave is lifting me up and I feel like I’m losing any grip I have on my control.

			I take a breath, keeping my mouth on her breast, listening—feeling—the fast rushing of her heart, the beating that’s like a cacophony of wild horses, pounding hard, and I know I’m the cause for that. Male pride swells inside of me, but I want more. I want to make her come again. And again and again and again. I want to give her so many orgasms that she can’t even remember her ex’s name. Or maybe it’s that I want to give her so many orgasms I forget what a lying bitch my ex-wife was, I forget how much of our relationship was a fake.

			Nothing about this is fake.

			Grace is giving me everything, all of herself, and this moment, even though it’s just physical, is the most intimate I’ve been with anyone in a long time.

			Fuck. Stop thinking so much and just enjoy this!

			I pull her away from the wall and cross to the bed; my legs are shaking, desire and adrenaline pumping through them. I drop her onto her back, falling with her so we don’t have to come apart at all, and the second she connects with the mattress I push into her again. She stares up at me, her eyes huge in her face as she looks at me, as though she’s high or drugged or completely blissed out.

			I pull out of her so just my tip is teasing her clit and she pushes onto her elbows, her blonde hair falling over her face. ‘Don’t you dare stop,’ she demands, fixing me with a look that is at once frantic and totally desperate.

			The fact she doesn’t mind showing how turned on she feels is another form of catnip.

			‘Wasn’t going to,’ I promise, not sure I could, even if a thousand wild horses tried to drag me away from her.

			‘I’m so close,’ she says, and her cheeks flush pink and her beautiful, full lower lip gets dragged between her teeth. The thing is, I don’t want this to be over yet, not even for a moment, and I think I’m at the edge of my control myself.

			I keep my tip at her seam and she writhes beneath me, desperately trying to pull me back inside of her, the keening noises she’s making something my mind will replay often. My mouth drags down her body, finding the underside of her breast and flicking at it. She’s salty and sweet and my gut clenches with a wave of desire—more like a tsunami. Down I go, all the way, crouching off the edge of the bed and pulling on her legs, pulling her lower. I kiss her thighs, the skin there so soft and pale, creamy and raw.

			She isn’t moaning now, but her breathing punctures the stillness of the night. She’s waiting. Waiting quietly, uncertainly.

			I smile to myself as my hands curve over her thighs and separate her legs a little wider, clamping them where they are, and her beautiful sex is right there before me.

			‘Jagger...’ My name falls out of her mouth—a plea, a question.

			‘You’re close?’ I ask, my tongue running up her seam.

			Her harsh intake of breath is loud and primal.

			Her hands scrape as they run over the duvet, digging into it.

			‘Uh huh,’ she exhales. I find her clit and suck it into my mouth and she cries out louder now, and I laugh—despite the fact I’m as hard as I can get, the fact we’re surrounded by thin walls and God knows who else on the other side of them doesn’t seem to have entered her head and I’m glad. I love her lack of self-consciousness.

			I flick my tongue over her and she trembles beneath me—I kiss her harder, faster, my tongue tasting her until she explodes and I keep her legs right where they are, when she might have pulled herself away, because I want to enjoy every damned thing about her release. As she rides that wave, I push a finger inside of her and she bucks hard, her muscles squeezing me, and I groan then because my cock is more than a little jealous to be missing this party.

			But there’s time. We’ve got all night. Just this one night...and I’m going to make it count.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			HE IS SOME kind of sex god. Some kind of kinky, wild sex god. I can barely breathe. I think pleasure has taken up every square inch of my body, leaving little room for other optional extras such as oxygen and blood. No, the blood is there. It’s rushing through me, reaching every tiny little cell, filling me up with heat and fire and flame and need.

			More need—how is that possible? It’s like I’m one of those stock market charts and every bloody release I get just pushes me down for a second before a new need swiftly kicks in and takes over.

			I scramble onto my elbows so I can look at his dark blond head—between my legs—and I moan again because the sight of him like that should make me feel...squeamish or embarrassed, but it doesn’t.

			‘You can just stay there all night,’ I joke, smiling like the cat who got the cream—the girl who got the best head in the world, at any rate.

			He looks up my body, over the curves of my breast to my eyes, and he grins then drops his mouth to my clit while he’s watching me and I watch him as he lashes me again with his clever, clever tongue.

			And I jerk because I’m so sensitive that the slightest touch feels like he’s attached live wires to me.

			He eases up, kissing me instead, just a gentle, soft kiss, and then he stands.

			His cock is so hard, so beautiful, and I stare at it, wanting him inside me even when my body is still burning up from what we’ve just done.

			‘I want you,’ I say simply, because what’s the point in lying to a one-night stand? I don’t care if he thinks I’m some wanton, sex-addicted hussy. I’m never going to see him again and hell, I do want him.

			I’m already kind of high on the fact I’ve pushed my idiot ex way out of my mind, or at least erased his touch from my body. It feels kind of ceremonial—especially the timing.

			‘Stand up.’ The command is gruff. I swallow, doing as he says, my eyes holding his as he takes my hand in his and pulls me towards the window.

			‘I like this city.’ He positions me so I’m looking out of the glass.

			‘Me, too,’ I say, my pulse thready as he spreads my legs from behind, my temperature skyrocketing. His hands on my hips steady me as he thrusts into me from behind, and I groan because I have missed him, the feeling of him buried inside me. He’s so big—my muscles had to stretch to accommodate him at first but now I feel like I’m made for this. I brace my arms on the glass, thankful for the heavy tint and the fact we’re high up above the city.

			He thrusts into me hard and then one of his hands comes around to my breast, cupping it, and I call out because my nipples feel like they’ve been coated in extra nerve endings or something, so sensitive are they to his touch.

			From this angle he reaches so deep inside me, my body is burning up with this.

			‘I want to feel all of you,’ he says simply, as he pushes into me and his other hand comes around to my clit, brushing over it, as his cock pushes deeper and harder and I moan.

			‘I am all yours.’

			He stills for a second, and then the hand that was on my breast drops to my hips and comes to my arse, curving around it, his fingers digging in slightly, and I whimper because the pressure feels so damned good.

			His thumb inches closer to the middle of my backside and I hold my breath as he brushes over my butt.

			Fuck.

			Desire surges inside of me and I push backwards a little, encouraging him, not even wondering what the hell has gone on in my mind that I’m contemplating this.

			He moves his fingers faster over my clit and I cry out as pleasure begins to break against me again and just the tip of his thumb pushes into me as he thrusts and I am losing all of myself in this moment, and gaining myself right back too. I look out at Sydney as I crest high above the earth and I lose my breath and my all.

			I don’t know what words tumble from my mouth, only that I am saying things over and over again, sounds and syllables, and then the hand that was on my clit clamps around my belly, holding me tight to him and, with his thumb pressed to my arse and his dick deep inside me, he comes, a fast, guttural thrust and a noise—low and so impossibly sexy. He throbs inside me and my muscles squeeze him tight, their euphoria undiminished, undaunted and, yes—even now—terrifyingly insatiable.

			He is strong and moves me easily, angling my body so I can see our reflection in the mirror across the room. He doesn’t speak, but his eyes hold mine and something surges inside of me because this is so, so intimate.

			I am completely open to him, naked, wanton, wild and uncaring. My hair looks like it’s been teased in some kind of tribute to the eighties, my cheeks are stained pink, my mascara has run around my eyes and my lips are swollen and full from the way I’ve been biting them non-stop.

			He straightens, pulling out of me, turning away, and something like fear slices through me, that he’s done with me, with this, but it’s only so he can dispose of the condom, and then he’s back, smiling, his eyes lined at the corners in a way that makes him seem so...nice.

			I swallow, not sure I want to know anything more about my one-night stand.

			‘Now, I need a drink,’ he says, moving to the bar fridge and pulling it open. He lifts out an ice-cold beer. ‘You?’

			‘Yeah, thanks.’

			He passes it to me then pulls out another, lifting his to mine in a gesture of salute, as he did in the bar.

			I’m trying not to feel self-conscious, but what we’ve just done is...unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. There was some kind of whirlwind and it consumed me and spat me out and I’m a little unsure what to make of it. I sip the beer and then put it down on the bench top.

			‘Mind if I use the bathroom?’

			‘Go right ahead.’ He nods towards the en suite bathroom.

			I smile at him as I pass and he grabs my wrist, holding me still, his eyes searching mine.

			He drops his mouth to mine, kissing me gently this time, slowly, tasting me, and I surrender to that kiss, my body arching forward, my tongue tangling with his. He groans into my mouth and his hands lift to my hair, thus explaining why it’s such a bird’s nest, as he weaves his fingers against my scalp, locking me where I am, completely imprisoned by his delicious kiss.

			My hands curve around him, finding his arse and then, out of curiosity, I move one hand to his dick, feeling it like I wanted to ever since he undressed. He’s semi-hard again and I am consumed by relief. Even as I know I need to unpack what just happened and how I feel about it, I know I want him again, too. I know I need him.

			And the fact he obviously feels the same is reassuring and delicious.

			I run my hand along his length, higher, my fingertips brushing over his tip, and his breath snags as he sucks it in and I smile against his mouth. I am totally here for whatever this night is going to be.

			One night, no strings, and we’ll never see one another again. Or a few hours, I think with a hint of regret as my eyes shift quickly to the cheap bedside clock that proclaims it to be just after nine. Like some kind of sexual Cinderella, I have my midnight curfew in mind and I must remember it. I’ve worked too hard to let anything come between me and success—and this sale means freedom! Freedom from Gareth, my parents’ doubts over my ability to succeed—and their knowing nods that they were right. That I can’t do this, after all.

			Midnight’s it—I’ll go home, have a good night’s sleep, ready to face the trip to the Whitsundays fresh, ready to wow this buyer.

			And yet...for now...for the next few hours, there’s this, and I want to enjoy all of it.

			With that in mind, I move my hips from side to side, tempting his hands lower, and he doesn’t disappoint, moving one palm from my hair, down my body, to my butt. I pull his cock in my hands, feeling its weight and strength as it grows harder, and his hand slaps down on my arse and I jerk and moan. It’s not hard; it doesn’t hurt, but hell, it makes my nerve endings fire with a heat I didn’t know possible.

			I move my hips closer to him so his cock is close to me, and he laughs into my mouth, lifting his hand and slapping my arse cheeks again. I move my hands to his back and pull him closer and he lifts his head, breaking the kiss, his eyes piercing mine but with desire and need. ‘I thought you needed the bathroom.’

			‘Nope. I just wanted to take stock.’

			His eyes widen a little; perhaps my honesty surprises him.

			‘And now?’

			‘I want to take something else,’ I say simply, pulling at him, pulling him back towards the bed. He laughs again, but doesn’t demur. I push him onto his back and look around for his wallet, grabbing it up off the bedside table. Somewhere, in the periphery of my mind, I note the way he stills as I grab it, but it’s not until I open it and see dozens of one-hundred-dollar notes in there that I understand why.

			I flick past them, grabbing out another condom and unfurling it over his length, my eyes on his. ‘You ever heard of credit cards?’

			‘I like cash,’ he says simply.

			Fair enough. His unique ways aren’t of interest to me—it doesn’t matter if he’s some kind of conspiracy theorist who doesn’t even believe in bank accounts. None of that matters.

			I lift up and take him deep inside me again and it’s quick and desperate—how can it be after what we’ve just done? I have no idea, but I feel like I’ve gone ten years without sex and this man is my dying meal. I take him deep and my muscles scream out with delight and relief. He digs his fingers into my hips and drives his own upwards, thrusting into me as I push down on his length, his possession of me absolute, and absolutely intense.

			We explode together, our bodies mingled and tied, and as my nerve endings quiver with the force of this pleasure, I drop forward, onto his body, surrendering to the tidal wave of absolute release, surrendering to this and him.

			I lie there, listening to the drumming of his heart, hearing its echo within my own, hot and too full of physical sensations to even think about emotions, about the fact Gareth is getting married in the morning and I’m in some cheap hotel room with a guy I don’t know from Adam.

			I don’t want to think about that.

			I don’t want to think about the fact the last two and a half years of my life might as well have been erased, because I’m right back where I was as a twenty-one-year-old, with no commitments, no plans, no idea who I was.

			He shifts a little beneath me, tumbling me off his chest and pulling out of me; I almost groan at his desertion.

			But he pushes up on one elbow so he can look at me, and I feel like he’s really looking at me. As though he’s looking deep within my soul, into my very core, as though he’s pulling me apart in a way that is...unwelcome.

			I drift my eyes shut, like that might help a little, but his fingers curve around my cheek, stroking my skin gently, and I blink open reflexively. His eyes pierce me, to the depths of my soul. But he smiles and it’s casual and easy-going so I tell myself I’m being pedantic or paranoid or both.

			He says nothing, but I feel a thousand and one questions swirling between us and, for lack of answers, or for lack of answers I care to frame, I smile curtly and stand up. He doesn’t stop me this time. I move to the beer I discarded a little while earlier and pick it up around the neck, drinking half of it with my eyes shut before replacing it quietly and moving into the bathroom. I click the door shut behind me and move to the sink, staring at myself in the mirror.

			As I saw before, I am some kind of sexual being brought to life. I look like I exist for this and this alone. My chest is covered in a faint redness from where his stubbled face has dragged over my sensitive flesh. A quick inspection lower shows my thighs have undergone the same fate. I start the tap running and lather my hands in soap, then douse my face, washing off the relics of my make-up. It’s better to have no make-up than the trashed wasteland I was sporting. I look around for the standard issue hotel cosmetics, pulling open a cupboard and seeing, instead, a travel pack of luxurious toiletries.

			With a slight frown, I skate my fingers over them, noting the brand names with mild interest and growing curiosity before reaching for the next door. The usual products have all been shoved in here. I grab out the hotel branded moisturiser and run it over my face, then return my thoughts to his toiletry bag.

			I know luxury brands.

			I’m in the business of knowing them, after all. We sell some of the most prestigious commercial real estate in Australia, Gareth and I. Our clients are multimillionaires, and our job is to speak their language.

			I recognise that he’s carrying probably hundreds of dollars’ worth of miniature toiletries and frown, because he doesn’t strike me as vain, and he definitely doesn’t strike me as someone who’s got that kind of cash. And yet he literally does have a wallet bursting with cash, and now this?

			But, no.

			This room...his clothes...

			Maybe they were gifts? I shrug; it’s the last thing that matters. You know how sometimes your mind throws up strange distractions to stop you from thinking about what you should really be focusing on? I think there’s an element of that going on.

			Because I came here tonight wanting to erase him from my mind—Gareth. Wanting to push him out of my body, to replace him with someone else, and holy crap, did I achieve that! I don’t know at what point this became less about Gareth and more about a plain and simple desire for Jagger, but that’s what this is. I feel a surge of need and know what’s responsible.

			It’s all him.

			I lift my face to my reflection again, shaking my head. Smeared make-up is gone, but I still look like I’ve just done exactly what I have done. I finger-comb my hair, pulling it over one shoulder, then turn back to the door.

			When I wrench it inwards I’m disappointed to see he’s pulled his jeans on. They sit low on his hips, undone.

			He’s on the phone, his back to me, but when I enter he turns and his eyes lock to mine and then scan my face, as if he’s cataloguing the changes and simultaneously making sure I’m okay.

			And I’m more than okay. I smile brightly because this—this one night—is exactly what I needed.

			‘And a pizza. Large.’ He covers the mouthpiece. ‘Is there anything you don’t eat?’

			It’s a perfectly normal question, but, given the context, heat stains my cheeks and he arches a brow, obviously understanding the direction of my thoughts. ‘Food-wise?’ he prompts again and I laugh, shaking my head.

			‘And I’m starving.’

			He grins, holding a hand out to me, and I walk to him without a moment’s hesitation. I put my hand in his and he squeezes it then pulls me closer to him, putting an arm around my body. ‘Some fruit, and a couple of salads. Maybe some pasta, too.’

			He disconnects the call, replacing the handset, then turns to face me properly.

			‘I’m so glad your friend picked me up for you,’ he says seriously, and I burst out laughing, dropping my forehead to his chest.

			‘Penny’s always had great taste in men.’ I look up at him once more.

			‘Better than you?’ His eyes scan my face in that intensely watchful way of his.

			‘Oh, definitely,’ I agree. ‘I was looking to go home with the bartender.’ It’s a joke, a sarcastic rejoinder, and he smiles but says nothing, and the silence stretches between us so, after a moment, I say, ‘I’ve never been here before—to this hotel. It’s...nice.’

			He laughs. ‘It’s three-star at best, but my secretary booked it last minute.’ He shrugs. ‘And there’s a bed, a bathroom, a good gym. What more do you need?’

			‘What more, indeed?’ I lift my hand to his chest, running my fingers over his ridged muscles. ‘And you work out a lot, I’m guessing?’

			His breath speeds up a little as my hands go lower. ‘I like to get my heart rate up.’

			I arch a brow. ‘I can tell.’

			‘I run ten miles, most mornings.’

			‘I can’t even imagine running three miles,’ I say with a shake of my head, pulling away from him and moving to my beer. I sip it, then look around for my clothes. He’s picked them up and placed them neatly on the chair. It’s such a small gesture but it does something strange inside of me. I move to them but he forestalls me, handing me a white fluffy robe instead.

			‘Don’t bother getting dressed,’ he says simply, but with a deep, husky promise in the words that makes my pulse quiver.

			Shit.

			I bite down on my lip and his eyes drop to my mouth, and desire is sparking around the room once more.

			‘Running is a habit, and one that gets easier the more you practice it,’ he says, the words incongruous in the heat of our lust.

			I swallow, trying to tamp down on my sexual heat, to keep my feelings at bay for a moment. ‘I don’t know,’ I say, shaking my head. ‘It’s not my thing.’

			‘What is your “thing”?’ he asks seriously.

			My eyes skim his face, noting now that he has a slight bump in the middle of his nose, suggesting it has been broken at some point. ‘For exercise?’

			‘Yeah. Or letting your hair down. Blowing off steam. You know, that kind of thing.’

			I hesitate for only a moment and then speak with confidence and defiance. ‘Pole dancing.’ That defiance is hard fought for. My parents, my then boyfriend, everyone was askance when Penny and I took up the disreputable hobby. It’s amazing for your fitness, Penny cooed and, as always, she was right.

			He regards me cynically, as though I might be lying.

			‘Really?’

			‘Yep.’

			I can feel his curiosity and turned-on-ness pulsing towards me. He moves to the narrow wooden desk and props his hips against it. ‘Care to give me a demonstration?’

			I eye the room and shake my head. ‘I don’t think anything in here would be strong enough.’

			His disappointment is palpable. ‘You can’t pretend?’

			I laugh. ‘Not easily.’ The robe is soft around me. I cinch the belt at the waist and move to sit on the edge of the bed, watching him.

			‘How’d you get into it?’

			‘The same way I get into most unorthodox parts of my life.’

			‘Penny?’ he prompts, smiling.

			I nod. ‘Oh, yeah, you betcha. I suggested we join a ballroom dancing club—I wanted a hobby, and to move my body, to feel limber and flexible.’ I smile distractedly. ‘I work really long hours and even though I get to be out and about a lot of the time, I still feel more...sedentary...than I’d like. So dancing felt like a health kick, or a kick-start to a health kick...’

			‘Naturally.’ He nods, his eyes skating over my body, which must look like a fluffy duck in this robe.

			‘She picked me up on the allotted night and we talked the whole way there. It was only when she pulled into some dodgy car park out in the western suburbs that I realised we weren’t at Miss Clarence’s Ballroom Blitz.’ I smile at the memory. ‘Penny said she presumed that because ballroom dancing was for senior citizens, I must have meant pole dancing and just got mixed up.’

			He arches a brow. ‘You weren’t keen?’

			‘I wasn’t not keen; it just hadn’t occurred to me before. But that’s me—and that’s so very Penny.’ I shake my head. ‘If I hadn’t met her, I suspect I’d be running my life on a very narrow, very straight line.’

			He nods thoughtfully, and his silence encourages me to continue.

			‘I guess I’m born with more than my fair share of the conservative in my blood.’ His expression flickers with something I recognise: curiosity.

			‘Is that a bad thing?’

			I’m confused for a moment—the curiosity or the conservative tendencies?

			‘Being conservative,’ he prompts, as though he’s read my mind.

			I shake my head, compressing my lips. ‘It’s almost a prerequisite in my family,’ I say simply. ‘Mum and Dad have had the same jobs all their lives—good, reliable government jobs. Civil servant salaries and pensions, guaranteed security. My brother and sister followed suit.’

			‘It wasn’t for you?’

			I shake my head. ‘Nope.’ I look towards the window, my eyes sweeping over the high-rises beyond the small window of his hotel room. ‘I always wanted to come down here. Growing up in a small town is—I guess I see it differently now, but, as a kid and a teenager, I hated it. I just wanted to travel and see the world, and not to have everyone I bump into know everything about me.’ I pull a face of distaste. ‘Sydney seemed like some shimmering oasis on my horizon. I couldn’t believe it when I got accepted to uni here.’

			‘So you’re conservative in a different way,’ he hedges, and again I feel like he’s weighing me up, analysing me cell by cell.

			‘Yes and no. My ex and I started our business from scratch. We were broke as a joke for the first six months, and my parents thought I’d lost the plot. There’s no job security when you’re running the show.’ I shrug. ‘But the rewards are also potentially so much greater.’

			‘You went into business with your ex?’

			‘He wasn’t my ex at the time,’ I say with a droll shake of my head. ‘My crystal ball wasn’t working the day we signed the papers.’

			He opens his mouth to say something, but I shake my head, my eyes sparking when they meet his. ‘I don’t really want to think about him right now,’ I say honestly. ‘Tomorrow will be for that, him, the real world out there. Tonight’s just this...’

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			I WAKE WITH a start.

			Where am I? My phone is buzzing. And there’s a body beside me. A warm, powerful, tanned body with tattoos on his hips and chest.

			I lift a hand to my forehead as the events of last night—no!—I check the time—it’s just before midnight—the last few hours—come rushing back to me.

			Jagger.

			I sigh his name in my mind, my eyes devouring him in this unobserved moment. For he sleeps deeply, exhausted by all the sex.

			And I mean all the sex. We ate together, a mountain of food, and then one thing led to another and we were in bed again, and somewhere after that we must have drifted off to sleep. The lights are still on.

			I grab my phone off the table, my eyes bleary, and squint at the screen.

			Penny’s face smiles back at me.

			Frowning, I push my feet out of bed, stumbling towards the bathroom and shutting the door behind me. I push the toilet lid down gently then sit on top of it, swiping my phone to answer at the same time.

			‘Penny?’ My voice is a hoarse whisper.

			‘Gracie?’ She imitates it.

			‘Why are you calling so late?’

			‘I promised I’d get you home by midnight, didn’t I?’

			I smile slowly, her dependability never in doubt. ‘That you did, lady.’

			‘So? Where are you?’

			My smile is self-conscious. ‘Not home yet.’

			‘Oh my god,’ she squeaks. ‘You went back to his place?’

			I nod, then, because it’s a phone conversation and nodding is pointless, clear my throat and say, ‘Yes.’

			‘Gracie! I’m so proud of you! And? Was he everything those abs promised he would be?’

			‘And more.’ A smile tickles my lips. ‘But I can’t talk now. I’m going to turn into a pumpkin unless I get out of here...’

			Regret spirals inside of me. I don’t want to go. Not yet. But tomorrow is a hugely important day for me; I can’t mess it up. The whole future of my company is riding on it. This deal has the power to wrest me free of Gareth, to buy him out once and for all. Everything’s organised. I just need to show the buyer around the golf course, spend a few days showcasing the best the region has to offer, and then present the contracts...

			I have to be fresh-faced and quick-witted; I’ve heard the buyer is a hard nut to crack and I am absolutely going to crack him.

			Penny sighs. ‘As much as I hate to agree with you, I don’t want you working with that fuckwit Gareth for a moment longer. Away with you, Cinderella. Get thee to a taxi and texteth me when you’re home at your palace.’

			‘Cinderella lives in a dungeon, I think.’

			‘Fine, your dungeon.’ I can hear her epic eye-roll. ‘Just text me. Love you.’

			‘You too.’

			We hang up and I stare at my phone for a few moments, cradled against my naked legs.

			I know I have to go, and yet I sit there for a few moments longer, bracing myself for the inevitable. This is just a sex thing, by the way. I’ve always known I’m a pretty sexual person—way more so than Gareth—but I never knew sex could be quite so...exhilarating. This went beyond sheer satisfaction. I felt like Jagger pushed me in every way possible and I abandoned myself to him, and this, in a way I wouldn’t have said was at all likely.

			There’s nothing for it, though. I’ve worked too hard to potentially ruin a deal of this magnitude just because I’d really rather fall asleep next to his warm body and wake up in his arms...

			With a sigh, I slip into the hotel room and dress as quietly as I can. And even though I’m barely louder than a mouse, I kind of wish he’d wake up and catch me in the act. Then I could explain in person. I could kiss him and one thing might lead to another, again.

			He sleeps soundly and I stare at him for a few more self-indulgent seconds before grabbing the standard-issue hotel notepad off the desk and a pen from my bag.

			Thanks...you were great. Grace.

			It is short and to the point, but what else could I say? I’m never going to see this man again and soon this will be a very nice, very distant burn-me-alive memory.

			 

			Sydney is baking hot and here, on the private runway to the west of the airport, it feels like Satan’s waiting room. I stand at the base of the jet’s steps and cast an impatient glance at my watch.

			She’s late.

			Whoever Gareth is sending in his stead is five minutes behind schedule and it takes my mood from bad to worse.

			I suck in a breath of the sultry, tarry air, reminding myself it isn’t this person’s fault that I woke up harder than rock with my erstwhile lover nowhere to be seen.

			I should be grateful—I hate the ‘morning after,’ the awkwardness of extricating myself without leaving a phone number, the conversation about, ‘Thanks, I’m just not in a place where I can commit to anyone right now...’

			I’m glad I didn’t have to go through that with Grace because, even though we both knew the score, she was...nice. And the ex-getting-married thing sucks, and I’m not sure how I would have gone letting her down gently if she’d shown even the slightest inclination to not be let down.

			But she didn’t. She walked away, she got it. She gets it.

			I’m not relationship material. Probably never was.

			My eyes drop to my left hand, to the finger that up until a year ago had worn a simple gold band. I think about the ways I tried to make my marriage work. I think about the ways I tried not to be my father, and the fact I was sure being married would prove to everyone, and particularly to me, that I was free of his destiny. Except I wasn’t. I think about the fact ‘character is fate’ and my fate is to be as much of a failure when it comes to commitment as he was.

			The hum of an engine draws my attention skyward—a jet taking off. I follow its trajectory to when it’s high against the cobalt blue sky, a streak of white far above me. Where the hell is this real estate agent? Hardly an auspicious start for a multimillion-dollar transaction...

			 

			Crappety, crappety hell. ‘Can you go around it?’

			‘Sorry, love. Police’ve got it cordoned off right to the intersection.’

			‘Shit.’ I blink apologetically at the driver. ‘I can’t be late for this. And I’m so, so late. Is there anything you can do?’

			‘A car’s rolled into the intersection.’ The driver shrugs, his thick grey brows shooting skywards as he meets my gaze in the rear-view mirror. ‘We just have to sit it out. Won’t take long to clear the crash.’

			‘Shit.’

			I sit back in the seat, glaring at the digital time read-out on my phone.

			Shit.

			I’m a bundle of nerves. Why? Pick your reason.

			Gareth’s wedding? Sure. Imagining my ex dressing in a tux, his family, his mum—who I was so incredibly close to—all dressed up and ready to welcome someone else into the fold. My stomach is in knots, acid lining my gut. Because it should have been me.

			Why wasn’t it me?

			From day one he told me he wasn’t into marriage, but he was. He proposed to her—Alicia—within a month of dating. So it was just marriage with me he didn’t want. Or maybe he didn’t want marriage with anyone until he met her, and he realised she was the only person who could get him down the aisle?

			How can you go from someone you’ve been with for two years—a happy two years—running a business together, living together, working as a team together in every way—and end up with someone else entirely? And so fast.

			So blindingly, breakneck fast.

			But it’s not just the fact that right now the guy I thought I’d spend the rest of my life with is currently making that pledge to someone else.

