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      “So, if we could get a copy of your references, I think we’re all done for today.”

      Skye Summers looked up from her interview notes, her heart dropping straight into her stomach. “My… Right. Uh.”

      Trying to hide her panic, she thumbed through the stack of extra résumés she kept in her interview binder. Résumé. Résumé. Résumé… No reference sheet. With the eyes of all three museum administrators boring holes into her forehead from across the table, she inhaled softly, then forced the most brilliant smile she could muster, given the circumstances.

      “It seems I’ve left my reference list at home,” she told them, doing her best to ignore the way Marvin from HR scribbled something on the corner of his questionnaire sheet. Her smile widened and trembled, starting to hurt her cheeks. “But I can email you a copy.”

      “Please do,” Gretta, head of the art antiquities department Skye had been trying to get a position in, remarked. “It is a mandatory part of the hiring process. I believe it was on the application checklist.”

      “I apologize. I’ll have it to you as soon as possible.” That morning at another interview, Skye had been forced to give all four of the interviewers a printed copy of her references. She wasn’t sure why they couldn’t have just shared the one copy she had provided for them, but it didn’t matter now. From the looks on the faces of the trio in front of her, the damage was done.

      “Thank you for your time, Miss Summers. We’ll be in touch.”

      Skye stood on shaky legs, hoping the cold sweat from the start of the interview had finally dried up as she shook each of their hands. We’ll be in touch. It was a familiar song and dance. All those fake smiles. All the waning adrenaline. All the forced gratitude for them taking the time to even speak with her.

      Job hunting sucked.

      But at least she was getting called for interviews. She considered the idea as she made her way out of the small Etruscan Art and Pottery museum. Skye hadn’t specialized in the area by any means, but having graduated a month ago with a degree in Museum Studies and Archival Organization, she had blitzed every museum in Coral Bay—and the rest of California—with an application for whatever positions they might have open. So far, three had called for interviews. One had outright rejected her an hour after she’d submitted her résumé. As stressful, and sometimes demoralizing, as pitching yourself to strangers could be, at least a few people were calling her. Skye knew plenty of former classmates who had been met with radio silence since firing off their applications.

      So, really, she actually ought to be grateful for the fake smiles and the adrenaline spikes and the serious trauma her hair had endured lately with all the overzealous interview styling. But just because she knew she ought to be grateful didn’t make the process any easier.

      The first blast of salty, warm coastal air managed to wash the post-interview anxiety off her, and Skye stood on the front steps of the small museum sandwiched between a sushi bar and a vintage clothing boutique, breathing it all in. When she could finally take a step without her legs wobbling with nerves, she swapped her black pumps for teal flip-flops, shoving the heels into her huge pleather purse. Nothing felt better than taking off a painful pair of shoes and replacing them with comfort. Nothing. All her flip-flops were padded—none of this thin, zero-support nonsense for Skye—and she imagined this was exactly what it would feel like to walk on a cloud.

      With tourist season kicking off in the sunny seaside town of Coral Bay, Skye opted to walk home instead of trying to flag down a cabbie, who’d only give her grief for being a local. They all wanted to cash in on out-of-towners who had no idea they were being driven the long way around. No thanks.

      Halfway down the block she pulled her flaming red hair out of its severe ponytail, mussing out her waves with her fingers. One less uncomfortable thing to grapple with. Ten minutes later, by the time she reached her upscale apartment building—one that she had always thought was too good for her—the rings, bracelets, and earrings had come off too. Shuffling past the doorman, Skye felt more herself in that moment, wearing flip-flops and a pencil skirt that she had slightly unzipped and a flowy blouse that she had untucked, than she had all day. Two back-to-back hour-long interviews in a row wearing gorgeous, flattering, but ultimately not-her-style clothing had left her totally fried. The interviews themselves drained her mentally, but the clothes sapped her physically.

      One day it would be acceptable to wear yoga pants everywhere. If she were Queen of the Universe, it would be a mandate.

      “How were the interviews, Miss Summers?”

      She shot Ben, one of the three men who ran the twenty-four-seven lobby front desk, a sleepy smile and changed course, heading straight for him.

      “Could have been better, I guess,” she said with a huff, planting her elbows on the too-tall marble counter. “I don’t think I’ll be hearing from them, honestly.”

      The first interview, a museum at the north end of the city that specialized in men’s fashion, hadn’t left her feeling excited, and this second interview had ended on a sour note. Neither one was promising. The very first museum-focused interview she’d had had been a group interview where three other candidates monopolized all the talk time by screeching over everyone. Skye hadn’t been able to get a word in—so, no History of Toilets tours for her. The loss had been devastating.

      “Well, I’m sure you gave it your all,” Ben mused, then ducked down behind the huge podium that hid the security monitors, among other tablet-shaped tech. “You have a package from Mr. Daniels. His assistant dropped it off an hour ago.”

      Her whole body warmed at the mention of that name, from the tip-top of her forehead, down along her curves, veering into her naughty bits, then to the tips of her painted toes. Cole Daniels. Internet security and tech guru, humble thirty-year-old billionaire…

      Also Skye’s sugar daddy of four years, and the only reason she lived in a place with a lobby constructed of marble, granite, and silver.

      “I didn’t even know he was in town,” she said in an effort to downplay her noticeable physical response to the man’s name. Ben straightened moments later with a large rectangular box in hand: white, with a red silk bow on top—the only true splash of colour in the otherwise mutely decorated lobby. She accepted it with a grin, her insides twisting and turning. “Thanks.”

      “Anytime, Miss Summers. Just let me know if you need anything else today.”

      “You’ve always got my back.”

      She clutched the box to her as she hurried for the elevators, which Ben had already activated. Cole’s gift was light and didn’t rattle when she gave the package a little shake. Clothes, probably. She had told him a thousand times that he didn’t have to buy her things—everything he did for her was more than enough already. Hell, paying her university tuition, the whole reason she had joined the sugar baby–sugar daddy service based out of LA, had been more than enough of a gift to last Skye the rest of her lifetime.

      He never listened. Whenever he popped into town, usually in the summer months and around the new year, he came bearing gifts. Beautiful, thoughtful, expensive gifts that Skye didn’t need, but never had the heart to turn down.

      Kind of like her apartment. After financing her first year’s tuition, Cole had handed her the keys to a swanky apartment and told her to use it for as long as she was in Coral Bay. When she’d protested, he had insisted that he needed her to house-sit the unit while he was away or else there would be insurance issues, a story Skye had never believed but used to validate her presence there whenever she was feeling guilty. After all, Cole never stayed with her when he was in town; he had a beach house on a huge private plot of land at the south end of the city. So, for the last four years, the apartment had been Skye’s and Skye’s alone.

      After a smooth elevator ride up to the sixth floor, she hurried for her apartment, eager to rip into the box. As soon as she stuck the key in the lock, she was greeted by Oz’s boisterous meows from the other side, a sound that always brought a smile to her face no matter what kind of day she’d had.

      “My baby Ozzy,” she cooed, slipping inside carefully—the little shit would bolt whenever the door was open wide enough—and scooping up the pampered ball of white fur. He purred noisily in response, rubbing his face along her cheek and chin, paws kneading the air in utter contentment.

      Skye always considered tuition and the apartment to be the first gifts Cole had ever lavished her with, but really, Oz was number one on the list. The day before their first agency-arranged meet-up, the one couples used to figure out if they were a good fit, Skye’s cat of eighteen and a half years had finally crossed over the rainbow bridge. Devastated, she’d called Cole in tears, asking to postpone the meeting for a few days while she dealt with the loss. At the time, rescheduling had been the last thing she wanted to do: her funds were drained, school seemed like a dream she’d never achieve, and Cole had been the first and only sugar daddy at the agency to request a meeting with her.

      The whole thing had been her last resort to afford school after years of working constant part-time jobs, first to pay down her mom’s debt after she died, then just to, you know, survive. Juggling multiple shifts while attempting to take the odd online class here and there, she had never gotten anywhere financially or academically. Back then, a friend had shared an article online about sugar daddy relationships, which led to a lot of research and internet sleuthing on her part. While Skye thought “sugar daddies” absurd in theory, one night, after downing a whole bottle of cheap wine, she had applied to the agency of her choosing when she was feeling particularly hopeless, overwhelmed, and exhausted.

      Much to her surprise, the agency accepted her—for a fee. Most of her savings account, actually, with barely three months of rent left, plus a meager amount for food. The promise of a wealthy man covering her living expenses while she finally got her dream degree had forced her hand, and, for once in her life, the risk had paid off.

      She had been fortunate that Cole stuck with her after their initial setback, considering how well they got along now and how smooth the whole process had been for her. That initial meeting, however, could have spiraled into disaster if he’d thought she was rejecting him—or whatever other reasons a fragile macho-male ego might have dreamt up.

      Skye had quickly learned, thankfully, that Cole had the farthest thing from a fragile male ego.

      After they had rescheduled for the following week, with Cole sounding super sympathetic on the phone, he had showed up at the outdoor café that they agreed to meet at bearing Oz in kitten form, a baby blue ribbon knotted into a bow around his neck, the colour matching his striking eyes.

      Skye would never admit it, but since that moment, she’d been smitten—both with her precious Oz and Cole.

      “What have you been up to?” she murmured as she pressed kisses to Oz’s silky soft fur, kicking off her flip-flops and strolling into the sprawling apartment. The two-bedroom had an open concept area living/dining area and sandy-pink tile flooring. Seventy square feet of balcony space off the living room gave her a ton of space for breakfast outdoors and yoga in the sunshine, and the jacuzzi soaker tub in the master bath was to die for. Cole had furnished the apartment with the basics, though over the years she had added bits of herself to it in the form of abstract paintings, favored textbooks, and fresh floral arrangements—all cat-friendly, of course.

      Settling on the edge of the couch, Skye placed Oz on her right and Cole’s present on the coffee table, then hastily unwrapped the bow. She gave Oz the thick red ribbon to play with, wrapping it around his lithe figure—made larger by an insane amount of fur—and he immediately went into kill mode, flopping back on the cushions, mouth wide and back feet kicking. After a few moments of watching him play-kill, Skye lifted off the top part of the box and grabbed the note inside. As she suspected—upscale clothes of some kind, wrapped in tissue paper. At least the note was in Cole’s handwriting; Skye had become quiet adept at differentiating between his scrawl and his assistant.

      

      
        Consider the dress my apology for springing this on you last-minute. There’s a gala tonight that I only just learned I need a plus-one to attend. I’ll pick you up at eight.

        

        x x Cole

      

      

      Skye squirmed, heat flaring between her thighs, as she read the words, Cole’s gorgeous British accent dancing around her head.

