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Chapter 1

Oh, God, I’m going to miss my flight!

Rebecca raced from the gate, trying to dodge past the slower passengers ahead of her. The flight from Florida to O’Hare was delayed, and now she had to get across the terminal to catch her flight to Minneapolis, but she had little chance of achieving that goal if she didn’t run.

She saw an opening in the crowd and surged through, then raced forward, the wheels of her carry-on clattering along the hard floor. She darted to the right to get past a group of six people walking together and turned a corner.

Wham!

She ran right into someone. Her eyes widened as her body bounced back, throwing her off balance. A strong arm encircled her waist, stopping her from falling flat on her ass.

She glanced up to see the most gorgeous pair of eyes she’d ever seen. Cerulean blue with darker blue rims and tiny speckles of gold, like stardust. Set in the most masculine, sexy face, with a square jaw dusted with a shadow of whiskers, high cheekbones, full lips … and eyebrows arched up quizzically. His dark brown hair was cropped very short all over.

“Oh, um … I’m so sorry,” she stammered. “I have to make my connection and I’m late.”

He smiled, and the handsome-scale on that face shot up several notches.

“That’s all right,” he said in a deep voice that was smooth as silk.

She continued staring at him, a little stunned, then realized his arm was still around her. Their bodies pressed close.

And she liked it.

She cleared her throat and drew back. Then her left heel dropped from under her and she started to tumble backward. He caught her again before she went down.

“Are you all right?”

“Damn it. Yes, but the heel’s broken on my shoe.”

She eased away from him again, rather wishing she didn’t have to. She leaned down and snapped the heel off the rest of the way.

“You’ll probably be okay making your connection,” he said. “With the bad weather, a lot of flights are delayed.”

“Really? I hope so. I really don’t want to spend the night in the airport. It’s the last flight out, and I can’t afford to take a hotel room for the night.”

Why was she telling him that? He was just a stranger who’d stopped the crazy woman who’d run into him from falling on her butt. He probably wanted to get off to his home, or to whatever flight he was here to catch.

“There’s a display just down here,” he said. “I was just going to check my flight. Why don’t I give you a hand?”

He slid his arm around her waist.

She knew she could walk on her own, but she rather liked him looking out for her. The feel of his warm, masculine body so close, his strong arm around her, felt wonderful. She knew part of it was because she was so vulnerable right now. So off-kilter because of all that had happened. Having someone look out for her was very … welcome.

She walked with him past the stores and restaurants until they came to the video display with all the flights listed. She glanced up and found her flight number. Sure enough, it had been delayed about an hour.

“Thank heavens. I still have time,” she said.

“Would you like me to walk you to your gate?”

She gazed up at his smiling face. She didn’t know anything about this man—except that instead of yelling at her when she’d physically collided with him, he was kind and helpful, which in itself was saying a lot—but she knew she liked him. And trusted him. It was just a feeling, but it was undeniable.

He was tall and broad-shouldered, and, from the feel of his arms when he’d caught her, there was a lot of muscle under that shirt. Of course, just looking at him, she could see it was true. He didn’t wear a coat—it was tucked over his carry-on—and the fabric of his light blue shirt was stretched taut over his broad chest and thick arms.

Then there was that gorgeous face … and those heart-meltingly warm eyes of his.

Just being close to him set her hormones simmering. Was the attraction mutual?

“Thank you. You’ve been very kind, but I have another pair of shoes in my carry-on and I’m going to take some time to freshen up before the flight.”

She stuck out her hand. “I hope the rest of your travels go well.”

He took her hand, his big fingers enveloping hers. His handshake was firm. Solid. She could just feel he was someone she could depend on.

“And you. I hope we meet again.”

His eyes glittered with his smile, and she wished she could just accept his offer and let him walk her to her gate. But as much as she’d like to get to know him, what was the point? They were two travelers crossing paths between flights. It’s not like they’d have a future together.

And she didn’t really feel like chatting.

She nodded, then drew her hand away and, limping on her broken shoe, headed to the ladies’ room she’d seen back the way they’d come.

Once in the bathroom, she set her suitcase on the counter in front of the mirrors, then unzipped the case and pulled out her sneakers. If she was going to wear those, she might as well get out of her black suit and into something more comfortable. She slipped off her coat and pulled out her jeans and cozy sweater, then slipped the shoes on and tied them up. She unfastened the clip holding her hair up, letting her long, dark hair tumble in waves around her shoulders, and ran a brush though it.

Feeling much more stable, and actually glad to be out of the black high-heeled pumps, she tossed her coat over the handle of her case and walked back into the terminal, then headed for the gate.

Rex headed to his gate, his mind still on the beautiful young woman who’d run smack into him. He wished she’d taken him up on his offer to see her to her gate. They could have stopped and talked, maybe gone for dinner, since he fully expected his flight to Minneapolis to be delayed again. Maybe even canceled, and then … what possibilities, if he’d only had a chance to get to know her a little …

With her hair pinned up, the black suit he’d seen under her open coat, and her simple black pumps, she looked like a present he’d love to unwrap. Often, a conservative woman like her was the wildest in bed.

He sure would love to find out.

He arrived at the waiting area for his gate and sat down. The snow was still falling heavily outside. He pulled out his book and started to read. It was an actual old-school print copy. He liked the tactile feel of a book in his hands. The smell of the paper. The sound of the pages turning. He enjoyed engaging all of his senses as much as possible in anything he did.

A while later, he glanced up to see a young woman pass by, with long, dark hair that flowed past her shoulders in shiny waves, snug jeans that showed off her delightfully round ass, and a sweater that looked heavy enough to be warm, but was snug enough to show off her full breasts.

She continued walking to the outskirts of the sitting area, finding a short row of three chairs that was empty. She sat down and set her carry-on and coat on the middle chair.

He recognized that coat and suitcase. She was the whirlwind who’d run into him.

As he watched her, he felt a yearning build within him. To glide his fingers through her silky hair and breathe in the delicate fragrance of cherry blossoms he’d detected earlier. To feel the soft yarn of her sweater under his fingertips. To run his hands over the softness beneath the sweater.

Damn it, his body was hardening just thinking about it.

He drew in a calming breath. He’d been highly focused on his new venture for the past few weeks, putting aside his sexual needs until things were more settled. But clearly that wasn’t the best approach, since all he could think of right now was getting that woman alone and in his bed. The fact that her heart-shaped lips looked sweet and sensual—and eminently kissable—and that her brown eyes were large and doelike, giving her a charming innocence, just amplified his desire.

But he did not do one-night stands. He liked to spend time getting to know a woman. To understand her and discover what she enjoyed.

And to ensure she would be amenable to his particular type of sexual predilection.

She pulled out her phone and flicked her finger across the screen.

He fought his growing urge to go and talk to her, knowing he should probably let it go. Why torture himself—specifically his raging hormones—being near her when he wouldn’t be doing anything about it? Even though they were both going to Minneapolis, he wouldn’t have time to see her for a couple of weeks, and he didn’t know how long he’d be staying in the city after that.

But as he watched her read from her phone, he saw her eyes shimmer and he was sure she was close to tears. He stood up, grabbed the handle of his bag, and headed toward her.





Chapter 2

Rebecca read the e-mail from her younger sister, Allie, thanking her for all the support she’d given her and their other sister, Gina, while Rebecca had been home visiting. While they’d spent long days and nights at the hospital. Going in shifts.

Watching their aunt die.

Rebecca had organized everyone—her sisters, cousins, and other aunts and uncles—so that Auntie Gail had several people by her bedside every hour. She’d even taken the lead with Auntie Gail’s own children, who’d been struggling to keep it together. They had always looked to Rebecca as they would an older sister, ever since they were children, Rebecca being the oldest of the children in the two families.

She’d organized people to look in on them and help with meals and housework during the long two-week ordeal of their losing their mother.

Rebecca had been their rock, and through it all had not shed a tear. She’d stayed strong so they didn’t have to.

But now, here, alone in this airport terminal, so far from both her new home and her old home … she didn’t feel strong. The touching words of the minister at the funeral this

morning … of the experiences everyone had shared of their loving aunt—the woman who had practically raised Rebecca and her sisters after their mother died when Rebecca was nine years old—all came tumbling back to her now.

She couldn’t help herself. As the tears welled in her eyes, she clicked on the link for the memorial page, showing the picture of her beautiful aunt at the top. She hesitated, knowing if she browsed through the pictures posted on the site now, she’d start blubbering like a fool.

“Is everything all right?”





Chapter 3

Rebecca glanced up at the familiar voice. The man she’d bumped into earlier. The handsome and very kind man who’d been so nice to her.

She found herself shaking her head.

His compassionate blue eyes filled with concern, and he shifted her bag and coat to the next chair and sat down beside her.

“Tell me.”

She hesitated, drawing in a slow breath.

Then it happened. All the pain she’d kept bottled up … all the tears she’d left unshed … flooded to the surface. To her horror, she felt droplets stream down her cheek and fall onto her sweater.

She turned her head away and tried to wipe them away with her hand, but he presented her with a tissue.

Then he slid his arm around her.

She’d never felt so in need of a shoulder to cry on. She rested her head against his broad chest and just let go.

He drew her in closer and stroked her hair. She was worried that others must be staring at her, but then realized that with the way he’d positioned his body, and with them facing the window, probably no one even noticed.

He slid his other arm around her, too, his chin resting on the crown of her head. Anyone watching would probably just think she was napping.

She let the tears fall, allowing her sorrow its release. But after a few minutes, even though the tears faded, the pain was still there, searing her heart. She continued leaning against his warm chest, listening to his heartbeat.

It was nice like this. In his big, strong arms. Feeling protected.

Her hand was resting on his shirt, and she realized she’d crumpled the fabric in her hand. She drew away a little and saw that she’d drenched his blue cotton shirt. He handed her another tissue, but instead of drying her eyes, she patted his shirt with it.

He captured her hand and drew the tissue from her fingers, then gently wiped her eyes.

“Don’t worry about my shirt.”

She gazed up at him, then bit her lip and nodded.

She reached for her purse and took out her compact. Her eyes were red and puffy. Great—here she was sitting beside this sexy, attractive man and she looked like a bug-eyed monster. Not that it really mattered after colliding with him on their first encounter and blubbering all over him on the second.

“The flight’s been delayed again,” he said. “Apparently, the plane hasn’t arrived yet. I suspect we’ll be waiting a couple of hours. Why don’t I take you to dinner and we can talk about what’s bothering you?”

“But I look a mess.”

He smiled. “Actually, you look beautiful.”

At the sincere look in his warm eyes, she almost believed him.

“Shall we?” He stood up and offered his hand.

She took it and stood up, too.

“My name’s Rex, by the way,” he said as he put his bag on top of her carry-on. Then he laid her coat on top and grabbed the handle.

“Hi.” She smiled. “I’m Rebecca.”

She grabbed her purse and he led her through the terminal, still holding her hand.

It felt good around hers.

He led her to an upscale steak house and had them seated in a quiet corner. He ordered a bottle of wine—something French—telling the waitress they’d order after she brought the wine. Once she was gone, he took Rebecca’s hands in his.

“Now, tell me.”

She bit her lip. “I’m sorry. I don’t usually burst into tears in the middle of an airport. Or sob all over a stranger.”

“No need to apologize. Just tell me what upset you. Did you receive some bad news?”

She shook her head. “No, the bad news came a few weeks ago, when I found out my aunt was dying. She had bone cancer and the doctors told the family she only had about four weeks or so. I went to visit her right away, planning on making several visits over the following

month …” Her lip started to quiver. “But when I saw her … I knew … it wouldn’t be long.” She shook her head. “I had to stay. I’m lucky my boss was so wonderfully understanding. He gave me the time off, and he even insisted I take another week off when I get back.”

And she knew she needed it. She hadn’t been sure before, thinking that maybe getting back to work would be the best thing for her. But what had just happened made it very clear that wasn’t the best choice. She’d spent all her energy being there for everyone else. The next week would allow her time to grieve on her own terms.

“The funeral was this morning and …” Her gaze dropped to their joined hands, not really seeing them. “I guess it’s all just sinking in now.”

He squeezed her hands. “I’m sorry for your loss.” His kind eyes were filled with compassion. “I wish there was more I could say.”

“No, that’s okay. I really appreciate what you did … I mean, letting me cry all over your shirt and all.”

He smiled. “Any time.”

The waitress arrived with two stemmed glasses and the bottle of wine. He released her hands as the waitress filled the glasses.

Rebecca took a sip. Although she managed a restaurant, she didn’t know much about wine. She didn’t have to, really, because in the hotel she worked at, the chef decided the wine they carried on the menu and made recommendations for which wines went well with each meal so her staff could offer the best advice to their customers.

What she did know was that this wine was spectacularly delightful.

She sipped again. “This was a wonderful choice.”

“I like it. And it’s a perfect choice with the Steak Florence, which is a specialty here. They rub a New York sirloin with pink Himalayan salt and freshly ground pepper, cook it exactly to your liking, then serve it with a cream sauce made with chanterelle mushrooms. Have you ever tried them?”

She shook her head.

He smiled, and his eyes lit up. “Ah, then you’re in for a real treat. They are the most delectable of all mushrooms.” He looked wistful as he raised his hand to his face and rubbed his fingertips together while breathing in, as if experiencing some wonderful aroma. “They have a fruity smell … like apricots … and a mildly peppery taste.”

“That sounds wonderful. You know a lot about food.”

“I enjoy gourmet cooking.”

“A man who cooks. You’ll be a wonderful catch for some lucky woman.” Her eyes widened in horror. Had she actually said that? “I mean, not that you want to be caught.”

He rested his hand on hers and laughed. “I don’t mind the idea of being caught … if it’s by the right woman.”

At that moment, the waitress showed up and asked if they were ready to order.

Thank God. Could she have made things any more awkward? This wasn’t even a date, and it sounded like she was hinting at a romantic relationship.

After the waitress left, she started talking about the delayed flight and the bad weather, but finally that topic ran its course.

“Why are you going to Minneapolis?” she asked. “Are you visiting someone there?”

Now she worried that this sounded like she was fishing for his relationship status.

“I’m starting a new venture there. How about you? I assume you live there?”

“Yes. Five years now. I enjoy it.” She glanced toward the window. “Despite all the snow.”

“I’ll be extremely busy for the next two weeks, but after that, maybe you could show me the sights.”

She smiled. “I’d like that.” She sipped her wine. “So you said you’re starting a new venture. Are you moving to Minneapolis permanently, or is it just a temporary thing?”

He smiled. “Well, that depends on a number of things.”

The way his heated gaze locked on her, she was sure he considered her one of those things. Which left her a little unsettled.