			There’s also the fact my body is feeling all the things this morning. I’m sore between my legs in the best possible way, my breasts are tingling beneath my bra and every time I close my eyes, I see him, Jagger, going down on me, taking me from behind. I feel the ghost of his touch and my stomach loops into knots and it’s like I’ve crested over the high point of a roller coaster.

			So there’s that.

			But then there’s the question of Silver Dunes. It’s not just one of the most beautiful properties I’ve ever seen, though it is. It’s also my ticket to a whole new life. If only I can get this sale through before the owner gets impatient and takes the listing away—if only I can get this sale through within the week, contracts signed, deal done, I’ll be able to go to the bank and borrow what I need until the golf course settles... I’ll be able to buy Gareth out while he’s on his bloody Mauritius honeymoon and, with any luck, never have to see him again.

			My mum would say I’m counting my chickens before they’re hatched, and I am, but I know this deal’s so close to being done. The golf course is ah-mazing. There’s no way anyone could see it and not love it.

			And I’m going to make sure this investor agrees with me. The first time I saw the course was in the evening. The lights were warm, leading us from the five-star restaurant at the clubhouse to the twelfth hole, for which the course was named. For here, at the right time of night and the right time of year, so long as the sky is clear, the moon casts the sand dunes in a perfect silver light, making them look like moondust.

			It’s magic.

			My driver beeps the horn, jolting me away from the idyll of Silver Dunes and, thank God, we’re moving forward. He’s weaving around a small purple car and pushing us onto the footpath.

			‘Bloody jokers don’t know how to drive,’ he grunts, and I smile because, whatever has pushed his patience, I’m glad for it.

			For the tenth time since getting in the car, I check my bag for the brochure, our itinerary, the financials, the contracts and the brief bio I’ve got on the investor.

			J Ryan Hart, one third of Hart Brothers Industries. 29. Estimated personal worth $152.7 billion USD plus investments.

			Can you even imagine having that kind of money? Maybe I should just ask him to float me a loan to buy Gareth out—I only need a million, Aussie. Small change to someone like him, right?

			I skip my eyes further down the page.

			Has bought three golf courses in five years. No property in Australia. Preapproved by FIRB.

			That’s it. Black and white, neatly collated by Gareth and our assistant Bianca. With any luck, this will be the last joint deal I do with him. My eyes drift to the bottom of the page, where Gareth’s signature is scrawled, and my heart does a funny little tremble because in a few short hours he’ll be signing his name like that on a wedding certificate.

			Nausea perforates my belly and I blink furiously. I will not cry. I’ve done that. I’ve done more than enough. I think I spent the first three weeks after he left me curled in a ball whenever I wasn’t at work.

			No more.

			I want to put him behind me, I want to live my life and I want to be happy. I’m never going to let myself depend on anyone else again. I’m never going to let myself care for someone more than they care for me. From now on, it’s me against the world. Okay, me and Penny.

			‘Which way, love?’

			‘Oh—’ I scan the green road signs above the busy six-carriageway entrance to the airport ‘—left—private tarmac.’

			‘La-di-da.’ The driver grins. ‘Going somewhere fancy?’

			‘Work,’ I say with a grimace, skimming my eyes over the road as he turns into a separate lane and then steers us to the private terminals.

			I suggested I meet Mr Billionaire J Ryan Hart in the Whitsundays, but he had business in Sydney and suggested the flight would be a good time to go over the financials—who was I to argue? It’s my first time on a private jet. And while Old Me might have balked at the very idea—I’m not exactly a confident flyer—New Me is saying ‘yes’ to new experiences. Even this one.

			‘Only ten minutes behind schedule,’ my driver chirrups as he pulls the car to a stop on the tarmac. ‘Here okay?’

			I look at the jet and a kaleidoscope of butterflies launches in my gut.

			‘Perfect,’ I murmur. This isn’t a little twin-prop plane. This is a proper Airbus or Boeing or something. It’s big. With HART BROTHERS emblazoned down the side in gold lettering. And while there’s no red carpet on the metallic stairs, I seriously feel like there could and should be.

			This is a whole other world.

			‘Thank you.’ I offer the driver cash and step out of the car, moving to the boot. He clicks it open and I pull my suitcase out myself, barely able to take my eyes off the plane.

			There’s a solitary staff member at the bottom of the steps, wearing a generic airport staff uniform.

			‘Miss Llewellyn?’

			I nod, and the airport worker takes my suitcase from me. ‘Do you have identification?’

			I pull my driver’s licence from my purse, holding it for inspection.

			‘Great. Plane’s all ready. Head on up. Mr Hart is waiting.’

			Mr Hart is waiting. Crap.

			I hoped he might have been caught up in the same traffic jam I was, but apparently I’m just not that lucky.

			‘You’ll take care of that?’ I nod to my suitcase.

			‘Of course, madam.’

			‘Thank you.’ I smile, over-bright, trying to appear more confident than I feel. But it’s silly to be nervous. This is what I do. What I’m good at. Really good at. I match people to property. I see what’s special about something, and someone, and I match those qualities together.

			The traffic couldn’t be helped, but everything else is within my control. Mr J Ryan Hart has no idea I’m a bundle of emotions today because of my ex’s marriage and my very hot, very kinky one-night stand. I’m going to walk onto this jet and be the consummate professional I actually am.

			This is business.

			All business.

			Pep talk firmly in place, I take the steps, smiling at a steward just inside the doors. ‘Good morning, Miss Llewellyn. Mr Hart asked you to join him in the boardroom. Halfway down on the right.’

			I resist an urge to laugh. A boardroom on a plane? I’m definitely not in Kansas any more.

			‘Sure.’

			‘There’s coffee and tea in there. Would you like anything else?’

			‘Stiff drink?’ I joke, and shake my head to show I didn’t mean it. ‘Thanks.’

			I turn away from him and move through the plane, the realtor in me taking in the pertinent details as I go. White leather seats and pale beige carpet, muted overhead lighting, bleached timber detailing. It’s the last word in understated opulence.

			Steeling my nerves, I go deeper into the plane. The doors are shut with a loud, telltale sound. Halfway down on the right there’s a wooden door with a frosted glass panel. It must be the boardroom.

			I hesitate for the briefest moment as the plane begins to push off, moving down the runway, then knock loudly.

			‘Yeah?’

			A deep voice, but definitely impatient, and I wince because I really wish I hadn’t started these three days off by arriving late. What a stupid mistake to have made.

			I should have left twenty minutes earlier. Except I had left plenty of time—the traffic was unusually heavy. It was out of my control.

			I push the door open, not seeing him at first.

			I clock the details of the room—the enormous, highly sheened meeting table, the white leather seats that are set around it and, at one end, at the head, the man I’ve come all this way to see. The man I need to sell this golf course to. The man who, indirectly, holds my future in his hands.

			The man who last night held my pleasure, and my body, in his hands.

			It’s him...

			Him, Jagger.

			Him, last night.

			Him...

			Oh, God.

			At least I’m not the only one who’s shocked by this. He looks like he’s seen a ghost.

			‘Miss Llewellyn?’ he asks, the words raw in his mouth. ‘You’re Miss Llewellyn?’

			‘You’re J Ryan Hart?’

			He stares at me like maybe I’ll disappear or maybe he’s imagining this. He stares at me in a way that is cold and confused where last night every look was brimming with fire and flame.

			‘The J is for Jagger?’ I ask, quickly collating all the facts and coming up blank. Nothing about this makes any kind of sense.

			‘Yes.’ He stands up belatedly, moving to the seat beside his. ‘Have a seat, Grace. We’re about to take off.’

			I stare at him and wonder if it’s too late to back out of this. If it’s too late to get my assistant Bianca to take the kind of promotion she’s desperate for and accompany this handsome squillionaire to the Whitsundays in my place.

			But I’m not going to compound the shitshow my life is right now with unprofessionalism.

			‘Fine,’ I say crisply, taking the seat beside him. ‘Let’s go, then.’

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			‘YOU HAVE THE financials there?’ He buckles a seat belt around his waist and I realise all these seats have belts. Of course they do. We’re in a plane. Still, nice touch. I echo his movement, clipping in and tightening it, then reach for my bag.

			‘Yes, I do.’ I pull out the manila folder but leave it in front of me, forcing my eyes to meet his. ‘What should I call you?’

			Something sparks between us, a hint of what we were last night. ‘Mr Hart is fine, Grace.’

			God, how the hell am I going to do this?

			‘Okay.’ I’m pleased with how my voice sounds. Crisp and cool. ‘These are the records of the last five years. A tropical storm damaged the clubhouse three years ago, so you’ll see the rebuilding costs have made a dent in the P & L for the subsequent two years—’

			‘Yes, I’m aware of that,’ he interrupts, all business, not a hint of anything more between us.

			I frown because I’m playing catch-up here and I don’t quite know how to reconcile what we shared less than twelve hours ago with this.

			‘However,’ I continue, digging my nails into my palm beneath the table, ‘there’s a silver lining there for the new owners.’

			‘Oh?’

			‘The vendor, Karakedes Corp, used the opportunity to do a complete structural overhaul of all the buildings. Steel frames have been inserted to reinforce what was there. All the glass is triple glazed and tempered, like what you’d find on a naval vessel. The roofs are triple pinned. It would take two Category 5 storms to rip the roof off the clubhouse, plus a bunker’s been built as a “just in case” for staff or players who get caught in its wake. The Karakedes Corp wanted to offer safe haven to local residents—not just club members—in the event of future catastrophic events.’

			‘You make it sound as though I should brace for cyclones every wet season.’

			I dig my nails in deeper. The pain is excruciating. ‘Not at all, Jagg—Mr Hart. But tropical storms are part and parcel of life up in North Queensland. I’m sure you’re aware of that.’

			His lips twist in what I think might be a smile, but he’s stern again immediately afterwards.

			Frustration zips inside me. ‘How come you didn’t tell me who you are?’

			He regards me with consideration for a moment, then drops his pen onto the table, steepling his fingers beneath his chin. ‘And who is that?’

			‘A Hart.’

			He continues to stare at me and I’m unnerved by it, but I don’t show it because I’d bet my bottom dollar on the fact he wants me to be off-kilter, and I don’t like that. I can’t reconcile that with the man I went to bed with last night.

			‘Would it have made a difference?’

			‘In whether I went back to your hotel room?’

			He dips his head in silent agreement.

			‘Absolutely.’

			His brows lift heavenward.

			‘I’ve never slept with a client before.’

			He looks relieved for a microsecond and then he fires back a quick rejoinder. ‘Just your business partner.’

			It’s a low blow and for a moment my businesslike façade drops. My chest hurts. I drop my eyes to the folders in front of me, taking in a breath and trying to think of something to volley back—but drawing a blank.

			‘I shouldn’t have said that,’ he offers, the words softer. ‘I’m sorry.’ He reaches out then, curving his hand over mine, and a zap of electricity sparks in my veins. I pull my hand away quickly. ‘I was surprised to see you again today. I don’t...like surprises.’

			‘That makes two of us.’ I smile at him, a tight smile but a signal of a truce, nonetheless. ‘I wouldn’t have gone back to your place last night if I’d known we were going to be doing business together for the next three days.’ God, that sounds kinky. My cheeks flame but thankfully he has the decency not to react.

			‘I wouldn’t have invited you,’ he says softly, ‘if I’d known you’d be trying to sell me a sixty-million-dollar piece of property the morning after.’

			My eyes lift to his.

			‘But rest assured, Grace, I never mix business with pleasure. What happened between us last night will have absolutely no bearing on my decision. I’m a facts and figures man, so show me what you’ve got.’

			 

			I wish I was a little more facts and a little less figures—specifically, her figure—but from the moment she stepped onto the plane, wearing a simple cream suit with a pale pink silk blouse underneath, I wanted to strip it off her and lay her on this tabletop. Pink and cream, like her beautiful body, her breasts, her clit, all of her.

			Fuck me.

			Suddenly, three days of work feels like it could be more fun than I anticipated. My mind moves quickly, going over the situation.

			I fly back to New York on Tuesday morning. That’s non-negotiable. I never like to be away from Brinkley for more than a week—golden retrievers are loyal and Brinkley especially so. Besides, Theo takes care of him grudgingly and more than a week would be pushing our sibling relationship.

			I have nothing to offer Grace. I can’t possibly make her any kind of promise, nor do I want to. If my parents’ explosive, disastrous union, and their subsequent failed marriages, didn’t teach me how flawed the concept of monogamy and commitment is, then my own freshly sealed divorce does that perfectly.

			After the example of my father, there’s no way I’m making any promises to any woman—ever. I am not him and I will not make a habit of hurting people like he did.

			This isn’t about wanting anything from Grace; I don’t. If I’d never seen her again after last night, I wouldn’t have minded. Except that we’re going to be spending the next three days together, in each other’s pockets and, given that our chemistry is so...satisfying...wouldn’t it be stupid not to explore that again? And again, and again, and again?

			Beneath the table, my knees brush hers and she jolts away from me, her cheeks heating up. Her skin is like crushed pearls, pale yet luminescent, except beneath her wide blue eyes, which are marked with a silver grey.

			She’s tired.

			Because of me?

			My pride likes that. But then what about her ex’s wedding? Is it possible she left me and cried into her pillow all night? All the more reason to bring her back to bed. I liked helping her forget. I liked it a lot. And she’s not the only one who wants to use sex to put their past in the shadows for a time.

			I watch as she lifts out more financials, opening them on the relevant pages. She begins to run through them, her fingers moving down the columns as she speaks. I focus on what she’s saying with almost all of my mind, the part of me that’s capable of rational thought taking note of how all over this she is. The detailed breakdown is complex, but she’s explaining it to me calmly, patiently and diligently, as though she wrote the damned reports. I listen, impressed.

			But a small part of me is wondering how I can proposition my real estate agent. How I can tell her I want more of what we shared last night.

			She lifts a hand to her hair, pushing a pin back in more tightly. She’s wearing it in a bun today and I ache to reach over and undo it, to let it fall down her back as it did last night.

			Her eyes lift to my face and her cheeks flush pink.

			‘Mr Hart and Miss Llewellyn, Captain Morris here. We’ve reached our cruising altitude. We’ve got good tailwinds into Hamilton Island today, so we should complete the flight in a little over two hours, making up for the delay at take-off now that we’re in the air.’

			Her blush deepens.

			‘However, we’ll experience a bit of turbulence as we get closer. I’ll try to fly above it as much as possible.’

			The intercom goes dead. I return my attention to the papers.

			‘You were saying?’

			‘Did he say turbulence?’

			‘Yeah. Why?’

			‘Oh, nothing.’ She bites down on her lip; it’s the last straw. I reach out and stroke my thumb pad over her mouth and she startles, jerking her face away and staring at me with eyes that show confusion and desire all at once.

			‘We both agree last night wouldn’t have happened if we’d known who we were,’ I say logically, calmly. ‘But it did. We can’t close Pandora’s box now.’

			To her credit, she doesn’t flinch from my calmly voiced explanation. ‘I know.’

			‘I don’t want you any less now than I did when I woke up looking for you this morning.’

			Her harsh intake of breath fires in my bloodstream. ‘What are you saying?’

			‘I’m saying, I’m here for three days. Then I fly back to the States and we never see each other again.’

			She nods, her eyes impossibly blue. ‘And?’

			‘I’m here for three days.’ I reach for her hand now, stroking my thumb over her flesh, my eyes locked to hers, boring into their crystal clear depths, my intention impossible to misread. ‘And you’re here for three days. We’re going to be together, in the Whitsundays. Do you really want to ignore this?’

			A small groan escapes her lips and my cock strains against my pants because I remember every single one of her delightful cries; I remember how vocal she was as we made love and I want to drive her to those levels again.

			‘You’re my client,’ she says quietly. ‘I can’t... Last night was amazing, but...if I’d known... It wouldn’t have happened. We can’t undo it but I won’t make that mistake again, Jagger.’

			I like it when she calls me Jagger, but I fucking loved it when she called me Mr Hart. I fight an urge to insist upon it, to insist upon it as she fucks me.

			‘This is too important.’ She swallows and the fine column of her neck moves and I ache to press my lips to the pulse point at the base there, where her pulse flutters wildly.

			‘I told you,’ I murmur. ‘Nothing about us will have any impact on what I decide to do.’

			‘You say that, but I can’t believe it.’

			‘I don’t lie. Not about business.’

			‘I don’t think you’re lying,’ she murmurs, a sad smile ghosting over her features. ‘But people do stupid stuff once it gets personal.’

			‘What if it’s not personal so much as physical?’ I say, moving forward, cupping her face with my hands. I feel her pulse beneath my fingertips and it’s going wild. ‘What if it’s just raw, animalistic sex? But only after five o’clock?’ I run my eyes over her face, my expression undoubtedly as hungry and haunted as my voice. ‘What if between eight o’clock and five o’clock we’re Mr Hart and Miss Llewellyn, and after hours we’re what we were last night?’

			She’s tempted. She’s looking at me as though she wants me to throw her a lifeline, a way to make this okay.

			‘I can’t,’ she whispers, closing her eyes. ‘I can’t risk it.’

			‘Risk what?’

			‘I can’t have that doubt in my mind, if you don’t buy Silver Dunes, that it’s because of some stupid decision I made. I can’t risk it—this means too much to me.’

			I drop my hand to her knee then and another small moan escapes her lips. ‘Why?’

			‘It’s...a big deal,’ she says, and all my years in business tell me she’s holding something back. But I’m not sure I care in this moment. I don’t need to know her life’s secrets. My hand creeps higher, my eyes locked to her face, waiting for her to say or do anything, to ask me to stop—and I will. I don’t want to, but if she tells me to stop I’ll put an end to this right now.

			‘Jagger...’ She grinds my name out and it’s a plea, a hoarse, hungry plea that tells me everything I need to know. My hands inch higher, beneath her skirt, finding the lace of her thong, and I push it aside, my fingers brushing her feminine lips lightly, so lightly that she moves forward in the chair, giving me greater access, her knees wider.

			‘Three days’ business,’ I say, pushing a finger inside her sex. ‘Jesus Christ, you’re wet,’ I drawl, distracted, as I feel her pulse around me. I slide another finger in and she moans now, low and sweet, and so perfect that my cock jumps in my pants. ‘And three nights’ pleasure. Then I leave Australia, and you, and we both get on with our very separate lives. Deal?’

			‘You’re my client,’ she says, but she moves her legs a little further apart and, fuck it, I’m so hungry for her. I unclip my seat belt, crouching down between her legs, pulling her belt loose then jerking her legs a little so she’s further forward, on the edge of her seat.

			‘Jagger,’ she cries, as I pull her thong down her legs, my palms squeezing her silky-smooth calves. I leave her underwear at her ankles, loving the debauched sight of them just above her stilettos. I want to make love to her later tonight wearing nothing but these shoes.

			But for now, there’s this. I push her legs apart, then bring my mouth down on her beautiful, sweet vagina, my tongue running over her, sucking her clit in my mouth and rolling it with my tongue. She jerks in the seat and inside I smile because she’s as powerless to resist this as I am. Or maybe, like me, she just doesn’t want to. Doesn’t see a need to.

			I slide a finger back inside her as my mouth drives over her and she whimpers now, her fingers digging into my hair, running through it wildly as she gets closer and closer to orgasm. And I want to drive her over the edge so damn bad. I want to tip her right over the edge but, more than that, I want to show her—and me—that I can control every single bit of this. That I can keep our sex separate to our work—that I can compartmentalise.

			She cries my name and I pull backwards, rocking onto my haunches, my finger still inside of her but perfectly still. Her eyes show anguish.

			‘Jagger, don’t you bloody stop,’ she demands, looking at me with abject need.

			‘It’s daytime, Miss Llewellyn.’ Despite my intentions, the words come out husky. ‘That means business.’ I lift up, removing my finger and putting my arms on either side of her chair, surrounding her with my body. She stares up at me, bewildered and obviously feeling shitty.

			‘Say “yes” and I’ll give you the best orgasm of your life tonight, Grace.’

			She’s still riding the wave, her body quivering, her lower lip dark pink from how she’s been biting into it.

			‘Say “yes” and I’ll drive your fuckwit ex out of your mind for good.’

			 

			This isn’t about Gareth.

			At least, not directly. This is about me reaching for what I want with both hands, not making excuses. This is about me having the courage of my convictions.

			And, okay, it’s a little bit about Gareth and the fact he’s getting married today and going on his honeymoon. Why the hell shouldn’t I have some truly incredible sex? Why not?

			Sure, he’s my client, but he’s okay with this. I’m okay with this. I really am. I believe he can keep business and pleasure separate and I sure as hell know I can. Besides, Orion Karakedes isn’t going to budge on price, so it’s not like I could ever be accused of a conflict of interest. If Jagger lowballs his offer, my vendor says ‘no.’

			That’s it. That’s all she wrote.

			I feel like I’ve swallowed a hive of bees. My nerves are jagged inside of me. Temptation simultaneously drags at me and lifts me up.

			‘We’re two people who got screwed by our exes,’ he says, and I’m jolted back to the present, to this aeroplane, to the fact I know nothing about him really, and a thousand questions spawn in my mind. ‘So why don’t we have fun screwing each other for a few days?’

			‘Finish what you just started and I’ll think about it,’ I murmur, my eyes hooded.

			He laughs, a soft sound, and shakes his head. ‘How else will you know I mean what I say?’

			I purse my lips. ‘I’m happy to act on faith there.’

			He grins. ‘No need. I’m a man of my word. I’m telling you—in the daytime we’ll be all business, and afterwards...all pleasure. Deal?’

			No! I want to scream. Because I need him to get his mouth back down there and make me come. I could do it myself. I could drop my hand right now and within seconds I’d be falling apart. And I’m so tempted. But I don’t want to do this without him—I want it to be him that tips me over. I want him.

			‘You drive a hard bargain,’ I say with mock annoyance.

			‘You’d better get used to it, Miss Llewellyn.’ He turns away from me, moving back to his chair. But as he sits down I smile, because his cock is at a right angle to his body and I take great pleasure in staring at him, in showing him I see him.

			When I lift my gaze to his, he’s watching me. ‘I’m going to fuck you hard tonight, Miss Llewellyn. All. Night. Long.’

			My pulse trembles, my heart races. ‘I’ll hold you to that, Mr Hart.’

			 

			I’m divorced. She’s not the first person I’ve slept with since my divorce. But she’ll be the first person I’ve slept with over consecutive nights. The first person I’ve entered into a relationship of sorts with—albeit an unconventional one.

			But it is unconventional—that’s its saving grace. I’m laying all my cards on the table—I’ve told her what I want. And she’s okay with this. Better, she’s happy. She wants this as much as I do.

			‘If you look out of that window, you’ll see the golf course on the northernmost tip of the island, the resort just beyond it.’ I shift in my armchair seat, looking towards the window, bringing my attention back to the reason we’re here. The manicured course is impossible to miss. It stretches from the east coast to the west coast, an impressive expanse of gentle undulations, water courses, crisp white bunkers and palm trees. The clubhouse is a modern building, visible from our descending altitude, all white walls and expanses of glass, perched high on the course to offer spectacular views of the Coral Sea.

			The golf course itself takes up almost a third of the small island, and accommodation is offered as part of the package. A hotel, offering four hundred rooms and twelve luxurious bungalows, each with two bedrooms, spa bathrooms, private pools and offering in-room chefs and masseuses.

			Even before this, before flying over the stunning island, I thought this would be a decent investment. The figures stack up enough, and with some fine-tuning in how it’s marketed, the course could become truly world class. It’s expensive, though; it’s hard to say if there’s value here or if I’d be better off buying a less prestigious course and getting a renowned designer in to reinvigorate the place.

			‘It looks like a golf course.’ I turn around, the smile on my lips dropping when I notice that Grace is sitting in the chair across from mine looking as though someone’s turned her to stone. Her eyes are shut tight and her hands are curved around the edges of the armrests, her skin pale, a fine bead of perspiration dotted across her brow.

			‘Grace?’

			She opens her eyes and stares at me in what can only be described as an accusing manner. ‘Yes?’ Her teeth are clenched.

			‘What’s happened?’

			The plane pitches a little, the wings moving us from side to side.

			She lets out a moan and then clamps her lips together. ‘Nothing.’ Her smile is a pathetic attempt. ‘I’m fine.’

			‘You’re a nervous flyer!’ I laugh a little, shaking my head, but sober at the look she throws me, one of pure hatred in that moment.

			‘I am not.’

			The plane lurches again and she makes a little squeak that has my smile dropping. This isn’t actually funny at all—she’s terrified. I lean forward, put my hand on hers.

			‘Close your eyes,’ I murmur. ‘And count, in twos, to a hundred.’

			She glares at me with raw scepticism.

			Of course she’s going to fight me on this. ‘I’ll do it with you. Two, four, six...’

			She mutters something under her breath and, while I don’t catch the words, her tone is cynical. But she begins to count with me. The plane drops and steadies and she opens her eyes, staring at me, but I keep counting and she starts up again.

			We make it to two hundred and eighty-six before the plane touches down and her expression is one of pure, unadulterated relief. She stares out of the window, as if scarcely believing we actually made it, then pulls her hand out of mine, wipes her palm on her knee and unclips her belt.

			‘Thank you.’ Her voice is stiff.

			I’m tempted to tease her but she’s clearly defensive about this, if her closed-off expression is anything to go by. It just doesn’t make sense—the woman I met last night was kind of...fearless, I would have said. A pole-dancing, sexy, sophisticated, funny, erudite woman.

			‘I’ve had hypnotherapy,’ she says, standing, reaching for her handbag and hooking it over her shoulder. ‘Flight immersion courses, counselling—you name it, I’ve done it. I just don’t like the idea of being in a big tin can up in the sky with weather and flocks of birds and God knows what kind of maintenance crew and mechanical defects and fuel quality...’

			Her admission touches something inside of me, I think because she’s the last kind of woman I’d ever expect to have such a neurotic fear. I know flying phobias are common enough, but to this degree?

			‘Hart planes are serviced every time they fly. They’re maintained meticulously, refit completely every six to twelve months depending on air time. Our pilots are ex-marines, capable of starting a Boeing in a mid-air stall—and routinely trained on it. If you’re ever going to fly and not be afraid, it’s on this jet.’

			She doesn’t believe me, I can tell. But the part of her that sees me as her client makes her nod. ‘If you say so.’

			‘You don’t agree?’ I push, because I don’t want our relationship dynamic to change to that degree.

			‘I think the statistical unlikelihood of something happening is no guarantee it won’t.’

			I feel like there’s so much more she wants to say, but now she’s all business. ‘I’ve arranged for a driver to take us to the accommodation now, where you’ll have an hour or so to freshen up before we tour the course. I presume that meets with your approval?’

			An hour to freshen up sounds like a waste of time—time we could be doing something far more pleasurable. But didn’t I promise we would keep our boundaries in place?

			‘That sounds fine, Miss Llewellyn. I look forward to it.’

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			‘THE SIXTH AND ninth are blind tee shots, where angle is more important than distance. Otherwise, each hole is visible from the tee. The course was designed in the 1920s by Owen Moorsman, but redesigned in the ’80s to reflect the changing skill of the game.’

			He lifts a brow, a smile tilting his lips. I’m not sure my heart has ever raced so hard nor so fast.

			‘Go on,’ he drawls, his accent seductive.

			I take the golf buggy forward a little, over the immaculate green, finding it as breathtakingly beautiful now as I did when I first viewed the course.

			‘It’s marram grass, and these greens are mostly flat. As you head around the course there’s a gentle undulation that favours a bounce-and-run style of play. The course attracts serious golfers, though its location in the Whitsundays and the reciprocal membership scheme it has with top clubs around the world means it’s also favoured by more recreational or tourist golfers.’

			He’s staring at me in a way that sets my pulse skittering. My knee bumps his as we crest over the top of a hill and sparks simmer in my blood. I don’t look at him.

			‘Do you play?’

			I shake my head a little. ‘Golf? No.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘I never had any interest,’ I say simply. ‘Do you?’

			‘Do I what?’ His eyes linger on my face. I’m pretty sure he’s enjoying this. Enjoying the heat that simmers between us—the heat that’s making my tummy zip and my gut twist.

			But a deal’s a deal and I’m not going to fall down in ours so early on. Daytime is for work. Night-time...fun.

			‘Do you play golf?’ I keep my tone crisp, businesslike. ‘Because I think a game’s scheduled, but I can cancel it...’