      Well. So much for her yoga class tonight. Skye had hoped all the stretching and deep breathing and socializing would help her forget the stress of post-grad interview season, but a fancy gala on the arm of a billionaire would probably work just as well.

      “Ouch!” Oz had gone from murdering the ribbon a foot away to doing it directly against her thigh, and she pushed him back down the couch to avoid another clawing. Shaking her head, she flipped the small card over, then frowned when she spotted something on the back.

      

      
        PS: Wear something underneath that makes you feel sexy.

        x

      

      Skye sat back on the couch, card falling to her lap, then ran her hands through her hair. Wear something sexy underneath? Like…sexy underwear? A flood of adrenaline pounded through her at the thought, a delicious spike of excited energy paired with repressed desire.

      When she had first read about sugar daddies and their relationships with sugar babies—ugh, the term still made her cringe—Skye had just assumed all these women were glorified escorts, despite the agency she used vehemently denying the accusation. Skye had taken their word for it at the time, but she hadn’t trusted it, not entirely, even after she signed her contracts to use the agency’s services. After all, why would a rich, successful guy buy someone the world without expecting anything but companionship in return? That didn’t make sense to her—until Cole. They had a clause in their personal contract that stipulated physical affection was not required under any circumstances unless expressly agreed to by both parties. It was not to be used as payment for gifts, and if it was used as an intimidation tactic, the contract was null and void—and the guilty party would have to make financial restitutions at an agreed upon amount.

      Essentially, sex had been off the table from day one, just as Skye requested when she had applied to the agency. Once she had been paired with Cole Daniels, however, she regretted not thinking things through a little more carefully. Nowadays, since she had no desire to muddy their friendship, Skye hadn’t acted on her underlying feelings. Not once in four years. In return, Cole hadn’t done more than hold her hand, kiss her cheek, and give her a friendly hug.

      Sure, at parties they ramped up the cuddling and touching for the benefit of others. After all, that was what Skye brought to the relationship: she appeared in public as his girlfriend. Cole traveled so much, worked so hard, that he had no time for a real relationship. Unfortunately, the press in the US and Britain had crucified one of their most eligible bachelors for appearing standoffish and uncomfortable with the dating scene. Like he was some weirdo for not having a model on his arm.

      Skye had quickly learned that Cole wanted a genuine connection—he just didn’t have space in his life to pursue anything romantic long-term. He wanted a close friend whom he could bring to parties and on vacations so the press would leave him alone. Apparently none of the women in his private life had fit the bill, so he’d gone with an outside hire. When Skye had heard his terms, she’d decided she could easily manage them, especially for a guy as sweet as Cole. In return, he supported her financially through school while she earned a degree at age twenty-nine that she could have had by age twenty-one but had never been able to afford.

      But in her mind, it had never been just a friendship between them. To Skye, there had always been something more, some underlying tension, heat, that flared whenever they got together.

      She had always just assumed it had to be one of two things when it came to Cole Daniels, sugar daddy and all around wonderful human being. One: he wasn’t interested in her romantically. But if that was the case, he had a future in acting, given the way he treated her in public. Or two: he also didn’t want to ruin what they had by complicating everything with sex. Skye had always hoped option two was the truth, but given how tight-lipped Cole was about his personal feelings, it could have easily been option one.

      Lips pursed, she read the card over one more time, absently dragging the ribbon around to keep Oz busy. There were an awful lot of x-kisses here, even for Cole. And he had never asked her to dress sexy before. Generally, the term he used was appropriate, though he had always given her a rundown of the event beforehand so she could style herself accordingly.

      Maybe it was finally happening.

      Maybe he had decided to throw caution to the wind and cross the line they had both been dancing around for years.

      Was she ready to take the plunge? Was she ready to make things messy, to complicate what had always been so clear-cut and easy?

      Skye hoisted a purring Oz onto her lap, deciding she had about four hours to figure it out.
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      There was something about sexy lingerie that could make any woman feel like a million bucks. For Skye, comfortable cotton—or, preferably, nothing at all—had been her go-to for just about any occasion. Given that she’d been so focused on school over the last few years, dates had been reserved for Cole, and none of those had resulted in her stripping down to anything more than a bikini. So, when he told her to wear something sexy under the mildly shapeless beige shift dress he’d bought for her, she went all out in a full black push-up bra and garter set that she’d purchased on a whim at a bachelorette party years ago.

      As luck would have it, the getup still fit, and she paired it with a set of lacey panties to match, along with near sheer thigh-high black tights with a lace-inspired top to clip her garter belts to. Never had she dared to go quite so provocative, but if Cole was going to make a move tonight, then Skye wanted to be ready—in spades.

      After polishing off leftover sushi for dinner, she showered, shaved, and moisturized whatever she could reach. She kept her makeup minimal, but paired her black and white ensemble with a bold red lip. It was a bit too matchy-matchy with the first pair of heels she chose, so those were downgraded to black wedges that didn’t hurt her feet quite as much. Her coppery, sun-kissed hair rolled down her back in full Jessica Rabbit waves; it was the most work she’d put into her outfit in a long time. The last gala/cocktail party/snooty affair Cole had brought her to had been six months ago at a New Year’s Eve gala in LA, and then he’d had a stylist, hairdresser, and makeup artist who did the work for her.

      Tonight was all Skye, and as she strutted across the lobby, smiling at Ben when he flashed a ten out of ten with his fingers, she felt like she owned the world.

      Funny how a little personal pampering and a killer outfit could make your mood do a complete one-eighty in just a few hours.

      Her stomach somersaulted at the sight of Cole’s usual black town car waiting for her outside the building. As she approached, her hands grew clammy, her ankles felt wobbly, and her sanity asked if she knew what she was doing. Given her choice of undergarments, Skye had made her decision: it was time for this relationship to get a little messy. If Cole made a move, if all signs pointed to liftoff, then Skye planned to give in wholeheartedly.

      An unfamiliar driver stood waiting for her at the curb, and she smiled when he tipped his hat and opened the door. Skye slid in smoothly, pleased that she wouldn’t have to fend off paparazzi today; they followed Cole everywhere when they figured out what country he was in.

      “Hello, sweetheart.”

      Skye all but melted into the seat at his greeting—though it would have been more romantic if he’d actually looked up from his phone. At this point in their relationship, him clacking around on a screen didn’t offend her: screens were his job, and his job was his life. Still… The note…

      “Hi,” she said, trying to keep her voice even as she leaned over and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “This is a fun surprise.”

      Dressed to the nines in a fitted tux, Cole was equal measures breathtaking and panty-dropping. While he was only a few inches taller than her, his trim yet muscular figure always filled out his impeccably tailored outfits perfectly. When he finally tucked his phone into his inner jacket pocket and looked up, the full force of those ocean-blue eyes hit her like a freight train, forcing Skye to fiddle with her clutch as her cheeks heated to a boil.

      “Is it? I was worried I was pushing it a bit with the timing,” he told her as the car peeled away from the curb, merging seamlessly with the late-night traffic. Coral Bay’s size allotted most people the luxury of walking everywhere, but there must have been multiple events happening tonight, as the road was full of cabs. Skye tore her gaze from the window, then chuckled when she realized she had left a huge lipstick mark on Cole’s cheek.

      Scruffless today. She preferred him with a bit of brown-blond stubble, though the clean-shaven look highlighted that he’d been somewhere with a lot of sun recently, making his eyes pop—almost to the point where she couldn’t meet them.

      Or maybe she couldn’t meet them because she was wearing the sexiest thing in her wardrobe under the loose-fitting, exquisitely soft dress.

      “It’s fine. I just had yoga tonight anyway,” she insisted, rubbing the lipstick off with her thumb. Cole scowled and tried to twist out of reach, but she clamped down on his strong chin and held him in place. “Sit still and let me fix you.”

      He groaned. “Mum, you’re embarrassing me.”

      Skye adored that side of him—the playful, silly, real side he so seldom let the public see. When they were alone, a bit of that upper-crust polish faded, hinting at the estuary accent he’d had since birth. Skye preferred that too.

      With all the lipstick gone, Skye retreated to her side of the car, though she couldn’t ignore the fact that their legs, both crossed, were touching.

      “So, tell me about the interviews,” he insisted as he stretched his arm out across the back of the seat. She swallowed hard, ignoring the way the heat of his slightly curled hand warmed the nape of her neck.

      “All of them?”

      “I haven’t seen you in over two months,” Cole said with a slight shake of his head. “Too long.” His eyes dipped down to her body briefly before flickering back to her face. “Do you like the dress? I told Hunter to go for an off-white because of the, well…”

      He gestured to her, struggling, and Skye’s eyes narrowed.

      “The what?”

      “The ghost-pale speckled look,” he said, which earned his leg a slap. He took it with a smirk. “What? You’ve said so yourself.”

      “Well, we can’t all get our glamorous tans off the coast of some tropical paradise,” Skye fired back. “You know I just burn, then go back to porcelain no matter what I try.”

      “My freckly queen—I’m more than aware.”

      Damn it. She bit her lip, cheeks hot again, and decided a change of subject was in order. So, she switched gears to her interviews, including the two from today and the one she’d had two weeks ago. Cole listened with an unflinching intensity that had unnerved her when they first met; now, she knew it was just Cole providing a rare moment of undivided attention, technology-free.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” he said, taking that I’m-a-sexy-professor-lecturing-you tone that always made her knees weak. “They’d be fools not to hire you.”

      “There are lots of qualified candidates locally because of the college. I don’t know. I’m not too optimistic.”

      She noted the change in scenery behind him in the passing streetlamp light. They’d left Coral Bay proper about five minutes ago and were headed in the direction of the elite suburbs still within the city limits. Mansions, many of which backed directly onto the beach, dotted the coast. Ten-foot cement walls surrounded each gated community. Given that Cole’s beach house was on the south end, not the north, she had never had a reason to do more than stare wistfully in passing at the homes poking through a forest of palm, oak, and cypress trees on the other side of the walls; another added measure to obstruct the plebeians’ gaze. She could only assume the landscaping around the enormous manors would be even more impressive.

      And it was. Given that Skye had had a sugar daddy relationship with a billionaire for a little over four years, she’d thought she would be used to opulence by now—not so. While Cole tapped around on his phone after flashing his ID to security at the gated front entrance, Skye spent the remainder of the ride all but pressed up against the car window, gawking at how big, beautiful, and lavish the houses were, each one bigger, more beautiful, and more lavish than the last.

      They eventually stopped at the house to beat them all: a lone mansion at the end of the lane, surrounded by mangrove trees and blooming crape myrtles. After joining the queue in the circular driveway, Skye noted that a grand cement stairwell led up a slight incline to the main house, with impressive flourishing gardens on either side. Pod lights scattered across the lawn lit up the place, though one look at the house and you could tell there was a party in full swing inside.