And delighted.

Before she had a chance to ask him more about the job, the waitress brought their meals. She took a bite and …

“Oh, my God. That’s fantastic.”

His smile broadened. “I thought you’d like it.”

She ate, savoring every bite. And as he’d said, the wine was the perfect pairing for this meal. Afterward, she sat back and patted her stomach.

“I don’t usually eat that much in one sitting, but I couldn’t resist.” She leaned forward and grinned. “If I’m around you very much, I’ll either have to learn some discipline or start exercising a lot more.”

His eyes glinted with his devilish smile. “Well, I fully intend for you to be around me as much as possible. And I think discipline can be quite … exhilarating.”

His manner unsettled her … in a sexy sort of way.

Was he suggesting her discipline be directed toward exercise? Or did he mean something kinky?

Of course, her imagination was probably just running away with her. Since she’d watched 50 Shades, she knew just how sexy discipline could be.

“I think that’s an announcement about our flight?” he said as a female voice sounded over the speakers.

She hadn’t caught the announcement, but he waved at the waitress.

“We’d better get going,” he said.

The waitress arrived with the bill and a little handheld machine and ran his credit card through, then he grabbed their things and Rebecca followed him from the restaurant. Another announcement started.

Her heart sank. They had canceled this evening’s flight.

He took her hand and strode back to the gate.

“They said they’d put us up in a hotel, but I think the airport’s basically shutting down so I’m worried about them running out of rooms.” He set their things down on a chair. “Stay here with the luggage and I’ll go make arrangements. Do you have your boarding pass?”

A long line was forming, with people already clumped around the desk.

She did not want to face that crowd, so she handed him her boarding pass, knowing he’d probably need it to get a room for her.

She watched as he progressed slowly up the line, feeling guilty she wasn’t there keeping him company, but someone had to watch the luggage.

When he finally reached the front of the line, she watched him talking animatedly to the attendant. After a few moments, he returned.

“I’m afraid they’ve run out of rooms close by. They’re sending people to hotels across town. The problem is, figuring in the time to get there and back in the morning and the inevitable long check-in time, there’ll be very little time for sleep.”

She bit her lip. “So are you suggesting we just stay here overnight?”

“Well, there is an alternative. I have a VIP membership of sorts at a hotel close by, and I was able to get a suite.”

“That’s expensive for a few hours of sleep.”

“They’re not charging more than a regular room. And … please don’t take this the wrong way, but … if you like, you can stay in the suite with me.”





Chapter 4

Rebecca hesitated.

“There’s a foldout couch and a bedroom with a door,” Rex said, “so you’ll have privacy.”

“You’re saying you’ll give me the bedroom.”

“That’s right.”

“And we’ll just split a regular room cost.”

“No. I’m paying for the room. I insist.”

She bit her lip. She did not want to stay here all night.

“Okay. Thank you.”

Rebecca followed Rex from the terminal into the frigid night. She pulled her collar up against the cutting wind. A moment later, Rex hustled her into a cab and got in behind her.

As the cab pulled away, she leaned into him. “We could have taken the hotel shuttle. It would have been free.”

“That would have taken far too long with how busy they are. Really, don’t worry about the cost of the cab. I’ve got it.”

Rex was somehow able to bypass the long line at the reception desk, and they were in the suite within minutes of arriving at the hotel.

“That’s some VIP membership you have,” she commented as he pushed open the door.

As she stepped into the suite, her eyes widened. “Wow! This is some place.”

The suite was huge, with large windows and a wonderful neutral but homey décor, if in a luxurious sort of way. She glanced around at the sitting area, with its large, comfy-looking couch, then past to the doorway beyond, where she could see a bed inside.

Rex shed his snowy coat and boots, as did she, and continued to the bedroom.

“You should be comfortable here,” he said as he set her bag on the luggage rack. “I’d offer you a drink from the minibar, but I assume you’re tired and would like to get some sleep.”

As much as she was tempted, the flight in the morning was very early. Even now, she’d probably only get about five hours’ sleep.

“You’re right. But thank you.”

“Okay. Good night then.”

She watched him cross the room, then close the door behind him.

She sighed, then opened her bag. Oh, damn, all she had in here were the clothes she’d been wearing at the funeral today, some toiletries, plus a few entertainment things, like a book and her tablet. Since she was headed home, she’d only packed it with the clothes she was wearing and what she’d need on the trip, hoping she’d have time to change after the funeral. She hadn’t planned for an unscheduled stopover.

Neither the blouse nor the sweater she wore now would be comfortable to sleep in, and she didn’t want to sleep naked. On a cold winter’s night, she just never felt warm enough without something on, despite the covers.

Maybe Rex would have a T-shirt or something she could borrow.

She knocked on her side of the bedroom door to warn him she was opening it, in case he was changing.

“Come on out,” he called.

The sight of Rex, wearing only a pair of navy pajama bottoms, sent her heart thudding.

Good God, the man was magnificent. His arms bulged with muscles and his chest was broad and sculpted. His upper arms, shoulders, and chest were heavily inked. While wearing his suit, he’d seemed like a strong, competent businessman, but now, like this, he seemed more rugged … and definitely triggered her bad-boy fantasies.

He was opening the foldout couch, and she watched his muscles ripple as he pulled out the metal frame.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to … uh …”

He tossed a white bed pillow onto the couch, then smiled.

“What can I do for you?”

“I … uh … I don’t have any pajamas with me, so I was wondering if you could lend me a T-shirt or something.”

“Sure thing.” He walked to the bag, which was sitting on a dining room chair, grabbed something, and brought it to her. She realized it was the matching top to his pajama bottoms.

“Don’t you need it? I mean, it’s pretty cold out.”

His smile broadened. “No, I find it warm enough in here. If you’re cold, we can turn up the heat.”

Damn, he’d already turned up the heat, walking around like that.

“No, I’m good. I just like something warm against my body.”

Then she flushed as his eyes twinkled.

“Well, if you do get cold, just let me know and we’ll do something about it.”

The deep murmur of his voice sent shimmers of heat through her. Oh, she was very sure he could warm her up just fine.

Her hand gripped the garment tighter in her hand. “Thanks. I’ll see you in the morning.”

After lying in bed for an hour and not falling asleep, Rebecca pulled the covers tighter around her. The thought of the sexy man in the next room had her obsessing about what it would be like if she pushed open that bedroom door and invited him in.

She shivered from the cold. She knew it was just the sound of the howling wind outside that made her think she was cold, since the thermostat showed the temperature was a toasty seventy degrees, but she found it uncomfortable nonetheless.

She rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling.

And she didn’t have to be. There was a warm—hell, make that hot—man in the next room willing and able to heat her up.

It certainly didn’t help that she hadn’t been with a man for quite some time. After her last relationship fizzled out, she had no desire to enter the dating scene again, so she’d immersed herself in her management job at the hotel.

Now all her pent-up desire came back with a vengeance. It was all she could think about.

But was she really going to have sex with the man just because she was cold and sexually frustrated?

No, you’re going to have sex with him because he’s the most gorgeous man you’ve ever seen, you’re practically drooling over him, and … the way he’s been with you, he makes your heart quiver.

It was true. He was exactly the kind of man she could fall for. Hard.

And that was the problem.

But did it have to be?

Couldn’t she just enjoy the night without overthinking it?

She chewed on her lip for a moment, unsure. Then a loud howl of wind outside had goose bumps dancing over her whole body.

That’s it. She wanted to be in his arms, and why shouldn’t she be?

Rex heard the bedroom door open. Soft light streamed into the room from the doorway.

“Rex?”

The soft murmur of her voice rippled through him. He’d been having trouble falling asleep thinking of her in the other room, wearing just his pajama top, the silk snuggled against her naked body.

He glanced up, and saw her silhouette in the doorway.

“Yes? Is there something you need?”

“Yes, I …” She stepped toward the couch, then stood like a sexy angel in the night, the silk of the pajama top clinging to her curves, her long legs left bare.

He sat up as she walked closer.

“I’m cold and …” She bit her lip.

He stood up, hoping this was going where his fantasies had gone moments before.

She stepped closer, gazing up at him with need in her doelike eyes. She rested her hand on his chest, the feel of her soft fingers on his naked flesh causing an ache in his groin.

“I thought maybe you could help me warm up.”

He almost groaned out loud.

Rebecca was a little embarrassed and uncertain, but the heat flaring in his blue eyes encouraged her. She stroked his chest, loving the feel of his hard muscles beneath her fingertips.

He rested his big hand against her cheek, then his fingers glided through her hair, cupping her head as he drew her closer. His lips found hers, brushing lightly at first, sending sparks of awareness rushing through her.

As he deepened the kiss, her knees grew weak. His tongue glided inside and she welcomed it with a stroke of her own.

His body so close … his lips moving on hers … affected her more profoundly than she had anticipated. It was like he was a part of her that had gone missing long ago, and her heart and soul shimmered in delight at the completion she now felt.

He drew back, and she could see a depth of emotion in his eyes that matched her own. His fingers moved to the pajama top, his gaze remaining locked on hers as he released each button.

The top fell open, and she quivered as his hand glided underneath, then slid around her waist. He drew her close.

The shock of his hot, hard chest against the cool skin of her breasts was so welcome … so intensely exciting. Her cold, hard nipples spiked into him.

He smiled, and she felt a bulge against her belly.

Her eyes widened. A huge bulge. And it was growing.

She ran her hand down his chest, but before she could reach his abs, he rested his hand over hers and drew it to his mouth. When he pressed her palm against his lips, her whole body quivered.

“I’ve got to warn you. I’m big,” he said.

She grinned and stroked her hands over his shoulders. “You know, you don’t have to sell yourself. I’m already on board.”

“No, I mean, I’m big enough you might have problems.”

She quirked her eyebrow. “Are you saying you’re more man than I can handle?”

He laughed, cupping her chin and tipping up her face. “I’m sure you can handle anything you put your mind to. This is my flaw, not yours.”

She ran her hand down his chest again, gliding over his hard nipple, then down his rock-solid abs.

“Most people wouldn’t consider a big package a ‘flaw.’”

He took her hand and rested it on the tip of his cock, still under the silk of his pajamas, then glided her fingers down the column. The impossibly thick, hard column. And long.

Then he stepped back and pushed his thumbs under the pajama bottoms. When he pushed them down his hips and let his cock drop forward, her gaze fell to the subject of their discussion. She sucked in a breath at the sheer size of him.

“My God, that thing belongs on a horse.”

She’d had no idea a man could be that big. The head was the size of a plum—a really large plum. The shaft was as big around as her forearm. Maybe bigger.

“If it’s too intimidating, I understand.”

His words soothed the roiling of her stomach at the sight of that monster.

He was right. It was intimidating. But it also represented a challenge. And her insides quivered at the thought of welcoming that monster into her slick passage.

What would it be like to feel it push inside her? To stretch her wide and, when she was ready, to thrust in deep? Deeper than any man had ever been before.

He’d pulled his pajamas up again, tucking his erection inside the fabric as best he could, and stepped forward. He stroked her cheek.

“There are other things we can do to please each other,” he said.

Then his lips met hers. They moved with a gentle passion that set her blood boiling. Her arms curled around his neck and she moved closer, gliding her tongue into his mouth. Seeking his heat. His tongue curled around hers, and they undulated together. His hand glided down her back, drawing her closer.

Then she felt the ridge of that enormous cock again, and stiffened.

He tipped up her chin, his blue eyes assessing her expression.

“Do you want to stop?”

She shook her head, knowing that her potent desire for him overshadowed any physical challenges they might need to overcome.

“No,” she murmured. Then pulled him to her again and captured his lips.

His tongue pulsed deep into her, and passion flared between them. She felt herself scooped up, his mouth never leaving hers as he carried her into the bedroom.

He laid her on the bed, then just stood there, his gaze roaming over her seminaked body. Her nipples puckered even harder at his perusal.

“The whole time we’ve been patiently talking, the sight of those beautiful breasts of yours has been driving me wild.”

He knelt on the bed beside her and gazed at her peaked tips. Then he ran a hand up one swollen mound and cupped it, her sensitive nub nestled in his palm. His other hand found her other breast and she found herself enveloped in the warmth of his touch. She arched upward, wanting more.

He chuckled, then stroked one breast, his fingers gliding over her sensitized nub, then teasing it lightly. Then he leaned forward and licked her hard bud. Then again. Laving it over and over. Starbursts of pleasure burst inside her.

When he suckled, she moaned out loud.

His lips flitted to her other breast, and then he licked that one, too. Her body melted, and her back arched, slickness pooling between her legs.

He lifted his head and smiled. “If you like that, then you’re going to love this.”

He kissed down her stomach. Anticipation built inside her as his lips fluttered along her flesh. Stopping at her panties. His teeth tugged on the delicate fabric, then he leaned back and tucked his fingers under the elastic and stripped the small garment away.

Then she felt it. His tongue stroking her skin … just a breath from her sensitive folds. He licked upward … going in the wrong direction! … then pressed his tongue into her navel. He thoroughly explored it, swirling and teasing … then began his travels again.

Downward.

Her pelvis tipped up, waiting for him.

But when his raspy chin brushed her folds … igniting her need even higher … he lifted his head, then gazed at her slick petals. As if his eyes were made of lasers, her intimate flesh blazed with heat.

His gaze flicked to hers, his darkened blue eyes like blazing embers. She gazed back at him, need pulsing through her.

Then he licked her. The length of her wet slit.

“Oh, yes,” she moaned softly.

He licked her again, then his tongue burrowed into her folds and drove into her opening. Her fingers stroked over his head, his short, soft hair caressing her palms.

His big tongue glided over her again, enthusiastic and thorough.

He gazed up at her with a smile. “You taste delightful.”

Then he ran his thumbs over the nest of pink petals that hid her clit. He parted them, then stared at the tiny bud. She quivered in anticipation, and when his tongue finally lapped over it, she moaned. The sensation was exquisite.

He licked several times, then she felt his fingers glide along her slit. Then two slid inside her.

“Oh, yes!” She arched, driving his fingers deeper.

He chuckled against her flesh, then sucked her small bud.

Intense pleasure bombarded her, and she threw her head back on the pillow. Her body arched and undulated like a bucking bronco, but instead of being cast off, his mouth pressed more firmly against her and his fingers began to thrust.

She stroked his head, her fingers gliding over his short hair, feeling the warmth of his scalp beneath her fingertips. Pleasure pulsed through her … building … expanding …

His fingers thrust deep, then stroked back along her passage, then thrust deep again.

God, she wanted his cock deep inside her.

His tongue pulsed on her clit, then he suckled again.

“Oh, yes,” she cried, her voice hoarse and full of need.