			‘I play. I spent a lot of time at my father’s country club. It was practically impossible not to pick it up.’

			‘And when you say your “father’s country club”, you don’t mean the club he’s a member of, do you?’

			There’s a pause. ‘As opposed to?’

			‘Owning it?’

			‘Yeah. He owned a chain of them, up the East Coast of the States.’

			I let out a low whistle. ‘Quite the property legacy you’ve got there.’

			He shrugs. ‘It’s just business.’

			I have a million questions but I shelve them for now. Maybe later, when we move into the personal side of our...whatever this is. For now, it’s work.

			‘The course is irrigated with a newly installed state-of-the-art Japanese sprinkler system, and maintained every three weeks to ensure peak performance.’

			It’s an eighteen-hole golf course and it takes us almost two hours to tour properly. As I pull the buggy up to the clubhouse the sun is still bright in the sky, even though it’s well on its way to the ocean.

			‘I’d be more than happy to take you out on the greens again tomorrow, for another tour. I understand you’ll want to think through what you’ve seen today, and that you might have more questions in the morning...’

			His smile is a flash in his handsome face. ‘I’m sure I will.’ He lifts his hands in the air, stretching, exposing an inch of tanned midriff, and desire kicks me in the side, swift, so my mouth goes dry and my insides quiver.

			‘Join me for a drink?’ he offers, waving towards the clubhouse.

			I’m not sure I can speak just yet. My tongue feels thick in my mouth. I shake my head instead.

			He lifts his brows and moves ever so slightly closer. ‘But the business part of our day is done...’

			I swallow and nod slightly. ‘For you, maybe. I have to go back and do some paperwork.’

			‘Paperwork?’

			His scepticism annoys me. ‘Yeah. You know, email clients, check on ads, a little something called running a whole business single-handedly.’

			He eyes me curiously. Fuck it. I’ve completely overstepped the line. We’re meant to be in our business personas and I’ve just ranted at him and made out that he’s not the be-all and end-all of my life.

			‘Besides—’ I try to backpedal ‘—the sun’s still up. That means you’re off limits to me for another hour or so.’ I smile slowly, meaningfully. ‘Why don’t you swing by my room later?’

			He grins, and my pulse shimmers. ‘Sure thing, Grace. I’ll see you then.’

			 

			It’s nine o’clock when he comes to my room and I am beyond ready. Okay, I had to work, and I definitely needed to get all my ducks in a row for the morning—I’m not going to risk coming off as anything other than uberprofessional while we’re working this weekend. Still, nine o’clock is a lot later than I expected.

			I wrench the door inwards, fighting an urge to say, Where the hell have you been?

			He stands there and the world spins a little because I’d almost forgotten how gorgeous he is. He’s changed into beige chinos and a white shirt. I’m disappointed, because he looks more country club than rock star and I liked him the way he was yesterday, all dirty denims and unkempt hair.

			Hell, I like him any which way, though.

			‘Hungry?’

			‘Starving.’ I pull the door wider. He strides in and lifts a bag between us. The unmistakable fragrance of fries wafts towards me. I take the bag from his fingertips and put it on the table behind me.

			‘Food can wait.’

			He goes to say something but I don’t hear it because I’m launching myself at him, pushing him back towards the wall. He laughs as I kiss him, into my mouth, rumbling humour into my belly, and I hold it there, my hands pushing his shirt up, my nails running over his chest, feeling his ridged abdomen, his hair-roughened nipples, his biceps, as I push the shirt up, over his head, breaking the kiss for the shortest possible time.

			I’m still in the same clothes I wore on the plane. He groans as he pushes my shirt out from my skirt, bunching it in his palms and then lifting it up, his mouth finding my shoulder as soon as it’s bare.

			‘I wanted to do this the second you walked into my conference room.’ He grins as he tosses my shirt aside and cups the lace of my bra. I shiver at the feel of him, the feel of his palms against my breasts, the way my nipples harden and tighten and strain against the lace. He reaches behind me, unhooking it effortlessly, and then his mouth catches one of my nipples, rolling it with his tongue as his hands push at my skirt. I step out of it as he unzips it and slides off my thong, and then he’s lifting me, easily, urgently, his hands fumbling at his zip as he strides across the room towards the bed.

			He drops me into it and then crashes onto me, his mouth a torment on my body, his kisses hot, like fire, each one setting off sensations like fireworks beneath my skin.

			He pushes out of his pants and then his naked body is on top of mine—his naked body so impossibly toned and sculpted, so deliciously tempting. I run my hands down his back and then curve them over his cock so he swears softly and laughs, dropping his head to my shoulder, breathing in and out.

			‘I need you,’ he says simply.

			I push him up a little so I can look into his eyes. ‘That makes two of us.’

			His face shows amusement as he lifts up, just enough to grab a condom and slide it on, and then he takes me, he drives himself into me with urgency and desperate imperative, as though everything he has in life is riding on this coming together.

			‘I wanted to fuck you this morning,’ he grunts. ‘I wanted to fuck you so hard, and you weren’t there.’

			‘I had kind of an important work day ahead,’ I defend between groans, smiling over his shoulder as pleasure swirls around me.

			‘I wanted to fuck you and instead found your note.’

			I laugh, pushing at his chest so he flips onto his back. ‘At least you can’t fault my manners.’

			‘Yeah, you’re right.’ He holds my hips still, pushing into me, and I arch my back, swaying, tilting my head and staring up at the ceiling as his huge cock fills me right up. His hand drops to my pussy and runs over it, his fingers stroking me in time with his thrusts.

			I drop forward, biting his shoulder as stars explode against my eyelids, as time stands still and speeds up.

			‘Bitch!’ He laughs, shifting a little—whoops. I bit hard.

			Nothing diminishes my pleasure.

			He holds my hips and rolls me so I’m on my back again, and he keeps thrusting inside of me, even as I’m coming, so I ride this wave again and again, my body quivering with the force of this release.

			I lift my hands to his sides, digging my nails in, scratching them over his back as I become incandescent with pleasure and he grinds his hips and then spills all of himself into me, his voice a guttural, hoarse moan.

			It is fast, frantic, passionate sex. No niceties. No pleasantries. Kind of like a hurricane touched down between us. I blink, waking from some kind of sexual fog, to air that’s filled with the aroma of the dinner he brought, and a lover on top of me, his weight pleasing, who I’ve physically marked with signs of my madness.

			‘I’m sorry,’ I say, but smiling, because I’m not really. I push up, pressing a kiss to the small indentations on his shoulder—indentations that are already fading. ‘But you really are too good at that, you know.’

			He catches my mouth, kissing me then dragging my lower lip between his teeth and pressing into it lightly. I moan. ‘You can bite me any time, Grace.’

			I collapse back onto the bed, my breathing laboured, my body hot and a little sweaty from the sultry night air and the rapid-fire fucking.

			‘What’d you get us?’

			‘Chips, burgers, soda.’

			‘Healthy,’ I tease.

			‘Tasty,’ he corrects, winking. He stands up then and I watch unashamedly as he crosses the room, disposing of the condom in the en-suite bathroom before picking his jocks up off the floor. He pulls them on, then turns to face me.

			I’m naked on the bed and not at all self-conscious.

			‘And here we find ourselves in yet another hotel room without a convenient pole,’ he murmurs.

			I grin. ‘Design flaw.’

			‘Perhaps if I buy the place I’ll have them installed in all the rooms. Just in case.’

			‘It’s a great form of exercise,’ I say, winking at him.

			‘I’m still looking forward to a demonstration.’

			I laugh then, shaking my head. ‘I think you’re probably imagining something hotter than the reality.’

			‘I doubt that.’ He approaches the edge of the bed and holds his hands out to me. He doesn’t move when I stand up; his body pulls mine towards him. I stand, grabbing a sheet and wrapping it around me, toga-style, as I do.

			‘My mission is clear. To find a pole in the next three days.’

			‘You’d be surprised by how difficult that is.’

			‘You’ve got one at home?’ he prompts.

			‘In my garage.’ I grin.

			‘And your fuckwit ex still left you?’

			Gareth.

			It’s like a ton of bricks landing on my head. I blink, disorientated for a second, nothing making sense.

			‘That wasn’t the most sensitive comment I could have made,’ he apologises.

			‘It’s fine.’ My smile feels sticky on my face. I spin away from him. ‘Thanks for bringing dinner. That was thoughtful of you.’

			‘He was getting married today?’

			He’s not picking up the vibe I’m giving out. ‘Yeah. This morning.’ Another smile; it still doesn’t feel right. ‘So by now she’ll be Mrs Gareth Clarke-White and I’m just a fragment of his past.’

			I reach into the bag and pull out a box of chips, taking one then handing it to him.

			The burgers are next.

			‘Vegetarian?’ I prompt, reading the writing scored across the top.

			‘For me.’

			‘Are you?’

			‘A vegetarian? Yeah. All my life.’

			‘Seriously?’

			‘Sure. Why? You find that hard to believe?’

			I tilt my head to one side, pointedly examining his buff physique. ‘You look like a meat eater.’

			He grins. ‘I guess that’s a compliment?’

			‘It is.’ I lift my burger from the box, inhaling the aroma gratefully. ‘You’re not going to be offended if I eat this in front of you?’

			He pulls a face. ‘I brought it over here, didn’t I?’

			‘I know. Some people can be sensitive about that kind of thing.’

			‘We don’t know each other that well, so let me just tell you, I’m not really sensitive about anything.’

			I open the box, and bite into the burger. It’s delicious. Beef, bacon, cheese, tomato, pickle, lettuce on a brioche bun. And I’m famished.

			‘So why?’

			‘Why what?’

			‘Why are you veggie?’

			‘My mom, mainly.’

			‘She doesn’t eat meat?’

			‘Yeah—well, she doesn’t eat anything,’ he says, and then covers the admission with a smiling shake of his head. ‘She prefers to get her nutrients in the form of fermented potatoes and juniper berries.’

			It takes a second for his meaning to sink in. Vodka and gin. ‘She’s an alcoholic?’

			‘She drinks to excess,’ he says, frowning. ‘And she goes to rehab when she wants to dry out. Yeah, I guess you could say she’s a high-functioning alcoholic.’

			‘I’m sorry,’ I say seriously, taking another bite. ‘That must be hard on you.’

			‘Yeah, mostly because she’s just hard work.’ He shrugs his shoulders. ‘And she’s alone, so I feel kind of responsible for her.’

			‘You’ve got brothers though, right?’

			‘Two, yeah. But they’re on my dad’s side.’ He hesitates a little, then shrugs. ‘They’re pretty good with my mom, but they’re not going to drop everything if she needs to get her stomach pumped.’

			‘And you do?’ I murmur sympathetically, wondering at the urge I have to stand up and go and sit in his lap, to be closer to him.

			‘From time to time.’

			I’m sorry for him, for that kind of worry. My parents might wish that I’d play it safe, that I’d be less aspirational and more content with a sensible job and quiet life, but they’re still my parents—and they’ve never once made me feel like I had to parent them; they’ve never given me a day of worry.

			‘She’s got staff. Housekeepers, a chef, tennis coach; it’s not like I’m the only person who’s going to be able to help her. She lives in LA, so I’m not even within easy reach of her.’

			‘But you’re her only family.’

			He nods, polishing off his burger in record time then reaching for a soda can. He has to lean past me to get it and spontaneously I reach up, bunching his shirt in my hands and kissing him.

			I like kissing him. I smile against his lips then ease back into my seat.

			‘So, real estate, huh?’

			I nod.

			‘How’d you get into that?’

			I tilt my head to the side a little, thinking back. ‘Partly happenstance, I guess. I studied business at university. One of my lecturers offered me an internship at his commercial property firm. Turns out I had a knack for it.’

			‘So you went out on your own?’

			I nod. ‘I met Gareth. He was the romantic—obsessed with the idea of matchmaking people to places, the beauty of forging connections.’ I can’t help the roll of my eyes.

			Jagger laughs softly. ‘That’s not your view of it?’

			‘God, no. I can see the commercial value in buying and selling, in matching the right investor with the right property. Most of my clients want to make money, to see a return for their investment. I like to find them properties that will meet those needs—and, of course, to find investors who have the means to buy the properties I list.’ I shrug. ‘It’s more a mathematical equation for me than a notion of matchmaking.’

			I take a bite of my burger, chewing thoughtfully. ‘But Gareth’s vision helps with the marketing side. We were a good team.’

			‘Were?’ His eyes narrow speculatively. ‘I thought you still worked together? I’m sure I’ve been dealing with him on email.’

			‘Yeah.’ I swallow, looking away. ‘But not for long. I plan to buy him out if I can.’ I look away, my gaze focusing on the modern abstract art on the white wall opposite, not telling him that this sale is one of the key ways I’m going to achieve that.

			Gareth’s married now.

			The wedding reception’s probably on its way to concluding. I swallow past the lump in my throat, bringing my gaze back to Jagger’s face—his Hollywood-handsome face. And I smile because spending my ex’s wedding night with a guy like this is not exactly the worst fate I can think of.

			‘So you’re like a gazillionaire?’

			He laughs, shaking his head. ‘Is that a thing?’

			‘Yeah. It’s a term I just made up. For someone who happens to not only be a multibillionaire but also has oodles of personal charm to their name.’

			‘Is that a fact, Miss Llewellyn?’

			I tsk. ‘It’s after dark, Jagger. I’m just Grace now.’

			‘Grace.’ He says my name on an exhalation. ‘You could never be “just” anything.’

			My chest swells with pleasure at his praise. ‘You don’t need to flatter me. We’ve already struck our deal.’

			He grins. ‘And compliments aren’t part of that?’

			I shrug. ‘They don’t hurt, but they’re not necessary either.’

			‘You’re...’

			‘Yeah?’

			‘Just...not like anyone I’ve ever met.’

			More tummy-swelling pleasure. ‘Thanks. I think.’

			‘It’s a compliment. Except you don’t like compliments.’

			‘I didn’t say I don’t like them. Just that I don’t need them.’ I stand up, hitching my toga sheet up higher so I can straddle him in his chair, desire throbbing between my legs when I feel his cock already growing hard beneath me. ‘I’m confident enough without.’

			His eyes show a speculative gleam. ‘I’m glad you’re not letting your ex take that away from you.’

			My heart snags a little. ‘Oh, it hurt. It hurt me plenty. But he fell in love with someone else. What was I meant to do? Force him to stay? Force him to fall in love with me? He didn’t love me, Jagger. That’s all there is to it.’

			We’re quiet for a moment. The words hang in the air, not exactly sad but reflective. ‘I think love,’ he says slowly, dislodging the toga from under my arms, loosening it so my breasts are naked, at his eye height, ‘is a big lie. I think it’s something we tell ourselves we need, or maybe it’s a message that’s sold to us from when we’re young—Disney movies, fairy tales, even fucking Die Hard is a love story at its core.’ He kisses my shoulder and my breath catches in my throat. ‘What if there’s just this? Sex and laughs. What if that’s what we should all be looking for in life? Great sex, fun, pleasure. Isn’t that enough?’

			There’s an emptiness in my heart, an emptiness Gareth carved out when he walked away from me, and the emptiness expands a little at the picture Jagger’s painting because I’m not sure I want to live in a world without the possibility of love. ‘Aren’t you a little young to be so jaded?’ I opt for teasing, hoping it covers my own expanding ice chip.

			‘Twenty-nine years and I’ve had four stepmothers, two stepfathers, and now one ex-wife. You think that doesn’t qualify me for a place at the jaded table?’

			‘That’s a lot of failed marriages,’ I say, still striving for teasing.

			‘Proof that love sucks.’ He drops his mouth to my breast, rolling his tongue over my nipple, then lifts his mouth to mine. ‘Sex is so much better than love.’

			He stands up, lifting me easily, so easily, and like this, cradled against his naked torso, with his mouth moving over mine, I have to say I agree with him. Sex isn’t just better than love. At this moment I’d have to say sex is the be-all and end-all of life—the reason for being. At least this sex, with this man, on this night is.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			‘WHAT’S THIS?’ I run a finger over his tattoo, tracing the letters which, now that I’m close enough to see properly, I realise are Greek.

			ο Δίας

			His eyes are heavy but he blinks at me before pushing up on one elbow. ‘A bet gone wrong.’

			‘Yeah?’ I lean forward, pressing a row of light kisses over the ink.

			‘Mmm. A brotherly dare.’

			‘What does it say?’

			‘You really want to know?’

			I blink up at him. ‘Kind of why I’m asking.’

			‘It says Zeus.’

			‘Zeus? As in the king of the gods? Zeus the Greek god?’

			‘Yeah.’ He laughs softly, running his hand to his hip bone, where a lightning bolt spreads towards his thigh. ‘And the symbol for Zeus.’

			‘Is this when you tell me you have a God complex?’ I look up at him, a smile twitching on my lips.

			‘This is the part where I tell you I got blind drunk on my twenty-first birthday and talked my brothers into getting inked.’

			‘But why Zeus?’

			‘That was Holden’s idea. We’re three half-brothers. He talked us into getting Zeus, Poseidon and Hades. Greek gods who were brothers.’

			‘And you’re Zeus ’cause you’re oldest?’

			‘I am oldest,’ he agrees. ‘But no. I’m Zeus because I run the construction part of our family business. The skies. Theo’s Poseidon, that’s the god of the sea, and he’s in line to inherit the shipping and logistics operations.’

			‘And Hades?’ I ask, my smile spreading at this family bond.

			‘That would be Holden,’ he says, a small frown crossing his face. ‘He’s only three months younger than I am,’ he says with a shake of his head, watching as I do the calculations.

			‘That’s...unfortunate for your father.’

			‘Yeah.’ He lifts a finger to my shoulder, running it over my flesh. ‘You could say that.’

			‘So your dad cheated on your mum?’

			‘Oh, dozens of times, no doubt. But, so far as we know, Holden was the only kid he had ’cause of an affair.’

			‘But he’s been raised with you?’

			‘Like a brother.’ He nods. ‘After Mom left, Holden moved in. We shared a room, a nanny. We’re more like twins than brothers.’

			‘So why’d he draw the short straw?’

			‘He chose it.’ He shrugs.

			‘Why?’

			‘He runs our casinos,’ Jagger says, the words thoughtful and hesitant. I feel like he’s holding something back, like there’s something he’s not telling me. And if this wasn’t just sex I’d ask him. If I thought he’d still be in my life in a week’s time I’d ask him.

			I’d pry open that mysterious revelation, unpicking it for what titbit I could. But this is our second night together of a total of four. Just sex, just fun.

			‘I’m thinking maybe there was probably another Greek god that would have been more appropriate for you,’ I say, pushing up, straddling him so I can run my fingers over his chest. I drop down, kissing the corner of his mouth, then lifting up just high enough so I can look into his eyes.

			‘Yeah? Who’s that?’

			‘That would be Eros.’

			‘Remind me?’ he prompts, his eyes teasing.

			‘The god of sensual desire,’ I say, flexing my hips.

			He grabs my wrists and rolls me, pinning me back on the bed, pushing into me, hard and huge, so I groan as satisfaction spirals through my gut. ‘I think that might be more appropriate for you, Grace.’ He drops his head forward, kissing the underside of my breast. ‘Maybe you could get that tattooed right here?’

			I laugh, shaking my head. ‘That would hurt.’

			He thrusts into me again, hard and fast, and pleasure is like starlight on my eyelids. I moan, digging my fingers into his back, and he’s pushing into me again.

			‘Only a little bit.’

			I don’t believe him.

			‘And only for a minute.’

			I don’t believe him but I’m shifting out of this earth, finding my place in another. Pleasure is like a lightning rod, like the lightning on his hip, and it’s cleaving me in two.

			‘Liar,’ I moan, lifting my head up, seeking his lips as I come, hard, completely, wrapping my legs around his hips, burying him deep in my body.

			But he’s not a liar. He’s completely honest—I love that he’s being so frank with me. Not a hint of this is masquerading as anything that it’s not. This is no-frills fucking—and it’s exactly what I need.

			 

			I leave just after one. Grace is fast asleep, her breath heavy, her beautiful body naked, so that I watch her while I dress, pretty much unable to tear my eyes away, and then lift the sheet up to cover her. Despite the warmth of the day and evening, the night has come in cool, the humidity has dropped, and I don’t want her to wake up uncomfortable.

			I grab the rubbish on my way out, pushing it quietly into the waste bin in the corner before taking the lift to the second floor and going into my own hotel room. It’s identical, except mirrored.

			But it’s close enough, so I can lie in my own bed, staring at the ceiling, imagining that I’m still in her room, that I can reach out and grab for her in the morning, like I wanted to yesterday, when I woke up in Sydney and needed to bury myself in her more than I can say.

			I already feel the stirrings of desire; my cock’s ready for her again. But we have a deal—soon it’ll be morning and we’ll be working again. I’m not messing around with this—I do actually need to spend these three days appraising the course, seeing if it’s the right investment for me. I can’t let fucking around with Grace distract me. Extending the trip’s not an option.

			So for now we’ll sleep, in our separate but similar rooms, and in the morning she’ll be Miss Llewellyn again.

			I fall asleep with a smile on my face.

			 

			I wake up, disorientated and sore all over, but sore in the best possible way, as physical reminders of his possession strafe through me. I sit up, looking around. No Jagger.

			There’s a note, though, on the side of the bed he slept in last night.

			Thanks... You were great. Zeus.

			It makes me smile in a way that stretches my lips and makes my cheeks hurt. My phone buzzes with a call and I reach for it, and the smile dies.

			Gareth.

			A couple of weeks after we broke up, Penny changed the photo of Gareth on my phone. Now, when he calls, instead of the photo taken the day we signed the lease on our new offices, smiling, side by side, I get a purple cartoon picture of the devil.

			I’m still weirdly disorientated, but it must be early because my alarm hasn’t gone off yet. Why the hell is he calling me?

			I swipe the phone to answer. ‘Hello?’

			My voice sounds shitty. Good. The guy got married yesterday, after all.

			To someone else.

			‘Hey, Gracie.’ I hate that he still calls me that. I stiffen in bed.

			‘What is it, Gareth?’

			‘Sorry I didn’t check in with you yesterday. I didn’t get a chance.’

			‘Why the hell would you have checked in with me yesterday? I was fine, Gareth. Completely fine. I know you’re waiting for me to have some kind of breakdown or something but I don’t give a shit that you’re getting married. That you got married.’

			He’s quiet for a couple of seconds. Then, ‘I meant just to see how things are going with Ryan.’

			‘Ryan?’ It takes me a second to connect the dots. ‘Oh, Mr Hart.’ My own heart does a little triple step and then my tummy whooshes like I’ve just crested over the top of a roller coaster and I’m pitching back to earth. ‘Fine. Why?’

			‘I kind of threw that to you, I know. Do you have everything you need?’

			I lie back against the pillows. ‘Of course I do, Gareth. I’m not an idiot. I’ve read the documents. I can sell this place. It’s a good fit for him.’

			‘I’m glad you think so.’

			Silence.

			I open my mouth to offer something tactful, to end the call.

			‘I thought about you yesterday.’

			Emotions zip in my chest.

			‘What?’

			‘It was strange. Not having you there.’

			Something like sadness gives way to something like anger, and then a bubbling hysteria lurches to the fore. ‘It would have been wildly inappropriate for me to come to your wedding.’

			‘No, it wouldn’t. You’re my friend, Gracie...’

			I shake my head. We’ve had this argument before. ‘I’m thousands of kilometres away. Can we not do this now? Besides, it’s your honeymoon. Why the hell are you calling to tell me you thought about me? On your wedding day?’

			‘I just wanted to know you’re okay...’

			‘I’m fine.’ I glare at the kettle across the room as though it’s personally done me a great wrong. ‘You don’t need to worry about me. Just go back to your honeymoon and your wife and don’t call me again.’

			I disconnect the call, wincing because actually we generally do a much better job of being professional and polite to one another.

			But his wedding was yesterday. It’s too fresh.

			I push out of bed, showering, and when I step out onto the tiled floor I stare at myself in the mirror.

			And stare.

			Because my body is marked all over with signs of the way I spent last night. Scratches at my hips, stubble rash on my breasts, a hickey on my shoulder.

			Holy crap.

			I lift a finger and trace it, a smile throbbing on my lips. Flashes of memory spear through my mind. The way he sucked at my flesh, right there, as he moved inside me, our bodies locked together.

			The way he walked into the hotel room and I pounced on him—it’s never, ever been like that for me. I like sex. I love it. But I can live without it.

			Except with Jagger. Even now, looking at myself in the mirror, remembering the way he went down on me last night, the way he took my body last night, remembering the way he kissed me on the plane... I want him with an intensity that blows my mind.

			Disappointment almost leads me to swear into the room because I have a full day to get through first, and this one is big. There are meetings between the CEO of Karakedes Corp and Jagger and I expect they’ll take all day, going over the basic operations of the course, the accommodation, the maintenance. Everything.

			I can’t be thinking about how badly I need him between my legs.

			I flick the coffee machine to life and wait impatiently for a cup to fill. I drink it, reading the brief, reminding myself of the details so that I’m in command of the pertinent facts.

			But Christ! Between Gareth calling me and Jagger fucking me until I was pleasure personified, I have no idea how I’m going to keep my head today.

			Except I will because it’s what I do.

			I’ve worked too hard and have too much to prove to let anyone derail me.

			I pull on my suit—navy blue trousers and a three-quarter sleeve jacket with a pale blue blouse, and a pair of cream stilettos that give me an essential couple of extra inches. I try not to think about how I’ll get out of my suit later today. I definitely don’t need those images in my mind right now.

			I grab my leather document wallet and slip out of the room, double-checking I’ve got the key card before I pull the door shut. He’s in the restaurant when I stride in and my tummy does that funny loop the loop thing again.

			I fight the urge to lift a hand to it, to quell that response.

			He’s reading a broadsheet newspaper, one leg crossed lazily over the other. He’s wearing jeans and a linen shirt, looking part hippy, part... I don’t know. Sex god? Rock god? Something god. God of all gods?

			I want to storm across the restaurant and throw him to the floor, climb on top of him and... Heat darkens my cheeks. I blink it away, grabbing the attention of the hostess by lifting my hand in a small wave. I gesture to another table across the restaurant and when I look back he’s watching me, casually reclined in his chair, eyes burning with intensity, and I just know he’s having all the same thoughts I am. I nod coolly and follow the hostess to my table a little way across the restaurant. The Coral Sea glistens in the morning light, spectacularly azure, endlessly inviting on this steamy, warm morning, but I resist looking at it because to do so would require me to look beyond Jagger and I’m not so sure I have the willpower right now to resist looking beyond him at all.

			He’s like temptation and eye glue.

			I order a coffee and some scrambled eggs then reach into my bag and grab out the agenda for today’s meeting. I know it back to front and sideways but extra prep never hurts. Besides, it’s better than sitting here refusing to look in Jagger’s direction.

			My coffee arrives; I don’t look up. But the waiter’s shadow remains and so, with a small frown, I tilt my face and have to dig my fingernails into my thigh to stop from gasping. Gasping!

			Actually gasping, like some kind of 1920s starlet.

			‘Mr Hart—’ I reach for my coffee, lifting it to my lips without dropping my eyes from his face ‘—how are you this morning?’

			His smile is really more of a smirk. And so sexy. Fuck. His shirt is unbuttoned at the collar and I can see his neck, his throat, the hint of his shoulder and chest. Did I mark him like he did me? Without realising it, I lift a hand and touch my shoulder, where the hickey he gave me sits.

			‘Fine.’ He nods slowly. ‘How did you sleep?’

			My pulse ratchets up a notch and delicious longing flickers inside me. I lift my coffee to my lips to buy time, sipping it slowly. ‘Fine,’ I say back after a moment. ‘I slept fine.’

			He says nothing, just stares down at me for several long beats, and my fingertips pulse with a desire to lift up and run through his hair. I curve my hands around my coffee cup and bring my mind to the work at hand. ‘Orion Karakedes will meet us in an hour. He’s incredibly nice, and willing to answer any questions you have—he’ll have his accountant there for financial queries. And of course I’ll be able to answer anything property or contract specific.’

			‘Naturally.’ He moves ever so slightly closer. If I moved my legs a little, they’d brush against his.

			I jam them together, staying put. ‘Is there anything you need before the meeting?’

			I don’t mean it as anything other than a straightforward business proposition, but his eyes narrow almost imperceptibly and his smile shows just what he needs—it just so happens to be what I need.