      “We won’t be here long. Keep your phone on you for when I call,” Cole told the driver before the man hopped out and hurried around to Skye’s side of the car. She accepted his hand as he helped her out, trying not to ogle the house more than she already had. One of the things she had learned as Cole’s sugar baby was not to appear as though she didn’t belong. Blending in, acting bored, and feigning disinterest could all go on her résumé as special skills at this point.

      Still. The house was pretty impressive. Like a Spanish manor in an era gone by, it sat atop a small hill overlooking its kingdom. Two stories, with a wrought iron balcony stretching the full length of the top floor, its exterior colouring reminded her of the inside of a seashell. It must have been breathtaking in the daylight. For now, she made do with the lights dotting the hillside gardens and the soft yellow glow of the veranda.

      “Now, there are a few things I need to tell you about before we get in there.” Cole threaded his fingers around hers as they climbed the stairs together in perfect unison.

      “Okay.”

      “The party, it’s…” He cleared his throat. “It’s a sex party.”

      Skye stopped walking and tugged her hand away. It was a what?

      “I know, I know, totally inappropriate for us,” Cole insisted, hands up somewhat apologetically. “There are a few people here who keep skirting my calls, intentionally giving me the runaround, and I really just need to corner them and sort things out. This was my best opportunity.”

      Skye opened and closed her dry mouth a few times, lost for words. His expression, his tone—none of it suggested he wanted to play tonight. Not with her, anyway, and not in the way she had hoped.

      “When the organizer told me the theme this morning, I thought it’d be a bit unsettling if I showed up here without a date,” he said, almost tentatively, like he was bracing for her response. “I’ll only need an hour or so. There’s a private poker game off-limits to everyone but a select few.”

      “And I take it you’re one of the select few,” Skye managed, her words a hoarse whisper until she cleared her throat. “And I also take it I’m not one of the select few. You know I don’t know how to play poker.”

      When he nodded, she planted a hand on her hip and tried to ignore her racing heart. Clearly he hadn’t brought her here for sex. It was the same story as always: Skye was here to smile for pictures, hang off his arm, and make it seem like he had an active romantic life so his social circles wouldn’t think he was a total weirdo recluse outside the office.

      So why the PS on his card? What was the point of her lingerie getup? Did he want her to fool around with other people? Her stomach knotted at the thought.

      “Skye, please don’t be cross—”

      “I’m missing yoga for this,” she hissed to divert her sudden rush of emotion, an uncomfortable blend of disappointment, frustration, and rejection.

      “Yeah, but you said it was just yoga, remember?”

      She pinched his arm, hard, when he offered what she knew he thought was a cheeky grin, the one that always worked on her.

      But not tonight.

      “Skye, I’m sorry. I should have warned you sooner—”

      “It’s fine.” She lifted her gaze to the house. Maybe this was for the best. Maybe they weren’t meant to cross the line, to delve into the unexplored sensual side of their relationship. Maybe messy just wasn’t for them. Skye swallowed hard, her mind jumping from them making it messy to them severing ties because they couldn’t handle the messy, and the thought of losing Cole actually made her a little teary-eyed.

      He noticed before she could brush the moisture away. “Skye? Is everything okay?”

      “I just had a rough day,” she admitted. “It’s nothing. Seriously. Am I excited to spend the next hour by myself while you go bully some rich assholes? Not really, but it’s fine. I’m fine.”

      “Oh, come now.” He captured her hand again as another pair of couples made their way up the stairs around them. “You don’t have to be by yourself. This is an excellent opportunity to network. I know for a fact several members of the arts and culture council will be here.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “Trolling for sex?”

      “Well, probably.” Cole smirked as they slowly resumed climbing the stairs. “I’m not saying you have to participate. Don’t feel pressured to do anything you’re not comfortable with.” His voice seemed to catch as he spoke, like he wasn’t entirely comfortable with the subject matter either. “Although it’s my understanding these things don’t heat up until midnight, so we have some time.”

      “What, you don’t frequent sex parties?”

      “Not without you,” he stated, then begrudgingly dug out his phone when it chirped in his pocket.

      And there it was. One of those moments, those instances where Skye had to wonder if she wasn’t imagining things and Cole really did want her—or if she was losing it and that was just his sense of humor.

      Whatever the case may be, she didn’t have time to scrutinize it. Soon enough, she and Cole were inside, being welcomed by an army of party staff who explained the layout of the house, what was off-limits, and that swimming in the ocean while intoxicated was never a good idea. They were then escorted from the huge foyer with its crystal chandelier and gold trimmings to a large room positively brimming with people, a room that overlooked the backyard—and, by extension, the private hillside beach trailing down to the Pacific.

      “See, plenty of people to butter up,” Cole insisted. With the party tour guides gone, he stood slightly behind her, an arm around her waist and his hard body pressed flush against her back. Her skin prickled as his words rolled in soft, heated whispers across her ear, and she barely had the capacity to pay attention when he pointed out three city councilors, two museum benefactors, and one university department head. Then he kissed her cheek, the feel of his lips lingering long after they left, and gave her waist a little squeeze. “Go network, sweetheart. I’ll be back before you know it.”

      She watched him go, skirting the crowd along the back wall and heading for a doorway with a black ribbon across it—one of those off-limits places, she assumed. However, as he neared, a waiter in head-to-toe navy pulled the rope aside and gestured for him to enter. Before he disappeared, Cole met her eye and mouthed I believe in you from across the room.

      Skye rolled her eyes, but couldn’t keep a smile off her face. She adored that man, whether he wanted to take things to the next level or not. Her disappointment wasn’t his concern; Skye had primed herself for something that would probably never happen. Whatever she felt in that moment was her problem and hers alone.

      One she planned to drown in champagne as soon as possible. Squaring her shoulders, she ignored the way a cluster of men eyed her and flagged down a roving server. He almost glided away after she took one flute of golden bubbly, but Skye grabbed his sleeve and held him in place as she downed the entire thing, then took another.

      “Okay,” she muttered, tapping her finger against the crystal and scanning the crowd. “Network. I can network for an hour.”

      Zeroing in on a councilmember, a middle-aged woman whose dress got sheerer and sheerer as Skye approached, she mentally prepared her sell-yourself speech, then forced a bright smile and sidled into the conversation like she had been there the whole time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Red Wine Casualty

          

        

      

    

    
      So much for nothing wild happening before midnight.

      Cole’s one-hour mark had nearly come and gone, and the networking crowd had turned into a huge, convoluted orgy that spilled out onto the back patio in half that time. Feeling awkward and not the slightest bit interested in participating, Skye had slipped out of sight and decided to explore the huge mansion on her own. She had moved from champagne to a very rich red wine, which she had nursed throughout her unguided tour. So far, she had counted ten bedrooms, explored the lower level indoor pool with an enormous window that faced the beach, and had perused the owner’s library, which also housed a fine art collection. Most of the works were abstract statues, with the occasional bit of seemingly authentic ancient pottery, but the real money was in the classic books. Whole bookcases were lined with them, all in mint condition, and Skye had examined each one while holding her red wine out as far as her arm would go in the opposite direction. No way could she afford to replace so much as a single floor tile in this place, never mind a whole antique book.

      Although the greeters had gone into some detail about there being off-limits sections around the house, aside from a few black ropes over open doorways, there was nothing around to stop her from going wherever she damn well pleased. Every so often, Skye checked her phone to see if she had somehow missed Cole trying to reach her—and found nothing but her screen saver of a sleeping Oz staring back at her.

      Any time she heard the sounds of fornication, drunken or otherwise, Skye shot off in the opposite direction, in no mood to deal with that particular nightmare.

      She still couldn’t believe Cole had brought her to a sex party with no intention of actually having sex with her. That bit stung the most. Well, no. The emotional, feelings side of things stung the most, but it was easier to pretend she was angry he didn’t want to fuck her in her gorgeous lingerie.

      Taking another sip of wine, so dark it might as well have been plum, she left the library behind and strolled down a hallway lit by a smattering of wall-mounted fixtures, styled to look like Victorian oil lamps. Her wedges clicked softly on the tile, off-white etched with streaks of grey, and she contemplated heading down to the beach to escape the whole thing. When Cole was ready to go, he could come find her, damn it.

      Just as she rounded the corner, however, two bodies slammed into her—seemingly out of nowhere. She staggered back and tried desperately to hold her drink away from her dress, but the damage was done. Lukewarm liquid seeped through the fabric, right to her skin, dribbling down her neck, over her chest, and into her black lingerie.

      The offenders, two female twenty-somethings with glazed eyes and flushed cheeks, skipped off in a fit of giggles, their hair the definition of bed head and their feet bare. And not an apology to be seen.

      “What the fuck…” Skye stood there, half a glass of red wine staining Cole’s gift, and couldn’t decide whether to laugh or cry. Clearly the pair were drunk as skunks, but why hadn’t she heard them coming? Had she been so lost in her own head, thinking about Cole, that her brain had ignored the impending danger? Worrying, if that was the case. Mouth pinched, she stared down at herself: she looked like a gunshot victim. “Fucking fuck fuck.”

      “If you just stand there staring and cursing like a sailor, it’s going to set. If we act now, we can salvage it.”

      “W-What…” Skye whirled around to find a man charging down the hall toward her—the kind of man she assumed only lived on film and in romance novels. Tall, muscular, his olive skin paired with startlingly dark eyes, like he’d gone straight from the Mediterranean to the runway. He wore a fitted grey suit sans tie, bow or otherwise, the top of that white button-down popped open, black dress shoes that clicked curtly with every step—and an expression suggesting she had committed a cardinal sin in front of the Pope.

      “I knew this would happen,” he muttered in a rather posh English accent, the kind that made her toes curl in a way that Cole’s didn’t. “As soon as I saw the red wine, I knew there’d be a casualty tonight.”

      He strode right into her personal space and plucked the wine glass from her hand, then set it on top of a nearby wall lamp. Skye stiffened when he turned his attention to the soiled fabric of her dress, tsking under his breath as he picked at it, towering over her by a good half foot or so.

      “Uh, okay, who the hell are you?” She took a few much-needed steps back, her heart racing for a myriad of reasons. Never in her life had desire slapped her so hard across the face within ten seconds of meeting a man. Sure, she could acknowledge gorgeous men—beach towns like Coral Bay in coastal California were full of them, and not just the rich kind like Cole—but this was unfamiliar territory. He’d stolen her breath away—and all he’d done was chastise her and complain about the host serving red wine.