His mouth slipped from her, leaving her flesh exposed to the cool air.

“Come for me, sweetheart.”

His mouth covered her with heat again. He nudged her flesh with his tongue, and explosive pleasure bombarded her. When he thrust his fingers into her as he sucked on her nub, she lost all control. An orgasm blasted through her, rocketing her straight to ecstasy.

Her hands tightened around his head, his silky hair against her palms heightening the pleasure. His fingers plunged deeper, and she rode the wave, the orgasm going on forever.

Her voice cracked as her wail filled the room in a long, continuous stream of sound. She sucked in air, but he didn’t let up, driving her pleasure on and on.

Finally, she fell back on the bed, spent.

He lifted his head, watching her as she lay there panting.

“I want you inside me,” she said, surprised at the intense need in her hoarse, pleading words.

“Are you sure? You might not be ready.”

She held out her arms. “I want you. Please.”

He smiled. “Well, since you said ‘please.’”

He prowled over her, and she couldn’t help watching his humongous cock bobbing as he moved. He pressed it to her slick flesh, the head hot and hard against her. But instead of pressing into her, he glided his cock along her slit, glazing the head with her moisture. And driving her already intense need higher.

Then he pressed against her and she stretched around him. And stretched more as he pushed a little deeper.

Then stretched some more.

Then he stopped.

“Is it inside yet?”

“Not even close.”

She bit her lip.

“We should stop.”

She grabbed his arm. “No. Keep going.”

He pushed forward a bit more. It was painful, like her first time. But she was determined.

“More,” she insisted.





Chapter 5

Rex couldn’t believe her tenacity. Most women were ready to quit long before this, especially after he’d given them their own release. This woman clearly loved a challenge, and would see it through.

Life was so strange. Having a large cock was generally considered a desirable thing. Even having a monster cock like his was considered a positive trait. Most men wanted what he had. Most women expressed excitement at the thought of being filled by one.

But in reality, it was a challenge. Once they saw the thing, most women backed off.

He’d found it had come to define his personality in many ways. One way was that he’d learned to hide who he was. Even if something about him seemed positive, he wouldn’t easily reveal it.

But even when he’d revealed his abnormally large girth to this wonderful woman, she’d done everything she could to reassure him.

And she still wanted him. She’d practically begged him to fuck her.

But he didn’t want to hurt her.

He nodded, watching her face for signs of distress as he pressed deeper. The feel of her hot opening surrounding the tip of his cockhead was intense, driving his need to an excruciating level. He pushed deeper still, luxuriating in the delightful feel of her.

But even through his haze of desire, he realized her expression reflected pain, and he forced himself to pull back.

“No, don’t stop.”

He slumped beside her on the bed.

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You aren’t.”

He shot her a sharp stare, and her bravado wilted.

“Okay, it hurt a little, but it’s okay.” She stroked her hand down his stomach, then wrapped her fingers around his cock as best she could. “I want you inside me. I can take it.”

“You don’t understand. I don’t want you to ‘take it,’ as if it’s some ordeal. I know you mean well, but I want to make you feel good. To give you pleasure, not pain.”

She arched her leg over him, her knees now on either side of his thighs. Then her lips brushed the tip of his aching cock in a light kiss.

“And I know it will.” She smiled. “You will.”

Then she pressed his cockhead to her slick opening and pushed downward. The head glided inside a little, and she stopped. She drew in a deep breath, then pushed down again.

Her opening surrounded his corona, embracing it in warmth. She kept going, past the widest part, her face a study in control as she hid the pain he knew she must be feeling.

Then his tip was all the way inside her, her warm, moist body a delightful cocoon around him.

She stopped and took a breath.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

She smiled brightly. “Better than all right.”

Then she glided downward, taking him even deeper.

“This takes some getting used to, but”—she grinned—“I know it will be worth it.”

She stopped, then reversed direction, sliding to his tip. He ached at the sense of loss thrumming through him. Then she slowly eased down, swallowing his cockhead in her warmth again. He groaned his approval.

She moved up and down, slowly and purposefully, taking him a little deeper each time.

She drew in a deep breath and leaned forward to brush her lips over his chin in light kisses, his bristles probably rasping her skin. Then she sighed and rested her head against his shoulder.

It was then he realized he was all the way inside her. Her body cradling him in her warmth.

His cock twitched, and she groaned.

“Did I hurt you?”

She stroked her hand along his whisker-roughened jaw.

“I won’t lie to you. It’s on the edge. But if you dare suggest we stop, I will make you regret it.”

He laughed at her teasing threat. “And how would you do that?”

He felt her squeeze around him, and he groaned. And so did she.

Rebecca couldn’t believe she’d gotten the whole thing inside her. She was stretched beyond her wildest imagination, and it did hurt, but oh, it was so worth it. Because when he’d twitched inside her, a delightful flash of pleasure had blazed through her.

And this was just the beginning. Her body might need to adapt to his size, but she was sure that once it did, the payoff would be enormous.

Enormous.

She giggled at her own thought. God, she was getting giddy.

She nuzzled his neck, then pushed herself up. The simple movement of gliding up his length sent tingling pleasure through her. She squeezed him again, loving his groan of pleasure. And the pain was fading.

Once more she drew her body up, gliding along the hard rod, up and up, until his cockhead was at her opening. Then she slid down again. His thick corona stroked her passage, and though it was sensitive, the pleasure far outweighed the discomfort.

She leaned forward and kissed him. Before she could move away, he cupped her head and deepened the kiss, his tongue gliding deep inside her mouth, then swirling. When he released her, his molten blue gaze locked on hers.

“You are amazing.”

The intensity of those eyes unsettled her, but she smiled. “That coming from the man with the totally amazing cock.”

Her world spun as he rolled her over. His body now poised above her, his cock embedded deep inside her. His expression was intense.

“I’m going to fuck you now. I’ll go slow. If you want me to stop, you tell me and I’ll do it. Understand?”

She stroked his cheek. A tear almost fell from her eyes at the heartrending need in his voice. And she knew he would stop if she said. Even if it was past the point where most men could stand it. She knew it from the way he’d behaved so far, putting her needs ahead of his own, and from the strength of will glowing in his eyes.

If she said stop … he would. No matter what.

So she opened to him, widening her legs in invitation.

“I do.” She smiled. “Now please, will you get on with it?”

He laughed, his eyes alight with joy, then drew back. Slowly, as he’d promised.

Discomfort became a forgotten memory as his cockhead dragged along her flesh. Delight quivered through her, from top to toe. And every intimate place in between.

Then he glided forward, his thick shaft pushing all the way inside her.

“Oh, yes.”

He smiled. “You like that?”

“Yes. So much.”

Her words, so relaxed and full of pleasure, urged him on. He drew back, then surged forward in a fluid stroke. Pleasure spiraled through her, making her dizzy with need.

“Faster,” she murmured, knowing she was ready.

He glided in and out, increasing speed infinitesimally with each stroke.

Her head spun at the sheer joy of his body filling her. Again and again. She grasped his shoulders, squeezing them.

“Oh, it feels so good.”

He groaned. Now his thrusts were fast, and incredibly deep, driving her pleasure to new heights.

She gripped the posts of the headboard as her body catapulted past the edge of sanity. An explosion of joy severed her hold on the here and now, and she cried out. Then wailed as ecstasy shattered all barriers around her until she soared free on the waves of the greatest bliss she’d ever known.

He pulsed deep and groaned. The heat of his seed erupting inside her sent her over the edge again. She arched against him as she moaned loud and long.

When she finally collapsed on the bed, he buried his face in her hair, breathing in deeply. Then he nuzzled her neck.

His big cock was still buried deep inside her, and she wondered how she’d ever felt it was anything but perfect inside her.

Rebecca lay in his arms, wide awake. She knew she should get some sleep, that she’d be tired in the morning, but she wanted to enjoy every moment with this phenomenal man.

His body felt so good wrapped around her. His arms holding her close. His leg over hers possessively. She turned her head and gazed at his sleeping face lying beside hers on the pillow. The moonlight silhouetted every feature. His strong, square jaw, shadowed even darker by stubble. His full lips, which had been so firm and sure on hers, and that had so thoroughly pleasured her … everywhere.

She brushed a fingertip lightly over his thick, dark eyebrow, then over his eyelid and across his temple, remembering the bold blue of his eyes … and how they’d gazed at her with desire.

“Still awake?”

His words startled her. She had barely touched his skin, trying to be careful not to wake him.

His eyelids opened, and he smiled.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you,” she said.

He chuckled. “Being woken by a naked woman in my arms is not a bad thing.” He leaned in and kissed her cheek, tightening his arms around her. “The fact that you’re not asleep—is that because I didn’t tire you out enough? Because if that’s the case …”

She laughed and rolled toward him, then found his mouth with hers. Their lips merged and she glided her arms around him, holding him tight.

His tongue swept into her possessively, swirling in her mouth until she clung helplessly to him, simply along for the ride. He plunged deep, then drew her tongue back with him until it was inside him. As he softly suckled, she moaned in delight.

Finally, he released her lips, the fiery kiss, leaving her gasping for breath.

“I want to see you again,” he said, his cerulean blue eyes dark and determined. “When we get to Minneapolis, you need a little time, and so do I, but I want to continue what we’ve started here. Do you agree?”

Agree to keep seeing the sexiest, most explosively virile man she’d ever met? Who was also generous and considerate and genuinely seemed to care about her feelings?

She rested her fingers on his cheek and glided them over the rough stubble, gazing deep into blue eyes dusted with golden starlight.

She nodded. “I’d like that.”

He smiled, then captured her lips again. But when he drew back, his smile was gone.

“There’s something I need to tell you before we start any kind of relationship.”

Her stomach tightened. He’d already had one shocking, albeit delightful, surprise for her.

“What is it?”

He stroked her cheek. “It’s about my personality. What I like. What I need. In bed.”

She ran her hand over his chest. “Well, so far, I like that you seemed to need me.” Her hand stroked down and, miscalculating, brushed the tip of his cock. Would she ever get used to how long it was?

“And it seems you need me again.”

He leaned her back, his eyes blazing. “You are so right. I want to be inside you so badly I could die.” His gaze moved over her face, as if trying to memorize every detail. “Even though I just had you less than an hour ago.”

He stroked her hair back from her forehead and she lifted her face, wanting his lips on hers.

“But I have to tell you that I like to be in control.”

“What do you mean? Like in bed? You want to dominate me?”

“That’s exactly what I mean.”

“But when we did it earlier … when you made love to me … it wasn’t like that.”

“I’ve just met you. And there was that other issue to deal with.”

She grinned as she squeezed his erection. “You mean your enormous package? But that ‘issue’ turned out to be quite manageable … and delightful.”

“Yes, but a Dominant-submissive relationship requires trust. It’s something we’d build over time.” His gaze—focused and laser-sharp—remained fixed on her. “You don’t have to decide now, but I wanted to let you know, hoping it’s something you might be open to.”

“I don’t know what it would be like,” she admitted. “I’ve seen it in movies, but I’ve never experienced it really.”

One of her boyfriends had suggested they give it a try once, to spice things up in the bedroom, but it had felt a bit silly, with the furry handcuffs and him telling her what to do. Yet somehow she knew that with this man, it would be quite different.

And suddenly, the thought of him commanding her … of him taking total control of

her … set her blood on fire. She wanted to know what it would be like.

She curled her hand around his neck, the short hair at the base of his skull like velvet against her fingertips.

She leaned close and ran her teeth along the stubble on his chin.

“But I would love you to show me,” she said in a deep, seductive voice.

“Really?” His eyes glowed as a smile curled his lips. Then his arms came around her, tight and unyielding like iron bands as his mouth swooped down on hers, capturing them firmly, pressing her into the pillow as his tongue plundered her mouth

Her heart pounded at his sensual onslaught, then she felt herself plucked from the bed and lifted until they were standing, their mouths and bodies locked together. His hand glided down to the small of her back, pulling her pelvis tight against his.

She sucked in a breath at the feel of his swollen cock against her stomach. Impossibly thick. Hard. Pulsing.

She felt faint with need.

One hand held her firm against him as his other glided up her back, then curled behind her neck. His mouth parted from hers, and their gazes locked. With his hand around her neck, she couldn’t have moved away if she’d wanted to. But she didn’t want to. His deep blue eyes held an authoritative, mysterious quality she hadn’t seen before.

“I will tell you to do something and you will do it without question. We’ll talk later about safe words and limits, and I’ll get to know your likes and dislikes. And where you draw the line. But now, tonight, I want you to trust me. Can you do that?”

She’d already trusted him much more than she’d have ever imagined possible. She never thought she’d spend the night with a complete stranger. Being in a hotel room alone with him. But her instincts had been sound, she was sure.

“Yes.”

“Good. Now suck my cock.”

The blatant words, uttered boldly and with absolute authority, rocked her. Not that they were so shocking, but … the way her body reacted. Heating. Her vagina pulsing in a spasm, longing for his big member inside her.

“And when I give you a command, you say, ‘Yes, Master.’”

Oh, God, could she really do that?

She dropped to her knees and stared at the huge erection in front of her.

She quivered. How could she not?

It was glorious. The large, plum-sized head. The thick column, tipping slightly to the left, smooth and delightfully soft. Engorged and pulsing with need. Pointing straight to the ceiling. She wrapped her hands around it, unable to get her fingers all the way around.

She gazed up at him, locking on his simmering blue eyes, as she drew his cock downward, then dragged her tongue over the tip. A salty drop quivered on the tip of her tongue and she slipped it into her mouth. His eyes darkened even more.

Then she pressed her lips to his cockhead and glided over it, stretching wider and wider. It was a challenge, but she opened wide enough to take most of the huge corona into her mouth. She kept pushing herself, until finally she was past the widest part. He murmured softly as her lips curled under the crown, then continued along his shaft.

She could only go an inch or so before she stopped.

“Suck it,” he commanded.

She obeyed, drawing on him, to his moans of pleasure.

She swirled her tongue around and around, stroking him inside her mouth.

“Are you wet?” he asked, his voice hoarse.

She nodded, feeling her desire dripping from her.

“Show me,” he insisted. “Touch yourself, then show me your glistening pussy juice.”

His words shocked her, but also sent heat thrumming through her. With his cock still in her mouth, her tongue busily moving over him, she slid one hand down her stomach and then over her slick folds. She didn’t even have to dip inside to thoroughly coat her finger. She lifted her hand and showed it to him.

He wrapped his hand around her wrist and leaned down. The feel of his lips surrounding her slick finger, then drawing it inside, sent heat shimmering through her.

Then he suckled, and she moaned around his big cockhead.