			He drops down, on the pretence of studying the documents spread before me. ‘What I need is to bury my head between your legs—’ he lifts his head, to see the effect of his words; heat blooms in my cheeks ‘—Miss Llewellyn.’

			I bite back a small moan of agreement because I would love him to go down on me right here, right now. I would love to throw caution to the wind and push him into a quiet corner and fuck him right this minute.

			Obviously, I don’t. I lift my wrist, checking the time. ‘I’ll hold you to that, Mr Hart.’

			I reach into my handbag and pull out the spare key card for my room. ‘Twelve hours and counting.’

			His eyes flare and he straightens, his smile contagious. ‘Deal.’ He turns then, walking away, and my heart pounds hard in my chest. I don’t realise until a moment later that I’m holding my breath. I expel it on one long, warm exhalation.

			Twelve hours.

			Hurry up, time.

			 

			I wouldn’t have said I’d underestimated her. I just hadn’t expected Grace to have such an encyclopaedic knowledge of not only the golf course but also the laws governing resort operations, golf club licencing, not to mention the marketing measures that are working for the club, and the details of its most profitable membership base. As the day drags on I make it my mission to find questions to which she won’t know answers—just for my personal interest. I’m fascinated by how well she’s prepared for this meeting, a fact that is obvious given how completely she’s able to deal with all my enquiries.

			‘The membership dropped significantly in 2007 through eight financial years,’ I remark, scanning the documents.

			‘The global financial crisis saw a twenty per cent dip across all luxury products and services,’ she fires back immediately, her eyes sparking when they meet mine. ‘You’ll see membership numbers increased on the original figures by 2011. Allowing for reciprocal member fees, the course has seen a seven per cent revenue increase in its membership base year on year.’

			I make a note of it, my business mind working even when ninety per cent of me just wants to tell every suit in this room to get out so I can lift her onto the conference table and fuck her senseless.

			She leans back a little in the chair, her expression focused, but her eyes meet mine and one corner of her lips lifts, just a fraction, just for a second, but it’s the sexiest, flirtiest smile I’ve ever seen. My cock throbs.

			‘Thank you, Miss Llewellyn. That makes perfect sense.’

			‘I’m glad, Mr Hart.’ She nods, turning her attention back to Orion Karakedes.

			Three more hours. Three hours of detailed cost analysis, examining the insurance scheme; every single bit of information I could want to make this decision is right in front of me.

			Three more hours and finally I’m up, shaking hands, nodding, telling Orion I’ll let him know in a couple of days. Thanking him for his time, being so patient when I am bursting with needs that absolutely require satiating.

			Grace excuses herself and my eyes follow her to the door, daring her to turn around, compelling her not to leave. Not yet. Fuck.

			At the door she spins, her eyes meeting mine, a smile hovering on her lips, a promise on that beautiful mouth. My groin squeezes.

			I wrap the meeting up as soon as I can, declining the offer of a sunset drink in the penthouse, even when I probably should avail myself of every opportunity to survey the investment.

			I stalk out of the meeting room and jab an impatient finger into the lift call button. I stand like a rock as I ride it up to her floor and then finger the key card in my pocket, where it’s been all morning since she slid it across the breakfast table to me.

			I read the numbers as I stride along the corridor and finally, at her room, I slip the key into the locking mechanism and push the door open.

			It occurs to me, once I’m in the room, that I probably should have knocked. But I’m not thinking straight. I’m not thinking at all.

			‘Grace?’ I call, moving into the tiny room, a frown on my face. I hear the shower running and jerk in that direction. Now I do knock, once, hard on the bathroom door, before pushing it open. And freezing.

			She’s in the shower, lathered up in soapy bubbles, wet and shiny all over, her breasts pert, her nipples tight, her stomach flat, her butt cheeks so gorgeous, and I groan because desire is flooding my body. Desire and a need for possession that almost bowls me over.

			I strip my clothes, my eyes holding hers, and she runs her hands over her body, gliding fingertips to her breasts, palming them, so my dick pulses in my pants as I strip them from my body.

			Her hands run lower and she tilts her head back as her fingertips find her sex, brushing over it while I watch, touching herself, and my hands ache to swap with hers. Yet I’m transfixed, watching her as though my survival depends on not looking away.

			My body reverberates with need. I stand there, naked, and she rolls her head forward, moving her fingers faster, and her breathing gets louder. It galvanises me into action. I take the three steps necessary to bring me to the shower screen and pull it inwards, stepping inside and pressing my body to hers, pushing her back against the tiles, and my lips seek hers, my tongue pushing into her warm, moist mouth, my hands wrapping around her hips, curving around her butt. I kiss her until I can’t think straight, until I can breathe again, I kiss her until she’s moaning my name into my mouth, her fingers scratching my sides, and then I drop down, crouching in front of her, water dousing my head as I roll my tongue over her seam, flicking her clit until her knees buckle and it’s only my hand at her hip holding her upright.

			‘Finally,’ she groans, her fingers tangling in my hair, her body totally supplicant to this unearthly, raging pleasure.

			‘Finally?’ I suck at her clit and she swears, her nails digging into my scalp.

			‘The plane.’ The words come out tortured, just a suffocated invocation.

			‘Ah.’ I smile, pulling away from her, kissing my way up her body, palming her breasts with sheer relief. ‘You have no idea how much I wanted to do this today.’ I bury my mouth at her shoulder, finding the mark I made the night before and sucking on her flesh again.

			She whimpers, her body quivering with desire. I reach behind her, shutting off the water, and lift her slippery wet body up in my arms, stepping out of the shower, uncaring that we’re both soaking wet. I carry her to the bed and drop her in its middle. Seconds later, I’ve donned protection and I’m spreading her legs, staring into her eyes as I drive into her still-throbbing core.

			She shudders and lifts her legs, clamping them around my waist, holding me deep inside her, but I grab her calves and lift her legs higher, over my shoulder. My name on her lips, my name fevered in her mouth, is a sound I will never forget. I drive my hard cock into her now and each time she cries my name she breathes it into the room and it stitches deep inside of me, cementing this desire as some kind of integral life force, something bigger than I’ve known before.

			This feeling, this explosion, this moment—is perfection.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			‘CLEARLY YOU CAN’T sleep here.’

			My breath is still strained, my body feels as though he’s blown me apart, cell by cell, and I’m still in the process of reforming myself to resemble a human. His words come to me from a long way away.

			‘Huh?’ I couldn’t have told you, for a million dollars, what the time is.

			‘We’ve destroyed the bed,’ he says, grinning, so my tummy squeezes because his smile is both sexy and devilishly handsome, sweet and...addictive. The words run through my veins like ice.

			‘Huh?’

			He laughs, dropping a finger to my nose, tracing its length before dropping it to my lips and running it over the tip. ‘Is this the same woman who threw P & L spreadsheets at me all day?’

			My brain is still sluggish. With effort, I bring myself fully to the moment and realise he’s right—this bed is saturated. It’s not going to dry out in a couple of hours. ‘Whoops.’

			‘Whoops.’ He runs his finger lower, over my chin, swirling it around the divot there, then tracing it over my throat, pressing his fingers to my racing pulse point.

			‘Have you eaten?’

			‘Since half an hour ago?’

			He shrugs. ‘Room service...’

			‘No. I came straight back to my room and had a cold shower,’ I quip.

			‘How’d that work out for you?’

			I shake my head. ‘It didn’t.’

			‘I’m glad I got here when I did then.’

			‘A minute later and you would have missed out on the party altogether.’

			His laugh is throaty. ‘Heaven forbid.’

			He pulls up from the bed, standing for a minute, just staring at me like he’s committing me to his memory.

			‘I just wanted to pick you up and fuck you on that conference table today, you know.’

			‘Funny, I was having the same fantasy,’ I say honestly.

			‘I wonder what Orion Karakedes would have said...’

			‘I’m not sure he would have cared, so long as it didn’t affect your interest in the property.’

			He laughs. ‘Damn it. Now I’m kicking myself for not acting on the impulse.’

			‘You couldn’t,’ I say, wide-eyed, scrambling to my knees, on the edge of the bed, pulling him towards me, his body still damp from the shower, naked for my touch and inspection. I flick one of his nipples with my tongue and feel his ragged inhalation beneath my mouth.

			‘Oh?’

			‘Daytime.’

			‘That’s right. We’re sexual vampires.’

			I smile against his hair-roughened chest, moving to the other nipple, biting it gently.

			‘Uh-huh. Per the terms of our agreement.’

			‘But it’s night-time now.’ His voice is gruff.

			‘Yep.’

			‘So you’re mine. Right?’

			My heart does a funny little flip-flop in my chest. ‘I’m mine,’ I say with a wry glance at his face.

			‘Oh, no, Grace. Between now and dawn, you’re all mine. Every little bit of you. And I intend to make the most of it.’ He pauses meaningfully. ‘Per our agreement.’

			My pulse ratchets up a gear. ‘I think I like the sound of that.’

			‘I kinda hoped you would.’ He brushes his lips over mine. ‘But I’m starving. Dinner first?’

			It’s still early evening. It makes sense to eat. ‘Room service?’

			He laughs. ‘Definitely. But my room. I want a bed within reach that’s not such a swimming pool.’

			I nod. ‘Fine by me.’

			His room is exactly the same as mine, but flipped. I stroll into it, looking around, and perhaps my confusion shows because he smudges a thumb over my perplexed smile. ‘What’s up?’

			‘How come you stay in tiny hotel rooms?’

			‘I have to sleep somewhere. You think the street would be better?’ He’s being deliberately vague.

			‘I mean instead of somewhere more high-end.’

			‘Why would I?’

			‘Because you’re a gazillionaire,’ I remind him, smiling, dropping my handbag to the floor inside his door and padding to the small balcony that overlooks the edge of the golf course and, beyond it, the ocean. The smell of salt hangs in the air, tropical and breathtaking.

			He’s right behind me. ‘A bed’s a bed,’ he says simply.

			I turn around, bracing my elbows on the railing, regarding him thoughtfully. ‘You don’t like the trappings of wealth?’

			‘I don’t like wasting money on crap I don’t need.’

			‘You have a private jet.’

			‘That’s necessary.’

			I laugh. ‘Really?’

			‘Sure. I fly a lot. I need a plane that can be at my disposal. I work on the plane. Entertain. It suits me.’

			‘But extravagant hotel rooms...’

			He shakes his head. ‘I have homes in the cities I travel to regularly. When I’m on the road I just need a bed. A gym in the hotel. That’s it.’

			I admire his attitude. Having known a lot of people who value status symbols over just about anything, it’s refreshing to talk to a guy with a serious fortune in the bank who’s happy to live like a normal person.

			‘What’s your house like?’ I ask out of curiosity.

			He traps me with his hands, one on either side of my body, and I like the feeling.

			‘A penthouse.’ He shrugs. ‘Big. Glass. Open. Easy.’

			‘Why not have something smaller?’

			‘I spend a lot of time at home. I like the space.’

			It makes sense.

			‘Plus, Brinkley really takes up most of the room.’

			‘Brinkley?’

			‘My dog.’

			My heart does something dangerously soft and mushy. ‘You have a dog?’

			‘A golden retriever.’ He nods.

			‘Aww...’

			He laughs. ‘What?’

			‘I just didn’t picture you as a dog person, but now you say it I can totally see it.’

			He grins. ‘I am indeed a dog person. Whatever that means.’ He moves away, coming to stand beside me but looking out at the view. ‘You got one?’

			‘A dog? Nah.’

			He grins slowly and my heart flip-flops. ‘You’re not a “dog person”?’

			‘Oh, I am.’ I shake my head. ‘I’ve always had dogs. I left Harrison behind when I moved to Sydney and it was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.’ Tears thicken my throat.

			‘Why’d you leave him?’

			I turn around, facing out to the ocean, my body beside his. ‘He was too old to rehome. I left him at Mum and Dad’s—they have a big, beautiful property with bunches of avocado trees. He spent his days running around and eating the fruit whenever it dropped to the ground.’ I shake my head fondly at the memory. ‘I always thought I’d bring him to Sydney, but then I met Gareth and he’s allergic...’ My voice tapers off as I draw in a fortifying breath. ‘Harrison died last Christmas.’

			‘I’m sorry.’ He says it with the sympathy only a dog owner can feel. I nod curtly, but inside my heart is shattering.

			‘He was fifteen, and arthritic.’

			‘Doesn’t make it suck any less.’

			I shake my head, lifting my eyes to his. ‘Nope.’ Something passes between us. A surge of warmth or understanding, something that flutters in my gut. I rip my gaze away, focusing on the golf course.

			‘Do you know why it’s called Silver Dunes?’ I murmur, my eyes chasing across the course, finding the sand dunes one by one.

			‘Nice name?’ he says light-heartedly.

			I pull a face. ‘Sure, that’s part of it. But no, actually. It’s that bunker there.’ I point across the course. The twelfth hole is only partly visible, just the edge of the bunker shimmering from this angle. ‘On a clear night like this, the moon hits it and the sand looks like starshine. Can you see it?’

			‘No,’ he says with a slight laugh. ‘I see dark rolling hills and pale sand bunkers.’

			‘Look, though,’ I persist. ‘Can’t you see it? It’s kind of magical.’

			He angles his face, so close to mine I feel his breath against my jaw. ‘It’s not the most transfixing thing I’ve seen tonight,’ he says simply and my stomach squishes and turns.

			I bite down on my lower lip, stilling my smile, my pulse.

			‘Are you hungry?’ he asks, the question soft.

			I nod, even though my tummy is in loops and probably not capable of eating much. It’s been a long time since lunch. ‘Sure.’

			‘Happy for me to order something?’

			I nod. ‘Yeah. Whatever you’re having.’

			He pulls away from me and I feel his absence almost instantly. I stare out at the golf course, but he’s back a second later. ‘Your phone was ringing.’ He holds it out towards me and I look towards the screen.

			Gareth.

			Jagger watches me for a moment, his eyes latched to mine, and then he turns on his heel, heading back into the modest hotel room, lifting up the room phone and speaking in his husky, sexy American drawl. I pull the glass doors shut, separating us and, with a heavy sigh, press Gareth’s name in my phone.

			I don’t want to talk to him. Frankly, I wish he’d get stuffed. But we’re business partners and I’m not going to let the fucked-upness of our personal lives get in the way of business.

			‘Gracie.’

			I dig my nails into my palms. ‘You called?’

			‘Yeah. Hang on a second.’ There’s a scratchy noise, sounds like he’s covered the receiver, then his mumbled voice and the closing of a door. ‘You there?’

			I count to five. ‘Did you want something, Gareth?’

			‘How did it go today?’

			I count to ten. ‘Why are you checking up on me so much?’

			‘It’s a big deal,’ he says straight away. ‘I feel like I left you in the lurch with no support...’

			I count to fifteen. I resist the urge to point out he left me in the lurch when he walked out on our relationship and proposed to another woman. ‘I’ve got it,’ I say firmly. ‘I know what I’m doing.’

			‘I know that. I just feel like I should be there...’

			‘You’re on your honeymoon,’ I snap, wishing I’d counted a few seconds before answering. I soften my voice. ‘And I’m all over the material. There’s nothing unfamiliar to me here. It’s just another property, another deal. It’s what I’m good at.’

			I hear the doors slide open behind me and turn, facing Jagger as he saunters onto the small balcony.

			‘What’s the investor like?’

			He walks towards me purposefully, a glint in his eyes I can’t understand. His hand finds the hem of the floaty dress I pulled on before leaving my hotel room, lifting it up my legs, his fingers glancing across my pussy—naked, because why bother with underpants when I know we’re going to come together again any minute?

			‘He’s smart,’ I say as Jagger’s fingers separate my seam.

			‘But is he interested?’

			He slips a finger deep inside me, his eyes laughing, crinkled at the corners as I bite down on my lip.

			‘In the golf course?’

			‘Yeah. And the resort. The whole deal.’

			‘I don’t know.’ The words come out strained. He lifts his spare hand and presses a finger against my lips, urging me not to moan as he moves his finger deeper inside me and then pulls it out, thrusts it in again, as though he’s fucking me. My hips buckle, pushing me forwards.

			‘You must have a sense...’

			My breath escapes on a sharp hiss. ‘I think the course is an incredible investment and he’s smart and moneyed.’ He drops his hand from my mouth and lifts it to cup my arse, digging his fingers into my flesh, pulling me forward, against his hard dick. I have to bite down hard on my lip to stop from groaning.

			‘So he’ll buy it?’

			‘I don’t know.’ The words quiver.

			‘Are you okay, Gracie?’

			‘I’m fine, Gareth. I have to go...’

			Jagger shakes his head, drops his mouth to my other ear and whispers, ‘Don’t hang up. Not yet.’

			My heart rushes against my ribs.

			‘You sure you’re okay?’

			I nod, then realise he can’t see me. ‘Fine.’

			‘I’m going to make you come while you’re on the phone to him,’ he whispers in my ear, and my blood bursts through my veins.

			I jerk my head away, my eyes lancing him, and he grins then drops to his knees once more, his mouth some kind of voodoo magic. I’m already at fever pitch and the second his tongue slides along my sex I feel the first tingling hint of explosion. I grip the railing tight.

			‘You’ve got a busy day tomorrow. Did Bianca send you the run sheet? Snorkelling in the morning, followed by lunch, then a game of golf in the afternoon. I know you’re shit at sport but he’s meant to be a keen player—supposed to be almost pro level. I’m sorry to miss it, actually,’ Gareth drones on, but I stopped listening eons ago.

			Jagger lashes me with his tongue, the warmth of his breath and the pressure of his mouth making pleasure roll through my veins until I can no longer keep quiet.

			‘I got it,’ I moan. ‘I have to go.’ I fumble, disconnecting the call, then grip the phone tight in my hand as Jagger pushes me over the edge.

			‘I said not to hang up,’ he murmurs as I come against his mouth, as I forget where I am, who I am, what I want in life.

			‘Couldn’t...stay...quiet...’

			‘Good,’ he purrs. ‘I like you noisy, Grace. I like you screaming, in fact.’

			I don’t feel even a hint of embarrassment. I’m riding a wave of complete pleasure, total euphoric release. ‘Don’t stop,’ I beg, staring up at the sky. ‘Please, don’t stop.’

			‘All night long, remember?’ He doesn’t say anything else. He uses his mouth to play my body, to fuck me with his lips, and I cry his name out at the top of my lungs as I spin wildly into an abyss from which I have no idea if I can escape.

			 

			‘Why did you do that?’ I ask when I can speak again.

			‘Because I like making you come,’ he says simply, standing, straightening my dress. ‘In fact, I fucking love making you come.’

			Pleasure makes my smile broad. ‘I meant, why did you do it while I was on the phone?’

			His eyes flash for a second with something darker, something more hard-edged. ‘Because he’d hate it.’

			‘He didn’t know.’

			‘Sure. But you knew.’ His arms encircle me. ‘And I knew. And I like the idea of that.’

			Something turns over in my gut, because I do, too, but it’s petty and juvenile. ‘I’m over him, you know,’ I say seriously, determinedly.

			‘Sure you are.’ He laughs softly.

			But his cynicism angers me—I’ve fought too hard to put Gareth behind me to have anyone doubt it now. ‘I am,’ I say firmly. ‘He’s married to someone else.’

			‘That doesn’t mean you’re over him.’

			‘Hello,’ I say with a forced smile. ‘Have you been with me the last couple of nights?’

			‘Yeah. And you fuck like you’re trying to forget. I’ve been there. I recognise it.’

			Something like panic flares in my chest. ‘You’re wrong.’

			‘No, I’m not.’ He lifts a hand, strokes it over my hair, but I jerk away. He takes a step back, not crowding me. ‘But you’ll get over him eventually. He doesn’t deserve you.’

			‘I am over him,’ I insist. ‘You don’t understand.’

			‘Sure I do. He jerked you around, promised you the world, then left you for someone else.’

			‘It’s really not like that.’

			‘No?’

			‘No.’ I shake my head. I turn away from him, staring out at what I can see of the twelfth hole. ‘It’s not him. It’s me.’

			He’s quiet. The moon dips behind a cloud, darkening the course momentarily.

			‘He told me he didn’t want to get married. When we first started dating, I mean. He said, “I’m not into marriage. Don’t believe in it”. And I was okay with that. I didn’t really care, to be honest. I had no idea if I’d even be with him in a month’s time. Marriage was nowhere on my horizon. But then we were still together a month later, and a month after that. Six months later. A year later. And suddenly I felt like I’d closed myself off to a whole world that maybe I did actually want to be a part of.’

			‘Did you talk to him about it?’ The question is asked with clinical precision, the same businesslike professionalism he brought to the conference room earlier today.

			‘Sure. Once. He smiled and told me he loved me but that he hadn’t changed his mind. Marriage wasn’t for him.’

			‘I see. And you said...?’

			‘I said that I didn’t really care, even when I did.’ I shake my head. ‘I told myself I was being stupid, that marriage is just a certificate and the option of changing your name—which you can do anyway. I told myself it didn’t mean we wouldn’t spend the rest of our lives together, wouldn’t have kids together. Wouldn’t be together, just like a married couple. I told myself loving someone was about accepting all their unique quirks and foibles, and this was one of his.’

			I suck in a gulp of salty night air. ‘Then we broke up and he got engaged to someone else and I realised he did believe in marriage.’ My voice is raw. ‘He believed in it. He wanted it. He just didn’t know that until he met someone who made him want it.’ I angle my face to Jagger’s. He’s watching me with a guarded intensity that strips me raw. ‘He just didn’t want me.’

			He compresses his lips, his eyes scanning my face.

			‘I showed him all of myself, and he walked away. And I gave up all of myself—I gave up what I wanted in life, and love, because he asked it of me, and he walked away from me. I don’t still love him, Jagger. This isn’t about him. It’s about how he made me feel—how I let him make me feel.’ I tilt my chin a little, even when I’m sure my eyes are awash with all the hurt my heart carries.

			‘Compromise in a relationship is important,’ he says finally. ‘And caring for someone enough to give them what they need, to sacrifice in their name, is the only way a relationship can work.’ He rubs his hand over mine on the balcony. ‘He just didn’t want to sacrifice back.’

			‘He did for her.’

			He expels a sigh. ‘Maybe. Maybe not.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘He’s calling you from his honeymoon. Do you think he’s giving her everything she wants?’

			Something like anxiety swirls through my gut. ‘I’m not getting involved in some weird love triangle. He’s married...’

			‘Sure. I’m just saying he sounds like the kind of egotist who likes to make women feel a little insecure—to make himself feel better. Denying someone what they want is one way to keep the upper hand in a relationship, right?’

			‘I guess.’ I shrug. ‘I hadn’t thought of it like that.’

			‘Do you need to speak to him while you’re here?’

			‘No.’

			‘Do you need his business input? Because you seem to know everything about every blade of grass and grain of sand on this island...’

			I smile unconsciously at his praise. ‘I do.’

			‘And your buyer is very, very impressed...’

			Pleasure and pride swell inside of me.

			‘So he’s calling because he misses you, or he likes the idea of her being jealous. Either way, he’s a fuckwit.’

			I laugh softly. ‘Yeah, he is.’

			‘And now you’ll always know you had kinky sex while he was pining for you...’

			I shake my head a little. ‘I don’t think that’s the case...’

			‘We’ll see.’

			From inside the room a knock sounds. My tummy gives a low grumble, right on cue. He grins at me. ‘Dinner.’

			I slip inside behind him, wondering if he’s right. Wondering if Gareth’s calling because he wants to make his wife jealous. Wondering if he’s calling because he regrets leaving me. Knowing with one hundred per cent of myself that I don’t care either way. I was devastated when we broke up, I hated how unlovable I felt, how completely unworthy of anyone’s love, and then I hated him for having that power over me.

			Right now, the only man I have any time for, the only one I have interest in thinking about at all, is the gorgeous specimen holding the door open for the hotel waiter. He signs the cheque and we’re alone again—and suddenly the fact we have two nights left together is like a spark igniting in my bloodstream.

			Precious minutes and hours and then nothing—and I’m going to make the most of what time we have left.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			WHEN I WAKE up it’s with dawn light creeping into the room, through the open balcony doors. The day is already warm. I lift myself up, my eyes dragging over his sleeping body, a satisfied smile curving my lips.

			I am laced with pleasure and contentment. Shifting just a little, I pull out of bed, checking the time on my phone. It’s still early—in the fives. Biting down on my lip, I tiptoe into the bathroom and splash water on my face, finger-combing my hair over my shoulder before turning around, leaning into the doorjamb, staring back into the room to where he still sleeps. My clothes are folded neatly on the chair to my left—him, again. I reach across, picking them up, dressing silently, my eyes frequently straying to his sleeping form.

			This is one of the strangest turns of fate in my life. Who would have thought the meaningless one-night stand I picked up on the eve of my ex’s wedding would turn out to be a client? No, that he’d turn out to be Jagger. Smart, kind, insightful, seriously hot Jagger.

			I walked out of his hotel room in Sydney with no intention of seeing him again, and I know I wouldn’t have regretted that. I know that was the obvious decision—why stick around until morning? Sure, more sex maybe, but then that awkward conversation, the hedging around swapping numbers—and if he hadn’t asked for my number?

			That same feeling of being unwanted would have crested over me. Instead, I got to walk away on my terms, in my own time.

			Just like I would at the end of this trip.

			Okay, he’d be walking away too, or flying away on his swanky private jet, but we’d both be turning our backs on each other, and this, by mutual consent. No going out on a limb, asking for more, wanting an impossible dream.

			This isn’t like with Gareth. He said one thing and meant completely another. He didn’t listen to what I wanted; he made no efforts to accommodate my wishes. Just like Jagger said last night, Gareth was unwilling to compromise for me. It was all me giving, all the time. My anger is self-directed.

			When did I become that woman? When did I let myself give up on my own wants and needs?

			A smile curves my lips, a smile of feminine power and wisdom, because I feel strong and confident, I feel safe. I feel like my place here is clearly defined. I feel...everything.

			With my smile growing, I remember the way he went down on me in the jet, the way he left me hanging, so overloaded with desire for him I could have wept. Flames burst in my bloodstream. Quietly, I tiptoe to his side of the bed and pull at the sheet, easing it off his body so he lies there, my naked Zeus, powerful, muscular, handsome—mine. For now, at least.

			Careful not to wake him—yet—I drop my mouth over the tip of his cock, circling it. In his sleep, he makes a groaning noise. I smile, and then grip his base, bringing my mouth down his length. He grows hard as I move my mouth up and down, and when I lift my eyes up the length of his body, flashing over his flat chest to his chin, stubbled and square, he’s pushed up on his elbows and is watching me with eyes that are not even remotely sleepy.

			I flash him a quick smile before sucking him deep inside my mouth, so his tip hits the back of my throat, and he lets out a low moan, a rough sound, and I move faster, harder, my fingers curling around his base, squeezing him as my mouth drives up and down. Power thrills in my veins as I feel him throb in my mouth and a drop of his seed spills into me.

			‘Jesus, Grace...’ He drops back on the pillow. ‘Don’t you fucking stop...’

			I roll my tongue over his tip and pull up slightly. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Hart, but I think you’ll find it’s daytime...’

			He blanches, pushing up once more, glaring at me. ‘You’re kidding?’

			‘Oh, no,’ I say sweetly, standing up, moving towards his head. ‘And we have a deal, remember?’

			‘Fuck the deal.’

			I laugh softly. ‘But how will you know I’m a woman of my word?’

			He sits up straight. ‘Come here,’ he growls, pulling for my hips, and I laugh, shaking my head, pulling just out of reach.

			‘We have a deal,’ I purr, scooping my handbag up off the carpet and moving towards the door. I turn my hand over the knob, throwing a glance over my shoulder. My eyes lock to his and heat sizzles in my veins, making me want to go back to him, to give in to temptation—to hell with whatever we’ve agreed. ‘Don’t worry, Jagger. Only fourteen hours to go.’

			His eyes narrow. ‘You’re going to regret playing with fire.’

			I laugh. ‘Probably.’ I blow him a kiss. ‘But I don’t right now.’

			 

			‘So that was payback for the flight, right?’ He leans closer to me, his breath warming my cheek. I tilt my head towards his, smiling as though butter wouldn’t melt, even when my heart is notching it up a gear and I have been fighting an urge to just stare at his pretty body since we left shore fifteen minutes ago.