      What on earth was happening to her? Although she’d downed a few glasses of champagne and a bit of the red wine, she wasn’t that drunk.

      “Finn,” he said curtly, like she ought to already know his name. “Come on. Let’s try to save this while we can.”

      “Do you have some personal investment in my dress?” She tried not to sound snippy as he stalked away, but the presumption that she would just follow him, the guy lecturing her about red wine stains, blew her mind. He slowed as she added, “Did you design it or something?”

      “I always think it’s a shame to see beauty marred,” he told her, marching back and snatching her hand. The physical contact sparked a blaze, one whose flames crept up Skye’s arm and engulfed her body like a wildfire. As she grappled with the surge of desire, the instant connection, Finn half led, half tugged her down the hall, step by step, and over his shoulder, lips curved in a sinful smirk, said, “And when we’ve sorted out the dress, we’ll see what we can do about cleaning up the rest of you.”

      Her eyebrows shot up, both impressed and surprised at his nerve, and she debated between yanking her hand free and storming off, just to teach him a lesson, and seeing where this bold, impulsive man would lead her.

      In the end, Skye chose the latter after checking her phone and finding nothing from Cole.

      Because she was covered in wine and had nothing else to do—so why not?

      Finn guided her through the huge villa like he had intimate knowledge of the place, taking her down halls, up stairs, and across balconies, finally stopping in a bathroom with one of those rainstorm showers where the spray came from above. Oh, and a jacuzzi tub, and a set of double sinks sunk down in sparkling granite countertop. Given how ostentatious every other room in the house appeared, it shouldn’t surprise her that the bathroom would be first-rate too.

      “Dress off,” he ordered briskly, crouching down and opening one of the little doors under the sink. Slowly, hesitantly, Skye complied with the request, then held the garment out to him. When he straightened up, his eyes flickered down to her chest, then southward, his lips slightly parted. A soft clearing of her throat brought him back to her face, though the pinched look of annoyance was gone, replaced instead with a flush of dark desire splayed plainly across his features.

      Well done, lingerie. It’d had the intended effect—just on the wrong man.

      Or maybe not. Given that Cole had never looked at her like he wanted to eat her up—or out—maybe Finn was the exact person she was supposed to use this getup on, especially after her confidence faceplant with tonight’s earlier letdown.

      “Take this,” Finn told her, voice gruff as he shoved a white towel in her direction. “Then blot out the wine while I get the rest of what we need.”

      She hastily shuffled out of the way as he brushed by her—and shot straight out the door like someone had a gun to his head. The towel he had given her was way too luxurious to be used on wine mopping, but everything in the spotless bathroom was too good for cleaning, so Skye worked with what she had.

      Frowning, she laid her dress out on the counter and tried to soak up what she could. A quick glance in the mirror showed her heaving cleavage, made spectacular by the lacey black push-up with a cute little satin bow between her full breasts. Her coppery red waves fell over one shoulder, and while still clearly styled, they appeared feathered now, like someone had combed their fingers through them. Her brown eyes wandered lower, pleased with the way the garter belt cinched snug around her high waist, the straps that connected down to her stockings pressing just enough into her skin that there would be a faint mark. Her panties, thank goodness, hadn’t been bunched when Finn gave her that sensual once-over.

      All in all, she looked positively fuckable.

      Given her near nonexistent romantic life over the last sugar daddy’d years, it was about damn time she looked this good. Skye threw her shoulders back, ruby-red lips twisted into a coy smile, and continued to rub at the red wine stain—which didn’t seem to want to disappear anytime soon.

      “Blot!” Finn’s thunderous proclamation from the doorway made her jump, and he rushed forward with the rest of his supplies in hand like a doctor beelining for a crashing patient. “You have to blot, not rub! Are you insane?”

      “No,” she said slowly, stepping aside with crossed arms when he snatched the towel away from her, “but I’m starting to think you are.”

      He chuckled, the sound skittering across her skin and shooting straight to her sex, as he dabbed the towel across the dress. “Flatterer.”

      Skye watched, perched on the edge of the bathroom counter, what could very well be a lunatic dab, dab, dab at her dress until the towel had soaked up a good deal of the wine. He then grabbed an empty glass bowl and set the faintly pink fabric across it, pulled it taut, and coated every inch of stain with salt. After, he ducked out of the bathroom, only to return moments later with a kettle—the same electric kettle she had at home, actually.

      “Okay, this is getting ridiculous,” she said, biting back laughter. “Who does this?”

      “A man who was once a very, very, very messy boy,” Finn told her as he poured steaming hot water over the dress. Moments later, the salt was gone—as was most of the stain. When he straightened, a triumphant grin on his lips, she offered a round of genteel applause, tapping her fingertips together.

      “Bravo. Looks just like new.”

      “Nearly.” Setting his equipment aside, he wrung out the dress—gently, with more care than she had ever seen a man handle an article of clothing with before—and then passed it off to the loitering woman in a maid’s costume in the doorway. Skye blushed; she hadn’t even realized they weren’t alone.

      “Uh, hold on—”

      “We’ll get it washed and dried before you leave. One hour, at the most,” Finn told her, closing the door after thanking the other woman. And like that, her dress was gone, disappearing in the arms of a stranger—just as Skye had.

      “You didn’t have to do any of this, you know.” She bit her lower lip as his wandering gaze burned a trail of intense interest across her skin. Leaning against the wall, arms crossed, Finn shrugged.

      “What can I say? I’m a giver.” He chuckled again, and she felt herself clench—that husky voice paired with that accent. Ugh. Exquisite.

      “Well, thank you. You’ve saved me a hefty dry-cleaning bill.”

      “I aim to please. Now…” Finn’s gaze wandered the bathroom before landing on her with the focus of a predatory cat’s. “Whatever shall we do to keep ourselves occupied in the meantime?”

      Skye pursed her lips as she sat on the rim of the bathtub, the cool porcelain paired with his lusty stare igniting a rush of goosebumps just about everywhere.

      “I’m not going back out there like this.”

      “No?” He tsked again. “But you’re so dressed for the occasion. You’d be a hit, I’m sure.”

      “No thank you.” The thought of touching any of those people in the orgy downstairs also made her shiver—with distaste. Finn, on the other hand… Skye could most definitely touch Finn.

      “Then I suppose it will be my honor to keep you entertained right down to the last second.” He crossed the bathroom and sat a few feet from her on the edge of the tub, his dark stare holding hers unflinchingly. “Can I tell you what I’d like to do?”

      Skye almost laughed; it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure that one out.

      “Shoot.”

      “I’d like to lick every last drop of red wine off that ivory skin of yours,” he rumbled, leaning in slightly as her heartbeat quickened. “I’d like to trace every freckle. Explore every curve.” Finn caught her chin between thumb and forefinger, edging her toward him. “And I’d like to see if you taste as divine as I think you will…”
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      In that moment, all Skye wanted was to croon something sexy back at him in an equally seductive tone. Hell, she was dressed for this production—she looked the part, and now she just had to say the lines.

      A horrific sort of barking laugh crawled up her throat and exploded in his face instead. Mortified, Skye pulled away and pressed her hands to her steadily reddening cheeks.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” Finn said, clearing his throat. He might have seemed put-together, but there was a flicker of faltering confidence—shown in the slight twitch of his cheek—that told Skye her rejection had stung. “Clearly I read the room wrong.”

      “No, no, it’s not that,” she insisted, surprised at herself. “It’s just… Men don’t ever really talk to me like that. I didn’t know how to respond. I didn’t… Yeah.”

      She braced for a snide comment and a storm out, but instead found Finn studying her with a renewed interest, and while he didn’t inch toward her, something in his eyes had gone back to drawing her in.

      “Well, men should say things like that to you.” He grinned. “Because you’re stunning…” Dark lashes fluttered as he blinked rapidly, as if thrown off by something. “And I now realize I don’t even know your name.”

      “Would it matter if you did?”

      “Not ordinarily,” he replied smoothly, “but in this particular instance, I think yes. In this instance, I very much want to know your name.”

      “Well, how fucking blessed am I?” Clearly a playboy. Clearly used to getting his way. She couldn’t fathom why he wasn’t downstairs being King of the Orgy.

      “Look, no, I’m sorry,” Finn scrambled when she stood up. Although Skye had no intention of storming out, she liked seeing him squirm a little. He waited until she sat back down, her arms crossed, then sighed. “Let’s start over.” He held out his hand. “Hi, my name’s Finn and I’d like to lick wine off your body.”

      She snorted, and, after a brief hesitation, grasped his hand. “Skye.”

      “Beautiful.”

      She shrugged. “Sometimes.”

      “Now, let’s talk facts,” Finn said, crossing one leg over the other and resting his elbow on his knee, chin on his fist. “First, you are at a sex party. Second, you are dressed like a Christmas present I want to unwrap. Third, I’m charming as the day is long—”

      “Not as charming as you think.” She raised an eyebrow at him, enjoying the challenge. “Just because I’m dressed a certain way doesn’t mean you can make assumptions about me.”

      “No, I suppose not. I’d still like to ravish you, if I could.”

      “And if I say no? Will I never see my dress again?”

      “Of course you’ll see it again. I don’t take hostages.”

      “Will I get kicked out of this den of sin?”

      “Not by me.”

      “Will you stomp out of here and call me a bitch?”

      “Never.” He paired his response with an appropriately disgusted look, one that Skye read as genuine. “Tell me your reservations. Is it me? Do I not stoke the embers of your burning loins?”

      “Gross,” she said, laughing.

      “Are you here with someone?” She faltered, and Finn leaned back with a knowing nod. “I should have guessed someone so striking would already be taken.”

      “We’re not…” She licked her lips. How could she categorize her relationship with Cole? She and her sugar daddy had never been romantic, even if the feelings, for her, were there. They were friends with mutual, nonsexual benefits. Skye swallowed hard. “It’s complicated.”

      “Ah.” Finn’s eyes narrowed slightly, like a psychologist assessing her from the other side of the couch. “And would you rather he and I switch places, with he the one wanting to taste you all over?” Her cheeks warmed again, almost to the point of pain, and Finn chuckled. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      Even if that was true, Skye didn’t hate the fact that Finn was here either. “How does that make you feel?”

      “A bit wounded.” He placed a hand to his heart. “But I’m a big boy. I can take care of myself.”

      “Then maybe that’s my advice to you. Take care of yourself.”

      He inhaled sharply, lips twisting into a wicked smile. “Oh, I like you, Miss Skye. Very much.”

      There it was again—that fire. It crackled across her skin, leaving her hot and flushed and desperate to fan herself down. Instead, she folded her hands together and tried to maintain this unexpected air of cocky nonchalance.