She squeezed him tight in her mouth, pulsing around him, and sucked … hard. Trying to pull the semen from him.

He groaned, his hand gliding over her head, his fingers threading through her hair.

“Oh, fuck, baby. That feels so good.”

He kissed her palm, then released her hand. She rested it on his thigh, then tucked it under his balls, cupping them in her palm.

“Stop sucking and take my balls in your mouth.”

She drew her lips back over his cockhead. Slowly. Teasing him with her tongue as she slid away. Then she pushed his cock to his belly. She’d never taken a man’s testicles in her mouth before, but as she stared at his shaven balls, she longed to do just that. She licked them a few times first, then lifted one with her hand and drew it into her mouth. It was soft and pliant as she pressed her tongue against him, squeezing him to the roof of her mouth. She drew the other one inside, too, and toyed with both of them. Squeezing them with her tongue. Suckling softly.

“Ah, fuck.” He drew her up and into his arms, and then his mouth was on hers.

When he released her mouth, his blazing eyes were fierce with need.

“I want you so fucking much.”

His coarse language, so different from the way he’d talked to her earlier, set her blood on fire.

He twirled her around to face the bed and grabbed two of the pillows, tucked them in front of her, and bent her over. He stepped close behind her, and she felt his hard cockhead brush against her ass … then glide between her cheeks.

She froze. “I don’t want you to … not anal.” God, the thought of that big monster pushing into her tight passage terrified her.

“You said you were going to trust me.” His tip glided forward and back, between her cheeks. “Have you changed your mind?”





Chapter 6

“No, uh … Master.” Rebecca found it hard to concentrate with his hot flesh teasing her. And her insides clenched up tight.

He glided farther this time, his cockhead brushing her slick folds. His hard flesh teased her as he stroked over it. Then she sucked in a breath as the wide head pushed into her vagina. Just a little.

On the next stroke, he went deeper … but not even to the widest part of his corona.

When he pulled back, his fingers dipped inside her. A brief stroke, then they slipped away.

The next stroke, his whole cockhead glided into her. She clamped around him, but too late, as he slid away again. Then glided forward, filling her another inch.

God, she wanted more of him inside.

His cockhead slid back, more slowly this time, glazing her ass with her own slickness. Then his fingers pressed against her back opening. They were slick with her juices, and one pushed inside her. Slowly. Opening her. Then another finger slid inside.

It was strange and different. But as his fingers stroked her back passage, she quivered with pleasure.

His fingers slipped away and he pressed his cockhead between her cheeks again. He glided over her opening, teasing against it.

Was he going to push inside her? She had told him she didn’t want that, but she was so turned on and needy. And his fingers had felt so wonderful inside her.

If only he weren’t so big …

“Do you trust me?” he asked as the pressure of his cockhead against her back opening increased.

She did. She knew it deep inside. The way he’d held back earlier, insisting she tell him if she wanted him to stop, had reassured her. He would not hurt her.

She might not know him … not really … but every instinct told her she could trust him completely.

She forced her tense muscles to relax, then nodded.

“Yes, Master.”

He chuckled, the deep rumbling sound filled with delight. His cock glided forward, sliding over her slick ass to her pussy, then deep inside.

She gasped, then moaned at the exquisite pleasure. He drew back, then plunged deeper. Her flesh was still tender from their earlier lovemaking—getting used to his exceptionally big cock was going to take some time—but she welcomed him.

He glided deep several times, then pulled her to her feet and turned her around. She felt the wall against her back.

“I want to see your face while I fuck you.” He nuzzled her neck, sending wild quivers dancing down her spine. “Do you want me to fuck you?” he asked, his lips fluttering along her shoulder.

“Oh, yes, Master.”

His cock surged into her in one smooth, deep stroke.

She cried out at the intense pleasure.

He seemed reassured she could handle him now, so he drove into her deep and hard again. Ramming her against the wall. Taking her breath away.

He grabbed her wrists and lifted, then pinned them to the wall.

“Tell me.”

“I want you to fuck me, Master.”

His eyes—a deep midnight blue now—bored into her.

“What if I don’t want to? What would you say to convince me?”

She squeezed around him. “But I feel you. I know you want to.”

To her shock, he pulled from her depths.

“I can master my need as easily as I can master you.”

She watched him uncertainly. Surely he wouldn’t leave her like this. Hot and needy. With his own cock so full and hard it seemed he would burst.

But something told her he would. If she didn’t say the right thing.

“Please, Master. I beg of you. I need you inside me. I need you to fuck me.”

“Do you?”

She nodded. “Yes. I am completely yours.”

His eyes, almost black with desire, glittered as he wrapped his hand around his thick column, then positioned it against her slick slit.

Then he drove in. Hard.

She cried out at the delightful surge of pleasure as his marble-hard cock filled her tender passage, his body pinning her tight to the wall.

They stood like that for an impossible eternity. His gaze locked on hers. Both of them knowing that, at that moment, he totally owned her.

Then he began to thrust. The feel of his hard flesh surging into her tender passage in an unrelenting onslaught sent her quivering to new heights of pleasure. Her wrists strained against the hand holding her wrists pinned as she longed to cling to his broad shoulders.

“Tell me what you’re feeling,” he murmured against her ear, then nipped her earlobe.

She whimpered at the pinch of his teeth.

“I feel you deep inside me.” She sucked in a breath as he thrust deep again. “It’s so hard and …” Thrust. “So thick I …” Thrust. Pleasure swirled through her. Building.

“Oh, God, I’m going to …” Thrust.

“You’re going to come, aren’t you?”

The passion swept over her, and she sucked in air. Building and …

“Oh, Master. Yes.” It blossomed inside her. “I’m coming.”

He thrust faster, his gaze locked on her face. She moaned, the orgasm swelling … expanding … her body lost in a cloud of pure ecstasy. Her cells exploding in bliss.

She moaned, deep and guttural. His marble shaft filling her again and again while her moans turned to wails.

Then he groaned and drove deeper still, his pelvis grinding her to the wall. Then she felt it. His seed erupting inside her. A deep fountain, filling her with his liquid heat.

They stood like that for several moments, both panting. He lowered her wrists, then released them. She wrapped her arms around his neck, resting her head against his shoulder, never wanting to move.

He nuzzled her temple, then his lips brushed her ear in a light kiss.

“I think you enjoyed that. Does that mean you’d like to explore this more?”

He gazed down at her, his eyes twinkling.

She smiled and nodded.

“Oh, yes, Master.”

The light of dawn came too early. Rebecca snuggled against his warm chest, still in the comfort of his strong arms. His cell phone was chiming, and she realized that was what had wakened her.

He smiled at her. “I need to turn that off, but I don’t want to let you go.”

“Then don’t.” She pressed him onto his back and slid on top of him, their naked bodies pressed tight. As she reached for his phone from the bedside table, she felt his cock, swelling between their bodies.

She flicked off the alarm and set it back down. Then she sat up on him, his cock a huge ridge beneath her folds. She glided over him, to his moan.

“Fuck, baby, I would love nothing better than to enjoy your sweet body again, but we have to go if we’re going to catch the flight. I set the alarm as late as possible so we could get some sleep.”

She glanced at the time, having been a little too preoccupied to notice it before.

“Yikes! I’ll have to hurry.” She had twenty minutes to get out the door.

She lurched off his warm, hard body and raced to the bathroom, then took the fastest shower of her life. Her tender flesh ached from last night, but God, it had been worth it.

As she dressed, then threw her things in her bag, he showered and shaved, and yet somehow miraculously stood beside her at the door right on time, fully packed and ready to go.

“I guess we might just make the flight on time after all.”

He smiled. “Just one thing before we go.”

“What’s that?”

He drew her to him and kissed her. Deep and with blazing passion.

“Just a reminder of what we’ve shared. I don’t want you to forget me.”

She smiled. “There’s absolutely no danger of that.”

“Good.” He handed her his phone. “Now put your number in there. And be sure of this. I will contact you.”

Then he opened the door and they started down the hallway.

Rebecca walked along the sidewalk to The Lavender Rose and opened the door. She stomped the snow from her boots, then wiped her feet on the mat and continued through the restaurant toward her office.

The Lavender Rose was on the ground floor of the hotel and had an entrance to the street as well as one from the hotel, the hope being that passersby and businesspeople, and not just the hotel’s guests, would stop in for lunch. But most of the restaurant’s patrons continued to be hotel guests who didn’t want to brave the weather outside. Drawing more people from outside the hotel was a problem Rebecca was still trying to solve.

“Rebecca, hi,” Diane, one of her senior staff, and a friend, greeted her, the concern on her face apparent. “I’m so sorry about your aunt. How are you coping?”

“It’s been tough, but having last week off helped. Thanks for asking.”

“Of course. Why don’t I get you a coffee and I can fill you in on what’s been going on?”

Rebecca had been gone for almost four weeks now, what with flying to see her aunt when she was sick, staying for the funeral afterward, then taking a week when she got back. Diane had filled her shoes while Rebecca was gone.

“Sure.” Rebecca sat down at their usual table in the corner of the restaurant while Diane brought her a coffee and then sat across from her.

“Before I forget,” Diane said, “there’s a new version of the accounting software, so if you let me get on your computer this afternoon, I can update it for you.”

Rebecca nodded. “Thanks. You’re a doll.”

Diane, much more computer-savvy than Rebecca, was always getting on and helping Rebecca keep her computer software up-to-date. Rebecca could ask the IT guy the hotel had for that purpose, but he was always so backed up with work that she hated to call on him when she could do it herself … using Diane, of course.

“How’s everyone coping with preparations for the new owner?” Rebecca asked.

“Everyone’s nervous, of course. We’ve still had no news about whether there’ll be layoffs and if so, how many.”

“Of course. They probably won’t tell us any of that until after the hotel has changed hands.”

Diane nodded as she sipped her coffee. “I get it. But it really puts a strain on everyone.” She rested her chin on her hand. “But one new development has put even more stress on people. Did you know they hired a new head chef?”

“No. What happened to Maurice?”

“Rumor has it that he quit, but I wonder about that. It was sudden and he was very closemouthed about it.”

Rebecca was in shock. She and Maurice had become friends. In fact, he was like a father to her. He was always trying to feed her, telling her she looked too skinny. And he watched out for her. He always said she looked out for everyone else in the hotel, so he felt it was his job to look out for her.

“I can’t believe he’d leave without saying a word,” Rebecca said. “I mean, I know I’ve been away for a while, but he didn’t even send an e-mail. Not even to say good-bye.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t let you know either, but I really didn’t want to bother you while you were dealing with so much. He probably felt the same way.”

“Of course. That’s very considerate of you both. So what’s this new chef like?”

Diane made a face. “He’s a total tyrant.” She shook her head. “As soon as he got here, he started making changes. And he screams at people. Everyone avoids him if they can, not wanting to tempt his wrath.”

Rebecca grinned. “‘Tempt his wrath’? Are you exaggerating just a little bit?”

“No way. They call him T-Rex. Jimmy, the dishwasher, coined the name and it caught on like wildfire. Because he’s a tyrant. And he likes meat—apparently that’s his specialty.”

If he could make a good steak, that would be good for The Lavender Rose, since they specialized in steak and seafood.

Diane frowned, glancing at Rebecca as if she didn’t want to tell her something.

“What is it?” Rebecca prompted.

“He’s been firing people.”

Rebecca’s stomach tightened. “Who?”

“Almost half the staff.” Diane ticked off a list of names, most of them people Rebecca considered friends.

“Oh, my God.”

“I know. But look,” Diane said, “that’s enough bad news. Tell me about anything positive that happened while you were gone. Did you have a chance to catch up with some of your old friends? Or maybe just enjoy being back in your old hometown again?”

“Ascension is a pretty small place. Not much to report on there.” Rebecca smiled. “But I did meet someone interesting on the trip home. We got snowed in between flights and I met a really nice man.”

“Oh, do tell. Was he sexy?”

Rebecca nodded, her mouth turning up in a smile. “He was wildly sexy. Tall, tattooed, and gorgeous.”

Diane grinned broadly, a twinkle in her eye. “It’s winter and icy cold outside. How did you happen to know he has tattoos? Did being snowed in turn into spending the night with this gorgeous hunk?”

Rebecca felt her cheeks flush. She hadn’t intended to admit that she’d spent the night with him. “The point is, he’s moving to Minneapolis and he’s going to call me.”

Diane frowned. “You mean he hasn’t yet? And you’ve been back a week?”

“I’m sure he will. He knew I was taking a week off and why, so I’m sure he wanted to give me some time to myself.”

“Oh, honey, I hope that’s not a line. I—oh, damn.”

Diane’s gaze had shifted to the entrance from the hotel, which was behind Rebecca.

“What is it?” Rebecca asked.

“Well, it seems you’re going to meet T-Rex right now.” Diane stood up. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to the back to fill the salt and pepper shakers. I don’t want to be in his line of sight if I can help it.”

With that, Diane scurried away.

Rebecca turned and saw several people near the entrance. There was a couple and three men who seemed to have arrived independently. Which one was the new chef?

As she watched the people head to different tables, her gaze caught on one of the men.

She burst into a joyful smile and lurched to her feet, then hurried toward him.

“I can’t believe you’re here,” she said as she approached the man her heart—and body—

had been craving for a week now.

Rex glanced her way, then his mouth turned up in a broad smile.

“Rebecca! What are you doing here?” He took her hand and squeezed it.

“I work here. Since you’re surprised to see me, I assume that means you weren’t here looking for me.” When she’d first seen him, she’d wondered if he’d somehow tracked her down here, wanting to surprise her. “Is this the hotel you’re staying in?”

“Yes, it is.” His smile seemed to fade a little. “You work here? So … you’re the manager of The Lavender Rose.”

“Yes, that’s right. How did you know?”

He shook his head. “I didn’t make the connection until now. We didn’t exchange last names, so I didn’t know that Rebecca Winston was you.”

“But how do you know—?”

“Because I came here looking for Rebecca Winston. I don’t know if your staff has filled you in yet, but I’m the new head chef here.”

Her stomach curled into a tight ball. Her Rex was T-Rex, the man who had fired her friends and terrorized most of the staff?





Chapter 7

Rex saw the look on her face. The joy turning to disappointment and … worse.

His heart sank. The last thing he wanted to do was drive Rebecca away. She was the best thing that had happened to him in a long time. He wanted them to have a future together, but judging from the disenchantment in her eyes, that possibility was slipping away fast.

“I came to meet with you because we need to talk about some of the things that have been going on.”

“Yes, like you firing so many good people.” Her voice was tight, and he knew he had a battle ahead of him.

“I’d like you to come to my office so we can discuss this.”

Her eyes flared. “We can talk right here.”