			‘Do you really think I’d be so petty?’

			The boat takes us farther out into the Coral Sea, the snorkelling instructor up the bow with most of the other members of this small group. The resort’s branding is across the side of the boat.

			‘I don’t know if it’s petty.’ His eyes flicker across my face. ‘But I was hard for twenty minutes after you left this morning. I can’t stop thinking about you.’

			My heart explodes. I lift my eyes heavenward. ‘Still daytime.’

			He nods with mock seriousness, extending a finger and pressing it to my wet-suited knee. ‘Eleven hours, right?’

			Flames leap through me. I lean closer. ‘And counting.’ I reach for his finger and lift it off my knee, placing it squarely back on his. His eyes crease at the corners with the force of his smile and I am warmed from the inside out.

			‘I feel like I could have learned a lot about the island from my bed.’

			I shake my head. ‘Quiet. You’re going to love this.’

			‘Sightseeing?’ He raises his brows.

			‘How else can you experience your investment as prospective tourists will?’

			‘By you telling me about it? From reports you’ve read? Preferably naked?’

			I shake my head to clear that vision from my mind.

			‘And I still haven’t agreed to buy this place, Miss Llewellyn.’

			Uncertainty lurches dangerously in my gut and something like storm clouds must pass over my expression because his own face becomes serious. ‘You know that’s a decision I’ll make on business merit alone, right?’

			‘You mean do I think the fact we’re sleeping together will lead you to invest tens of millions of dollars?’

			‘I mean it’s a business decision,’ he fires back softly.

			‘And I’d never try to influence you with anything other than the common-sense appeal of this. Trust me, Jagger. I’m good at my job. I’m great at it. I have an instinctive sense of what properties are right for which investors and you’re not going to find anything better than Silver Dunes.’

			A muscle jerks in his cheek. ‘I don’t know if I believe in that kind of declarative statement. But I do believe you think this is a good buy, and that you’ve made that decision from your experience and knowledge alone.’

			My breath gains pace. ‘You know Karakedes Corp is technically my client,’ I say, dropping my eyes. ‘I work for them. Whether it’s you or someone else, my job is to get them the best buyer, the best price, the most favourable terms for my vendor.’

			He moves infinitesimally closer. ‘Yes.’

			‘So don’t think the fact that you’re all Eros the Spectacular means I’ll give you an easy deal when we sit down to negotiate.’

			‘If,’ he offers as a rejoinder, and now he moves his lips to my ear, speaking right into my soul. ‘And we won’t be sitting down to negotiate, Grace. Not unless it’s you sitting on my dick, anyway.’

			Heat blooms in my cheeks. I don’t move away, though. Being close to him like this, our bodies practically entwined, even when there are people around and the sun is out, is alluring and hypnotic.

			‘I look forward to it, sir.’

			‘Not as much as I do. I’ve been told I drive a very hard bargain...’

			I want to respond with a flirtatious rejoinder but this is business, too, and what I just said a few seconds ago holds true—Karakedes is my client. ‘They won’t go lower than the asking price. I believe Bianca made that clear in her emails to you. That wasn’t a starting price for negotiations. If you’re planning to lowball them, you might as well tell me now and I’ll save us both a lot of time and energy and put a stop to this.’

			‘When we’re having so much fun?’ he teases, perhaps not realising that I’ve swapped out of flirty, take-me-to-bed personal and I’m all business now.

			‘Fun is beside the point.’ He straightens, his gaze intent now. ‘I’m not messing around here, Jagger. If you’re going to dick me around, tell me, because my client has a right to know. And I have a right to know, to get back to work finding someone else who’s interested in this once in a lifetime opportunity...’

			‘Are we talking about the golf course or you?’

			I glare at him. ‘I’m talking exclusively about the golf course now.’

			His frown is just a flicker of his lips. ‘You’re pissed?’

			The last thing I want is to seem like I’m churlish and petulant—like my emotions are in play here. ‘I’m...no. I’m just... I need to know if you’re planning on stuffing me around because that’s not going to work here.’ Panic is surging inside of me, though. I struggle to cover it. ‘Something my office made clear before embarking on this inspection.’

			‘They did,’ he agrees with a nod. ‘Irrespective of that, if I make an offer on Silver Dunes, it will reflect what I believe the property’s worth.’

			‘You don’t think it’s worth what we’re asking?’

			He’s quiet for a moment, his eyes skimming over my face, and then he smiles, a smile that reaches into my heart and squeezes it tight. I love his smile, the way the light dances in his eyes and his skin crinkles at the corners. It’s a smile that changes his face completely. He leans forward conspiratorially. ‘I didn’t say that.’

			My heart turns over.

			‘I’m evaluating it. I’m thinking. And when I’m ready, if I decide it’ll be a good addition to my portfolio, I’ll make a fair and reasonable offer.’

			I wish I had another buyer lined up to coerce him into acting faster, but alas, properties like this are tricky to sell—to find buyers with the necessary means who are interested in this kind of investment takes time.

			The boat slows down and the tour operator runs through the safety guidelines. I have butterflies in my stomach—the good kind, and the bad kind. I don’t know why, but it hadn’t occurred to me that he might not buy the resort. My need for the commission overtook every modicum of restraint I would usually employ. Crap.

			What if he doesn’t?

			My stomach lurches. Because I can’t keep working with Gareth. I need to buy him out. I could borrow—not the whole amount though. My parents are way too risk-averse to help—even if they could lay their hands on the kind of cash I’d need. Maybe Gareth would sell it to me in instalments?

			Only...no.

			I don’t want that. I want a clean break. There’s only one other option before me. To sell. Gareth came into this with more money behind him; he could buy me out.

			I curve a hand around the boat railing, staring at the ocean as that reality expands before me. My throat thickens with unshed tears; I want to push that away, I want to push that idea off the edge of my mind.

			I’ve worked so hard to make this business a success. In the face of my parents’ disapproval and scepticism, I worked hard, I did everything I could. How could I have known Gareth would do what he did?

			‘You ready?’

			He stands beside me, the sun bright just behind his head. Even in the enormous scuba goggles, I find him ridiculously attractive. ‘Yeah.’ I am ready. Ready for anything. Whether he buys or not, one way or another, I have to get out of this business.

			And I will.

			‘Okay, Grace! Go!’ The instructor’s behind me. I hold my nose like he’s taught us, stepping off the side of the boat. Once in the water, I turn around and wave up at him, showing I’m okay, then put my mask in place. A second later there’s another splash. Jagger’s right beside me.

			I lift up, looking at him, and he waves right at me.

			I wave back. My insides tremble. He points towards the water, his thick brows lifted above his mask.

			‘Ready,’ I say, the word swallowed up by the plastic of the scuba mask. I kick my flippers to stay afloat then duck-dive, so I swim along the water’s surface.

			Beneath us, there’s the most incredible coral reef, the colours so bright it’s hard to believe it’s natural. Orange, turquoise and the brightest pink you can imagine dazzle with white shimmering sand beneath. It’s so cool down here, unlike on the boat, where the sun was unrelenting.

			Something big emerges from behind the coral and I make a bubbling noise of delight as a big stingray swims right past us, followed by a much smaller one. A little line of crabs march sideways to get out of its way.

			Jagger, beside me, grins. I smile back then turn in another direction, moving around the coral reef, wondering why I’ve never done this before. It’s so incredibly beautiful, and so close to home—I should have made a point of seeing this earlier in my life. Still, better late than never.

			It’s strange being here with Jagger. Knowing him to be temporary in my life doesn’t change the fact that I’m glad it’s him—I’m glad he’s experiencing this with me.

			There’s a shipwreck a little way from the group and we swim towards it, signalling the instructor as we set off.

			Jagger is always close by, always at my side.

			As I swim close enough almost to touch the bow, wondering at the people who rode this craft, who were on board when it sank to the bottom of the reef, Jagger puts his hand over mine and, despite the fact we’re in the water, I feel fire and flames arcing through my bloodstream, heat coursing into my cells, setting me alight. I turn my hand over, linking my fingers to his, my eyes lifting to his. I can’t see much—the water and the masks do a good job of concealing our faces—but, close to him like this, I want to kick my way to him, closing any distance, moulding our bodies together. I want to dig my hands into his pants and feel his cock, pull him closer, push him inside of me. I am alight with need.

			He squeezes my hand and begins to kick to an upright position.

			I surge with him, our hands still intertwined when we break the water’s surface and into the air a moment later. He rips his mask off and now I see his eyes and they’re so full of complex, tangled thoughts and wants that my breath feels thick in my lungs.

			‘You okay?’ he asks, reaching out and removing my mask, keeping it hooked over one finger, with his. Our hands are meshed. My stomach feels loopy. This time tomorrow we’ll be on a flight back to Sydney.

			Something like doubt clamps at the edges of my gut.

			‘Fine.’ My smile is over-bright. ‘This is amazing, right?’

			‘Yeah,’ he admits, looking around.

			‘And to think it could all be yours for the bargain price of sixty million dollars...’

			He laughs, pulling me closer, clamping a hand around my waist. My eyes flare wide and I long to surrender to this. ‘Small change.’

			The thing is, for him, it pretty much is. I bite down on my lip and his eyes drop to the gesture; my heart hammers.

			His eyes are heavy on my face and, even though he’s not kissing me, phantoms, ghosts, memories of previous kisses and intimacies throb through me, the recollections so powerful they feel real.

			‘How many hours?’ he asks, running his hand over the side of my breast. I groan softly.

			‘Too many.’

			He lifts his head up, looking at me. ‘We could always...renegotiate the terms of our deal. Cancel the day and go straight back to bed...’

			God. I want to. And that in and of itself is a red flag, because this is the most important deal of my career. ‘But you’re not a man to go back on his word,’ I say softly. ‘And this means too much to me to ever worry I stuffed it up.’

			His brow furrows as he takes those words in but, before he can respond, a whistle sounds from the boat. We look in that direction to see the instructor waving the ‘come in’ flag. I pull my hand away from his and smile. ‘Let’s go, Mr Hart. There’s plenty more in store for you today.’

			 

			‘You need your legs a little further apart.’ I stand behind her, wanting to scrap this game of golf, throw her over my shoulder and drag her to the nearest damned bunker, just like I’ve been wanting to all damned day.

			This means too much to me.

			I gather Grace’s assistant organised this day to show me the charms of the resort. Pity I can’t see past the charms of Grace’s arse. And her breasts. And her laugh. And her stories.

			I bring my hands around behind her, holding the golf club over her hands, my arm brushing her breast as I guide her swing. ‘Good,’ I murmur into her ear. ‘And now strike.’

			She brings the club down and misses the ball, then laughs.

			I laugh with her. ‘Once more.’

			‘What am I, up to like a hundred strikes?’

			‘It’s a practice round. We won’t tell anyone.’

			She spins in my arms, her smile contagious. ‘Now, now, Mr Hart, I’m not a cheat.’

			‘Of course not.’

			‘How about you play and I’ll watch?’

			‘Oh, believe me, this is much more fun.’

			‘But I suck. I mean, I really, really suck,’ she says with a quirk of her lips.

			‘You have other talents that compensate.’

			‘Yeah? Such as?’

			It’s been a huge day. We were on the reef for three hours, then in the restaurant for lunch with Orion Karakedes. I could have done without it, to be honest—Grace was back in business mode, so sexy and in control, so incredibly intelligent—but I didn’t want to hear about the historical expansion of the resort, nor the design of the golf course. Everything can be put in a report—a report I can read later.

			The time is ticking—no, it’s rushing—and soon Grace will be gone, I’ll be gone, this will be over. I’d rather not have wasted ninety minutes sharing a table with Orion Karakedes.

			She went back to her room after lunch for an hour and I fought an urge to follow her, to knock on the door and tell her to scrap the afternoon. I had work to catch up on anyway, emails that couldn’t wait. Golf, though, seemed like a torturous prolonging of our day.

			Now, however, her body so close to mine, her butt pressed against my cock as she tries to perfect her swing for the hundredth time, I think I’ll never play a round of golf without wishing Grace was with me—lousy swing included.

			‘Good,’ I murmur as she brings the club up again. This time, when she draws it down, she chips the ball nicely and it sails down the fairway.

			She watches it and, despite the fact it hooks left and lands wide of what could be considered a fair placement, she jumps up and down in excitement.

			‘I did it!’ She’s so damned excited, so proud of herself, my gut rolls and I nod, returning her beaming smile.

			‘Yeah, you did.’

			‘And I thought this would be hard.’ She laughs, sliding the club back into the bag.

			‘Your go.’

			I arch a brow. ‘Sure.’ I line up my tee and swing at it, knocking it down the fairway and onto the green.

			She pouts. ‘So, you’re really good at this.’

			I nod. ‘Yeah. I’ve had a lot of practice.’

			I choose an iron for her and we walk towards her ball. ‘The country club.’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Was it like this?’ She sweeps her hand, gesturing to the course.

			I stand still, my eyes following her movement. The hills roll gently in every direction, the sky is a bright azure blue and the ocean glistens just beyond the course, spectacularly turquoise and inviting. This morning I saw colours I didn’t know existed in the corals on the bottom of the reef. Knowing that’s out there, this ancient, exotic wilderness, calls to something inside of me.

			‘No.’ My voice is gruff. I clear my throat. ‘I’ve never seen anything like this.’

			When I flick my gaze to her face, there’s a knowing—and somewhat smug—smile hovering on her lips.

			‘Don’t,’ I say. I laugh, though, and resist an urge to pull her into my arms and kiss her. Helping her golf swing is one thing—but we’re still technically in the ‘professional’ part of our time together.

			‘Don’t what?’

			‘I can think a place is stunning without wanting to buy it.’ Just like I can think a woman is the most fascinating, beautiful creature I’ve ever spent time with and be willing to walk away at the end of three days together.

			The thought comes out of nowhere but I hold onto it, reaffirmed by the sense it makes.

			‘I know—’ her grin doesn’t drop ‘—but you will.’

			Her confidence is sexy. Hot. Addictive. ‘What makes you so sure?’

			‘You’re buying up properties just like this.’ She shrugs. ‘You have the cash. And there’s nothing like it on the market. Hell, there’s nothing like it out there. You’d be crazy to let the opportunity go by.’

			She’s talking about the golf course but something stutters a little in my chest. I nod, pointing towards her ball. ‘You got this, or do you need me to help?’

			She shoots me a droll look. ‘I think I can manage.’

			She does—after four missed swings.

			It putts onto the green. She lifts a hand for a high-five. I return it, fighting myself the whole time, not to drag her into my arms right here.

			‘Who screwed you over?’ she asks as we move back to my ball.

			‘Huh?’ I’m jarred out of the moment, lifting my gaze to her face. ‘When?’

			‘On the plane over, you said I’d been screwed by an ex, you’d been screwed by an ex, so we should just screw each other.’ She lifts her eyes to mine. ‘Who’s your ex?’

			I forgot I said that. I don’t particularly want to think about Lorena right now. The green darkens as a cloud moves overhead, blocking the sun.

			‘Come on. You’ve psychoanalysed Gareth. Let me do the same.’

			‘I don’t need your help to psychoanalyse Lorena.’

			I don’t even like saying her name aloud.

			‘Did she cheat on you?’

			My hand grips the golf club tighter. I swing for the ball—too hard. It sails past the hole.

			‘No.’

			‘You’re still angry with her.’

			It’s not a question. Grace is seeing into my soul in that way she has—that way I don’t completely like. ‘No.’

			‘Sure. You sound the complete opposite of angry.’

			My laugh is humourless. ‘My divorce came through just over a week ago. I’m allowed to still have feelings about that.’

			‘Feelings for her?’

			The question is flat, her voice almost a monotone. That’s what tips me off—she’s trying too hard to smother everything out of her tone. I shoot my eyes to her, a frown on my face. Her expression is as blank as her voice.

			‘Not good ones.’

			She stares into my eyes for a long time and I don’t look away.

			‘Why? What happened?’

			She turns to the golf course, eyeing up the positions of our balls. We begin to walk back to the buggy.

			She sighs. ‘Okay. Let’s start with easier questions. How long were you married?’

			‘A year.’

			She stops walking. ‘Just a year?’

			Without knowing it, she’s echoed my biggest criticism of myself. ‘About eleven and a half months too long,’ I quip.

			‘But you married her. So you must have loved her. What happened?’

			‘Haven’t we already decided love is juvenile?’

			She frowns. ‘Love at first sight, maybe. But love? I don’t think that’s in the same category.’

			Her eyes show defiance and hope. I hate crushing her spirit in a way. ‘Give it time, Grace; you’ll earn your cynicism. A few more Gareths and you’ll get there.’

			She shakes her head. ‘I doubt it. Even in the midst of that, I understood. He just didn’t love me. But he loves Alicia. Love is real, it’s out there, just not for us, not for him and me.’

			‘You loved him, though.’

			She considers that for a moment. ‘I guess there’s lots of different types of love,’ she says after a while. ‘I did love him. It was a slow-building love—the opposite to love at first sight. I trusted him and I liked him, way before I loved him. I honestly thought he was the safest person I could invest my time with.’

			‘Sounds...clinical rather than romantic.’

			‘That suits me,’ she says with a nod. ‘I’ve always been someone who’d rather think than feel. I thought I’d found my way to someone who was a safe bet. We were on the same page with business, life, philosophy, politics. We made complete sense.’ She shrugs, her shoulders slender. My eyes drop a little lower, to the swell of her breasts revealed by the white cotton T-shirt she’s wearing.

			‘Growing up—’ I put our clubs back in the bag and wait for her to climb into the buggy before swinging in beside her ‘—I had proof, again and again, that believing in love and “happily ever after” is just about the stupidest thing you could do.’

			‘Your parents?’

			‘My parents, and the litany of step-parents I briefly knew. I could fill a library with the arguments I heard. My dad wasn’t an easy guy to live with. Bombastic, a heavy drinker, a womaniser—rapier sharp, quick-witted, untrusting and untrustworthy. He made an art form out of icing people out, pushing them away. And he had a team of fantastic lawyers who drew up ironclad prenuptial agreements so he never paid out more than a million to each wife.’

			‘But he loved you?’

			Strangely, given how accepting I am of the facts, I feel emotions I haven’t grappled with in a long time. Hurt and pain. I shake my head, pushing them away. ‘Not really. Adrian Hart didn’t truly love anyone.’

			‘I’m sorry,’ she says softly. ‘That must have been hard to live with.’

			‘You get used to what you know. I didn’t realise until I was a teenager that other people didn’t have a revolving door of parents and new siblings to contend with.’ Her face is in profile as she concentrates on driving us towards the green. ‘I swore my life would be different, that my marriage would be different.’

			She shifts her gaze to me briefly, slowing the cart to a stop. ‘Do you regret divorcing her?’

			‘I regret marrying her.’

			Perhaps the degree of ice in my words cuts through her because she frowns and I understand why—I remind myself of my father in that moment and the thought turns my stomach.

			I’m nothing like him.

			‘What happened?’

			The year of marriage to Lorena flashes through my mind and I shake my head with rueful frustration. ‘It was a shitshow from just about day one.’ I clench my jaw, not wanting to think about it, let alone to go back. ‘My brothers hated her—Holden especially. That should have been my heads-up. I just never saw what they did.’

			‘And what was that?’

			‘A money-grabbing, lying bitch.’

			The vehemence of my proclamation makes her reel a little.

			‘You probably think I’m being a bastard.’

			She shakes her head. ‘You’re not like that. I’m just wondering what anyone could do to make you so angry.’ She lifts a hand to my chest and it’s not a professional touch; it’s something else. It’s comforting and kind. Sympathetic. My heart closes over. My marriage was my mistake. I don’t need anyone pitying me. I should have been more careful.

			‘We had a prenup,’ I say guardedly. ‘At my father’s suggestion.’

			‘Naturally.’

			‘She got a million-dollar bonus per kid.’

			‘Seriously?’ Grace’s disapproval shows.

			‘It’s standard, apparently. I didn’t take any interest in the terms—I only found out months later that Lorena did. She was at my lawyer’s every day, her lawyers in tow, demanding all sorts of provisions and bonuses.’

			Grace is quiet, but I see judgement in her eyes and it warms me inside.

			‘I didn’t want kids. Not yet. Now I realise I probably just didn’t want them with her. Maybe alarm bells were going off the whole time and I was so determined not to be like my parents and their failed marriages that I refused to heed them.’ I shake my head, reaching for a golf club and handing it to Grace.

			‘So you didn’t get pregnant?’

			‘No. But when I told her I wasn’t ready she withheld sex. She’d use it to try to blackmail me into agreeing—she knew I’d never cheat.’ My smile is wry. ‘And that I didn’t really want a sexless marriage. She tried to get our prenup changed so she’d get her baby bonus sooner. I just had no idea she was after cash. I would have given her money—I would have paid her off as a test if I thought it’d work.’

			I’m nauseated by the conversation, by the reality. ‘She threatened to leave me unless I either gave her a million bucks or got her knocked up.’

			Grace’s indignation shows in her face. ‘Bitch.’

			I laugh at how unnatural the word sounds coming from her lips. ‘Yeah.’

			‘What did you do?’

			‘Gave her our home and three million dollars, in exchange for a quick, painless divorce. I told her I never wanted to hear from her again.’

			‘So that’s it?’

			‘Not quite. She tried to take Brinkley.’

			‘Your dog? She didn’t!’ Grace is outraged. ‘I can’t believe it! Why would someone do that?’

			‘She wanted to hurt me, in the end. She was furious I wouldn’t just give her what she wanted.’

			‘You gave her a fortune.’

			I pull a face. ‘Not really. Not compared to my worth. I guess she thought I’d crumble, have kids with her, and she’d have access to everything I own for ever.’

			Her eyes show outrage. I feel a connection between us forging out of steel.

			‘It was a mess. We had shouting matches that would have shocked even my parents.’

			‘I’m glad you realised what she was like before you started a family together.’

			‘Yeah, me, too. I can’t think of much worse than bringing kids up with someone I hate and despise on every level.’

			She takes the club from me, weighing it in her hands.

			‘Maybe that explains why I’m not exactly a champion of love—be it love at first sight or a long-to-develop, slow, safe love.’ I move closer to her so I can smell her vanilla-and-honey fragrance. ‘But temporary white-hot sex with beautiful strangers?’ I lift my brows, my eyes sparking with hers. ‘There’s nothing bad that can come from this, right?’

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			‘WHAT’S UP, LADY?’

			I smile at the sound of Penny’s voice. ‘Oh, you know, nothing. You?’

			‘Work. Work. More work.’

			‘Same.’

			‘Yeah, but my work involves teaching recalcitrant ten-year-olds in inner-city schools how to not punch each other. Yours is at least in the lap of luxury in the Whitsundays.’

			I run my fingertip over the balcony railing, checking out the time on my watch for what feels like the hundredth time. The sun is still high in the sky—night-time is a while away.

			I’m tired—scuba diving, a long business lunch and then a round of golf and my body is exhausted. And yet... I’m also completely energised, ready for the night ahead, poised for Jagger.

			Jagger.

			‘It’s not as simple as that,’ I say, biting down on my lip.

			‘Why? God, don’t tell me Gareth’s reared his bastard head?’

			‘No.’ I shake my head. ‘It’s not Gareth. It’s...you know that hot American from the other night?’

			‘Jaggerrrrrr.’ She purrs his name and my pulse threads through me.

			‘He’s also my very, very cashed-up potential investor.’

			‘Shut up! He is not!’

			‘Yeah, he really is.’

			‘So you slept with him and now you’re trying to get him to buy a multimillion-dollar property?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘I did not see that coming.’

			‘You and me both.’ I tighten my fingers around the railing.

			‘He’s up there with you now?’

			‘Not right now,’ I mumble.

			‘But he’s on the island. And you’re staying in the same hotel?’ Penny laughs. ‘Well, that’s just the gift that keeps on giving. I hope you’re taking full advantage of that fabulous body of his...’

			My cheeks feel warm. ‘He’s my client.’

			‘And you’re two consenting adults. What’s the problem?’

			‘I... There’s no problem.’ Except there is. I can’t put my finger on it but something feels... I don’t know. Complicated.

			‘You sound worried. Is he giving you a hard time?’

			I shake my head, smiling a little because I wonder if Penny would leap straight onto a flight and come to my rescue if he was. ‘He’s great. He’s...’ Really great. He’s charming and funny and smart and I love spending time with him. Danger lurks on the peripheries of my mind. ‘I think it’s going well. I don’t know if he’s going to buy it, though.’

			‘I thought he was pretty much a done deal?’

			‘Yeah.’ I nod jerkily. So did I. ‘But you know, nothing’s definite until it’s all signed.’

			‘You’re great at this. If he’s not convinced, convince him.’

			‘I’m trying.’

			‘Use every tool at your disposal,’ she jokes—and I know she’s joking, but protective hackles rise in my body. The memory of his face when he told me how his ex-wife had seen him only as a bank balance fills me with rage. I could never do that. He has to decide what he wants to do with this place, and it has to be based on his own business interests. I can’t pressure him or force him.

			I can’t do my job. Not effectively.

			My stomach drops because I was an idiot to think I could keep business and pleasure separate, to think this wouldn’t somehow bleed into our working relationship. We’ve been sleeping together a few days and I know I can’t ever have him wonder if I took advantage of this.

			‘Listen, Gracie, make the most of him while you’ve got him. The property stuff will sort itself out. Relax. Don’t overthink this.’

			I murmur my agreement with no intention of listening to her. I should have thought it over sooner—I should have realised there was danger here.

			A knock sounds at my door. I turn to look into the hotel room in time to see Jagger pushing the door open and my chest hurts like it’s been cracked open, right down the sternum.

			‘Pen? I gotta go.’

			‘Call me later. Let me know how it’s going.’

			‘I will. Love you.’

			I disconnect the call, but don’t move inside. He’s changed into a pair of beige shorts and a white shirt, with flip-flops on his tanned feet. His hair looks blonder now than when we first met—a few days in the sunshine have also darkened his tan.

			‘Gareth?’ he prompts, stepping onto the balcony, so I roll my eyes.

			‘No, Penny. Checking up on me.’

			‘Ah.’

			He comes to stand right in front of me, his body so close I can feel his warmth.

			‘I’ve been thinking,’ I say, lifting a hand to his chest to keep him at a distance. ‘Once we get back to Sydney, I think you should deal with Gareth. If you want to make an offer.’

			His frown is just a flash across his features. ‘Why?’

			‘After what you said today, about Lorena, I’d hate you to think I was taking advantage of this—of us—to get you to pay more than you want to. I can’t do my job effectively with that in my mind. I’m a sales agent, I need to sell the property to my buyer, but I don’t feel comfortable putting the hard word on you. Not now, not after the last few days.’

			He frowns. ‘Why?’

			‘Because. You’re not just a client. An investor. You’re someone who’s...’

			‘What? Fucked you sideways?’ he prompts. ‘We talked about this. Sex has no bearing on my decision. I’m only going to offer what I’m prepared to pay...’

			‘And if the offer’s not high enough, I need to be able to tell you that and not worry you think it’s because we slept together, that I think I have some special way of pressuring you or whatever.’

			‘Sex is sex. We both agreed to the boundaries of this from the start. Why would you pressure me? What do you stand to gain from this?’

			‘Other than a big fat commission?’ I prompt, and he shrugs.

			‘Sure. But if I don’t buy it, someone else will. You’ll get that commission one way or another.’

			My smile is weak. He sees through it.

			‘But you want the commission now?’

			I open my mouth to deny it, but then nod. I’m not a liar. I’m not going to lie to him. Besides, there’s nothing unreasonable about my position. ‘Yes. See? It’s overcomplicated.’

			He shakes his head. ‘I disagree. You want the commission, fair enough. I’m sorry to seem cold-hearted, but that’s still not going to sway me. I’m too good at what I do to let anything like that come into the equation.’

			I should feel relieved, but I don’t. It’s like he’s scratching sandpaper over the ventricles of my heart. ‘It’s better if you deal with Gareth.’

			‘I don’t want to deal with your fuckwit ex.’

			I hold his gaze determinedly. ‘He’s great at his job.’

			‘So are you.’ He glares at me. ‘Sell me on this place, Grace. Sell me on why I can’t live without the golf course. Sell my on why it’s a standout investment I can’t turn my back on. Do everything you can to make me buy it, to pay the price you want. Don’t think for one second I’ll let anything personal factor into my decision-making.’ He drops his head closer to mine, his eyes intense. ‘Don’t think I won’t walk away if you try to push me onto that idiot Gareth.’