      “You know, even if I were interested in your offer,” she started, adding a one-shouldered shrug for effect, “and I’m not one hundred percent saying I’m not—but if I were, I’d need a little more from you.”

      “Saving your dress wasn’t enough?”

      “I need a backstory,” she told him. “I need to feel invested in you as a character. I need a bit of oomph to get going.”

      “Emotional oomph?”

      “Emotional oomph.” She gestured between them. “I need to feel like I kind of know you, at least. Just a little bit of connection.”

      “Mental oomph too, then.”

      “I guess you could call it that.”

      “You drive a hard bargain, Skye.”

      She tried to come up with a quip on the fly using the word hard, but couldn’t. Instead, she just shrugged again and offered a demure fluttering of her lashes. “I guess so. Those are my terms.”

      “I can’t just be a man in a good suit who wants to fuck you?”

      While longing throbbed through her entire body, Skye managed to shake her head. “What happened to just wanting a taste? You’ve really upped the ante here.”

      “What can I say? Witty banter does it for me.”

      She looked away, lips pressed together, not wanting him to see just how much of an effect he had on her. Witty banter apparently did it for her too.

      All these years with a sugar daddy, she had been too busy getting on with her life finally, too busy taking care of herself at last, to consider dating or sleeping with anyone. For the most part, Cole kept her busy enough that her emotional needs were met—even if they didn’t see each other in person as often as Skye would have liked, they spoke on the phone or through video chat at minimum once a week—but she had suppressed her physical needs for a long time now. There was nothing in their contract that said she couldn’t be intimate with another man; she just couldn’t parade him around in front of the press afterward. Nor should she choose someone who might sell their dirty secret to the highest bidder the next morning. Skye did a quick scan of the man in front of her. For some reason, she felt like she could trust him.

      Maybe Finn was just the man to quench her thirst, to break the dry spell—to make her scream.

      A chill sprinted down her body, reverberating across her sex and settling on her sensitive bud, eager for the caress of those strong hands.

      Why not?

      It was just sex.

      “Okay, backstory,” she said a little breathlessly. “Name. Age. Height. Some fun facts. Go.”

      Any other guy would have hightailed it out of there by now. Actually, any other guy would have offered a vaguely sympathetic “that sucks” at the sight of her covered in wine, then darted after the two drunk, scantily clad women who had almost ruined her night.

      Finn, meanwhile, inhaled deeply, his broad chest expanding and deflating—tantalizing, hypnotic. She wondered just how hard it would be if she poked at it. The tailoring certainly highlighted a toned figure underneath.

      “Right. Here we go then.” Finn clapped his hands together, snapping her back to the conversation. “My name is Finn Rai. Thirty-five. Six-three. Oldest of five. My parents own a chocolate company—”

      “Rai’s Sweets?” Her eyebrows shot up. “As in… You’re…”

      He nodded, seeming almost embarrassed she had figured it out so fast. “That’s me.”

      “You’re a Rai. From Rai’s Sweets.” The revelation knocked the wind right out of her sails. She’d been playfully tormenting a billionaire. Rai’s Sweets competed with the best of them—and they made her favourite milk-chocolate salted caramel bites. “I…I always buy your salted caramels at the gym.”

      Finn snorted. “Probably the worst place for us to sell them.”

      “Or the best. We’re all hungry at the gym.” Okay. The fact that he was heir to a billion-dollar candy empire shouldn’t throw her off. Cole was a billionaire. She met men and women who basically hemorrhaged cash at every event he took her to. Finn Rai was just another man—a man who wanted to fuck her.

      Skye rolled her shoulders back to bolster her courage, noting the way Finn’s eyes dipped down her chest briefly before jumping back to her face. She had played with rich men and their ilk for four years now, with and without Cole there to back her up. This was manageable.

      Still, though. It was almost like she had just met a celebrity she’d never known she idolized until that second. Those salted-caramel-chocolate pieces of paradise rocked her world at least twice a week.

      “Let’s see, what else…” While his brow furrowed, as though deep in thought, the too-obvious smirk suggested he thought he was in the clear. He wasn’t wrong. “I play squash every Saturday with my niece and nephew in Santa Barbara. If I could, I’d run a wildcat sanctuary, but apparently that doesn’t look great on a portfolio. I hate mustard. Relish is also questionable. My father was born in Mumbai but emigrated to London in—”

      He stopped abruptly when she placed a hand on his knee. Warmth radiated up her arm.

      “I think I’m good.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, Miss Skye,” Finn said, standing and buttoning his jacket—like they’d just concluded a multimillion-dollar deal of some kind. “I think you’ve made a very wise decision. One that I hope will be more than satisfactory for all parties involved…”

      Before Skye could get a word in edgewise, Finn grasped her chin firmly and claimed her lips. White-hot excitement twisted through her, and a moan escaped unexpectedly as she let herself be taken. A swift nip at her lower lip encouraged her to open her mouth to him, his tongue sweeping over hers, encouraging it to play—but with grace, with poise. A strange thing to consider, a tongue being graceful, but she’d had too many inexperienced men shoving their tongues to the back of her throat in her day; Finn was a welcome change of pace.

      Her hands shot up, clutching at his jacket, eager to feel that body against hers, and an arm around her lower back eased her to her feet. He tasted like mint and smelled like heaven, the faint hint of scruff across his cheeks and chin adding a sharp edge to the kiss. Just as she’d suspected, Finn was a man who took care of himself physically, the grooves of his body firm beneath the hurried exploration of her greedy hands. Unable to help herself, Skye popped his jacket buttons open, then slid up his torso and pushed said jacket off his muscular shoulders. Their lips parted, but only just, still hovering near enough that she felt each hot breath, her nerves on fire.

      “Straight to business then?” he asked as his jacket fell to the floor, and she answered with a desperate kiss of her own. He had claimed her—she thought it fair to return the favor. Her fingers wove through his thick head of hair, tongue brushing over his and retracting before he could retaliate. She moaned again when he pulled her to him, hard, dipped her backward, and kissed her like he wanted to devour her.

      Skye had never been devoured before.

      And it was about damn time, honestly.

      What thrilled her the most was that Finn had no qualms in taking what he wanted. The force behind his kiss, the way his hands roamed her body—he made his desires known, then acted on them. After all the years of questions, of analyzing every touch, every look shared between her and Cole, Skye couldn’t have asked for a better, or more needed, one-night stand companion.

      An embarrassing squeak slipped out of her mouth when Finn hoisted her up and deposited her on the bathroom counter. The combination of cool marble on the backs of her thighs and Finn’s searing gaze blazing down her front sent a shiver down her spine, her skin erupting with little bumps. A throb of need pounded through her system with each touch, and when he slipped his hands under her knees and dragged her to the edge of the counter, she could feel a slickness between her thighs, her sex wet and wanting, that made her cheeks flame.

      “You blush beautifully,” he murmured, tracing the red from her cheek, down her chin, then to the valley between her breasts. “Makes me want to eat you right up.”

      “Isn’t that what you promised?”

      “I did indeed.”

      “I just want to make sure I’m getting what was offered.”

      “Oh, you will.” Lust pooled deep within his gaze as it darted up to meet hers. “That and more.”

      “Big talk. Let’s see if you can back it up…” Her voice hitched when he ran his tongue along her jawline to her ear, tracing the shell before nibbling at her lobe. She arched beneath him, a hand digging into his shoulder as he quested lower. Each kiss alternated between firm and soft, chaste and filthy, until he paused where her neck and shoulder met to suck—hard. Her eyes widened and her hips bucked like they had a mind of their own. “Oh!”

      Rather than sliding over the edge of the counter, she straddled Finn’s waist, his belt buckle biting into the tender skin of her inner thigh. Her soft hiss made him reposition himself, and in place of metal, Skye found a very solid, almost worryingly thick cock pressed against her. She bit her lip, deciding right then and there to just surrender to the ride.

      After all, if she really wanted to, she could always get off—in more ways than one, probably.

      Finn ended his love bite with a flash of teeth; her toes curled in response, her back arching further and forcing her up against him. Just as he’d promised, he spent enough time on her wine-drenched skin to leave her a tormented mess, a symphony of soft moans tumbling from her lips while she ground her hips against him. This was what happened when you went on a four-year dry spell waiting for a man who clearly had no interest in you—just a little affection, a touch of physical intimacy, and Skye was gone.

      While she wanted him to devote the same time and attention to her nipples, which had hardened to stiff peaks beneath her lacey bra, Finn continued his journey downward—though not without kissing each along the way.

      “It seems a shame to ruin your outfit,” he murmured against her skin, and at that point Skye didn’t care if he just ripped it all off and had his way with her, though she would appreciate his care for expensive lingerie when this was over.

      Slowly, Finn eased down her body, pressing kisses and licks here and there, catching the garter belt around her waist with his teeth. He snapped it, the sharp sting against her skin making her squirm. He paused, however, when he reached her panties.

      “This… is a complicated contraption,” he mused, hands skimming over the undergarment—pleasure spasmed through her when he grazed her sex—and down to her stockings, then to the ties that connected the stockings to the belt at her waist.

      “I can just—”

      “Ah, ah,” he chided, batting her hands away with a smirk. “Allow me.”

      Skye sat back on her elbows, head resting against the mirror, and watched as he navigated her complex lingerie getup with all the precision and care of an archival technician handling a delicate artifact. Each brush of his fingers over her skin sent a rush of excitement fluttering through her body before eventually settling in her core. Even the slightest of movements now reminded her she was wet, positively dripping with need.

      Carefully, as if wanting to preserve Skye exactly as she was, Finn unbuckled each belt, one at a time, and slid her panties down until they reached mid-thigh. Free from the constraints of straps, he was able to pull them off completely, but only after buckling her back in—and snapping each garter, just to watch her writhe. He then folded the damp lacey material in half and set it aside on the counter, though for a moment it looked like he wanted to tuck it away in his pocket.

      Skye couldn’t decide if she’d let him get away with it or not, but she wanted to see him try.

      “Now, come forward,” he urged softly with a crooked finger. Biting the insides of her cheeks, Skye complied, slowly scooting to the edge of the counter again, though he kept prompting her until she was about to fall off.

      “But—”

      “And give me those beautiful legs.” Finn sounded comfortable issuing directions, and, besides a quick flick of his gaze to hers, had no problem following through when she hesitated. He lifted each leg over one shoulder, and colour flooded Skye’s cheeks when she realized she was straddling his face—sans panties. His tongue darted quickly across his lower lip as he took in the view, as if admiring a work of art. “Perfect.”