“That’s really not a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“Because neither of us want others to overhear this conversation.”

“I don’t think it’s the time to talk about what happened between us,” she said under her breath.

“I don’t agree, but that’s not what I’m talking about. What I have to say is sensitive information.”

She frowned. “All right.”

She followed him from the restaurant, then to the elevator. His office was several floors up, off the main kitchen, which was positioned not too far from the main ballroom. He led her through the large kitchen to his office.

The large windows of his corner office showed the crystal white snow glittering on the trees below. Snowflakes were drifting down from the sky, and he knew this was just the beginning. The news said they were in for another big storm later in the week.

He turned to Rebecca. The look in her eyes was as cold as the weather outside.

“Rebecca,” he said as he stepped closer to her, “I hope you won’t let this situation get in the way of the relationship we started—”

“This ‘situation’ is that you’ve fired a lot of people and apparently you’re terrorizing the rest of the staff.” She shook her head. “I don’t understand. That is not what I would have expected from you. You seemed so …”

“So what, Rebecca?”

Her lips pinched together. “I didn’t take you for a tyrant.”

“That’s because I’m not. Of course people are sensitive. They know new management is coming in. And I happened to precede that, so they’re directing all their fear and insecurity at me.”

“Are you saying you haven’t been yelling at people?”

“Well, I wouldn’t call it yelling, but yes, I may have raised my voice a few times. I have little patience for incompetence.”

She drew in a deep breath, and he couldn’t help but notice the rise and fall of her chest, sending a surge of heat through him, despite the difficult situation.

“If you knew that they’re already anxious, why did you come in with such a heavy hand? Couldn’t you give them a couple of weeks to get to know you and trust you?”

He crossed his arms as he leaned against his desk. “And then what? I did what I had to do to get my kitchen in order. Firing those people had to be done.”

“Those were my friends,” she said bitterly, her eyes glazing.

Damn, he didn’t want to hurt her, but she had to understand.

“Did you know these friends of yours were stealing?”

“What?”

The look of shock on her face actually made him feel relieved. Not that he’d thought she could ever be a part of it, but her surprise was clearly authentic. He had worried that even if she wasn’t a part of it, she might have held silent to protect these so-called friends of hers.

“I don’t believe it.” She continued.

“Hidden security cameras were installed, and they caught every one of them in the act. The real shock is that the chef before me didn’t act on this. If he’d been managing his kitchen properly, he would have known something was amiss.”

“You’re saying Chef Maurice was involved?”

“Either involved or just plain incompetent.”

At the way her back stiffened and her eyes grew frigid, he realized he’d made a big mistake saying that.

“Don’t tell me. He was a friend of yours, too.”

“He was like a father to me.” Her voice was as rigid and cold as cracked ice.

He frowned. “Rebecca,” he said softly, “I’m really sorry. No one else knows about this but the hotel manager. Chef Maurice was suspected of stealing, with enough evidence that he was terminated and he’ll be facing charges. The staff haven’t been told any of this. I’m trusting that you won’t mention it to anyone.”

“Of course I won’t. But I don’t understand why anyone would believe such a thing.”

“The new owners had an audit done on the books and had some discrepancies followed up on.” He didn’t tell her about the detective who’d been hired to look into the staffs of various departments, including hers.

“I’ll never believe it,” she said in a low, pained voice. “They’re good people, and they’d never do that. The new owners are probably just looking for a way to clean house without paying severance.”

He stepped toward her and rested his hands on her shoulders. God, the feel of her made him want to pull her into his arms and kiss her. His heart pounded with his need.

“Rebecca, I’m sorry about all this. But I’ve seen the proof, and I’m only doing what needs to be done. Please don’t let it interfere with us.”

Her gaze darted to his. “As far as I’m concerned, there is no us.” She turned and walked toward the window, staring out at the glistening white world outside. “Is there anything else you need to talk to me about, Chef?”

He drew in a deep breath, then released it slowly. “No. Except to say that my door is always open.”

She nodded, sending him a frigid glance. Then she turned and strode to the door.

“And, Rebecca …”

Her hand froze on the doorknob and she waited, but she didn’t turn back to face him.

“I don’t intend to give up on us.”

The next day, Rebecca walked into the conference room ten minutes early for the weekly meeting of the department heads and set her folder down on the table. She walked to the table on the side of the room to pour herself a coffee, then moved to the open area by the windows and joined Stella from accounting and Gretchen, who managed Rage, the trendy bar on the main floor of the hotel.

“Hi, Rebecca. Nice to see you back,” Stella said.

“Yeah, so sorry about your aunt,” said Gretchen.

“Thanks. I’m glad to be back to work. I missed everyone while I was gone.”

Stella was a tiny blonde, pretty but a little subdued. Gretchen, although also a blonde, was almost the complete opposite. Tall and shapely. Boisterous. And very outgoing.

“You’ve heard about the new chef and all the changes?” Stella asked.

“Yes, unfortunately.”

Stella glanced around as more managers entered the room and headed for the coffee. She lowered her voice.

“He’s kind of scary.”

“Did he say something to you?” Rebecca asked in surprise, wondering how Rex—or anyone, for that matter—could be mean to Stella. She was such a timid person. It would be like kicking a helpless puppy and, despite everything, Rebecca didn’t believe Rex would be like that. Hadn’t she seen how tenderly he’d nurtured the helpless puppy she’d so recently been?

“No, I haven’t talked to him yet, but from everything I’ve heard …” Stella pursed her lips. “I’m glad I don’t have to deal with him directly like you and Gretchen do.”

“Despite what everyone says, I think he’s hot,” Gretchen said. “You have seen him, right, Rebecca?” Her grin broadened. “I mean, with those tattoos on his arms … and biceps to die

for …” She leaned in closer. “They say he specializes in meat, and I just bet that his piece of ‘meat’ is big and juicy.” She nudged Rebecca. “Emphasis on the ‘big.’”

“Gretchen, it’s ten below outside. How would you know if he has tattoos on his arms?” Rebecca asked, an unexpected flurry of jealousy washing through her.

Gretchen grinned. “Let’s just say that with a sexy chef, it gets all kinds of hot in that kitchen.”

Images of Gretchen peeling away Rex’s white chef shirt … exposing his broad chest and muscular, tattooed arms … both of them sweating from the heat of the flaming grill behind them … sent Rebecca’s hormones spinning and jealousy coiling tight in her stomach.

“Gretchen walked into his office while he was changing his shirt,” Stella explained. “And no one argues that he’s not good-looking. He’s just too bossy … and mean.”

“He’s not mean. People are just intimidated because he’s all man.” Gretchen winked. “Dominating.” She smiled wickedly. “But I think I could handle him. Especially with a few whips and chains.”

“Which end would you be on?” Stella asked.

“Either is fine by me.”

The glint in Gretchen’s eyes disturbed Rebecca, as did how accurate she was about his size and sexual tastes.

“I don’t think you could handle him.” Rebecca didn’t know why she’d let the words slip out. She hardly ever got involved in this type of sexual banter with people in the hotel, especially Gretchen, but the idea of Gretchen’s starting something with Rex threw her off balance.

Gretchen laughed. “And you think you could?”

Rebecca’s cheeks heated, and she wished she’d kept her mouth shut.

Gretchen grinned. “Sorry, Bec. I was just teasing. But …” Gretchen slid her arm around Rebecca. “Well, you don’t really want to tackle that. You’re so sweet. He’d eat you up and spit you out.” She gave Rebecca a quick squeeze. “Now me, I’d definitely do some eating, but believe me, there’d be no spitting out.”

Stella, her cheeks blossoming a deep rose color, rested her hand on Rebecca’s arm. “We should go sit down.”

Rebecca glanced around and noticed that most people were sitting at the table now. She and her companions sat together. Across the room, Chef Rex walked in the door. The dull roar of the conversation in the room lowered perceptibly with his arrival, many glancing his way as he sat down beside Bruno, head of maintenance. Even Bruno, as big and burly as he was, seemed slightly ill at ease sitting beside Rex.

“Good morning, everyone.” Benjamin Miller, the hotel manager, said as he walked into the room and took his place at the head of the large conference table. He glanced toward Rebecca.

“Rebecca, I’m glad to see you back. We were all saddened to hear about your loss.”

Nods and murmurs of agreement rippled around the table.

“Thank you, everyone,” Rebecca said. “And the flowers you sent were lovely.”

She couldn’t help but notice that Rex’s gaze was on her, his blue eyes filled with warmth. She couldn’t help but remember that when she’d broken down in tears in his arms at the airport, he’d comforted her.

“I’m sure you’ve heard about some of the changes that have occurred since you’ve been gone,” Benjamin continued. “Unfortunately, Chef Maurice left us, but we were very lucky to welcome Chef Rex Keene, a highly acclaimed chef who specializes in preparing specialty steaks, roasts, and other meats.”

Benjamin continued the meeting, giving an overview of the weekly updates from each of the department heads. He quickly glossed over the layoffs of the kitchen staff by Chef Rex, then moved on to talking about the upcoming change of ownership without really saying anything new.

“Now, I know there are a lot of changes afoot and that many of you and your staffs are feeling a little uncertain,” Benjamin said, clearly near the end of his agenda. “Of course, my door is always open, but are there any questions or concerns you would like to raise here?”

Rebecca glanced around the room at the uneasy faces. Everyone had been concerned about whether they and their staffs would have jobs after the takeover, and Benjamin had told them that the new owners had said there would be as little displacement as possible. With Chef Rex arriving like a storm cloud and laying off so many kitchen staff, however, people were clearly more nervous than ever.

Rebecca drew in a deep breath, knowing she had to speak up.

“Yes, I have a question.”

“What is it, Rebecca?” Benjamin asked.

“I wasn’t here last week when our new chef arrived, but from what I’ve been hearing from people, his management style is causing some tensions. Since we’re the management team for this hotel and part of our responsibility is to keep a harmonious relationship between staff and management, I thought maybe we could discuss where the problems are occurring and see if Chef Rex would be willing to make some changes so we can minimize any additional stress on the staff.”

To her total shock, Benjamin stared at her like a deer in headlights, then his gaze shifted to Chef Rex and … Well, Benjamin definitely looked nervous.

Good heavens, how was it that Rex daunted even the unflappable Benjamin, who was a strong and determined leader?

“I think this is something we should discuss privately,” Benjamin said.

Chef Rex sat up straight, his sharp blue gaze locking on her. “No. By all means, let’s discuss it now.” The gold flecks in his eyes that she had thought looked like stardust now seemed to flare like electrical sparks. “Ms. Winston, instead of talking in vague references, why don’t you say what’s on your mind?”

All eyes shifted to her.

“All right. I’ve heard that you’ve been yelling at staff and embarrassing them in front of others. That you come across as intimidating. That many people are afraid of you. I suggest there’s a better way to deal with issues with employees.”

“Is that so? Well, I suggest that rather than listening to stories, it would be better if you’d come to me to discuss the issue directly—to ensure you get your facts straight.”

The blistering chill in his voice, directed at her, made her feel small and vulnerable.

This was how others must feel around him all the time.

But she would not let him cow her. She pulled back her shoulders.

“I heard about your bullying manner from reliable sources.”

“Really? Who here would like to back up Ms. Winston’s claims?” He glanced around, and everyone conveniently had somewhere else to look rather than face his hard stare.

She frowned at the lack of support she received. Then she drew in a deep breath to revive her courage.

“Regardless, a problem is growing and I think it should be addressed.”

“Then I’ll address it. I do not yell. At worst, I lecture.”

“With a very loud voice?” she asked, raising her eyebrow. She couldn’t help noticing Gretchen grinning behind her coffee cup.

“I don’t need a loud voice.” Though he didn’t speak louder at all, his words cut through the room with undeniable power. “Often people mistake words spoken with authority as yelling.”

She took in a deep breath, wilting under his potent gaze, wishing she hadn’t started this.

He had been so caring and sweet when she’d met him. She wanted that loving, wonderful man again—the man who made her feel protected and cared for. Not this cold stranger with the dark expression.

But his eyes softened as he watched her, warmth glittering in those depths. The change was such a sudden reversal that she almost gasped.

“And I assure you that I only lecture when it’s called for.”

At her silence, Benjamin cleared his throat and took control of the meeting again.

“I’d like to remind the restaurant managers that you should each make yourselves available to Chef Rex at his convenience to coordinate between your two departments, especially to discuss new menu items, and whatever else he needs. He has a big task ahead of him, so we should give him our full cooperation. Thank you.”

People stood up and started filing from the meeting room. Rebecca and her companions were among the last ones out.

“So, Gretchen, do you still think you can handle Chef Rex?” Rebecca asked.

“The question is,” Gretchen said, “do you think you can, because he’s headed this way.”





Chapter 8

Rebecca watched Chef Rex walk straight toward them. Despite the uncomfortable exchange at the meeting, when he got close, she felt sparks of awareness dancing along her spine and couldn’t help imagining his naked body and how it had felt pressed tight to hers.

“Hello, ladies,” he said politely.

Rebecca raised an eyebrow. “Are you going to lecture me now?”

Oh, God, why was she goading him? He’d already proven that, with him, she was outside her depth.

But she couldn’t help it. She was hurt and saddened by the fact he was not the man she longed for. And she was angry at him for that.

“No, I came to ask if you’d join me for coffee.”

“Is this about ‘coordinating between our two departments, especially discussing new menu items’?”

“No,” he said. “I just thought we should talk.”

“Then I’ll pass. As you can imagine, I have a lot of work to catch up on.”

Then she turned and stalked off.

Rebecca stared out her office window at the snow falling in huge flakes. It was incredibly dark out, with no moonlight penetrating the dense cloud cover, and the streetlights were a dim glow barely visible through the thick white veil.

It was already a record-high snowfall today, and she’d known the drive home would be abysmal. That’s why she’d decided to stay late and avoid the worst of the traffic as the bulk of the city started their homeward commute. At least this way, she’d avoid the frustration of fender benders and the inevitable slowdowns with everyone being extra cautious, while making a dent in the pile of paperwork she had on her desk. Most of the downtown core had let out early and she’d heard the buses were running hours late. She’d much rather be spending those hours here in her office getting work done than in her car freezing her butt off in traffic.

She’d been back to work three days and had been trying to catch up with the memos and other information Benjamin had been sharing with the department heads about the change in ownership, on top of the day-to-day operations she’d fallen behind on. Now she also had a report she had to read through and respond to as a result of the concern management had over the alleged kitchen thefts. Benjamin said the owners were concerned about problems in other departments, too, so she had to worry about that, also.

Not that she believed any of her staff would steal.