			I curl my fingers into the warm cotton of his shirt, gripping him, holding onto this reality a moment longer, before he slips through my fingers. The sun is warm on my back but I feel ice-cold.

			I don’t know why I feel so wishy-washy, so uncertain, so unclear. It’s not like me. As with all things in the last six months, I blame Gareth. I blame him for making me feel like less of a woman, less of a lovable person, than I ever have. I blame him for letting me open myself up, for inviting me to show him all of myself and then turning his back on me.

			‘You’d be cutting off your nose to spite your face.’ My words are thick, coated with emotion. A small frown mars his expression.

			‘I want the resort,’ he says finally. ‘I’m going to make an offer on it.’

			Relief bursts in my gut, but it’s short-lived. ‘What will you offer?’

			‘I haven’t decided yet.’

			His expression shows concentration and concern. It’s the latter that worries me. He’s analysing me, this, and treating me with kid gloves. Because we’ve slept together. What an idiot I was for thinking I could keep the business out of bed!

			‘I need to review the financials you’ve given me. The offer I make will be fair, based on what I think this place is worth. You’ll take it to Orion and he’ll accept, because he’s not an idiot and he’ll know a buyer with readily available funds is worth more than the promise of a future sale for a few extra mill.’

			He’s probably right. I’ve sold enough properties to know it’s never black and white—the smallest details can convince someone to sell. Besides, my job is to get this over the line. But what if my relationship with Jagger is part of why I push Orion into accepting this deal?

			The ethics of this situation are no longer clear. Or maybe they are, maybe I see them with absolute clarity and I know what they’re telling me to do. But I don’t need to tell Jagger that. I’ll work out how to make this okay once he’s gone. Once this is over.

			For now, we have one night left. One humid, sultry night.

			‘What do you think?’ My voice catches a little in my throat, hoarse with desire. I turn my head to the side, towards the beach. ‘Another hour before sundown?’

			His gaze follows mine. ‘I’m prepared to relax our rules on this last night.’

			My lips twitch. ‘Rules are rules, Mr Hart.’

			His groan is a gravelly sound from deep in his gut. He drops his head forward, pressing it to mine, and I breathe in deeply. He’s an intoxicating mix of woody soap smell and something that’s just him. It hits me in the gut—the memory of our first night together, when I just wanted to fuck some guy, when I wanted to put Gareth’s wedding out of my mind.

			And now?

			There’s so much less real estate for Gareth in my head.

			‘If you’re determined to torment me,’ he says, brushing his lips over mine then pulling away, ‘why don’t you throw on your swimmers and we’ll check out the pool?’

			My smile is sceptical. ‘That doesn’t sound like something a commercial sales agent would do with a buyer...’

			‘Oh, it would be purely professional, Miss Llewellyn, I promise.’

			‘And you’re a man of your word.’

			He takes a step back and draws his finger over his chest. ‘Cross my heart.’

			He crosses his heart and my own heart reacts, my own heart jumps. My own heart reminds me it’s there, inside me, a part of me, feeling what I feel, wanting more than I’ve considered I might want.

			My own heart is going to cause me problems, I think.

			 

			As soon as I get to the pool his plan takes on a new level of deviousness. The sun is still giving off warmth and light, ergo, it is daylight, and yet...watching Jagger Hart stroll around the pool in just a pair of black board shorts, his chest wet from where he’s presumably already been swimming, desire is a torrent in my bloodstream.

			There is power here, an inevitability, a push, a pull, a need, a want.

			I had no idea I could be self-conscious until this moment as he strolls towards me, a smile on his face, his handsome face, his eyes swarming with thoughts that make it impossible for me to think straight. I brought a utilitarian one-piece for this trip. Hey, when I packed a few mornings ago I was exhausted from a night with Jagger, and I didn’t exactly know I’d be spending three days with someone like him, wanting to seduce and be seduced...

			I brought bathers for the pool inside, figuring I might want to do a few laps one morning.

			But when I lift my arms to slide my loose T-shirt from my body, heat throbs from Jagger to me. His eyes follow the action, up my arms, over my head and then, as I bring my arms to my sides, he stands right where he is, letting his gaze trickle over me slowly, so slowly.

			My breath escapes on a sharp hiss. His smile is weak.

			‘I made a promise,’ he says quietly, taking a step towards me. My heart scrunches. I bite down on my lip and just stare at him.

			‘Tell me it doesn’t matter,’ he says softly, his eyes pleading with mine. ‘Tell me you’re Grace now, and I can touch you.’

			But I can’t. I really can’t. Fun, carefree fun, has become something else. There’s danger on the horizon; I can feel it. It’s settling in my soul. So I shake my head and force a smile to my face, reminding myself that not once did I let Gareth see me cry, reminding myself I am a master at hiding how I’m feeling until I’m alone to process things in private.

			‘I’m sorry, Mr Hart.’ The words come out so husky I might as well have invited him to strip me naked right here. ‘This is a business meeting.’

			He groans and lifts a hand, running his fingers through his hair. ‘I’d better get in the pool then because this situation is hardly PG.’

			He flicks his eyes down and I follow, my breath snagging in my throat to see his hard dick, visible in his shorts. Desire snakes through me.

			‘You’re not the only one who keeps their promises,’ I say, sauntering past him, my heart beating so fast and loud I can’t believe he can’t hear it.

			‘Oh, yeah?’

			At the edge of the pool I angle my face to his. ‘I meant what I said this morning.’ I lower my eyes to his cock. ‘That was just the beginning.’

			I hear his muffled sigh as I dive underwater, smiling to myself as I push to the other side of the enormous pool.

			I hear his splash behind me and, just like when we dived this morning, he comes up beside me, but this time, without the masks, I can see his face, I can see his beautiful face, and I can hardly look away. I burst up, out of the water, my breath coming hard, my lungs burning. I reach for the side of the pool, laying my fingers over the coping, just looking at him.

			I look at him and I wonder about the man I met at the bar, the connection I felt, even when I knew it would just be sex. I look at him and I see him through the filter of what I know now, I see the man who escaped a disastrous marriage, I see a man who had his heart broken again and again, each and every time his parents split with new partners. I see a man who, from the outside, appears to have it all. I see a man who must wonder if women are only ever interested in his bank balance. I stare at him and I see a man I want to see more of.

			I see a man I’m not so sure I can walk away from, a man I don’t think I want to walk away from.

			He stares at me while I stare at him, and I wonder if he sees me for who I am. I wonder if he sees a woman, a strong woman who’s fought hard to get where she is in life, who’s terrified of putting herself out there again, only to be rejected. I wonder if he sees that, beneath what I show to the world, there’s a woman who had her confidence shattered six months earlier, who takes nothing for granted but still wants to fight for her dreams.

			I wonder if he knows that somehow, at some point in these last few days, he started to become one of those dreams.

			For several long seconds we stare at each other, and then a kid throws a ball that skids between us, splashing me, waking me from the trajectory of my thoughts, like a light-bulb moment except with water and laughing. I kick back from Jagger, a smile on my lips, and float away while he scoops up the ball and tosses it across the pool.

			When he comes up beside me again I’m ready. ‘The pool is the hub of the accommodation,’ I say.

			He takes a second but his expression sobers and he nods with mock seriousness. ‘Tell me more, Miss Llewellyn.’ He tosses a glance over his shoulder, though, towards the setting sun. The sky is morphing from brilliant blue to an equally stunning shade of purple and orange. ‘Tell me while you can.’

			My stomach rolls at the promise in those words, but I don’t betray a hint of how hard I’m finding it to focus. ‘The pool itself was built in the late ’90s, in the lead-up to the millennium celebrations. The designers developed it with the coastal views in mind, intending to capitalise on the spectacular location of the resort.’

			‘Quite,’ he drawls, treading water beside me, his powerful legs kicking easily. The sun drops lower; the sky darkens.

			‘The original pool,’ I continue, swallowing my smirk, ‘was at the back of the building. Built in the ’20s, the full grotto-inspired construction was demolished in the ’70s, when modern amenity was valued above...follies.’

			‘A shame,’ he says, and I don’t know if he’s being serious or not. ‘Do you know this much about every property you sell?’

			He’s watching me intently and my pulse fires in my veins. I wonder that my veins haven’t yet given out because this—the way this feels—is putting my body under all kinds of new and different strains. ‘Of course I do.’

			‘You don’t think that’s...obsessive?’

			‘I think it’s professional,’ I fire back, flashing him a quick grin.

			‘Ah. That word again.’ He looks over his shoulder once more. Lower, lower, with gaining momentum, darkness looms.

			‘Believe it or not, you’re one of my least demanding clients,’ I say, moving infinitesimally closer to him, drawn to him by the impending night, by the certainty our time is almost upon us.

			‘Then I’m not working hard enough,’ he murmurs. ‘I feel like I’ve asked plenty of you since we got here.’ He’s not talking about work.

			‘And given me plenty in exchange.’ My voice is breathy. I move away from the double entendre. There can only be a few moments left. Perhaps it’s silly to put such stock in an arbitrary delineation but, having given all of myself once before, to someone who found it so insultingly easy to turn his back on me, on all that I am, all that I offered, I take comfort in the idea of being able to hold fast to our intentions. Even as my own are crumbling around me.

			‘Our company became one of the most prominent bespoke commercial realtors in Sydney in an incredibly short time.’ Pride tinges my statement. ‘We can’t compete with the Duncan & Greys or Matmouths—they have thousands of agents worldwide. But what we do is niche, personalised and tailored to each of our client’s needs. We don’t waste time—a buyer’s or vendor’s. Everything we do is deliberate and nuanced.’

			He’s speculative again, sifting through my words and seeing things that I didn’t intend to show. ‘You love what you do.’

			It’s not a question, but I nod. ‘Yes.’

			‘So what next, for you?’

			I frown. ‘What do you mean?’ Darker, darker.

			‘Gareth comes back from his honeymoon, and you keep working together? Side by side?’

			‘No.’ I shake my head. ‘I doubt it.’ I don’t realise at first why I fight an instinct to tell him about my plans to buy Gareth out. Only comprehension dawns almost immediately. Jagger is integral to that plan—but he shouldn’t and can’t know that. I’m already worried that we’ve blurred lines and muddied the waters of what should be a straightforward commercial transaction. I can’t add another layer of complexity to that.

			‘You’d walk away from your business?’

			The question surprises me, for the simple reason I hadn’t admitted the possibility that I might be the one leaving the company. I shrug my shoulders now, uncertainty shifting through me. ‘If I had to.’

			His eyes are thoughtful. ‘And then? What would you do instead?’

			‘I’d travel,’ I say with a twist of my lips. ‘I always wanted to, you know. Sydney was only ever supposed to be a stopgap.’

			‘On your way to?’

			‘New York.’ I sigh romantically but then, when he doesn’t say anything, I have a lurching sense inside, like he might think I’m hinting at wanting him to invite me or something. So I rush on. ‘London. Tokyo. Just anywhere. See the world, experience it, enjoy it.’ I lift a hand to the ends of my hair, toying with them thoughtfully. ‘We didn’t travel much, growing up. My parents were always saving, saving, saving—they liked to have money put aside for any number of rainy days.’

			‘And you wanted to?’

			‘I wanted to travel.’ I smile. ‘I watched Sex and the City and fell in love with Carrie Bradshaw’s New York. I’ve gone on holidays, I’ve seen some of the world, but if I didn’t have the commitment of the business, I’d probably take some time and evaluate what I want to do next.’ I shrug. ‘It’s all academic, anyway.’

			He mulls that over. The sun is almost gone. The lights in the pool brighten a little.

			‘You’re so good at this,’ he says thoughtfully. ‘It would be a waste to walk away from it.’

			Pleasure fires through me. ‘I don’t plan on walking away from it. Yet.’

			Something flickers across his face, an emotion I can’t fathom, but then darkness falls—like magic, like a switch has been flicked and the lights of daytime have been turned off, or the curtains have been raised, showcasing the night.

			Jagger pounces, like some kind of tiger and I’m his prey—his oh, so willing prey. He pushes through the water, bringing his body to mine, surrounding me, encapsulating me, and I feel his body, the hardness of him against the softness of me, and the heart that has been whispering seductive demands for the last few hours begins to roar, shouting at me to stop being so obtuse and take notice of what’s going on.

			‘The pool is very impressive, Miss Llewellyn,’ he says, looking straight into my eyes, so my heart shouts even louder, begging to be heard above the din of my desire and the rushing of my heated blood. ‘But I think I’ve seen all I need to now.’

			‘Are you sure?’ I can’t resist teasing. ‘Because there’s a lovely walk we could do, to the silver dunes...’

			His eyes flare and he pushes me gently through the water so my back connects with the edge of the pool and his whole body traps me there. His eyes lock to mine and there is fierce determination in his gaze. ‘If we don’t go upstairs right now I’m going to ignore the fact there are families all around and strip you naked right here.’

			Pleasure pounds against me; my heart fails.

			‘I just have to send some emails,’ I say, my smile making it obvious I’m joking.

			He grins but dips his head forward, sucking my lip between his teeth before dropping his mouth to my shoulder, where the darkness of his kiss lingers. ‘I’ll make you pay for that, Grace.’

			I tremble as his hands creep inside the elastic of my bathers, curving over my naked arse. ‘Do you promise?’

			He lifts his head so his eyes meet mine and when he nods I feel the force of his promise, his guarantee, and I feel as though I’ve stepped off the edge of the world. I have no idea if there’s any kind of safety net; I’m in free fall, but Jagger’s there and somehow that makes it all right.

			I follow him as he steps out of the pool, with the worrying certainty I would follow him anywhere he asked me to...

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			SHE WATCHES ME as she strips her bathers from her wet, shining body, her eyes holding mine with some kind of challenge and promise mingled in her gaze. A challenge I can’t answer because I don’t understand it. I watch her strip her bathers from her body, down her legs, over her feet, feet that—as a sign of how much I want this woman—I find completely erotic.

			She crouches down to lift her wet bathers from the carpet and, still watching me, carries them towards the bathroom, hooking them over the shower screen. I watch but I do not move. I don’t move because I’m not sure I can. My feet are planted to the ground, my dick growing ever harder, my whole body alert and ready.

			She woke me up by tracing the outline of my cock with her tongue and ever since then I’ve been tense, aching for her, aching to dip myself inside her, to feel her mouth, her flesh, her body absorbing me; I’ve been anxious to own her, all of her.

			Her eyes are locked to mine as she moves back towards me, the only light in the room coming from the subtle lines that run across the cabinets. I have an urge to flick every light in the room on, to light her up, to fill this room with white so I can see her properly, all of her, every line, every indent, every mark, so I can see her face as I possess her, see her pleasure wrap through her, see her face as she breaks apart.

			Her fingers on my hips are tentative. She slides them into the waistband of my bathing shorts and pushes them down my hips, still looking at me, looking at me as she bends down, crouching slowly, bringing the shorts to the floor and staying where she is, at my feet, her eyes on mine.

			My dick is right there and deliberately she moves her attention to it, and I hold my breath. I hold it until I may possibly pass out. I still hold it when she brings her mouth to my tip and runs her tongue over me. I hold my breath as she widens her mouth and her eyes lance mine as she takes me in, deep, as deep as she can. I feel the back of her throat and now I release my breath in one sharp hiss, an expletive somewhere in there, too. My hands twitch by my sides. I hold them there, even when I want to lift them to her hair, to feel its wet ends in my fingertips. I stand there, legs apart, watching her move her mouth up and down my length, her breasts jerking with each movement, the curve of her arse visible to my devoted inspection.

			Her hand lifts up, finding my balls, and she holds them then moves to the base of my cock, squeezing it as her tongue licks my tip again, and self-control—something I pride myself on—wanes. I shudder as I almost spill into her mouth and I pull back, not ready to come, not ready to end this. As fucking amazing as her mouth is, I need to be deep inside her sex right now.

			Right now.

			I swear again and reach for her, lifting her under her arms, higher, wrapping her around my body and pushing her against the desk, a narrow piece of wood locked to the wall. It’s just enough space to give her arse some purchase. I thrust into her hard and she cries out, digging her nails into my back, but she shakes her head and says my name in a way that is serious—serious enough to pause me even when I’m so close to exploding.

			‘Condom,’ she grunts, her hands running over my chest like she can’t stop touching me.

			Fuck.

			Condom.

			‘I’m sorry.’ I am. I always practise safe sex. I spin away, moving with alacrity to the side table and pulling out a rubber, sliding it over my length. Even that motion makes me jerk and spasm and I grind my teeth—no way am I going to tip myself over the edge. I need more of her and I need to see her come, I need to feel the force of her orgasm. Within seconds I’m back, spreading her legs, dropping my mouth to hers and kissing her as I thrust deep inside of her, balls-deep, and her tight muscles squeeze around me, promising me heaven on earth, promising me a delivery to some kind of magical, mystical bliss.

			‘I love this,’ I groan into her mouth, and she stills before kissing me back, harder, fiercer, and pushes her body forward, so I lift her up off the desk, kissing her, my cock deep inside her, carrying her to the bed where I drop her down and fuck her as though this is my purpose on earth.

			I hold her as she comes, crying my name at the top of her lungs, and I laugh even when I’m burning up with pleasure, I laugh because her passion is unbelievable, and because it reminds me of the first night we were together when we both lost our heads completely.

			That night—when I thought I’d never see her again. The way I woke up and reached for her and felt a kind of murderous rage at her desertion.

			My smile spreads as finally I give in to my body’s needs and push into her and hold myself there, riding the wave, coming hard. I had no idea it wasn’t the last time we’d be together. I had no idea I’d have three more nights of her, of this.

			And this, our last night, is one I’m going to make count. Day will break and this will end, but until then there’s me, her and the perfection of this kind of arrangement. No strings, no promises, no future, no hurt.

			 

			It’s late. Or early. Some time near three. I’m exhausted. So tired I might almost be delirious, and yet I can’t sleep. My eyes are heavy...my mind is overactive. Jagger, beside me, is silent, his body still, save for the regular rise and fall of his chest.

			Am I stupid to still be lying here?

			Should I go back to my room?

			Maybe.

			But hours remain, and I don’t want to squander them when I’m not absolutely certain what I need to be doing.

			I push up quietly, sliding out of bed, moving to the kitchenette near the front door. Gently, I lift the kettle off its base, shaking it for water. There’s enough. I replace it and flick the button.

			‘Can’t sleep?’ His voice rumbles towards me, so sexy, breathing through my bones and body into my cells and blood, my DNA.

			‘Nope.’ I turn around, a smile on my lips, but it’s a smile that feels heavy and somehow sad. ‘I guess I had all the sleep I need.’

			A muscle jerks in his jaw, like he’s grinding his teeth, and the silence that falls isn’t companionable so much as it throbs with awareness. Maybe it’s the direction of my thoughts, perhaps it conveys itself in my body, because there’s an awkwardness that only the uncertainty of the morning can explain.

			Is it uncertainty, though? When we both know ‘goodbye’ is on the horizon?

			I’ve been in relationships before that I know are going nowhere. I’ve been with men that I either like or desire but don’t want more with than a casual fling. And I’ve never felt this sense of drowning, of suffocation, of being caught in the folds of time.

			‘Would you like a tea?’

			He shakes his head. ‘No.’

			His eyes linger on my face. I turn away from him, put a teabag in a mug and slosh in water. I reach for a small pot of milk from the fridge.

			‘If you were to buy the resort,’ I say thoughtfully, not sure where the question comes from but knowing I need to ask it, ‘how involved would you be in the running of it?’

			I don’t look at him because, as I ask it, I hear the question and I know what it sounds like—as though I’m looking for more from him than either of us ever agreed to.

			‘I’ll oversee all aspects.’ Something like hope lifts inside me. ‘From New York.’ He says the last three words quietly, and I’m sure he knows that my hopes have been pinned on him becoming, somehow, for a while, more local, more accessible to me.

			I’ve been burned by Gareth, burned by love. I have no way of articulating what I would even do if Jagger were to start spending more time here, in Australia. I know only that the door would be open, that possibilities would be there.

			Possibilities for what?

			I don’t want a relationship. I have to get my business sorted—the last thing I should be thinking about is any kind of ongoing situation with Jagger.

			And yet...

			Tomorrow we’ll fly back to Sydney, and then what? He’ll jet out of my life? Sure, we’ll have to negotiate the contracts, but he’ll never touch me again? Kiss me again? Fuck me like his life depends on it?

			It makes no sense, even though I know it’s how it has to be.

			‘So you’ll have someone here, locally?’

			His frown is barely detectable in the soft lighting of the room. ‘I’ll move my global director of operations out here for a few months to get a feel for it.’ He shrugs. ‘She’ll appoint the corporate and management team.’

			It’s all so sensible. So final.

			I try to take comfort from the fact he’s talking more definitely about the purchase—I will move, not I would move. That bodes well for the sale, at least. If I can’t have Jagger, not that I want him, I can at least comfort myself with the company that has years of my blood, sweat and tears poured into it.

			‘Come back to bed.’ He pats the space beside him. I follow his gaze, my heart pumping faster, moving blood around my body as best it can. I have a thousand questions, thoughts that need to find expression, but none are more imperative than my body’s need to be with his. To fuck him, yes, but also to fall asleep tucked in the crook of his arm, so close I can feel his heart beating in time with my own.

			 

			The morning light in this part of the world is different to my own. New York sunrises have more pink and more haze. There’s something dramatic and clear about the way the sun bursts over this ocean, casting glitter and light on its aquamarine surface. As dawn gives way to full-blown morning, I turn to look at her one last time.

			She’s fast asleep, her hair curved over her cheek, her breathing rhythmic.

			My stomach tightens; our time is almost up.

			She’ll go back to Sydney this morning and I’ll head back to the States, to New York, to Brinkley, my life.

			I run my eyes over her body, savouring every dip of her flesh, every curve and undulation. I let my mind absorb every detail, committing her to memory, because once my jet takes off and I leave Australian air space, this is over. Done with.

			No more Grace Llewellyn.

			And I hate that.

			I hate the idea of walking away from her. I hate the idea of never seeing her again. And you know what I hate most of all? The idea that some other guy’s going to see her, meet her, make her laugh in that way she has, so sweet and sexy. That some other guy’s going to peel her clothes from her body and make love to her, make her scream his name.

			But this feeling of possession is just that—and it’s beneath me, and not worthy of her. She deserves to meet a great guy. Someone who believes in marriage and all the shit someone like Grace should have. Someone who’ll make her realise Gareth was an A-grade arse-wipe to choose someone else over her. Someone who’ll make her feel like she deserves that perfect future.

			Someone who believes in perfect futures—the opposite of me, then.

			 

			It’s a sticky, warm day, the humidity causing my cotton dress to stick to my back. I sip my coffee, barely tasting it.

			I’m numb.

			I’ve made myself numb.

			Since we left the room half an hour ago, pretending like everything’s normal, coming down to the restaurant for breakfast and coffee, I’ve been biting back what I want to say. I’ve been tamping down on a ridiculous urge to ask him to stay. A while longer. Just a little while longer.

			And you know why I don’t?

			Because I know it won’t be enough.

			I don’t want him to stay another week. Or another month. I don’t want there to be a time limit on this.

			It scares the crap out of me to think I want anything from Jagger because we had a deal, and it was so simple. So very simple! Sex: easy, walk-away-when-we’re-done sex.

			I sip my coffee again, my heart splintering.

			I feel like I’ve wasted so much of our time together. My insistence that we stick to work during the day seems juvenile now, and so limiting. Because there’s so much more I want to know about Jagger! So much I held back from asking because I told myself questions didn’t belong in a temporary relationship.

			I lift my eyes to his; he’s watching me.

			My heart feels like it’s got a stitch, right in the middle.

			I don’t want you to go yet.

			The words rush through my brain, my mouth, but I don’t utter them and I think, as the world descends further, faster, that I know why. Gareth walked away from me like I meant nothing to him—like our two years together meant nothing.

			And Jagger’s going to do the same. It’s only been a few nights, but this—what we share—is so different to anything I’ve ever known. This kind of connection is powerful and seducing, completely drugging.

			But if he doesn’t feel it too, then it’s just the same as what happened with Gareth. He’s just another guy I want more from than he’s prepared to give. He’s just another guy I care for more than he cares for me.

			My stomach rolls.

			‘You okay?’

			I’m not. I don’t just want more from Jagger than he’s willing to give—I want all of Jagger.

			I’ve fallen in love with him. I have no idea how or when, nor how damned stupid I could be, but, somewhere between the sex and the Greek god tattoos and the sex and opening my soul to his inspection, I’ve fallen in love with the guy I thought I agreed just to have casual sex with.

			And I’m almost positive he doesn’t love me back.

			It’s Gareth all over again, but so much worse.

			I swallow, the sting of tears on my eyelids coming at the worst possible time. No way will I give in to them! I dip my head forward, blinking furiously, then force a smile to my face.

			My heart cracks.

			His eyes drop to my mouth and then he looks away, a muscle jerking in the base of his jaw, his expression tight.

			And something like hope bursts through me. Is it possible he feels the same way I do? That this, us, our time together, has come to mean more than he thought it would?

			Is it possible he feels the same way for me?

			And now the world is wildly off its axis, and there’s a humming in my ears that demands attention.

			He shifts his head, angling it back to me, and swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing with the movement.

			‘I’ll have my lawyer be in touch with an offer by the end of the week. Will that work for you?’

			The world stops spinning. His words come to me as if from a long way away. I frown instinctively, taking a minute to catch up.

			‘I...thought you were insisting on negotiating with me?’

			He shakes his head slowly. ‘I’ll offer what they’re asking. There’s no need for negotiations.’ His smile doesn’t reach his eyes. ‘You’ve done an excellent job, Grace.’

			His praise doesn’t even touch the sides of my heart. I stare at him, the finality of his words cutting through me. Panic makes breathing difficult.

			‘Thank you.’

			He’s going to leave. I’m going to catch a cab to the airport and he’s going to fly out later, and I’m never going to see him again.

			Darkness descends on my mind; hope gives way to grim acceptance. This is what he wants.

			And what about what I want? My heart is insistent, becoming enraged. I told Gareth I didn’t care about marriage, even when deep down I did. He left me and got engaged to someone else and I told him it was fine, we could keep working together, when it wasn’t. How is it that someone like me, who’s so determined and good at what I do professionally, is so bad at the personal life stuff?

			I don’t want Jagger to go.

			I don’t want him to leave.

			I want him to choose to stay.

			But if I don’t at least tell him how I feel, I know I’m going to regret it for the rest of my life. And I’m done with regrets, with wondering and worrying.

			‘Jagger...’ I place the coffee cup in the saucer and shake my head. It isn’t the time and place for this. ‘Can you come to my room when you’re done here? I’m just going to go up and get a head start on packing.’

			He frowns. ‘You’ve hardly eaten.’

			‘I just wanted a coffee.’ I stand, scraping the chair back. ‘See you soon?’

			His eyes pierce my soul for a long moment and then he nods, just a jerk of his head. ‘Ten minutes.’

			Ten minutes. Great. I feel like the executioner’s blade is inching its way downwards—all that’s left is for me to be brave and accept that soon my head may be rolling away.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			‘WHAT IF YOU don’t go back to New York today?’

			Wow. Okay. So I thought I’d at least let the door to my hotel room shut before blurting it out and, going by the look of complete shock that crosses his face, I should have prefaced this with a little softening preamble.

			I didn’t.

			The words are out there and I have a plane to catch. Life’s too short to delay. I’m not going to be the same woman I was with Gareth, pretending I was okay with something that really I wasn’t.

			‘As opposed to?’ he asks guardedly, watchful. Wary.

			Shit.

			Wariness is not good. It doesn’t exactly scream, Hoorah! Let’s be together for ever.

			I take a breath, trying to compose my thoughts. ‘What if you were to stay in Sydney a bit longer?’

			He lifts a brow, saying nothing, waiting for me to fill the silence.

			‘And what if I were to come to New York on my next holiday? And then you were to come back here for a while?’ He’s looking at me like I’m asking him to sacrifice his mother to the devil.

			I want to curl up in a ball and disappear, but I’ve come too far. ‘What if we were to go back and forth a while? And talk on the phone. And keep having sex. And keep being in each other’s lives. Not just sex, but everything. What if we were to actually see what this is, beyond just a few nights?’