      Although she wanted to watch him appreciate her, she just couldn’t. Instead, Skye made herself comfortable on her elbows and let her head fall back, losing herself in the gentle nips he peppered up her thighs. Alternating between each side, the sensations grew sharper, more defined, the closer he got to his destination, and by the time she felt his breath on her wet slit, her body shook, having had enough of the teasing, the torment—desperate for it to end.

      Desperate for that moment.

      “Oh, fuck!” she cried when his mouth finally closed over her swollen clit, tongue flicking at the sensitive bud. So primed for pleasure that each sweep of his tongue, each suckle of his lips, nearly sent her crashing over the edge. Her ankles locked behind him as his hands kneaded her backside, massaging each cheek as his relentless mouth ravaged her. At one point, when it became too much, too much pleasure, too much everything, Skye tried to wriggle out of his grip, but Finn held tight, renewing his blissful torment with a wild look in his eye, tongue thrusting in and out of her briefly before returning to her clit.

      What she would have done for a finger or two…

      Only she didn’t need it. Before long, she pitched over the edge between sanity and ecstasy, gasping his name like a proclamation of worship, when a climax hammered her every which way. Finn held her twitching body tight, offering no relief from his talented tongue, not until she tugged at his hair and uttered a pitiful, “Please, god…”

      Her orgasm prickled through her, and rather than extinguishing the blaze Finn’s touch set across her skin, it only made it worse—fuel to the fire. As he set her on the counter, her back against the mirror, the tension in her muscles eased away, but not completely as it always had after a stellar climax. Instead, she found herself hungry for more, desperate to douse the flames any way she could.

      Finn had already moved away from her, headed for one of the sinks to rinse his mouth. When their gazes met, however, it was clear the fervor burning within him was far from extinguished too.

      The thought thrilled her. Excited her. Worried her—but not enough to send her running. So, Skye reached for him, ignoring the slight shake in her fingers, and waited. The blaze snapped and spat and hissed behind his eyes; and within the span of a few tense, controlled breaths, the fire brought him back to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            My Favourite Things

          

        

      

    

    
      Finn came for her like she was his only source of oxygen—of life itself. Skye threaded her fingers through his hair, lips slightly parted as he claimed them for his own again. Desire, strong as ever, oozed through her body as the memory of her recent climax faded, replaced by a need she had never felt before. She squealed softly when Finn yanked her back to the edge of the counter, hands roaming her figure at his leisure before they slipped beneath her, cupped her backside, and lifted her up to him. Arms wrapped around his neck, she caught his lower lip with her teeth, reveling in the warning growl that rumbled deep within his chest.

      There was something primal about him. Something animalistic in the way he looked at her, in the way he handled her. At first glance, Skye never would have guessed that was the case. While breathtakingly handsome, Finn had also appeared uptight, wealthy, and unwilling to wrinkle his suit. But his jacket had been on the floor ever since she yanked it off his body, there to be stepped on and kicked around. In her eagerness to explore his muscular planes, she had ripped a button right off his pressed dress shirt—and he hadn’t batted an eye.

      For the first time in a long time, Skye had a man’s complete and utter attention. No distractions. No half-focus. It was very clear in the way he touched her, kissed her, bucked against her, that in that moment, she and he were the only ones in the whole world.

      She shivered at the thought, at the idea of being the object of a man’s lust from top to bottom. It was a feeling she could certainly get used to.

      Before she had a chance to wrap her legs around his hips, eager to rub herself against his still very present erection, Finn broke the kiss and in one swift motion flipped her around and bent her over the counter. Her hands snapped to the mirror to steady herself, eyes fluttering shut as he ran his lips along her neck, hands closing around her breasts.

      “Do you know my favourite thing about fucking?” he asked huskily in her ear. As one hand slipped beneath her bra to finally pluck at her almost painfully hard nipple, the other wandered lower, two fingers testing the sensitive bundle at the crest of her sex. Skye uttered a breathy cry at the first caress, so gentle and so light—yet it sent a tremor of white-hot pleasure licking up her body. He murmured her name, as if to remind her he’d asked her a question, and her eyes shot open to see their reflections in the mirror.

      It was then she noted their size difference, that he had at least a half foot on her, his solid frame making her feel petite—dainty even—in his arms. In her mind, Skye was far from dainty. Average. Toned from yoga and the gym. Attractive enough to pass as Cole’s fake girlfriend. But not petite.

      Yet Finn made her feel that way: safe, but in his control, in his very capable hands.

      “W-What?” she managed as he continued to massage her slick sex, occasionally slipping a finger between her folds before returning to her clit. “What’s your favourite thing?”

      “Well…” He tweaked a nipple, eyes darting to hers when they widened in surprise. A twinge of pain intermingled with the steady stream of pleasure rolling out from her core—like the ocean lapping at the shore. “I suppose there are two things I enjoy more than anything else. Can’t you guess?”

      “I always assumed men just like fucking,” she said, her voice catching when he rolled her nipple between his fingers, “period.”

      “Uncultured men, sure.”

      She watched as he removed his hand from her bra, leaving one nipple woefully unattended, while he continued to drive her closer to that precipice again below. Somehow he managed to torment her without hurting her, perhaps guessing how sensitive she’d be after that last orgasm. “There’s nothing I like more than watching a woman come undone. To experience pure bliss while I watch…”

      The noise he made, the one that caught in his throat like a possessive snarl, as he grazed his teeth along her neck—it was almost her undoing. Skye trembled, fingers curling over the mirror, no longer interested in their reflections.

      The light glinting off the foil square in his hand caught her interest instead, and she watched, her body sagging in the absence of his hand between her thighs, as he ripped it open—then resumed his gentle torture, rubbing and caressing and coaxing her quivering body closer to yet another climax.

      “My second favourite is perhaps the less important of the two,” he murmured. Behind her, Skye felt him maneuvering himself out of his trousers, his hardness dropping against her lower back momentarily before he sheathed it in the condom. He pressed a kiss to her shoulder. “Widen your stance, Miss Skye.”

      A request. An order. A polite command. Whatever it was, she complied willingly, opening herself to him, and bending further over the countertop.

      “You see, my second favourite thing…” His hand smoothed up her back while the other gripped her hip. “Are you ready for it?”

      “Stop being an ass—”

      He thrust into her, filling her slick channel, and she gasped, a sound that evolved into a moan when his hips collided with her backside. His eyes… She caught them in the mirror. Not once did they leave her face, not until she ducked her head and groaned, temporarily overwhelmed by the whole affair, her cheeks hot.

      “It’s that moment,” Finn whispered, bending over her, leaving a string of kisses between her shoulder blades, up her neck, as she adjusted to him. Trailing his tongue along the shell of her ear, he chuckled. “The first time I take a woman… Watching her. The surprise. The pleasure. The excitement. There’s nothing more beautiful.”

      Her only response was an incoherent jumble of words that even Skye didn’t understand. His mouth moved down from her ear, slowly working along her jaw, her cheek, until he clasped her chin and turned her head so his lips could claim hers. While thrown by the feeling of fullness, by the pleasure pulsing out from where they joined, Skye kissed him back with equal fervor. She wasn’t a passive participant in this, and she made it clear when she wrapped an arm around his neck and sucked on his tongue, catching the lingering taste of herself there and moaning.

      Finn’s hand grazed her bare stomach, slowly questing upward to slip between her breasts. His palm’s slight pressure eased her upward, just enough so she felt the heat of his torso on her back, her body framed by the hard confines of his. At first she was too shy to look at herself in the mirror, but as he started to thrust into her, slowly, firmly, she found her courage.

      And it truly was a sight to behold. Skye could never watch other people fuck—maybe porn, if she was in the mood—but there was something uniquely thrilling about watching herself being taken by an almost stranger. A man so stunning that she still wondered why her—why all the effort? There were plenty of women here who would have been less of a challenge.

      But all her worries, her thoughts, melted away as he slid in and out of her. Never completely. They were always in contact, one way or another. Be it the caress of his lips along her ear, the thickness of his cock filling her sex, or the fiery hold of his gaze when their eyes met in the mirror; contact was essential. With one hand pressed to the mirror for support, she twined her other through his hair, reaching behind, arching herself for him, noting the groan he made when she did. While his pace quickened somewhat, it was always steady. Rhythmic and constant. Ever-present. Like the pounding of her heart. No longer racing, it seemed to beat in time with their lovemaking…

      Or was it fucking?

      Skye didn’t mind either term; they both suited Finn Rai. The way he pursued her, the way he pleasured her—that was fucking. The way he looked at her, kissed her, toyed with her clit—that was lovemaking. There was room for both.

      “To me,” he whispered, mouth trailing along her jawline as his pace quickened, skilled fingers dragging her to the edge—and Skye was more than willing to take the plunge, “there’s nothing sexier than watching a woman enjoy herself. Nothing I like more than tasting her pleasure, watching it unfurl…”

      “From women everywhere, I s-salute you,” she said, her words breathier than she would have liked. The bite had vanished. The bark too. All Skye had left was surrender—and god damn did she bask in it.

      Her hand tore from his hair, which earned her a kiss from the gorgeous man behind her, and Skye braced it against the mirror as he thrust harder, faster, his fingers working her into a desperate frenzy—until the floodgates parted, until the levies broke, until the sky opened and drowned the earth. She came with a soft cry this time, eyes screwed shut as she rode out wave after wave of pleasure. Finn cursed when she clenched hard around him, and before she knew it, he was dragging her away from the granite countertop and pressing her back against the wall.

      It happened so fast she almost had to pinch herself, so lost in her climax that the movements of her body felt foreign—like they weren’t hers, like she was merely watching someone else, but from their point of view.

      Finn’s kiss revived her. Reality slammed back into her in time with his lips—kissing her as though he feared he might lose her. Still tingling with pleasure and heat, Skye cupped his face and kissed him back. She didn’t have to fear she’d lose him. Skye had him. And in that moment, she really didn’t want to let him go.

      Finn hiked her legs up, wrapping them around his waist, then slipped himself back into her. She winced, straddling the line between pleasure and pain as he filled her. He gave her a moment, gliding his fingers over her hips and the gentle swell of her breasts.

      “Are you okay?” he murmured thickly. Skye nodded. “You sure?”

      “Just peachy,” she told him. “Seriously. I can take what you dish out—”

      Another kiss, this time to swallow her words. Skye wrapped her arms around him, gulping down air when Finn buried his face against her neck—and finally just fucked her. There were no words. No teasing philosophies about women and their pleasure whispered against her skin. They were just a man and a woman, locked in each other’s arms, as Finn pounded into her. Searching for his own pleasure, one he had certainly earned at this point. Skye hung on for the ride, easing away from the sharpness of each thrust, steadily filled with a gentle, more subdued pleasure. She gripped his hair, tugging ever so slightly when he nipped at her shoulder.