She sighed and pushed back the report, then rubbed her eyes. It was late and she’d really like to go home, but even the thought of stepping out into that blizzard was too much for her. She sat back and sipped her coffee, which was now only lukewarm.

As she put the cup down, she noticed the picture on her desk. It was of Auntie Gail with Rebecca and her two sisters last spring. Rebecca had been visiting for a week and they’d all gone to a rock-climbing wall. Although Auntie was seventy-one, she’d been right there with them. Rebecca still had the picture of her climbing up the vertical surface. Auntie Gail had always been willing to tackle pretty well anything. Anytime.

Tears swelled in Rebecca’s eyes. And now she was gone.

Oh, God, she missed her. Even though Rebecca lived so far away, she used to talk to Auntie every week.

She plucked a tissue from the box on her desk and wiped her eyes. Auntie had been the center of Rebecca’s family ever since her mother had died. Now it felt is if her family was falling apart.

She sighed. And here at work, her other family, the people she worked so closely with and cared so much about, was being torn apart. She wiped her eyes again.

The one thing that had helped her get through the previous week of grieving was the prospect of a magical new romance she’d anticipated with the wonderful man she’d met at the airport, who had been so caring and protective.

She blew her nose and plucked out another tissue. That had certainly been a disaster. How could she have been so totally fooled by him?

Her heart ached. But had she been?

He hadn’t acted like a man who just wanted to get her into bed. He had been the perfect gentleman. She had had to make the first move. And even then, he’d given her every opportunity to back out.

She knew deep inside it hadn’t been an act. That the caring man she’d experienced was the real Rex Keene. But so was the man she’d experienced today—T-Rex, they called him. And he had teeth.

Rex tossed his apron in the laundry bin, then walked into his office and sat down. He was about to call it a day, but wanted to do a quick check of the live security camera feeds before he made himself some dinner and headed to his suite.

Only he and Benjamin Miller, the hotel manager, knew about these feeds. He’d told Rebecca about the cameras in the kitchen, but not the other ones. Rex wanted more information before he brought the other managers into the know. If he ever did.

Miller had handled the meeting as well as he could have this afternoon, given the secrecy he had to maintain. When Rebecca had attacked Rex, Miller had gone white as a sheet. Rex had felt sorry for the man, who had obviously been concerned that he might take offense, while at the same time having to maintain the illusion of authority over him.

Rex shook his head as he opened the security camera app on his computer. He hated the discord between himself and Rebecca. Obviously, she hated him for causing strife in her usual harmonious workplace. But clearly it wasn’t the delightful fairy-tale palace she seemed to think it was. Beneath the friendly face the staff put on, there was a rotting core of deception. Rebecca clearly didn’t see it, because she was a sweet, genuine person and would only see the same in others.

Which meant she would only grow to hate him more as he exposed the deception behind the people she so clearly cared about. And when she found out who he really was, and the sweeping changes he would be the cause of … He wondered if he’d ever be able to win back her heart.

He walked through the camera feeds. First the kitchen, including the storerooms, then housekeeping, the rooftop restaurant, the café, both bars, and finally, The Lavender Rose.

Most of the areas were deserted, except for a few hangers-on in Rage. It was late and with the storm, the other restaurants and bar had closed so they could send the staff home.

Then the feed to the office in The Lavender Rose filled his screen.

What the hell?

Rebecca was in her office, obviously working late. But what punched him full in the gut was the sight of tears streaming down her face.

Rebecca started as someone knocked on her office door. She couldn’t imagine who would be looking for her at this time of night. Wiping her eyes, she decided to ignore it.

But a louder knock followed.

“Rebecca, it’s Rex. I know you’re there.”

Oh, God, she didn’t want to face him.

Her hesitation did not deter him, and the door swung open. She took another swipe at her tears, then pushed the handful of tissues into the garbage, hoping he wouldn’t notice.

“How did you know I was here?”

He was so big and masculine standing in her doorway, his white shirt stretched over his broad chest and thick arms. His blue eyes were filled with concern.

“I have my ways.”

“Well, I was trying to get through this pile of reports”—she gestured at the stack of papers on her desk—“and I was hoping not to be disturbed.”

“Of course, but surely you can take a break for something to eat. I bet you skipped dinner.”

He set a bag on her table by the window and pulled a take-out container from it, along with a covered cup, which he set it in front of one of the chairs. Then he produced a second container and cup. Next, he placed metal cutlery by each container.

He gestured to the chair. “Come and join me.”

She sent him a defiant stare, but he smiled warmly.

“I know you think of me as the enemy right now, but how about we call a truce.” At her frown, he said, “You have to eat.”

Her stomach rumbled. He was right. She hadn’t eaten and she was hungry.

She stood up and …

God damn, but grieving and the resulting emotional chaos was a bitch. Despite her wanting nothing to do with him, the fact that he was showing such caring kindness toward her had tears swelling in her eyes again.

Horrified, she tried to hide them, but he noticed, and in two quick strides he was in front of her. Then he pulled her into his arms.

She wanted to pull away. She tried with everything she had. But instead, she felt herself melting against his strong chest, drawing comfort in his warm embrace.

And the tears flowed. Damp spots grew on his shirt as she tried to subdue her sobs.

“I’m sorry I keep doing this,” she uttered between breaths.

“It’s okay. You’ve been through a lot. Just let it go.”

With that, she curled her fingers into the fabric of his shirt, clutching tightly, and sobbed.

She’d barely cried while she’d been with her family going through the ordeal of her aunt’s dying, nor the following week she’d been off grieving it.

But now, in the tenderness of this man’s arms, she found what she needed to let go. Fully and completely.

He stroked her hair and murmured comforting words. Kind and encouraging.

Gentle.

She didn’t know how long he held her like that, but finally the sobs faded, and the tears stopped flowing, and she simply stood there, cradled against his warm, protective body.

She never wanted to move.

Finally, she drew in a deep sigh and eased back. She hesitated looking up at him, knowing her eyes would be puffy and red. But he tucked his hand under her chin and lifted until she was gazing into his concerned blue eyes.

“I want you to know I’m here for you. Whatever you need. Whenever you need it.”

Tears swelled again, but she blinked them back as she nodded, unable to speak.

Then his lips found hers.

She leaned into the kiss, so tender and poignant. Filling a need inside her that she couldn’t—wouldn’t—examine. She just knew she needed this right now.

She needed him.

Their lips parted, and he smiled.

“Come and have something to eat.”

His arm glided around her waist and he guided her to the table. She sat down, staring at the container in front of her in a daze. He opened it, and the most delightful aroma greeted her. Her mouth began to water instantly.

“It’s a simple fettuccine Alfredo with scallops and shrimp, but I thought it would be a good comfort food on such a cold night.”

He removed the lid from the paper cup.

“This is a nice white wine to complement the meal.” He handed her the cup, then sat down. “This is not how I’d prefer to present this meal, but even without the fine china and crystal, I hope you’ll enjoy it.”

She sipped the wine. A warm heat started in her throat and expanded through her.

“I shouldn’t really be drinking wine in my office.”

He shrugged. “You’ve worked a long, hard day and you’re finished now. There’s nothing wrong with bending the rules sometimes.”

She put down the cup. “You’re right. I’m finished for the day. That means I shouldn’t be drinking, because I need to drive home.”

“Rebecca, you’re not thinking of braving that snowstorm?”

“I don’t have much choice. I don’t want to sleep here in the office.”

“We’re in a hotel.”

“A hotel that’s full because flights have been canceled. And anyway, if I stayed in a room every time we had a snowstorm, even with the employee discount, I’d be broke.”

“You don’t have to pay for a room tonight.”

She crossed her arms. “Let me guess. You’re inviting me to share your room?”

He laughed, a deep low rumble that sent heat cascading through her.

“Well, I was going to say that I talked to Benjamin and he kept a few rooms available for staff to use. No charge.” He grinned. “Of course, if you’d like to join me, you’re more than welcome.” He cocked an eyebrow.

“That’s quite all right.”

“If you change your mind—”

“I won’t.”

She spiked her fork through a fat shrimp and a fettuccine noodle, trying to push aside any thoughts about the last time they were stranded together, and took a bite. The delicate flavors filled her with delight.

“This is incredibly delicious.”

He smiled. “Thank you.”

She ate a few more bites, then gazed across the table at him.

“So I take it you’re not used to snowy weather,” she said.

“Well, not like this.”

“Where are you from?”

“I’ve lived in a lot of different places. Mostly I grew up in California, but I spent a few years in Europe.”

“Anywhere in particular?”

“I spent time in different resorts in different countries across the continent.”

“As a chef?”

He nodded as he watched his fork spike through a scallop. “That’s right.”

But something about his demeanor seemed odd. As if he were telling her what she expected to hear. Maybe he wasn’t as successful back then. Maybe he was lower on the food chain, like a dishwasher, or busboy.

Or maybe he was hiding something.

She sipped her wine, surprised at herself. Was she just looking for reasons to dislike him? If that was the case, she had a hard job in front of her, because despite everything, she was having trouble convincing herself he wasn’t a wonderful, caring man whom she’d truly like to have a shot with.

“What made you interested in being a chef?” she asked.

“My parents traveled a lot for their work, and one year we spent the summer at a resort they were involved in launching. I was left on my own to amuse myself a lot, so the waitress in the restaurant where I always ate alone felt sorry for me. Her husband was the chef, and she wound up inviting me into the kitchen one day to meet the kitchen staff. Some of them were taking a break in the afternoon to play some ball and they invited me to join them.”

He smiled, a wistful look in his eyes.

“The ball games became a regular thing,” he continued. “And the chef was this big friendly guy who loved kids, so I wound up hanging around the kitchen a lot, watching him prepare meals. Eventually, I asked to help.” He shrugged. “That’s how it all got started.”

She smiled. “That’s a nice story.” But her heart ached at the thought that he’d had a lonely childhood. “So tell me about an adventure you had in your travels.”

He smiled. “Well, my favorite is the time I was stuck in an airport because of a snowstorm, and I wound up sharing a room with a beautiful woman. But it wasn’t just a one-night stand. I knew the moment we were thrown together that we could build a lasting relationship.”

“What happened?” she asked, entranced by the glow in his eyes.

He took her hand and brought it to his lips. The soft brush of his mouth on her skin sent tremors through her.

“We hit a rough patch, but I’m still convinced that there’s a future for us.”

Then he stood up and drew her into his arms. His lips claimed hers and his tongue swept into her mouth. She suckled lightly, unable to resist, and he groaned.

Then he swept her into his arms. “It’s time for bed.”





Chapter 9

Five minutes later, Rebecca was in Rex’s suite, still in his arms as he ravaged her mouth.

“I shouldn’t be doing this,” she murmured against his lips.

She had to put distance between them. Now.

“Rex …” she put her hand on his chest, and he lowered her to her feet.

“Is that what you really want? To sleep in a cold bedroom all alone?”

She hesitated, knowing she should say it was. She should deny her body what it so craved—what it insisted she needed—because giving in would make life so much more complicated.

But she couldn’t.

“No,” she murmured softly, then wrapped her arms around his neck and drew him to her. Their mouths connected and she melted against him, her tongue tangling with his.

He dipped down and swept her into his arms again, then carried her into the bedroom. When he set her on the bed, she couldn’t help staring at him. Taking in every delectable inch of him in his black dress pants and crisp white shirt stretched taut over his muscular frame.

This was the man she’d dreamed of ever since she’d spent that incredible night with him. He had starred in her steamy dreams and crept into her daytime reveries.

He was sexy and handsome and all man.

And he made her feel all woman.

He unbuttoned his shirt and she watched as his hard, sculpted muscles were revealed.

She ran her fingers along the newly exposed skin. Oh, God, she’d forgotten how hard those muscled ridges were. She grasped his belt and released the buckle, then pulled the long leather strap from his belt loops and dropped it on the ground. He watched as she unfastened the button and glided the zipper down, his cerulean blue eyes glowing.

She reached inside and …

Oh, yes, it really was as big as she remembered. She pulled the elastic of his boxers and drew it down, revealing his amazing cock. She wrapped her hand around it as best she could and stroked.

Then she licked from base to tip. A long journey.

He sat down beside her and drew her suit jacket from her shoulders. Then he unfastened the buttons of her blouse. She clung to his cock, watching his eyes heat as he exposed her lacy pink bra. A moment later, he stripped away her blouse.

She grasped his cock again, knowing she never wanted to let it go.

He leaned forward and his lips brushed against the swell of her breast above her bra, then down over the lace. When he nibbled her nipple through the thin fabric, it peaked in his mouth, sending pleasure spiking through her.

She squeezed his shaft, then began to stroke again, loving the feel of the hard column gliding through her fingers.

He unzipped her skirt, then stood up, pulling her with him. He pressed the skirt down her hips until it fell to the floor.

His gaze glided down her body, his eyes sparking with desire.

“I’ve dreamed of seeing you like this again.”

“Like this?” she asked.

Then she released his cock and reached behind her. She unfastened the bra and slowly peeled it away, loving the flash of heat in his eyes as he gazed at her naked breasts. Then she stripped away her panties.

“Or like this?”

She stood before him completely naked.

“Oh, definitely like this.” His low, velvety deep voice sent shivers through her.

He dropped his pants to the floor and stepped out of them, then shed his boxers. The shirt was the last to go, revealing his bulging, muscular, tattooed arms.

She stepped toward him and he wrapped those big arms around her, holding her close to him. The warmth and strength emanating from him almost made her weep with happiness. She felt soft and vulnerable in his arms. And so protected.

She rested her head against his shoulder. “I’ve missed you,” she murmured.

He tipped up her chin and gazed into her eyes.

“I can’t tell you what it means to me to hear you say that.”

Then he kissed her. Starting off sweet and tender, then passion building to a blazing inferno. She drove her tongue into his mouth, and pulsed it inside, wanting to become a part of him. Needing to join with him.

His cock, swelling to an incredible girth, pulsed against her stomach, branding her as if it were on fire.

She wrapped her hand around him again.

“God, I want you,” she murmured against his ear.

He laughed, then pressed her back to the bed. The world tilted around her as she tumbled onto it. He landed by her side, and his hand cupped her breast.

A cold wind howled outside and she shivered, her exposed nipples swelling to a hard peak. He captured one in his mouth, the warmth soothing the aching flesh. Until he nudged it with his tongue, then suckled. She arched against him, moaning softly.

“Oh, yes. Please suck it harder.”

She wanted to feel her nipple pulled deep into his mouth.

He complied, and her nipple ached with the hard suction. She grasped his head and pulled it harder to her.

“Oh, yes. More.”

It almost hurt, but she wanted … needed to be deep inside him.