			He swallows, standing completely still, his eyes running over my face.

			‘What you’re suggesting sounds a hell of a lot like a long-distance relationship.’

			I nod once. ‘I guess it does.’

			His eyes soften. There’s sympathy in his expression. Not joy. Not delight. ‘Neither of us wants that.’

			‘Oh, really?’ I prompt, my smile lacking humour. ‘I thought that’s exactly what I want, hence the fact I’ve brought it up in this awkward as arse conversation.’

			He laughs then, but it’s more a sound of rebuke.

			‘This has been more than I expected, Grace. Sleeping with you... I mean, it’s blown my mind. I love being with you. But we both knew what we wanted. It’s been great.’

			‘But now it’s over,’ I finish for him, wondering if saying the words should somehow make it easier to accept.

			He compresses his lips. ‘Don’t do this.’

			‘Do what?’

			‘Act like we both didn’t know it was coming to this.’

			‘I did. We both did. I thought I just wanted...a few days. Fucking you, forgetting him.’

			His jaw tightens.

			‘But the idea of never seeing you again is making me feel ill. You can’t say you don’t feel the same.’

			He shakes his head, looking past me and, even though he’s not speaking or reacting, he’s angry—I can just tell. ‘Do I want to see you again?’ He drags his hand through his hair and then looks at me, his eyes brimming with frustration and impatience. ‘Sure. I want to see you again.’

			My stomach scrunches.

			‘I want to cancel my flight and drag you to bed right now, fuck you until I can’t see straight, listen to you shouting my name, listen to you come, watch you die a thousand deaths of pleasure.’ He shakes his head. ‘But then what? What next? When does it end?’

			Be brave. ‘Who says it has to end?’

			He swears under his breath. ‘That right there’s the problem. You want the happily-ever-after fairy tale—and you deserve that—but I’m not the guy to give it to you. I’m not that guy.’ He says it again, emphatically, shaking his head for added conviction. ‘I’ve probably never been that guy and, even if I was, even if there was a shred of me that believed in all that crap, my marriage woke me up to the real world.’

			‘I’m not your ex-wife.’ My voice trembles a little. ‘I don’t want your money. I don’t want anything except you.’

			‘You want me to give up my life and move here, to be with you. You want me to be someone who believes in weddings and marriage and babies and growing old together, swinging on some porch seat.’

			A fine blade seems to be jabbing under my ribs, running along the edge of my heart. ‘I want you to be that—for me.’

			His eyes narrow. ‘You want me to be what your ex wasn’t.’

			‘He is that guy.’

			He shakes his head. ‘You want me to make you feel better about yourself. You want to think someone wants to marry you.’

			‘Christ, Jagger, I’m not expecting you to propose. I’m not suggesting we get married. I’m just saying I don’t want this to be over.’

			‘But you want marriage, babies, the works. And I’m telling you, I’m not capable of giving that to you.’

			And it’s like my skin is being ripped off my body because he’s saying exactly what Gareth said, before he fell head over heels in love with someone else and married her.

			Jagger is saying he doesn’t want to settle down, but is it really just that he doesn’t want to settle down with me?

			Tears sting my eyelids now. ‘Why not?’

			‘Pick a reason!’ he snaps, and then softens his voice. ‘I don’t want that, Grace.’

			‘Not with me?’

			‘Not with anyone.’ He moves closer, bringing his body to mine, his strong, powerful body. ‘You’re an incredible woman. I have loved getting to know you, and I wish you every bit of success in this world. I want you to get everything you want in life—your business, your future with some guy who shares the same dreams you do.’

			‘But that’s not you.’ I nod slowly.

			There’s a pause, a tortured beat, and then a shake of his head. He drops his forehead to mine and a sob escapes from me before I can stop it.

			‘God, Grace, don’t,’ he pleads with me. ‘Don’t cry. Don’t let me be the reason you’re crying.’

			I shake my head, denying it silently.

			‘The last thing I want is to hurt you.’

			‘You haven’t,’ I groan truthfully. ‘This isn’t your fault.’

			His lips are so close to mine. My body is charged with some kind of electrical energy. I keep my eyes shut, trying to level off my breathing.

			‘I’m an asshole.’ He drops his mouth, buzzing the words to mine. ‘I should never have let this happen.’

			‘It’s not your fault.’

			‘I knew this wasn’t just sex. I knew it was more than that. I should have kept it to one night. The second you got on my plane, I should have controlled this situation.’

			If it’s more than just sex, how come he’s still pushing me away?

			‘I don’t want to get involved with anyone, least of all you.’

			‘Why not?’

			He reaches up, disentangling my arms, arms I didn’t even realise I’d wrapped around his neck.

			‘Because I don’t believe in love,’ he says stiffly, his eyes rebuking me silently. ‘I think it’s just a construct, something we’re told to strive for that exemplifies the pinnacle of human togetherness. I think sex is as good as it gets, as honest as it gets.’

			It hurts, but it’s something.

			‘Then stay for the sex,’ I say simply, moving closer to him, knowing I’m compromising more than I can probably bear, but that it’s better than losing him altogether. ‘Stay because the sex between us is like something elemental. Stay because you want to keep sleeping with me.’

			‘And you’d be okay with that?’ he prompts, his eyes scanning my face, calling me on the weakness in my plan, on the fatal flaw to what I’m suggesting. ‘You’d actually accept that kind of relationship?’

			I open my mouth, then close it again. ‘I don’t want to lose you.’

			His eyes shut. ‘I’m not yours to lose.’

			God. It hurts. So badly. I stagger backwards a little, spinning around to cover the involuntary movement.

			‘And I’m not going to be some other guy who uses you for what he wants. I was very clear about all this from the beginning.’

			He was. Panic is making it hard to breathe. ‘I know.’

			‘And so were you. This was just a few days’ fun, before we get back to the real world.’

			‘Not to me.’ I whisper the words.

			‘What?’

			‘Not to me.’ Braver this time, louder. ‘I fell in love with you, Jagger.’ I spin around, my gaze defiantly latching to his. ‘I fell head over heels in love with you, somewhere in these last few days. So go back to New York if you want to. Get on your private jet and fly off into the sunset or whatever, but don’t kid yourself that we’re just two people who’ve been sleeping together.’

			He groans softly, rocking back on his heels, his expression sheened with emotions I can’t comprehend. ‘We’re not.’

			Thank God.

			‘But sex is all I want, it’s all I can give. I like you, Grace. I think you’re... Fuck. I think you’re amazing. I am blown away by your determination, your grace, your courage, your strength, your brain—your mind is unbelievable. I love talking to you, laughing with you. I want to punch your fuckwit ex for what he did to you. I know it’s not just sex between us. But I’m no more...interested in a relationship than I was a week ago. And I’m sure as hell not any better suited to one.’

			‘I think you’re being too hard on yourself,’ I say, desperate for him to relent. ‘I think you’d make an amazing partner. Boyfriend, fiancé, husband—whatever. I think you’re not your dad or your mum, and that you shouldn’t let your ex-wife define you. So your marriage ended. It was a mistake. Your brothers knew it; they tried to warm you. You learned the hard way. Are you going to insulate yourself from the likelihood of any happiness, going forward, because it carries with it the possibility of regret?’

			‘Stop psychoanalysing me,’ he grunts, shaking his head. ‘You don’t know anything about me.’

			‘Bullshit,’ I drawl. ‘You’re an open book to me now, Jagger. I’ve seen all your secrets and wants. I know you. You don’t get to wind back the time we’ve spent and act as if we’re two strangers.’

			‘I’m not.’ He’s angry. His voice is loud. ‘I’m not trying to diminish a damned thing. I’ll give it to you—I’ll give it to you that these last few days have...defied every single one of my expectations. You have defied every one of my expectations. But that doesn’t change who I am and what I want in life.’

			‘And you want to be alone?’

			A muscle jerks in his cheek. ‘I want to be alone,’ he agrees after a beat too long.

			‘Apart from one-night stands with women you’re never going to see again.’ God, the idea of that sickens me now. He’s mine. I can’t abide that notion.

			‘Yes.’ He glares at me and, even though we’re not touching and a room full of acrimony separates us, I feel his racing heart as though each beat is causing reactions in the atmosphere. ‘Is that what you want me to say, Grace? That I’m going to go back to New York and fuck someone else? That I’m going to take some other woman to bed to forget you?’

			I draw in a breath—it burns my lungs. Tears spring to my eyes and I see recognition cross his face, recognition that he’s gone too far. He swears and moves his strong, powerful legs, striding across the room and bundling me up, lifting me to his body, kissing me, tasting the tears in my mouth.

			‘I’m sorry,’ he says against me, but I don’t know what he’s sorry for. That I fell in love with him despite every caution not to do so? Or because he was speaking the truth a second ago? Because his beautiful body is going to belong to someone else in a matter of days. Because I’m not losing him—it’s so much worse than that—I never really had him.

			He kisses me as though both of our futures are depending on this kiss. His is a kiss of atonement and mine is one of dreadful acceptance. Of weary comprehension.

			I fell in love with another man who doesn’t want me, but this is so much worse. Where Gareth and I made some kind of calm, rational sense, where I liked Gareth and cautiously discovered what I could about him before deciding I loved him, it wasn’t like that with Jagger.

			This wasn’t a conscious decision. Rather, it stole upon me. He breathed into my body when I wasn’t watching, like a spell or a curse, and he’s become a part of me now. So that even when he leaves and I’m alone again I think he’ll always be a part of me.

			But that won’t stop him from leaving.

			I kiss him goodbye and then wrench my head away, putting space between us with a guttural cry.

			‘This was so much more to me than sex.’ I say it because it’s true and because, no matter what happens next, I want him to understand that I truly fell for him, that my love is genuine. ‘I fell in love with you a little bit more every time we were together. Every movement of yours inside me, every kiss, every shared breath. I fell in love with you when you told me about your brothers and your parents and your ex-wife, about your life in New York and Brinkley.’ My voice cracks. ‘I fell in love with you while we dived in the reef, when you tried to teach me to play golf—badly. I fell in love with you when I was determined I wouldn’t, when I was absolutely certain I was done with love. At least for now. I fell in love with you because something about this, about us, is bigger than what either of us want. I fell in love with you because I had no choice.’

			He stares at me for several long, painful seconds.

			‘I think you love me, too,’ I surprise myself by saying, soft condemnation in my words. ‘I just think you’re either too stubborn or too afraid to admit it.’

			Silence.

			Heavy, painful, accusing silence.

			‘You’re wrong.’ His expression shifts and I don’t know if he’s lying to himself or if I’m completely mistaken. ‘I think you’re amazing, but that’s not love.’

			‘You say you don’t believe in love, so how do you know?’

			‘Because I know it wouldn’t feel like this.’

			I’m being sliced in two.

			‘I’ve done all this before, Grace. I’ve looked into a woman’s eyes and smiled and told her I loved her, swore I’d love her for ever. In front of my friends, my brothers, everyone I know, I’ve pledged to be with her until death us do part. And it fell apart. I’ve done this. I’ve looked into a woman’s eyes as she told me she loved me, as she told me she’d always love me. And it was all a crock of bull. So don’t stand there and expect me to be jumping for joy because you’re saying you feel...that. For me. I don’t want it. I don’t want this. We had a deal, remember? Sex. Easy, no pain, no emotions. Sex.’

			I remember. I remember even when it’s killing me.

			Gareth walked away from me like I meant nothing, and Jagger’s telling me exactly the same thing.

			I’m not enough to stay for. Not enough to even try. I feel his pain; of course I do. I feel his hurt, the fact he’s had his heart broken, his trust crushed. But I’m not Lorena and if he doesn’t see that, if he can’t see how different I am to her and what we feel is to what they shared, then what hope do I have?

			I tilt my chin defiantly even when I think all my bones are breaking into tiny, crumbling pieces. ‘Then go.’

			I glare at him, waiting.

			There’s silence.

			‘You don’t need to go to the airport for another hour.’

			I jerk my head in a tiny acknowledgement of his words.

			‘Don’t let it end like this,’ he growls, jamming his hands into his pockets. ‘We’ve had too much fun for it to finish with an argument.’

			‘Fun?’ I spit, the asinine description of what we’ve shared rankling more than just about anything.

			‘Yes, fun! Goddamned fun! Like we both wanted, like we both needed. What’s wrong with that?’

			Because it’s not enough any more. The idea of having a no-strings fling with Jagger is so absurd, so hugely out of step with what we are.

			‘You think this is fun?’

			‘Not right now, I don’t.’

			I ignore him. ‘You honestly think you’re going to fly off into the sky and carry on your life? That you won’t miss me, this, us?’

			He stares at me and I feel the pain bursting through him, too. Damn it! I’d bet almost anything on him wanting to stay, on him being in love with me.

			But he’s too damned stubborn, his own past making admitting that impossible, and my own past making me too wary to push him. I’m done with men who don’t truly want me as much as I want them.

			He shakes his head slowly, and it’s the final drop of the blade. ‘I’m sorry,’ he says again, frowning, stepping backwards.

			Fuck.

			‘Just go.’

			He nods, his eyes locked to mine. ‘You deserve better than me. Better than him.’

			‘Just go.’ It’s a plaintive whisper. I need him to leave so I can cry—properly.

			 

			I pull the door to my apartment shut and slump against it. I think it must be about eight o’clock. Maybe closer to nine.

			My body is heavy, my mind more so.

			Eleven days since I returned from the Whitsundays. Nine days since Jagger’s lawyer emailed the contracts over. Eight days since Orion Karakedes accepted.

			Five days since I offered to buy Gareth out of our business.

			Four days since he agreed, even when he told me he didn’t want this, that he didn’t want us to ruin what we’d built.

			Four days since I told him to stop being such an arrogant arse. I’m not going to ruin what we built; I’m going to make it stronger.

			Better.

			All on my own.

			On my own.

			I straighten, grabbing a glass of water as I pass the kitchen, collapsing on the sofa and staring at the television screen—it’s dormant, the pixels resting. I can make out my vague reflection, the pale suit I wear today showing like a smudge, my blonde hair like gold.

			Eleven days since Jagger walked out of my hotel room and I slumped to the floor, the reality of my situation abundantly clear.

			I did love him.

			I loved him in a way that was shredding my soul to bits, that was burning me inside, that was making me feel like I couldn’t stand up straight.

			This is so different to when things fell apart with Gareth. If there’s one thing to be grateful for in this mess, it’s the realisation that what I shared with Gareth wasn’t love. Not the kind of love that reaches inside of you and rearranges who you are. Not the kind of love that breathes fire into your cells and freedom into your bones.

			Is that what I had with Jagger?

			I close my eyes, blocking out my doppelgänger, my apartment, my life, my now.

			I did.

			It was.

			It really was.

			His failure to understand that doesn’t change what we felt. His inability to love me doesn’t make the love I felt any less real, any less potent.

			It’s love.

			I love him.

			I love him, but that’s not enough.

			He doesn’t love me—not in the same way I do him. Because on no planet, at no time and in no way would I have ever been able to walk away from him like he did me.

			I would never have been able to turn my back on him, to see his face crumple, to hear his proclamation of love and act as though it changes nothing.

			I would never have compared him and me to me and Gareth. The idea that he told Lorena he loved her, that he said to her what he might have said to me, that he felt for her what I wanted him to feel for me?

			Repugnant.

			He didn’t love me. He doesn’t love me.

			I don’t doubt he’s been with another woman since me. Someone else has worshipped at the altar of Zeus, has lost her mind to his prowess and power. It’s been eleven days, and he’s Jagger Hart after all.

			Nausea surfs my insides. I ignore it, rolling onto my side and squeezing my eyes closed. And, just like every night since I got back to Sydney, I sleep like the dead.

			I sleep until dawn and then I go into the office despite it being Sunday and I focus on work, on my future—on a future that is just about me—and I force myself not to think about Jagger.

			Not to think of him, not to wonder about him—to remember that he walked away from me just like Gareth did.

			I force myself not to think about the fact I looked my nightmare in the face—and lost.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			‘YOU SAID IT’S GOOD?’

			I blink, focusing on Theo, bringing myself back to the present. ‘Yeah.’

			‘More than you expected?’ He’s staring at the golf course, the aerial shot showcasing it at dawn, the pale oranges and purples streaking across the sky.

			‘The property has a shitload of potential,’ I say, my eyes shifting over the course, remembering Grace, the way her body backed into mine as I showed her how to swing the golf club.

			But no memory of Grace is complete without the final one—the look of utter devastation on her face. Of destruction. Of brokenness. No memory of her can be enjoyed for its warmth and completeness when that hard edge of pain and hurt is right there, waiting to be remembered, to remind me what I did to her.

			‘I’ve heard good things.’ Theo straddles the seat opposite me, his dark hair pulled up in a messy bun on top of his head. He hasn’t shaved in at least a week and stubble has turned into a full beard. His Greek heritage is so apparent.

			I mull his sentence over, but don’t speak. I guess you could say I’m brooding. I’ve been brooding since I walked out of her hotel room, back to mine and slammed the door so hard a painting slid off the wall.

			I flew back here telling myself I’d done the right thing. I flew back here so fucking angry at Grace for taking what we’d agreed to and trying to turn it into something else. I was livid! So fucking angry at her for changing the rules of what we were.

			But also so in awe of her.

			So in awe of how brave she was to admit how she felt for me, even when her heart was still so raw from that asshole Gareth. She did something I’ve never really been good at in my private life: she went way out on a limb, bracing herself for whatever my response was, knowing she needed to at least be honest with me.

			She risked her own heart, even after what Gareth did to her.

			And I walked away, just like I told her I would.

			‘You getting Samson to run it?’

			I drag myself back to this conversation, to Theo, to this moment in time and try not to think about the fact it’s been almost a month since I left Australia.

			How is she?

			Those words run through my mind every day, like a whispered invocation. How is she? How is she? How is she?

			I wake up in the middle of the night, clutching at my chest, feeling like someone’s punched me hard in the gut, winding me, robbing me of breath. And then I remember.

			I’m not under attack.

			I haven’t been hurt.

			I’m just missing Grace.

			I’m missing her so much it’s become a physical pain.

			‘Dude. What the fuck? You’re miles away.’

			‘Samson, yeah.’ I pour a Scotch. ‘You want?’

			He shrugs. ‘Sure.’

			I slosh some into a tumbler. It’s good. Spiced, aged, heavy. I savour the flavour as it hits my belly.

			‘So?’ Theo’s watching me. ‘What’s going on?’

			Defensiveness curls around me.

			I can’t talk to Theo about this.

			About Grace.

			I can’t have him tell me I’m being an arse. Or telling me I did the right thing.

			I don’t need someone else in my head giving me their opinion on my life.

			‘Nothing.’

			His laugh is throaty. ‘Yeah, I can see that.’

			Fuck. ‘Get out of my head, Theo.’

			‘But it’s such a fun place to be.’ Sarcasm trips off his tongue easily.

			I cradle the Scotch in my palm, staring out at Manhattan.

			‘I wanted to travel. I watched Sex and the City and fell in love with Carrie Bradshaw’s New York.’

			‘Samson’ll probably want to revamp aspects of the club,’ I hear myself say, like I’m my normal self, focused on business, totally unfazed by anything.

			‘Sure.’ Theo’s not convinced.

			Great.

			‘This is about the wedding, right?’

			I frown. ‘What wedding?’

			‘Lorena’s? I got the invitation last night.’

			‘Lorena’s getting married?’

			Theo’s watching me like a hawk.

			‘To Thomas Scott-Moore.’

			I laugh softly. ‘They deserve each other.’

			‘He’ll just have to get her to position his Zimmer frame before they fuck.’

			I shake my head. ‘He’s worth a bomb.’

			‘That’s all she cares about.’ I nod slowly. Theo’s right—but we’ve discussed Lorena’s failings ad nauseam. ‘I still can’t believe you gave her such a generous settlement in the divorce.’

			‘It was worth it to make her go away.’

			‘Then Lorena’s not the reason you’re walking around like it’s doomsday. So what’s going on?’

			‘Nothing.’ I’m impatient now. Talking about Grace isn’t going to help. It’s not going to cover over this hole that’s developed in the region of my chest that makes me feel as though my soul’s being drained into the sidewalk.

			‘Bullshit.’

			He’s like a dog with a bone. ‘Have you spoken to Holden?’

			Theo makes a noise of exasperation. ‘Nice subject change.’

			I don’t smile. I can’t. I stare out at the city and imagine Grace in it. I imagine her smile as she looks up at the high-rises on a night like this, with snow falling gently from the sky, swirling its way to the ground. I imagine the wonderment on her face, the look of amazement. I imagine lifting her up, holding her to my chest and kissing her right in the middle of Times Square, surrounded by noise and bustle and action in every direction.

			I imagine bringing her to my penthouse, laying her on the crisp black sheets of my bed, her skin and hair so pale in comparison, and it’s all I can do not to double in half. Needs and desire threaten to cut me off at the knees.

			What I need is to get laid.

			Katrina from downstairs would probably be up for it.

			But am I?

			The thought of kissing another woman is anathema to me. Making love to one even more so.

			It’s Grace I miss. Grace I want to hold tight and lose myself inside. Grace I want to hear screaming my name at the top of her lungs.

			But I can’t go back into her life just because I want to fuck her. That wouldn’t be fair on her.

			‘He’s in Amsterdam,’ Theo says after a moment.

			The certainty that I’ve been a pretty average brother to Holden makes me cringe inwardly. ‘He’s okay?’

			‘I imagine he’ll survive,’ Theo drawls. ‘He’s gone into some kind of existentialist crisis about not being a true Hart.’

			‘Oh, for fuck’s sake. Who gives a shit about blood? He’s our brother.’

			‘Have you told him that?’ Theo’s eyes are intent when they lock to mine. Guilt rumbles through me.

			‘No.’

			‘You should. He’s spent almost three decades believing we’re his brothers and Dad was his dad and now he’s grappling with this bombshell. His mother’s dead, he has no idea who his biological father is and the two guys he thinks of as brothers aren’t even related.’

			‘Bullshit. We’ll always be his brothers.’

			‘I know that and you know that but he’s having difficulty accepting it. He’s brooding all over Keizersgracht, frankly wishing he hadn’t been born.’

			Silence descends, a silence of worry and sorrow. Our father made many decisions in his life that seem beyond comprehension. He was selfish and self-serving, so choosing to raise another man’s son as his own makes very little sense.

			I let out a breath. A breath of discontentment. Holden, Grace—it’s all one knot in my gut and I can’t see a way through any of it. Snow continues to fall, faster now, flurries dancing beyond this office, glimpsed through the enormous windows beyond.

			‘Anyway, why don’t you show it to me?’

			I turn around, having zero clue what Theo’s talking about.

			‘The golf course.’ His head is dipped, his eyes focused on the picture once more.

			My body jerks with something like adrenalin and excitement. The very idea of going back, going to Australia, is like catnip. Because Grace is there. I could see Grace. Hell, she’s the realtor selling the damned place. It wouldn’t even matter if she didn’t want to see me! I could make her come up and show Theo around and then, when we were alone...

			What, asshole?

			Get her to put aside the fact she gave you her heart and you ripped it into tiny pieces? Ask her to forget the fact she’s in love with you, just because you want one more roll in the hay?

			‘I thought you were working on the Santiago deal?’

			‘Waiting on a building inspector’s report.’ He waves a hand through the air nonchalantly. The South American project is huge; Theo’s been working on it for three years and he’s almost got it over the line. ‘It’s going to be a week or so before I can do anything there.’

			I don’t have to let her know. We could fly in, have a look around and fly out. She never needs to know.

			My dick jerks angrily in my pants and my stomach rolls with nausea and disgust. Is this what it’s come to? Hiding out from a woman I really like just because she had the audacity to fall in love with me?

			It’s for her own good, though. All of this is for her own good.

			‘Okay.’ The word’s reluctant, but I nod. ‘Just for a few days.’

			‘Sure, just for a few days.’ He mock salutes. ‘You’re the boss, Zeus.’

			 

			I’ve seen him behind my eyelids every night, every blink. I’ve seen him in my memories, my mind’s eye. He’s imprinted in my field of vision somehow.

			I’ve seen phantoms of him, memories of him, and yet, staring at the picture of him now, my whole body seems to lurch a little sideways.

			I glance up, checking where we are. Only a couple of blocks away from my meeting. I swallow, my gaze dropping to the phone again.

			I follow the official Instagram account for Silver Dunes. Obviously. I mean, it just makes sense. When I’m selling a project I get completely absorbed by it—the operations, the marketing—everything. I need to know all the details of the place in order to be able to represent my vendors.

			Scrolling through my feed without paying much attention to anything, I scroll past the picture initially. I’ve seen phantoms of him a thousand times in the thirty-one days since he left.

			Thirty-one days of seeing him in my mind so often that I want to slap my forehead just to get him out, just for a moment.

			At first I don’t react. I barely register that it’s actually him and not just an image my mind has thrown up.

			I scroll a little backwards in my feed.

			And my whole body tenses. Sweat beads on my brow and my fingers tremble as I lift the phone closer to my face.

			Jagger.

			I swallow. My throat remains bone dry. I press my fingertips to the outside of it, holding it, as though that will help, all the while staring at the picture. He’s not alone.

			To his right is another man of a similar build but different complexion. Where Jagger is tanned and fair, with those spectacular green eyes, his friend is big and muscular, dark, with a thickly stubbled jaw, straight brows and an aquiline nose. His hair, which must be a few inches past his shoulders, is pulled up into a messy bun on top of his head. He has tattoos running down one arm, like a sleeve.

			J Ryan Hart and Theodore Hart, of Hart Brothers Industries, have spent the last three days discovering all that Silver Dunes has to offer. Be like a Hart and come play on one of the world’s most highly rated courses. With this view—(swipe right)

			I don’t swipe right. I jam my phone back in my bag, my pulse firing out of control. ‘Here’s fine.’ My voice is jerky. I pull cash from my purse and pass it to the driver, opening the door as soon as he’s pulled to the side of the road.

			I’m still a block from the meeting but I need to walk. I need to walk and calm down, to get my pulse back under control, before I have to be Grace Llewellyn again.

			I have to get my head sorted before I can be the most professional version of myself.

			My legs are shaking a little as I walk. I get to the corner of the street and then succumb to temptation, pulling my phone out and staring at the picture of him.

			He looks...so happy.

			My heart drops.

			I study his face for any sign of the pain I’ve been feeling, for any sign that he’s been even remotely miserable. There’s none. He’s tanned, relaxed looking, his hair close-cropped, his clothes impeccable.

			I shake my head, sliding the phone away again, lifting my eyes to the intersection. Traffic zips past. I wait for a gap and then push out into it, walking across the road quickly, dipping my head forward.

			I’m well prepared for the meeting. I know my stuff. You’d have to: bidding on the commercial sales for one of the hottest high-rises in town takes nous. Nous I have in spades.

			But my mind isn’t on the job.

			Not one hundred per cent. Not like it should be.

			I get through the meeting. My prospective client is the CEO of a French investment company. He’s in his forties, I’d guess, with silver-grey hair, intelligent brown eyes and a nice smile. He seems impressed with my presentation but I’m pretty sure he’s not sold.

			I need to get him over the line. I want this job.

			‘Why don’t we go for a walk,’ I suggest, ‘and have a look at the precinct? You can get a feel for some of the other businesses that are thriving here.’

			He regards me thoughtfully. ‘You have time?’

			I realise then it’s after six. I shrug. ‘All that’s waiting for me at home is a half-eaten pizza and a neighbour’s cat I’m feeding.’

			I smile to make it sound less sad than it is.

			‘Then that sounds like an excellent idea.’

			We stroll through the CBD and I point out recent developments, which shopfronts have recently changed hands and why. I’ve made it my business to know the commercial landscape of Sydney back to front. I live and breathe this market. Any question he has I know the answer to.

			And as we walk and talk I feel like it’s closer to being a done deal. I tell myself I can breathe easy. Landing this client means I’m okay. That I’m still the same person I was before Jagger. Before Gareth left the business.

			It means I can do this on my own.

			It’s after eight by the time we’re done. He suggests dinner. I demur. I can’t. I can’t sit across from another guy—even a client—and share a meal. I’m not ready.