      He took her hard and fast. Roughly. Savagely. But it was still lovemaking.

      At least, that was how Skye saw it. Because when he kissed her, his pace stuttering off and his face flushed, there was no mistaking what this was.

      Finn came with a soft groan, their mouths barely touching, open to one another in an almost-kiss. His whole body stiffened, then slowly relaxed against her, with Skye twirling his hair around her fingers rather than pulling at it. Combing it. Scratching his scalp as he sighed contentedly, his forehead resting on her shoulder.

      “That was…” He exhaled a soft chuckle, shaking his head. No words. Skye grinned, totally on the same page.

      “Fucking awesome?”

      “You Americans,” he muttered as he slowly eased out of her, then patiently waited for her to straighten herself out before backing away. “So brash.”

      She smirked, ignoring the tremors skittering through her body, the hot and ever-present flush spreading from her cheeks to the hilt of her sex. “But honest?”

      “Sometimes.” Finn appeared a little unsteady as he stumbled back and plopped down on the edge of the jacuzzi tub. “In this instance, I certainly hope so.”

      While she had the sudden urge to climb onto his lap and just hug him, Skye resisted. Instead, she wobbled over to the sinks, turning her head away as he disposed of the condom, and hopped onto the cold countertop.

      “I’ll let you figure that one out for yourself,” she told him, which made his eyes narrow slightly, his smile unsure.

      “I can always try to prove my worth—”

      She held up her hands, laughing. “No, you’ve proved your worth. I can’t go again.”

      Finn’s smile brightened as he stretched his long legs out, his brown skin covered in a scant smattering of black hairs. She found the way he rolled out his ankles oddly endearing, like they were both passengers on a long-haul flight.

      “I’ll take that as a compliment,” he said.

      “You should.”

      They watched one another, just as before, but this time it was Finn who reached out for Skye. He did so with a casual toss of his head and a twitch of his lips, and soon enough, she left the countertop behind, colliding in a sweet kiss that, for the first time, didn’t steal her breath or her words—but a little piece of her heart.
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      A knock at the door a half hour later jolted them from their conversation. Skye and Finn had been sitting opposite one another in the jacuzzi, sans water, and chatting—which, to be fair, was the last thing Skye had thought a man like Finn would want to do post-sex. She’d figured he’d be out of there like a shot, and she wouldn’t have faulted him for that. Amazing fucking—or, whatever, lovemaking—at a sex party didn’t exactly lend itself to cuddling afterward. Skye assumed it would be onto the next conquest, but there they were, talking about chocolate empires and shitty job interviews like they’d been friends for years.

      “Just a moment,” Finn muttered, hopping out of the tub and crossing the bathroom with a few quick strides of those long legs. He’d slipped his black briefs on a while ago after complaining the tub was too cold to sit in totally nude, but Skye found it just the right antidote to her sore nether regions. Four years of nothing and then, out of nowhere, ravenous lovemafucking? Yeah. She’d definitely be feeling it tomorrow.

      He returned a few moments later with her dress hanging over his arm—clean. Her eyebrows shot up, and she set aside the glass of water she’d been nursing.

      “Is that…?”

      “As promised,” he announced, unfurling it and shaking it out. “Not perfect, but better than if I’d left you to your own devices.”

      Sure enough, most of the red wine stain had totally vanished. She only noticed a faint pink outline if she squinted hard enough. Impressive.

      “Hey, I could have…” She laughed when he cocked his head to the side, waiting. “Okay, no, I would have totally ruined the dress. Thank you.”

      “Of course.” Finn handed it back to her, and she resisted the urge to rub the just-out-of-the-dryer warmth against her cheek. “Listen, I don’t know how long you intended to be here tonight—”

      “An hour, tops,” she said, Cole’s words a distant memory. Thinking about him plucked at the guilt strings within her, unseen fingers twanging each one and watching them vibrate. Cole. Where the hell was Cole?

      “Well, if you’re leaving, then perhaps—”

      “But I’ve been here more than an hour already,” Skye told him. “So, what’s up?”

      His expression shifted from its cautious optimism to something a little giddier, which she appreciated. All these moguls, Cole included, were so tight-lipped about their emotions. Finn was a breath of fresh air in more ways than one.

      “I need to fetch a few things, but why don’t you get dressed?” He grabbed his shirt off the ground, but didn’t button it up, then slipped into his trousers. “I’ll take you on a tour of the back gardens, maybe we can go down to the beach?”

      Her eyes flickered to her purse, long abandoned on the bathroom counter. She hadn’t heard her phone go off once since she’d arrived. Cole hadn’t asked after her. Was he still playing poker, or had he found a girl he actually wanted to take to bed? Skye swallowed hard.

      “Sure. Why not? I bet the view’s beautiful this time of night.”

      “Clear skies,” Finn noted. “We can probably see Jupiter from here.”

      He winked, then darted out of the room, leaving her grinning like an idiot—a grin that faded in his absence, those invisible fingers plucking at the guilt strings even harder.

      No. Stop that. She didn’t deserve to feel guilty. Cole had made it perfectly clear that he wanted to maintain their friendship, the kind of bond she had with no one else in her life, so why force something that might ruin it? The contract had only said she couldn’t have any public relationships. Sex was mentioned in reference to Skye and Cole, not Skye and gorgeous strangers at swanky parties.

      It wasn’t like she’d cheated. She and Cole weren’t in a personal, intimate relationship. Well, not a romantic one, anyway. In public, sure. Skye dragged the dress Cole had purchased over her head, catching her furrowed brow in the mirror. She and Cole were friends. Maybe more. But maybe not. Not officially. He hadn’t insisted she be celibate for the last four years—it was a decision she had made all on her own.

      She squared her shoulders, then climbed out of the tub and stood in front of the mirror.

      “You didn’t do anything wrong,” she said firmly, then ruffled her hair. No matter how many times she repeated those words, the guilt didn’t go away.

      And that wasn’t fair. Not to her, not to Finn, and probably not to Cole.

      Cole didn’t want her.

      “Shake it off, girl.” She leaned in and did what she could to fix her smudged makeup. “It’s just for tonight.”

      Swallowing whatever weird mishmash of emotion that stilted her movements and muddied her thoughts, Skye primped, checked out the quality of her laundered dress, and sat around twiddling her thumbs. Eventually, she moved on to playing with her phone, something she did so rarely that she had no idea what to even do on there. After a quick email check—no job offers—she added her underwear to her intricate lingerie get-up, one that she couldn’t wait to take off now, and left the bathroom for the first time in what felt like hours.

      No Finn.

      Frowning, she retraced her steps back to where this had all begun: that fateful corner where two drunk girls had made her spill red wine all over herself. Still no Finn. The enormous house had quieted down in her absence, but a glance out the windows overlooking the back gardens and beach suggested most of the party had just moved outside, with and without their clothes.

      Skye drummed her fingers on the ledge, breathing in the warm night air as an ocean-side breeze billowed across the property. Had Finn bailed on her? Had she misread him completely?

      “Skye?”

      She whirled around, heart leaping into her throat, as Cole’s voice echoed down the sparsely furnished corridor. He strode toward her with a familiar smile on his face, the kind that always affected her from head to toe. It still did, but in that moment, prickly guilt struck her, not flirtatious affection.

      “Hey,” she managed when he kissed her cheek. “Where’ve you been?”

      “The game went on much longer than I’d anticipated,” he said with a huff. “And by game, I don’t mean poker.”

      She forced a laugh. “I figured as much.”

      “I hope you weren’t too bored.” He dug out his phone when it chirped in his pocket, brow puckering slightly as he tapped around on the screen. “Are you ready to go? It’s a fucking madhouse in here.”

      “Yeah… All those…sexual deviants.” Why did she feel like this? Cole didn’t want her like she wanted him. He’d made it perfectly clear over the last four years. She shouldn’t feel guilty. Being with Finn had been like coming up for air after living on the edge of drowning. Not that Cole had ever dragged her below the water’s surface, but maybe it was just the situation.

      Cole slipped his phone away before appraising her. “You all right? You look a little…” Those bright eyes swept over her, assessing her with the attention to detail he was known for. “Flushed.”

      “I’ve had a few to drink,” she told him, which wasn’t a lie. She was just more drunk on Finn Rai than she was on alcohol. “We can go if you’re finished.”

      His head bobbed in agreement, though Skye didn’t miss the slight clench of his jaw. A flicker. A twitch of the muscle. It was a tic he’d never been able to hide whenever something bothered him.

      “Yes, let’s get out of this den of lust,” he said, his chuckle sounding just as forced as hers had, “before we see something that neither of us will be able to forget.”

      Skye folded her arms over her chest. “Agreed.”

      They set out together, Cole seeming to know his way around the mansion better than her, but not ten steps down the hall did Skye hear her name bouncing off the walls again. Finn. She tensed at the sound of thundering footsteps, as though he were running. When he flew around the corner, he came to a sudden stop, eyes darting swiftly between her and Cole—a bottle of champagne in hand.

      “Finn!” Cole greeted, his tone suggesting a connection between them that Skye had never heard of before. “How’re you, man? I’d hoped I’d see the host before we left. It’s been, what, five years since you were actually living in this country? I’d thought you had just rented the place out, not that you were throwing this soiree yourself…”

      The two moved toward each other, hands extended and grasped. All the while Finn appeared to be trying very hard not to look at her.

      “I thought you didn’t show,” Finn told him. “Did you get everything you needed? Bernard give you any trouble? I swear to God, that fucking greasy little prick—”

      “No, I got him. It’s all settled.”

      Skye fiddled with her dress, unsure where she fit in this unexpected turn of events. Of course, she assumed those who ran in Cole and Finn’s elite circles knew each other, but the way the pair spoke to one another, the way their body language read, suggested this was more than a casual acquaintanceship. This was friendship. She tried and failed to swallow the lump growing in her throat.

      “Listen, are you two, er, heading out?” Finn rustled the bottle of Pinot Noir suggestively while Cole shook his head.

      “No, no, I dragged this one out here with the promise that we’d be gone in an hour,” he insisted, holding a hand out to Skye with a breezy smile. “I think we’d best be off.”

      Stiff legs carried her to him, and she slid her hand into his, noting the way Finn’s gaze followed the movement.

      “Do you two know each other?” Cole asked, motioning between them. Skye almost lied and said no, but then she remembered Finn had been shouting her name as he hunted her down, face full of giddy mischief.

      “We just met tonight,” Skye told him. “Finn was going to give me a tour of the beach.”