He shifted to her other breast and devoured that hard nub, too. Soon she was moaning. So close to orgasm she could hardly believe it.

He swirled his tongue around her as his fingers glided down her stomach, then he drew on her deep again, just as his fingers glided over her clit.

She gasped, then moaned as an explosive orgasm blasted through her. She moaned again, her voice deep and guttural as the pleasure pulsed on and on.

When her moans subsided, he kissed her, his lips lingering. Then their tongues tangled in a frantic dance.

“Fuck, baby, I can’t believe you came so quickly.”

She bit her lip. “I’m sorry, I—”

He covered her mouth, driving his tongue deep, then drew back. He chuckled, a deep rumbling sound.

“Don’t ever apologize for coming, my sweet. I’m delighted.”

“Well, then, let’s see what this does for you.”

She turned to face the foot of the bed and grasped his cock in both hands. As she stroked him, he guided her over him, so her knees were on either side of his shoulders. She leaned down and kissed the tip of his cock, then swirled her tongue around and around the tip. She opened her mouth wide as she glided down on him, slowly taking the huge cockhead into her mouth. With slow perseverance, she was able to swallow the whole tip.

“Oh, baby, that feels so good.” The desire roughening his deep voice delighted her.

Then his hands cupped her behind and he drew her body down toward him. She felt his lips on her belly, fluttering kisses over her skin. She slid a little deeper, taking a little of his shaft into her mouth.

His lips found her clit and she gasped around his big, meaty cock. When his tongue drove into her slick opening, she glided forward, amazed at how deep she’d taken him. She wished she could take him all the way down her throat, because she would love to please him that way. But there was just too much of him.

His tongue swirled over her clit and she squeezed him in her mouth. When his fingers glided inside her opening, she jerked forward, taking him deeper still. Then she had to pull back, knowing she’d reached her limit.

She bobbed up and down on him, her hands gliding over the rest of his shaft in rhythm with her mouth. His tongue teased her clit as his fingers thrust inside her.

Finally, she couldn’t help herself and fell down beside him, sucking in a deep breath, then moaning as his fingers kept moving inside her.

“I want you inside me,” she pleaded between pants. “I need to feel you filling me again.”

He shifted on the bed, then his massive body moved over hers. When she felt his hot cockhead brush her wet slit, she opened her legs wide. But as it pressed into her, she stiffened, worried that she might not be able to take it again.

“It’s all right, my sweet. I’ll go slowly. Just like last time.” He stroked her hair back from her face. “You trust me, don’t you?”

She nodded. “Yes,” she whispered. “Completely.”

She opened her legs wide, inviting him in. He pressed into her, his huge cockhead stretching her opening. But he moved slowly, easing his hard flesh into her softness. She felt herself stretched more … and more … until she didn’t think she could stand it any longer … then he was inside. Just the tip, but she’d accepted the widest part. He stayed still, letting her body adapt to him once again. He leaned forward and kissed her. She pulsed her tongue into his mouth, wanting him deeper. Wanting him to claim her fully with his long, hard cock.

He started to move again, pushing his thick shaft deeper inside her.

“Oh, God, yes,” she moaned, as her inner flesh tingled in delight. “It’s never felt this good with anyone before.”

His lips grazed her neck, then he nuzzled her pulse point.

“Do you like my big cock inside you?”

She clung to him, holding him tighter to her body.

“Yes. Oh, yes. So much.”

It kept filling her … and filling her.

Then he drew back.

“Was that … Was it all the way in?”

He chuckled. “That was only halfway, baby.”

“Oh, God.”

He glided a little forward, then back again.

“Do you want me to stop?”

“No,” she cried desperately as he pulsed inside her again. “I want to take all of you.”

He pushed a little deeper.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Now. Please.”

He surged forward, and her eyes popped open, the length of his cock filling her deeper than she’d thought possible. She knew he’d filled her all the way last time, too, but this felt deeper … and more intimate somehow.

“Are you okay, baby?” He remained all the way inside her, unmoving.

“Ohhh, yes,” she whimpered. “Now please. Fuck me. I need you to …”

He began to move, and she lost her ability to speak. She could only feel the pleasure. Only experience the intense delight of his thick, hard cock moving inside her.

“I love being inside you, baby,” he murmured against her ear. “Your soft warm body surrounding me.”

His cock glided in and out, sending vibrating pulses of exquisite sensation thrumming through her.

“I’ve longed for this.” His lips grazed her ear, then he breathed into it. Every cell in her body quivered with need.

His thick shaft glided deep, and she squeezed him as he drew back.

“Oh, fuck, baby.”

Then he drove in fast.

“Ohhh, yes.”

He drew back and drove deep again. She arched against him. Her body trembled with the building pleasure.

“I’m going to come.” Her words turned to a breathy whisper. “Oh, please, Rex. Make me come.”

He groaned, then drove in deep and hard. He drew back and thrust again. And again.

Faster and faster. Filling her with his massive cock. She squeezed around him, feeling dizzy with the building excitement.

Then he rammed deep, and she gasped. Everything splintered around her and then time seemed to stop and … the world shattered.

A loud moaning filled her ears, and she slowly realized it was her. Rex pumped into her in hard, deep strokes as her wails filled the room.

Then he jerked forward. Through her haze of ecstasy, she could feel him pulsing inside her, then his heat filling her up.

She trembled in his arms, then finally, she collapsed on the bed, gasping for air.

He slumped on top of her. They both panted. Slowly, she realized he was holding himself a little off her body so he wouldn’t crush her. She didn’t know why he didn’t roll away, but then realized that, like her, he didn’t want his cock to leave the warmth of her body yet.

She wrapped her arms around him and urged him to roll backward. She rolled with him, until she was lying on top of him, his big cock still fully immersed in her.

“I want to sleep like this,” she murmured against his ear. “I never want your cock to leave.”

He wrapped his arm tightly around her waist.

“I like the sound of that.”

She laughed as she squeezed him inside her, then relaxed on her warm man-cushion. Soon she found herself dozing off.

Rex woke up to the most incredible warmth. It was dark and the cold wind still howled outside, but he was wrapped up warm and cozy in the delightful heat of Rebecca’s body.

And his cock was growing inside her.

“Oh, my.” Her eyelids popped open and their gazes locked. “You’re awake, I see.”

“How could I stay asleep long with you wrapped around me like that?” he asked.

“It feels likes you want to fuck me again.”

He laughed, wrapping his hands around her waist. He pivoted his hips, gliding out and in a little. She was slick and tight around him.

“That sounds like a great idea,” he said.

She pressed her hands to his chest. “What if I say no?”





Chapter 10

Rex stopped instantly, growing serious. “Whatever you want, Rebecca. I won’t—”

She pressed her finger to his lips. “I didn’t say I didn’t want you to. I just wanted to know what you’d do if I was … um … disobedient and said no to your requests.”

He grinned. “I think you’re trying to tell me something.”

“I’m trying to tell you that I want to find out more about how you’d dominate in the bedroom.”

He reached for the bedside table and switched on the light.

“You’re saying you want me to dominate you? Now?”

She gazed at him with her large, doelike brown eyes and nodded.

She appeared so sweet and innocent, yet she was asking him to …

To what exactly?

“What do you have in mind?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I just want to know what you like. You gave me a taste before, but I want to experience more.”

“What do you think is involved?”

“Maybe you’ll tie me up. Or order me to do things for you.”

“What if it involves me holding you down and taking you against your will?”

She shook her head. “You can’t do that.”

“So you’re setting limits.” Good for her.

“No, I mean, you can’t take me against my will, because I trust you totally, so I am always willing.”

His heart swelled at the trust glowing in her eyes. His lips captured hers, and she responded with blazing passion.

His cock swelled harder and pulsed within her. “Fuck, baby, we’d better stop, or you’ll be taking me again my will.”

She laughed, then slowly slid off his long pole. When it fell back to his belly, he felt a deep sense of loss.

She sprawled on the bed, her arms and legs wide open.

“Command me, Master,” she said with a big smile on her face.

“First of all, you look too laid-back and comfortable to be my slave. So up with your lazy ass.”

She scurried to her feet.

He sat on the edge of the bed, dropping his feet to the floor.

“First, I’m going to tell you about your safe word. The word is ‘burn,’ and if you say it, I will stop whatever I’m doing immediately and walk away. I think it’s important that if you’ve chosen to use the safe word, you have whatever space you need. You can ask me to stay, or let me go. I just want to put control totally in your hands, if it comes to that. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Now kneel down and show me proper respect.”

Sparks flared in her eyes, and he could tell she was excited by the prospect of submitting to him, which made his cock twitch.

She knelt, then bowed down, resting her face on the carpet between his feet. Her fingers curled around his ankles, and he almost jumped when he felt her lips brush against his toes. He watched in awe as she kissed his feet, her lips fluttering over the skin like butterfly wings. Then she rested her cheek against his foot.

“What may I do to please you, Master?”

Oh, God, he didn’t know if he was ready for this. His cock was already straining, and with the way she was behaving, he feared he’d come just from her actions.

“What do you think I’d like, my sweet slave?”

She pushed herself up on her knees, facing him.

“I think you would like me to touch you cock. To take it in my mouth and suck it softly.”

It twitched at her words, and he realized he was dangerously close.

“Take it in your mouth now.”

She wrapped her hand around him and lifted his hard shaft, her touch sending him closer to the edge.

“Quickly,” he demanded.

No sooner did her lips cover him than he shot his load deep into her mouth.

Rebecca was startled at the sudden eruption of his cock. She couldn’t believe she’d made him come with barely a touch. She didn’t even have the head all the way in her mouth. She swallowed him—finding it easier to take him now that she’d had a little practice—and suckled softly.

He stood up, then took her hand and led her from the bedroom. Once they reached the dining room, he leaned her over the table, crushing her breasts against the hard, cold surface.

He turned to the armoire beside the table and opened the drawer, then pulled out a pair of metal handcuffs. He turned a chair around until its back faced her and clamped one of the cuffs around her wrist. Before she knew it, her hands were bound to the chair, the metal chain of the handcuffs linked through the wooden bars of the chair back.

He walked behind her, and she could feel his hot gaze on her backside.

“Open your legs,” he demanded.

“Yes, Master.” She widened her stance, knowing he could see every intimate inch of her like this.

His hand stroked her ass, then down her leg, his fingers curling around to her inner thigh. When he glided back, his fingertips grazed her slick opening.

“Now I’m going to grasp you ass and open it,” he murmured, his tone seductive and sexy.

His warm palms covered her buttocks and he drew them apart. She felt the cool air on her intimate skin.

Then he licked her. His tongue raspy against her soft flesh.

She moaned as he tasted her, then drove his tongue into her wetness.

“Oh, yes, Master.”

He swirled his tongue over her, then quivered it over her clit. She cried out at the sweetness of the delight.

She whimpered as his lips left her and he moved in front of her. He tilted the chair at an angle, pulling on her arms a little, and positioned himself close to her. She saw his big cockhead approach her. He stroked her cheek with the tip, then rested his cock on the table beside her.

“Lick it.”

She curled her tongue under the large corona and lapped at it. Like licking the bottom of a mushroom. She swirled sideways, gliding over the delicate skin.

“Oh, yeah, baby.” He shifted, resting his balls to her cheek.

She opened her mouth, and he pressed one inside.

“Do you like sucking my balls, slave?”

She nodded, then drew on his flesh until she coaxed the other one into her mouth, too. She teased and prodded them lightly with her tongue.

When she began to suckle them softly, pressing them against the roof of her mouth, he tensed.

“Fuck fuck fuck,” he groaned urgently. “I can’t fucking believe I’m so close again.”

His cock was a thick, hard shaft lying against her face.

He drew away, his balls tugging from her mouth.

He stepped behind her, and she felt his cockhead stroke her wet opening.

“I’m going to fuck you hard, slave. Tell me you want it.”

“Oh, yes, Master. I want you to fuck me.” She sucked in a breath as his cockhead stroked her again. “Please fuck me deep and hard with your big cock.”

He drove into her, and she gasped. It hurt a little, being stretched by him so suddenly, but she breathed through it, desperately wanting him to do it again.

He drew back, then thrust deep.

“Oh, God, yes.”

He drew back, his tip hovering at her opening, almost slipping away from her.

“Oh please oh please, Master. Drive into me again. I beg of you.”

He laughed, then she felt his giant spear fill her to the limit, the whole thing consumed by her body.

“Oh, yes. I’m so close. Please, Master. Make me come.”

He leaned over her and nuzzled her ear. “No,” he murmured hoarsely. “You don’t come until I say it’s okay.” He nipped her ear, and she cried out. “Do you understand?”

“Yes, Master. Until you say.”

He drew back and drove deep again. She bit her lip to stop herself from falling into the abyss. He thrust again, then again. The feel of his thick flesh driving into her pushed her dangerously close to the edge. She sucked in deep gulps of air, desperately trying to stop herself from plummeting over the edge.

“Do you want to come, my sweet slave?”

“Yes, Master. Yes,” she cried.

He thrust in a steady rhythm now. His cock stretching her wide as it drove inside, then skittering wild sensations through her as his thickness dragged against her on the way out. Her legs trembled as he pumped into her. She felt his cock swelling, almost forcing her to lose it.

Then he groaned, his liquid heat filling her.

Tears swelled from her eyes as she fought the desperate, almost incomprehensible need to come.

But she dared not, unwilling to disobey her Master.

He slowed, then slumped against her back. She desperately gasped for air, trembling.

Only then did he seem to realize she was still holding back her need.

He pressed his lips to her ear and whispered, “Come.”

Pleasure blasted through her, exploding inside her like a powder keg. Her vagina squeezed around him in spasms, and he groaned loudly. Her wail filled the room with a deafening intensity.

He began to move inside her—his cock still hard and thick—and her pleasure turned into a maelstrom of cataclysmic intensity. Her long moan continued as she squeezed around him with every thrust and she soared on the wings of complete ecstasy.

Finally, her pleasure waned, and he collapsed against her back. His hands cupped her breasts in the warmth of his palms as he rested against her.

“Oh, Master, I love you,” she murmured, glowing in the dazzling light of eternal bliss.





Chapter 11

Oh, God, she hadn’t really said that.

Had she?

After their tumultuous lovemaking on the dining room table, he’d unfastened the cuffs, gathered her in his arms, and guided her back to bed. He’d said nothing more, just drew her into his arms and held her close. He fell asleep soon after, but she lay there, barely breathing, listening to the mournful moan of the harsh wind outside

Had he decided to ignore her wildly inappropriate comment? Or did he take that as a sign that she would continue this relationship no matter what he did?

Her chest ached. As much as she’d drawn comfort from him tonight, she had no idea where they’d be a week from now … or even a day. Not with everything going on around them at the hotel.