			I part company with him and catch the bus home, so tired I feel like I could sleep for a week. I read somewhere that exhaustion is a part of heartbreak. It’s the body’s way of putting you into a kind of semicomatose state until you’ve had time to heal, and that absolutely feels like what’s happening with me.

			I feel that. I feel completely drained of enthusiasm.

			Ordinarily, I’d celebrate a night like tonight, but I just don’t have it in me.

			I’m asleep within ten minutes.

			The photo is the first thing I think of the next morning, and it’s with renewed irritation. Hurt. Annoyance. He’s here, in Australia, at the golf course I sold him, and he hasn’t got in touch. Is there a clearer way to show me that he doesn’t want a bar of me?

			That he doesn’t want me?

			I mean, I get it.

			It’s obvious. But it still hurts like hell.

			 

			The sunrise is spectacular.

			I stare at it as the colours infiltrate the horizon, as pink bleeds into black and the stars twinkle and fade, dipping behind the ocean. There’s a boat on the water, a trawler, far out, and even though it’s a fishing ship it makes me think of the scuba cruise we did. It makes me think of her.

			Grace.

			She’s everywhere here. Her name’s on the breeze, tormenting me, scratching over my body, whipping me with remembered pleasure.

			Grace is the air I breathe, the sky I see, the tightness in my body—a tightness that speaks of a longing for which I have no words.

			And suddenly, staring out at the water we swam in, the ocean we looked on together, I can’t not see her.

			I can’t be here, in Australia, so close—just a few hours from her, and not... I don’t know.

			It’s selfish. Selfish as all fuck. And stupid, too, because it’s been more than a month and maybe she’s over me, maybe she’s forgotten all about me.

			The idea of that is like a knife in my gut.

			Fuck.

			I grab my wallet and head to the door, calling my assistant as I go, asking her to get the jet readied. It’s only as the cab speeds towards the airport that I remember Theo.

			Heading to Sydney for the day.

			I send the text then switch my phone off. I don’t want him to call. I don’t want him to ask me why. I’m not ready to discuss it. I think I’m one sane conversation away from being talked out of this stupidity.

			Or maybe he wouldn’t even try. Maybe he’d chew me out for having left in the first place. I drag a hand through my hair, watching the scenery change outside my window.

			The plane’s ready when I arrive. I stride onto it, impatient now to see her. Grace is everywhere here, too.

			I go into the conference room on autopilot, and see her as she was that first morning, sitting there telling me she’d need guidelines, that if we were going to keep sleeping together it would need to be on her terms.

			From the beginning she knew there was danger here, and still she went with it. She was brave, right to the end.

			‘I fell in love with you, Jagger. I fell head over heels in love with you, somewhere in these last few days... Don’t kid yourself that we’re just two people who’ve been sleeping together.’

			I hurt her.

			I hurt her so badly.

			The plane takes off. I stare out of the window, my body still, a rock settled heavily in my gut.

			For the whole flight to Sydney, I swear I barely breathe.

			 

			I told Bianca I don’t want to be interrupted. I have a bucket of coffee, a massive blueberry muffin and a mountain of work to do.

			Nonetheless, a little before nine o’clock, my intercom buzzes.

			I snatch it up without lifting my head from the brief I’m reading.

			‘I’m sorry to bother you, Grace.’

			I purse my lips. ‘That’s fine.’ My tone says it’s not fine. I’ve become a little less nice than I used to be. I think Bianca’s great and I like her, but I just don’t have a lot of room left for civility right now. Even Mum gets short shrift when she calls.

			I’m just so tired.

			‘I have a Mr Hart for you.’

			My body goes into a state of shock. Adrenalin floods my system, my mouth fills with the taste of metal. I sit up straighter, reaching my hand out for the phone. ‘What line?’ The question’s breathy. I swallow. I don’t want to sound breathy when I speak to him. I want to sound calm. Cool. Unaffected.

			Over him.

			As if.

			‘No.’ Bianca’s voice comes as if from an echo chamber. I surmise she’s cupped the receiver. ‘He’s here.’

			My heart slams against my ribcage. I swear I feel a rib actually shatter with the force of it. I stand up jerkily, awkwardly, running a hand over my stomach, my thighs, then lifting it to my hair.

			‘I... Give me a minute.’ I replace the handset, pacing out from behind my desk, walking towards the window that shows a glimmer of Sydney Harbour in the distance. I breathe in. Out. In. Out.

			Close my eyes and he’s there. I see his face. I see him. I feel him like a ghost, wrapping around my body.

			I expel a soft breath, trying to calm the flock of seagulls beating their wings against my stomach.

			He’s here.

			Outside my office.

			Thirty-four days after walking away from me, he’s back. And, no matter what’s brought him here, nothing erases that. Nothing.

			With that sobering thought I move across the room, pulling my office door inwards.

			But hell.

			I’d forgotten.

			Not what he looks like, but just...the impact of him. It’s more than his Hollywood-handsome face and powerful frame; it’s all of him. He has this charisma that’s completely compelling.

			He’s not looking my way. I have a second or two to fortify myself before he turns, his eyes immediately catching mine.

			Lightning strikes.

			With every single fibre of my being I concentrate on standing where I am, holding my ground, looking as calm as can be when inside I’m quivering.

			It’s early.

			Did he stay in Sydney last night?

			The question pops into my mind, out of nowhere.

			I dismiss it.

			‘Mr Hart.’ My voice comes out almost completely normal, but I have no doubt hurt shows in my eyes, despite all my efforts.

			His expression shifts a little. There’s a wariness in his expression, a tightness around his jaw. I look closer.

			He’s...different. Pale. He looks nervous.

			Nervous? Jagger. No way.

			‘Miss Llewellyn.’ His voice is gruff. It pours over me like treacle, stimulating my nerve endings rather than calming them. ‘May I come in?’

			I want to tell him no. I want to tell him to get lost. But of course I don’t. With a tight nod I step backwards, gesturing towards my office. I step back even further when he walks past me so we don’t touch, but that doesn’t stop his woody masculine fragrance from assaulting my nostrils.

			My stomach flip-flops.

			I click the door shut, blocking out Bianca and the outside world.

			He’s watching me. Staring at me.

			I swallow and move behind my desk, grateful for the distance and physical barrier.

			Neither of us speaks, and the silence is profoundly heavy.

			Finally, he moves towards me. I stiffen. ‘What are you doing here?’ The words are dismissive, brimming with my anger and resentment.

			He stops walking, standing exactly where he is. ‘I came to see you.’

			Fuck.

			‘Well, you’ve seen me. You can go away again.’

			His expression tightens. ‘You’re pissed.’

			I open my mouth to deny it, wishing I could tell him I’m not. That I don’t care one way or another what he does with his life. But it’s a lie.

			‘Yes.’

			He nods. ‘Good.’

			‘Good?’

			‘Yeah. You should be pissed.’

			I let my breath whoosh out of me. ‘I’m so glad I have your approval.’

			‘I deserve it,’ he says, moving a step closer. I glare at him, warning him not to circumnavigate the desk.

			‘You have no reason for being here,’ I murmur, my stomach doing loop the loops, my insides churning. ‘And I want you to go.’

			His eyes flash with mine and I feel the force of his contradictions, the arguments he wants to wage. But he doesn’t. He nods softly then takes another step towards me, bracing his palms on the desk, his body opposite mine.

			‘I will go, Grace. But first I need to talk to you.’

			Alarm bells and hope war with one another. ‘I don’t want to talk to you.’ I drop my gaze to hide the complex knot of emotions I’m navigating.

			‘Then let me talk,’ he says softly, gently, his voice husky, as though he’s been up all night.

			But I can’t do this. Twice I’ve let myself fall for guys who found it disgustingly easy to turn their backs on what I was offering. I’m not going to let him in again. Maybe I’ve finally learned my lesson?

			‘It’s been thirty-four days,’ I say quietly. ‘What could you possibly have to say to me now?’

			‘Thirty-four days? Is that all?’

			I jerk my eyes to his because he sounds as absolutely stunned as I feel. Like his time has been running as slowly as mine. But he has no right to feel like that! This was all his decision.

			‘You can’t be here.’

			He lifts a hand, running his fingers through his hair. ‘I have to be here.’

			I shake my head, making an impatient noise of frustration. ‘Stop it. Just stop. Stop acting tortured. Stop acting like you’re messed up by this. Just stop.’ I come around from behind my desk, bringing my body toe to toe with his.

			‘You’re in Australia. You came to play golf with your brother and then you’ve come to Sydney. Why? You want to fuck me again? For old times’ sake?’

			He stands completely still, staring down at me, and anger flashes inside my belly. I lift my hands, pushing at his chest, but he stays completely still. My fingers curl in his shirt and I lift up onto the tips of my toes. ‘You want to fuck me right here, on this desk? Meaningless sex while you’re in town?’

			He’s struck mute and I’m thrilled. Thrilled to have confused him, to have made him think. Thrilled to be firing questions at him he can’t answer.

			I make an angry noise as I crush my lips to his, and my kiss is heated by fury. I push him with my body as I kiss him, and he lets me, stepping backwards, sitting on the edge of my desk, his legs forming a triangle in which I stand. I push at his shirt, lifting it from his pants, my fingers touching his bare hips. ‘Is this what you came here for?’ I grunt, pulling the shirt so a button flies across the room.

			‘Grace...’

			But I don’t let him speak. I don’t want him to speak. ‘Just shut up!’ I say. ‘Don’t say anything.’ I’m crying, salty tears running down my cheeks. ‘Just don’t talk.’

			His breath is raspy, loud, tortured. I don’t care. I flick his jeans open, pulling his cock out of his pants, glaring at him, daring him to stop me as I run my hands over its hard length.

			‘Fuck. I did not come here for this.’

			‘Shut up,’ I say again, so angry, so dark. I kiss him again, using one hand to dislodge my underpants and push them down my legs.

			I scramble up onto his lap and now I stop kissing him, I glare at him as I straddle him and take him deep inside me, crying hot, stinging tears as he fills me up. It is madness and it is perfection.

			It is some kind of earthly coming together. I stare at him, my pained eyes locked to his as I move my hips. His expression shows me so much but I blot it out. I don’t want to think about what he feels or wants. I don’t. This is about me.

			I’m so damned angry.

			I dig my nails deep into his shoulders and then I’m coming, so hard, so fast, so completely. My orgasm spirals through me and I tilt my head back, groaning quietly, keeping my voice low as pleasure arrows through my nerves.

			I feel like I’ve been flooded with blinding light. I am glittering silver.

			My lungs work hard to keep air pumping through my body and then I lift my head up, looking at him once more.

			‘Is that what you came for?’ I ask, despite the fact he hasn’t come. That doesn’t seem relevant.

			A muscle jerks in his jaw.

			And now, with him still so hard inside me, I’m sickened by what I’ve just done, by whatever madness has driven me to this. I lift up off him, climbing awkwardly off his lap, off the desk, placing my feet on the floor and turning away from him while I smooth my skirt down. ‘Is that what you came for?’

			The words come out mangled by sadness.

			‘No.’ A single, gruff response.

			But he doesn’t say anything more and I spin around to face him, my expression stiff. ‘Just go, Jagger. Just get out of here.’

			‘No.’

			The word is like a whip, cracking through the room.

			‘I came here to speak to you, and I’m not leaving until I’ve said my piece.’

			I shake my head. ‘You honestly think you have any right to hold me hostage?’

			He stands up, zipping his pants up, leaving his shirt unbuttoned so my eyes chase his tattoos hungrily, before I can stop them.

			‘The day I got married was the happiest day of my life.’

			Great. Just what I needed to hear. I cross my arms over my chest, my heart withering inside of me.

			‘I stood up there and said my vows and I felt like this huge weight was being lifted off my shoulders. I’m nothing like him. Nothing like my father. Because I’d met someone I intended to spend the rest of my life with and I had the wedding to prove it! I stood there and I felt like I was finally dodging my destiny or fate or whatever the hell you want to call it.’

			I spin away from him, furious at him and even more so myself, because I’m listening, waiting for him to continue with ill-concealed impatience.

			‘Curse, maybe,’ he continues with a tight smile in his voice.

			‘I don’t care,’ I whisper, hollow.

			‘But a wedding doesn’t prove I’m not like my father. A wedding doesn’t exemplify the kind of man I want to be.’

			I stare out of the window at Sydney, my heart and soul splintering apart. ‘You know who I want to be?’

			I don’t say anything.

			‘I want to be a man who fights for what he wants. I want to be a man who reaches out and grabs what matters in this life with both hands, never mind the fact I’m scared shitless of losing you. I’m not my father. I’m not someone who’s going to spend his life getting married to women I don’t love. And I’m not going to spend my life running from love.

			‘I loved my ex. I thought I did, anyway, until I met you and finally understood what love is. And it’s not something you do to prove a point. You don’t love someone—marry someone—to show the world you’re better than your parents. Love is private, personal, between two people. Love is me waking up every single damned night since I left, reaching for you, realising you’re not there, that you’re on the other side of the world, so far out of my time and reach. Love is feeling like I’ve been shot in the heart, the head, the chest, every single day I have to get through without a hope of seeing you.’

			I am frozen to the spot and shaking all over.

			‘Love is realising I have made the worst mistake of my life in letting you go. Knowing I hurt you in a way you might never forgive me for, and still coming to see you because I can’t not. Love is knowing I can’t go another minute without telling you how I feel, without telling you I want to spend the rest of my life with you.’

			I swallow convulsively; tears sting my eyes.

			‘Love is this certainty I have in my gut, like a rock, right here, that tells me if I walk out of here without making you understand that you have become my reason for being, the highlight of my life, the sense of everything I want in this world, I will never forgive myself.’

			I sob, my feelings ricocheting inside of me like jelly.

			‘Love is all I can think when I think of you, Grace, and I think of you all the time.’

			I turn to face him slowly, and see the truth in his expression, the raw honesty and vulnerability on his handsome features.

			‘I thought getting married to Lorena would prove to the world I’m different to him. But the truth is, what my dad never did was find that one person who made him happy. That one person who was a match for him in every way. Maybe he didn’t try. Maybe he just didn’t get lucky like I did. But now that I’ve found you I’m not going to let you go, Grace. I can’t.’

			I lift my fingertips and dash my tears away.

			‘I have no right to expect anything of you.’ He speaks slowly, as though I’m a wild horse and he’s trying to tame me. To gentle me at his approach. ‘I didn’t come here today to ask anything of you except this.’

			I wait, holding my breath. When he doesn’t speak I lift my eyes to his. ‘What?’

			‘I’m in love with you, Grace. I’m so completely in love with you I can’t think straight. And all I want is a chance to show you that. To do what I should have done thirty-four days ago in that hotel room.’

			‘And what’s that?’ I whisper thickly.

			‘To tell you that you are the most incredible woman I’ve ever known and that I don’t want to live another day without you in it. To tell you that I look at you and see the only future I could ever want.’ And, emboldened, he strides towards me, his strong hands cupping my cheeks. ‘To tell you that I will love you, worship you, adore you every single day, for the rest of our lives.’

			But it’s too much, and somehow not enough. I step back, wrapping my arms around my torso. ‘I can’t do this.’ I shake my head, infusing my words with strength when I feel like jelly. ‘Twice I’ve felt this pain, I’ve been walked out on, and I can’t... I can’t do it again. You... I told you I loved you and you said, to my face, that this was just sex. And you disappeared, into thin air. Do you have any idea what it’s been like for me, this last month? You disappeared like I meant nothing to you.’

			‘You mean everything to me.’

			I shake my head so hard and fast my hair whips my eyes. I disentangle it from my lashes without missing a beat. ‘You meant everything to me and I told you that, and you cut me off. How dare you come back here and act as though that’s okay?’

			‘It’s not okay,’ he groans, stepping towards me again. ‘It’s not okay, and I’m so disgusted by what I did to you. You opened yourself up to me, you chose to love me and to give me all of yourself and I treated you just like he did. Worse. Because what we shared shouldn’t have even required words—you and I were both there. We both knew how special it was. But when you said that you loved me, that you wanted me to stay, I freaked out. I freaked out, Grace. And I’m sorry. I am so sorry that in that moment I let a ludicrous paranoia stop me from seeing things clearly. I’ve spent my adult life running so hard from the man I thought I was destined to become. The idea of meeting and falling in love with a woman a week after my divorce came through? It made me crazy.’

			‘I get it,’ I whisper, shaking my head. ‘But it doesn’t change the fact that you hurt me.’ I sweep my eyes closed. ‘I trusted you not to be that guy, and you were.’

			And then his hands are on my cheeks again, holding my face up to his, and I feel his fear and panic and truth and my heart twists in my chest.

			‘I’m not that guy.’

			A sob jams in my throat. I swallow it back.

			‘I am in love with you, Grace Llewellyn. I have spent thirty-four nights feeling as though I’m in some kind of hell. All I’m asking for is a chance. A chance to prove to you that I can be trusted. A chance to show you how much I love you.’

			His words roll through me like sunshine in winter.

			‘I’m not saying we have to get married,’ he adds, dropping his head and inhaling the fragrance of my hair, so that I whimper a little. ‘Not now, not ever; that’s up to you. I’m just asking you to let me take you out. To date you. To love you. To show you that I will never leave you again.’

			I’d dated Gareth for two years and one morning he told me he didn’t love me. Gareth—who seemed the safest choice of companion on earth.

			There are no guarantees in life. But there is passion and love and in this moment, looking up at Jagger, I feel every single part of me lock into place.

			‘I’m in love with you,’ he says again, simply this time, and comprehension shimmers like blades of reflective glass, beaming the truth into every part of my body. Because love is simple.

			He was overthinking it. I was overthinking it. I lift my hand to his heart, feeling the good, solid thumping there, and a smile shifts across my lips. Because I hold his heart in mine, I know I do. I hold his heart in mine and I suspect it’s going to stay there for the rest of my life.

			‘Okay, Mr Hart. You’ve got yourself a deal.’

		
	
		
			EPILOGUE

			‘IS THAT COFFEE I smell?’

			‘You’d better believe it, Miss Llewellyn, but you’re going to have to open your eyes if you want to drink it.’

			I blink, looking first to my clock, to verify that it is actually daytime, then in the direction of Jagger’s voice. And my heart stutters against my ribs, slamming into the wall of my chest. It’s been six months since he showed up in my office that day—six months since he prised open my withered heart and taught it to risk again.

			It’s been six months of smiles and laughs and unbelievable sex, of hand-holding and sitting up late talking about politics and life, the universe and our place in it. Six months in which I have never, not once, regretted my decision to leap off the edge of this cliff—Jagger by my side.

			‘Isn’t it Sunday?’

			Jagger’s smile is so sexy, and so full of excitement. ‘Yep.’

			‘Why are you waking me up at dawn?’

			He laughs, the sound rich, pulling at my belly like a string of desire. ‘It’s eight o’clock.’

			‘Same thing.’ I eye the coffee dubiously, torn between drinking it and falling back against the pillows and drowning myself in sleep once more.

			‘Don’t even think about it, sleepyhead.’

			He picks up the coffee and holds it out to me, his expression showing me he’ll resort to other ways of keeping me awake if I resist. That thought alone is seriously tempting...

			‘We were up so late, though.’ I pout, taking the coffee and sipping it, the hit instantaneous.

			‘Yep.’ He grins, and my tummy flips. ‘But it’s a big day.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Because you made a huge deal last week.’

			‘Yes, and we celebrated that last week.’ I laugh. The French company gave me the high-rise listing and I’ve sold ninety per cent of the office and retail space. It is a big deal and even I’m reeling at how much I’ve been able to achieve since Gareth agreed to sell our business to me.

			‘And,’ he pushes, ‘you’re the undisputed queen of Sydney real estate, that’s why. The newspaper says so. See?’ He drops a paper to the bed—I didn’t even realise he was holding it but then again, I’m sleep-addled and hot-boyfriend-addled. It’s the real estate section and my photo is on the front.

			‘Oh, my God.’

			‘I know.’ His pride is almost better than this article. Almost, but not quite.

			‘Seriously?’

			‘Evidently.’

			‘This is unbelievable.’

			‘No, Grace. It’s completely believable, and absolutely deserved.’ He leans down and then kisses the top of my head and, out of nowhere, tears clog my throat. Because that’s so like Jagger—one minute he’s driving me crazy with early wake-ups and the thread of desire that is always pulling me to him, and the next he’s filling my soul with sunshine and mermaids and promises that I might have thought were too good to be true if he hadn’t spent every minute of every day showing me that Jagger’s promises are always true.

			‘Read it,’ he says, pride thick in his voice. ‘And then get ready. We’re going out.’

			‘To where?’

			‘Breakfast on the water?’ I look towards the harbour on autopilot. Sydney is sparkling today, just like my mood, and Jagger’s yacht would be the perfect place to be. We love his boat—it’s not like the kind of thing you’d expect a mega billionaire to have. It’s on the small side, though inside it’s been fitted with every mod con. He might hate overt status symbols, but he likes the idea of being able to sail off into the ocean from time to time, knowing he can get back safely.

			‘Sounds good.’ I drop my attention to the newspaper, scanning the article, contentment settling around me.

			‘You’ve got ten minutes, Sleeping Beauty.’

			‘Make it eight.’ Why wait? Now that I’m awake, I want to roll up my sleeves and enjoy every minute of this day.

			Jagger turns on his heel and pads out of our bedroom. I read the article quickly and I’m just pushing out of bed when he strolls back in, a goofy smile on his impossibly handsome face.

			‘That was only four minutes.’

			‘I know.’

			‘So?’ I put a hand on my hip, grinning even when I’m trying to be pissed off at him. ‘You owe me four minutes.’

			‘Actually, I owe you a lifetime,’ he corrects and leaves again.

			I laugh, even when my heart is beating double tempo.

			I shower in one minute and pull on a pair of jeans and a cashmere sweater, smiling at the feeling of a paw on my thigh. Brinkley isn’t technically supposed to be in our room. That’s Jagger’s rule. But on the few occasions I’ve been too busy to travel with Jagger and Brinkley’s been here alone with me, I’ve caved completely and let Brinkley sleep at the foot of our bed.

			He knows I’m a soft touch.

			‘Hiya, boy.’ I abandon my attempt to tame my hair and crouch down, running my hands over his fur. ‘Your daddy’s going to be cranky if he sees you in here.’

			Brinkley buries his head in my stomach and I smile.

			‘Don’t worry. I’ll explain.’ I ruffle my hands at his neck and feel something hard catch my fingertips. His collar is on—I spin it around, checking for obstructions, and I can only frown when I find a bright red ribbon tied there. I look closer and all of my breath explodes out of my body. Because, tied carefully to Brinkley’s collar, is the biggest, most beautiful ring I have seen in my entire life. Two diamond bands are snaked together, plaiting the full circumference of the ring. It’s sparkly but simple and elegant, all at once.

			My fingers are shaking a little and I look up, on autopilot.

			Jagger is standing in the door frame, watching us, his eyes shining with emotion. ‘I told you, we’re celebrating.’

			I can’t speak. I stare at him and then look back at the ring, none of it making sense. Brinkley nuzzles in closer to my side and my heart explodes because I never thought I could love anyone again, and here I have the most beautiful man and puppy in my life.

			‘Jagger...’

			‘I meant what I said, Grace. I owe you a lifetime.’ He closes the gap and lifts me to my feet, his eyes scanning mine as if there’s even a remote possibility I might say ‘no.’ ‘You have brought meaning to my life and happiness to my soul. You are all the parts of me I didn’t even know I was missing. You’re my Aphrodite.’

			A sob bursts through me. ‘Jagger...’ I shake my head, lost for words.

			‘Don’t say no,’ he pleads. ‘Don’t say anything. Just know that one day, when you’re ready, this is what I want. No prenup, no lawyers, just you and me and my certainty that for the rest of our lives we belong together.’

			I laugh then. ‘I’m not saying “no”! I’m saying yes, a thousand times over.’

			His eyes widen.

			‘You must know how I feel about you,’ I murmur. ‘And if I didn’t already love you to bits, this ring would definitely seal the deal,’ I tease, looking down at the stunning choice.

			‘You don’t want something...bigger? I looked at others but this just seemed...’

			‘Perfect,’ I finish his sentence, tears filling my eyes. The two strands are perfectly wound together; the ring needs both to hold its shape. ‘It’s like us.’

			‘That’s what I thought.’ We stare at each for a moment, just two people smiling so much our cheeks hurt. ‘So that’s definitely a yes?’

			I laugh. ‘Yes! It’s unequivocally a yes, Jagger.’

			His laugh is husky and gravelly. ‘I’m glad. Although I definitely had other ways in mind if you needed extra convincing.’

			‘And you know, I just might,’ I murmur, handing the ring to him so he can slide it onto my finger, our bodies cleaved together.

			It fits perfectly and we both look down at it, smiling, for several beats. Pleasure, happiness and contentment are tying bows inside my soul, but there is lust and hunger, too, a beating drum demanding my attention.

			Brinkley rubs against my leg and barks, trying to nudge between the two of us.

			‘Down, boy.’ Jagger grins. ‘I saw her first.’ He’s joking, but the words embed deep inside of me, because I’m in Jagger’s heart and I’m in Brinkley’s heart and I know how lucky I am to have found my place there, an integral part of both their worlds.

			‘And you’re about to see a whole lot more of me.’

			Only Jagger shakes his head, his expression rueful. ‘I’m afraid we have some place to be, Miss Llewellyn.’

			‘It can wait.’

			‘’Fraid not.’

			‘Why? Where?’

			‘Your parents are on the yacht, as we speak, desperate to toast us...’

			‘My parents?’

			‘I didn’t really think I could tell your father I was planning to propose without inviting them down here...’

			‘You spoke to my parents about this?’

			‘Hell, yeah. I’m old-fashioned. Not so old-fashioned to think you’d ever marry me if you thought I’d asked someone for permission, but enough to know this shit matters to parents. Or to your parents, at least.’ He grins and my heart turns over in my chest.

			Because he really is perfect—for me.

			‘I’m going to take this as an IOU,’ I say sweetly, lifting up and kissing his lips slowly, falling into his arms and staying there for a moment because it’s the only place I want to be.

			‘And you can spend every day for the rest of our lives cashing it in.’ He grinds his hips against me and pleasure shoots into the pit of my stomach.

			Every day for the rest of our lives sounds pretty damned perfect.

			Meanwhile, in New York City...

			I stare at the text message with the same sense of cold disconnect that has dogged my steps for eight months, since I learned that the man who raised me is not my father. Since I learned that my mother, may she rest in peace, lied to me, lied to him, lied to my brothers. All my life is a lie—every single shred of it.

			I am not Holden Hart, I am Hades, the darkness, the devil.

			She said yes!

			Jagger’s happiness would have meant the world to me once upon a time, but not now. Nothing means anything.

			I throw the Scotch back, the burn against the back of my throat as familiar to me as breathing.

			Jagger’s getting married. The man I’ve thought of as a brother all my life has fallen head over fucking heels in love, whatever that means, and is going to start a family of his own.

			And I won’t be a part of it—I don’t belong, not really. I’m a Hart in name only and the sooner they start to accept that, the better.

			Across the room, a woman smiles at me, slow and languid, and I contemplate picking her up. I could do with a good fuck. Not sure my head would tolerate the movement, though. I think I’m on about seven days straight of being hammered.

			I look away, back to the phone as it buzzes once more.

			You’re my best man, by the way.

			I groan, dropping my head into my hands. I want to tell him to fuck off, he’s dreaming, because I’m not really his brother, not really a Hart, and I’m no kind of best man.

			I am not Holden Hart any more. I am the darkness, I am the devil, I am Hades and always will be...
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			Forbidden Sins

			by J. Margot Critch

			CHAPTER ONE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			 

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

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

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

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

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

			“Again?”

			“Yup. That’s the third time.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Who made that rule?”

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

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

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

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

			He looked down. “Oh, dammit.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“Are you sure?”

			“Yeah, I’m sure. I’ll be fine.”

			“You think that’s a good idea?”

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

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

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

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

			“What?” he asked, clearly taken aback.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“That’s true,” she conceded.

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

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

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

			“How nice.”

			“What do you do?”

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

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

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

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

			“I guess so.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“I’m not picky,” she told him.

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

			“A bottle?”

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

			“Champagne, though?”

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

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

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

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

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

			“You’re right,” she said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

			Gabe held his glass aloft. “To us.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“What’s wrong?” he asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			Ellie nodded. “Good idea.”

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

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

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

			“I’ve got an idea.”
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