      There it was again: the jaw flicker. A brief clench. The gesture noted by both she and Finn, who had tucked the champagne behind his back. His eyes narrowed slightly as he looked between her and Cole, and moments later, a frightening look of awareness, like he knew her most intimate secret, surfaced.

      “Wait, Cole, is Skye your—”

      “Listen, thanks for hosting,” Cole said curtly, “and, you know, for telling me Bernard would be here. He’s been annoyingly difficult to track down, even for me.”

      “Yeah…” Finn sounded distracted, still studying her and Cole with a startling sharpness that made the man holding her hand fidget. “Sure. Of course.” Finn cleared his throat, suddenly more present. “I know how long you’ve been gunning for him. I figured it was time to end your silly cat-and-mouse charade before it got boring, right?”

      “I appreciate it.” Cole let go of her hand in order to shake Finn’s, this time with a noticeable sense of finality. “Again, thank you. I’m sure it was a lovely party, but we’ve got to be going.”

      “Of course. Get your assistant to pencil something in with mine before you jet off again.”

      “Sure. We’ll do lunch. I’ve got this fantastic new personal chef at the house… The things he can do with raw fish will astound you.”

      Skye just stood there, waiting for it all to end. The way something had seemed to click in Finn’s eyes when he looked between them—did he know the true nature of her and Cole’s relationship? Were they close enough that Cole would actually share that with him? Perhaps not her name, but maybe…

      “It was a pleasure to meet you, Skye.”

      She snapped out of her thoughts, smiling brightly as she always did at these sorts of things when someone actually paid attention to her. “Yes. It was really nice to meet you, Mr. Rai.”

      Fuck. He seemed almost disappointed with her, but the look was gone before she could confirm it. Cole snagged her hand again, and, after a few more pleasantries, they were off. Neither said a word, not even as they descended that enormous stairwell down the hilly front lawn of the house.

      Finn’s house.

      Cole had said he was the host.

      Over the pounding of her heart, she was finally able to dissect that conversation, her face in a permanent state of blush. Cole had made two references that Finn either owned the house, or, at the very least, was responsible for the orgy happening in its living room. Why hadn’t Finn said anything?

      “Skye!”

      Both she and Cole paused a few feet from their awaiting car, only to find Finn jogging down the stairs after them, her purse in hand.

      “You left this in the…” He caught himself as Skye took the clutch back, Cole’s eyes burning holes into the side of her head. “Veranda. On the veranda. I didn’t want you to forget it.”

      “Thank you,” she murmured, then turned away as quickly as she could. Cole already had the car door open for her, and she heard them exchanging stiff, albeit friendly, banter before Cole climbed in after her. Skye didn’t glance back as the car pulled away, but she knew by the way the hairs on her neck stood that Finn was at the curb, watching them go.

      “Shall I take you home?” Cole asked.

      “Please.”

      “No pizza pick-up on the way?”

      “I’m just tired,” she told him. Physically. Emotionally. She needed to crash and process her thoughts—and maybe her feelings too. Still, she managed a smile. “Thank you.”

      He nodded. “Of course.”

      About halfway home, she found the courage to ask the question she needed an answer to before they parted ways.

      “How do you know Finn?”

      “We’ve known each other for about ten years,” Cole admitted as he tapped around on his phone, not looking up at her. “We met just at the start of my first company taking off. A lot of people wanted things from me, but Finn just wanted…me, I guess. My friendship. He’s been making sure I don’t make a total fuck-up of myself ever since. It’s been a long time since we’ve even been in the same country. Seeing him was a pleasant surprise.”

      “Oh.” She stared back out the window, watching the brief stretch of coastal highway turn back into the outer suburbs of Coral Bay. “That’s nice.”

      “He’s a good man.”

      “So are you,” she said without thinking. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Cole look up sharply—but when he spoke next, it was like she hadn’t said it at all.

      “I’ve got something for you.”

      When she tore her gaze from the window, she found him holding out a black envelope to her, which she accepted with a slight frown.

      “What is it?”

      “My poker winnings,” he said with a shrug, a hint of his easy smile returning. Her stomach did its usual somersault in response, the butterflies fluttering back to life. However, that all came crashing to a halt when she saw the amount inside the envelope. At first she thought it was a huge envelope of one-dollar bills—but billionaires don’t play poker with one-dollar bills.

      “Cole, I can’t.” She tried to shove the envelope into his hands, but he pulled away, chuckling.

      “Take it. I won it for you.”

      “How much is this?” Skye demanded, a strange, unwelcome sense of panic making her chest tight.

      “About ten thousand—”

      “Cole!” They seldom discussed money, but she always refused to take anything that wasn’t related to rent, groceries, or tuition. That was probably why he showered her in expensive gifts whenever he breezed into town; she wouldn’t take cash. Skye didn’t want cash. Especially not when it felt like he was paying her for attending an orgy tonight—where she’d subsequently had sex with the host. “Take it back.”

      “No, I don’t want it.”

      “Cole.”

      His expression fell slightly when her eyes watered, and he stopped fighting her when she all but threw the envelope at him. Flustered, Skye sat back in her seat and brushed her hair out of her face. “It’s not that I don’t appreciate the gesture. I just don’t want it. Donate it somewhere instead.”

      Cautiously, Cole slid the envelope back into his jacket pocket. “Skye… I didn’t mean to… I hope I didn’t insult you. That wasn’t my intention.”

      “You didn’t.”

      “It sort of seems like I did.”

      “I just…” She knew she ought to tell him what had happened, but not here. Not where someone could overhear—no matter how hard the driver pretended to be focused on the road. “It’s been a weird night. I’m sorry.”

      He appraised her for a moment. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” Skye said quickly.

      “You sure?”

      “I’m totally fine…” She flashed a smile. “I promise.”

      He looked like he believed her.

      Skye almost did too.
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      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Hmm?” Cole closed the car door behind her, having just told the driver to wait inside. Her apartment building towered overhead, quiet and familiar, beckoning her in. But Skye couldn’t just go. She couldn’t do their usual cheek-kiss thing and walk away like tonight hadn’t happened.

      “Why did you tell me to wear something sexy under this?” When Cole’s eyebrows creased, she clarified. “On the note. On the back… You said—”

      “We were going to a sex party,” he said briskly, hands sliding into his pockets. “I didn’t want you to feel like a fish out of water.”

      “By wearing lingerie?”

      “Sure.”

      “Because I’d be, what, showing off my underwear or something?”

      Colour flooded his cheeks. “Well. You know. I don’t… If you wanted to, I figured I’d give you the option.”

      “Oh.” Adrenaline made her hands clammy and her body tremble. Given they were on the cusp of summer, she couldn’t blame it on the weather, either. “Is that all? No other reason that I should wear something sexy under the dress you bought me?”

      “No.” He pulled out his phone, but this time he just stared at it, not even bothering to poke at the black screen. A beat passed before his bright, gorgeous eyes darted up to hers. “Should there have been a reason?”

      His words steadily proved her suspicions correct—that he wasn’t interested—but his eyes told another story entirely. She waited, gripping her clutch so tight in both hands that she would be surprised if anything inside remained in one piece. The early-morning sounds of laughter, drunk tourists leaving bars, and taxis whizzing through the near-vacant streets trickled into the space between them, and still she waited. Nothing.

      Fine.

      “No.” She shook her head and half turned toward her building. “No, I guess not. Never mind.”

      “Skye…” Cole took a few steps toward her, lips parted slightly. However, he seemed to lose his nerve the second she gave him her full attention. “Thanks for coming with me tonight. I really appreciate it. I appreciate your time.”

      She bit the insides of her cheeks, wishing he would appreciate something more about her—but all things considered, time was a valuable commodity, especially in his world. Cole’s appreciation of it… It was sweet. She swallowed hard, closing her eyes briefly when he leaned in, his cologne engulfing her senses, and kissed her cheek. Skye drifted toward him when he lingered, then cleared her throat and stepped away, needing the space.

      “Goodnight,” she said, slowly making her way toward the lobby. “I’ll see you around?”

      “I’ll be in Coral Bay for a few weeks. Most of the summer, actually,” he told her. “I’m sure there will be plenty of other sex parties to crash.”

      Skye grinned. As much as she wanted him to want her, now there was this desperation for things to just go back to the way they were—before it felt awkward. Jokes were a good way to start.

      A quick wave earned her a smile, and she hurried across the lobby to an awaiting elevator, then disappeared inside. It was hard to remember she’d had the best sex of her life tonight—because that was definitely what it was—with all the Cole drama mulling around her brain, but she let it all go when Oz greeted her at the door with a characteristically exuberant yowl and a shower of purrs.

      “My love,” she whispered, scooping him up and nuzzling his soft fur after locking the door. “I missed you.”

      He kneaded her arm in response, little claws pulsing in and out of her skin as he smothered her in his scent. Classic guy move. Kicking off her heels, she headed in, turning on lights as she went, and plopped down on the couch with Oz. Once he’d had enough of her smothering, he headed for the fridge, meowing incessantly, as if to remind her he needed to be fed before she went to bed.

      “I’m coming, I’m coming…”

      After she checked her phone. Maybe there’d be a latent message from a certain someone.

      However, as soon as she opened her clutch, fresh rose petals spilled out of it.

      “What the hell?” Dozens of them. A few in slightly less than perfect condition, like someone had torn them straight off the flower. No wonder her clutch had felt bulkier; she had been too wrapped up in Cole to notice at first.

      Beneath the petals was a business card, and she needn’t have a PhD to figure out who it was from. Her lips twitched into a smile at the sight of Finn’s name—and the smile grew when she read the note on the back.

      

      Thanks for tonight. These kinds of things are always so dull.

      We should connect again soon. Lots to discuss, I think.

      Not in a blackmaily sort of way.

      Sorry.

      I’m not writing this note again.

      It’s the only business card I can find and you’re about two seconds away from leaving.

      Let’s have brunch.

      xx

      Finn

      

      “Fuck me,” Skye muttered, holding the card to her lips for a moment before setting it on the coffee table. Suddenly finding herself energized, she shot up and started to pace her apartment, eventually ending up in front of the window that overlooked the street below. Her heart skipped a beat: there was Cole, leaning against his car with a cigarette in hand, jacket off and bowtie gone.

      She had only ever seen him smoke when he tanked a business deal.

      And she’d thought all his back-alley dealings tonight had gone well.

      So why the cigarette?

      He looked up in the direction of her apartment, expression unreadable from the sixth floor.

      “Fuck me,” she whispered again. Pushing away from the window, she shot straight to her shower. What she needed was some hot water, some soothing scents, and a night to sleep on everything that had happened.

      Because things were always better in the morning. Clearer. Easier to sift through. More manageable.

      Right?
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