He didn’t value the same things she did, and that would probably lead to incontrovertible differences between them. No matter how she felt about him, if he hurt the people she cared about, she couldn’t be with him.

He’d asked her if she trusted him, and she did … as far as not hurting her. Not directly, anyway. But hurting her by actions based on a point of view that differed very much from her own … That was a very real possibility.

“Hey, Ms. Sleepyhead, wake up or breakfast will get cold.”

Rebecca’s eyes fluttered open. “Breakfast?”

She didn’t even remember closing her eyes and falling asleep.

Rex’s lips brushed against her cheek in a gentle kiss.

“Yes, I made you breakfast.”

“But how? We’re in a hotel suite.”

He laughed. “You were in a deep sleep, so I slipped down to the kitchen and made us something.”

She shot to a sitting position. The sheet fell to her waist, exposing her breasts. She grabbed the fabric and pulled it back up.

“You went down … but …” Her words sputtered into gibberish.

“It’s okay. Calm down.” He offered her his robe and she pulled it on, then pushed the covers aside and got out of bed. He took her hand and led her to the dining room, where he had a lovely meal laid out.

He pulled out a chair for her. The one he’d handcuffed her to last night. She sat down and he poured her a cup of coffee.

“So what was is that has you so befuddled?”

“Everyone will know.” She clung to the front of the robe, holding it tight around herself, as if the whole staff were here gaping at her.

“Who will know what?”

“You cooked for two and brought the meal up to your room. They’re going to know we slept together.”

“You do worry about the strangest things. Why do you care what they think?”

“It’s … embarrassing.”

He smiled. “Well, don’t worry about it. They might think I have a woman in my room, but they don’t have to know it’s you.”

The thought of him having another woman in his room sent jealousy simmering through her.

Good God, was she going insane? There was no other woman.

“I really should get to work,” she said.

“Relax. The hotel manager sent out a text saying he’s keeping all the restaurants closed except the café, where they set up a buffet to handle the rush of people heading to the airport this morning. That and the coffee kiosks in the lobby can handle all the guests. I’m staying out of the way of my staff. They can handle cooking eggs and bacon without me there.” He smiled. “That means you and I have the morning off, which gives us plenty of time for breakfast.”

“Great.” But clearly her level of enthusiasm was underwhelming.

She bit into the omelet sitting in front of her, and her enthusiasm increased.

“Mmm. This is so good.” Whatever herbs he’d used, along with the mushrooms, onions, and bits of crumbled bacon, made the omelet a masterpiece of delectable taste sensations.

“I’m glad something excites you this morning.” He glanced her way. “Why is it you want to escape my company so quickly? I thought we made a real connection last night.”

She frowned. “I … What I said last night … in the heat of the moment. You know I didn’t mean it, don’t you?”

He raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t mean it when you asked me to make you come? Because that sounded pretty convincing.”

She stared at her plate. “No. I mean the other thing.”

Rex’s heart ached. He knew exactly what she meant. But he didn’t want to believe it.

Last night, when she’d said she loved him, joy had soared through him. He wanted her more than he’d ever wanted anything else in this world.

The fact that she wanted to take it back …

“Why are you afraid to love me?” he asked point-blank.

She sucked in a breath. “I …” She shook her head. “You and I are in two such different places. I’m afraid of what you’re doing to this place I love. You don’t seem to care that you’re tearing it down. Changing it. You’ve fired so many people, and I think if you have your way we’ll lose more of them.” She shook her head. “These are my family and … I can’t stand by and let you hurt them.”

“They’re not actually your family, Rebecca.”

But the way her eyes flared, he realized he had to back off.

He frowned. “So you’re going to fight me every step of the way.”

She bit her lip … gazed at him with gleaming eyes … and nodded.

Fuck. His heart crumpled, but then he realized he had a choice. There were practical choices, and choices made by the heart. His whole life he’d always been practical.

But now … gazing at the woman he loved with all his heart … he knew he would do anything to make her happy.

“Rebecca …”

His cell rang, but he ignored it. He took her hand and pressed it to his lips.

“What if I told you … ?”

The phone rang again, insistently. He scowled and pulled it from his pocket to turn it off. But the text on the screen caught his attention.

“Damn, there’s some kind of emergency in the kitchen. It’s probably nothing the sous chef can’t handle, but I’d better check in.”

He lifted the phone and dialed.

Rebecca had no idea what Rex had been going to say, but she’d held her breath in anticipation. Now her heart thumped loudly, wondering, as he dialed his phone.

He chatted for a moment, then his face went somber. “I’ll be right down.”

“What is it?” she asked in dismay at his serious tone.

“Someone’s been hurt. There was a small fire in the kitchen,” he said as he hurried to the bedroom, then started pulling on his clothes. “They put it out, but one of the cooks was startled by the sudden flames while chopping vegetables and cut himself quite badly.”

“Oh, my God. Who is it?”

Rex was dressed now, and she followed him from the bedroom across the suite as he strode toward the door.

“Jericho. I don’t think you know him. He’s one of the new people I brought in.”

“I’m so sorry.”

He turned and swept her into his arms, kissing her soundly. When he released her lips, his sharp blue eyes pinned her to the spot.

“You stay here until I get back. We need to talk. Understood?”

She nodded, automatically responding to his authoritative tone.

By the time Rex realized he’d been gone over three hours, he knew it was too late. Rebecca would not have waited in his suite this long.

He had to go find her.

He told the sous chef to take over the kitchen and strode to The Lavender Rose.

Sure enough, Rebecca was in the restaurant, which had been scheduled to reopen a half hour ago, at noon, and was helping her skeleton staff serve customers.

As he stood in the doorway, one of her staff caught Rebecca’s arm as she rushed from a table after dropping off a meal. The waitress pointed to Rex, and Rebecca glanced his way. She nodded, then hurried toward him.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be gone so long,” he explained.

“I know. It’s fine,” she said. But she was distracted, and clearly on edge.

“Is something wrong? Besides the fact I stood you up for that conversation I still intend for us to have.”

“It’s nothing. We’re just super-busy.”

A lot of the staff hadn’t made it in for their shifts because of the huge snowfall and the bad driving conditions.

He nodded. “Of course. I’ll let you get back to work.” But before she could turn away, he caught her arm. “But, Rebecca. I do intend for us to have that conversation. As soon as possible.”

“I really have to go.”

His gut clenched. Something had changed since he left her this morning.

Rebecca slumped in her chair, glad the lunch rush was over and she could leave the rest of the serving to her staff. She pulled off the elastic she’d used to hold her hair in a ponytail while she’d been serving, and ran her fingers through her long hair.

This morning had been hell. Not because of the lack of staff and the crazy rush they’d had to handle, but because of what had happened earlier. When she’d left Rex’s room … she’d tried to be so careful … but as she’d slipped out the door, Hilda, the head of housekeeping, had spotted her and thrust up her nose.

The woman knew exactly whose room Rebecca was sneaking out of, and she’d made a point of telling Rebecca she was going to the hotel manager to report her, badgering her that it was against the rules for staff to fraternize and that she would insist that the manager let her go.

Hilda had never liked Rebecca. She was never quite sure why.

Now she knew that because of Hilda, everyone in the hotel would know she was sleeping with the head chef. And she might even lose her job over it.

Her phone rang, and she picked it up.

“Rebecca, this is Sally.” Sally was Benjamin’s secretary. “He said he wants to see you as soon as possible. I heard that things have settled down there, so can you come up right away?”

“Of course, Sally. I’ll be right up.”

So losing her job it was.





Chapter 12

“Rebecca, there you are. We need to talk.” Benjamin gestured to the guest chair in front of his desk.

She sank into it. “Hilda told you about this morning.”

“About seeing you come out of Rex Keene’s room. Yes.”

“So now you’re going to fire me?”

“What? No, of course not. Why do you think that?”

“Hilda said that there’s a rule against fraternization.”

He waved away the words. “Only if Hilda had her way. She’s been touting that rule since I was a kid working at the front desk, but it’s only a rumor. Started by her. If such a rule did exist and I tried to enforce it, I’d have had to fire half the staff by now.”

“Then why did you call me up here?”

“Because Hilda told me you spent the night with Rex Keene.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I know.” He walked around the desk and perched against it, leaning toward her. “And I need you to keep this strictly between you and me. If you don’t, I’ll probably lose my job.”

“My God, what is it?”

“I can’t tell you specifically. All I can say is … keep away from Rex Keene. He’s not who you think and …” He leaned closer. “I’ve known you a long time, and I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

“You’ve got to tell me more than that.”

He shook his head and stood up, then returned to his chair. “I can’t. Really. I’ve already said too much, but I had to warn you.”

Rebecca stepped out of Benjamin’s office in a daze. This day had become an emotional roller coaster, and she had no idea how to handle any of it.

As she practically stumbled toward the elevator, she couldn’t help asking herself a very disturbing question.

Who is Rex Keene?

On his way back to his office from a meeting, Rex stopped by Rebecca’s office and knocked.

Still no answer. He scowled as he strode down the hall.

The meeting with the housekeeping manager, Hilda, had been unpleasant. She’d stared at him with a look of haughty disapproval the whole time, her nose practically in the air. She cooperated and answered his questions, however, so he didn’t care what her problem was.

He wondered if she was someone Rebecca particularly cared about, though, because if she wasn’t, the woman might well have to think about a new career, or at least a new hotel chain.

But right now, his main concern was finding Rebecca. He’d told her he wanted to talk to her as soon as possible.

“Oh, hello, Chef Rex.”

The tall, blonde woman who managed Rage was walking the opposite direction down the hall. He remembered she had been sitting with Rebecca during the meeting of the department heads, and that they’d left together. They’d seemed quite close.

“Gretchen, isn’t it?” He slowed, and she stopped in front of him.

“Yes. We haven’t actually met yet.” She offered her hand.

He shook it. Her smile and twinkling blue eyes, along with the way she held his hand a little longer than was normal, made it clear she was flirting with him.

When he drew his hand away, she moved a little closer.

“We haven’t had a chance to discuss how we’ll coordinate our two departments.” She rested her hand on his forearm, her fingers squeezing lightly. “I’m looking forward to cooperating with you fully to ensure we have a long and harmonious relationship.”

Her seductive tone and the slight emphasis she put on the word made it clear to him exactly what kind of cooperation she was interested in.

“It’s Friday evening and I’m off work now,” she continued, “but I’d be happy to meet with you over a drink.”

With the way she was coming on to him, he was surprised she didn’t suggest they have that drink in his room.

Another time, he might be interested. She was beautiful and seemed like she could be fun to be around. But since he’d met Rebecca, she was the only woman he was interested in. The only woman he wanted in his bed. And in his life.

And he knew he wanted that to be forever.

“I’m afraid I have other things to attend to tonight.”

“Oh, of course.” Disappointed, she started to turn away.

“Gretchen, I’ve been looking for Rebecca. Do you know where she is?”

A light seemed to dawn in her eyes, and he was sure she was drawing conclusions he hadn’t intended her to. Even if those conclusions were true.

“I’m sorry, Chef, but she left a few hours ago.”

“You mean she’s gone home?”

“Yes. I know she usually leaves about now, but she was called up to the hotel manager’s office and”—she glanced at him, worry skittering through her eyes—“she seemed a little upset. She wouldn’t tell me why. We’re all so nervous about our jobs, you know. I just hope …”

He squeezed her arm. “I’m sure it’s nothing like that,” he said. The fact that Gretchen was worried about Rebecca pushed her up on his list of valued people. “Let’s have that meeting at ten o’clock on Monday morning. I’d like us to get started on forging a sound relationship.”

She smiled. A more genuine one this time.

He turned and strode to the elevator.

What the hell had Miller said to Rebecca?

Rex strode into Miller’s office. The man glanced up, then his expression tightened at Rex’s scowling presence.

“Mr. Keene. What can I do for you?” Miller asked.

Rex sent the man a hard gaze as he closed the door behind him.

“You can tell me what the hell you said to Rebecca.”

“What did she tell to you?” Miller asked cautiously.

“She didn’t tell me anything, but she left a couple of hours ago after talking to you and I heard she was upset about something.”

Miller nodded. “It was nothing. I just wanted to see how she was doing after being away.”

Rex’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t piss around with me. Tell me exactly what you said to her.”

Miller held his gaze, then sighed. “All right. This is awkward.” He stood and paced across the room. “One of the staff saw Rebecca leaving a suite this morning—your suite—and reported it to me.”

Ah, fuck!

“This particular staff member,” Miller continued, “thinks there should be a rule against fraternization among employees.”

“And do you?” Rex asked, steam nearly blasting from his nostrils.

“If it doesn’t affect the employees’ work I have no problem with it. But I called Rebecca up here to warn her. I didn’t want her to be caught off guard by speculation and rumors.”

Miller leaned against his desk.

“Look, Mr. Keene, this might get me fired, but”—he shook his head—“I cautioned her about you.”

Rex frowned. “Did you tell her who I was?”

“No. Just a vague comment that you aren’t who she thinks and that she should be careful around you.”

“Why the hell did you do that?” Rex practically growled.

“Because I like Rebecca and I don’t want to see her hurt. And once you’re done here and gone, I’d don’t want to see her left with a broken heart. She’s suffered enough loss recently.”

Rex scowled and turned on his heel, determined to do damage control.

But as he strode out of the office, he mentally added Benjamin Miller to the top of his valued people list.

Who is Rex Keene?

The question had plagued Rebecca all weekend, and it was all-consuming as she walked into her office Monday morning. She’d speculated about all kinds of things over the weekend, especially after doing Internet searches to see if she could learn anything about a renowned chef named Rex Keene and finding nothing. Her best guess was that he was a security expert hired by the new owners to check into the goings-on behind the scenes at the hotel.

She set her things on her desk and took off her coat.

“Where the hell have you been?”





Chapter 13

Rebecca glanced around to see Rex’s tall, broad-shouldered frame standing in her doorway, his face set in a scowl.

“I just got here,” she answered.

He moved toward her. “I told you I wanted to talk on Friday, and then you disappeared for two days.”

She planted her hands on her hips. “I work Monday to Friday. Did you want me to just hang around all weekend to be at your beck and call?”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I wanted.”

The heat emanating from him as he closed in on her sent her stomach fluttering. Then his arms went around her and his lips captured hers in a consuming kiss. She tried to stay firm, but the feel of his persuasive lips … the warmth of his solid body against hers … drained her of the will to resist.

She responded to his kiss, murmuring softly as his tongue swept inside her mouth, his hand gliding down her spine, then pressing on the small of her back, pulling her closer to him.

But the feel of his masculine reaction to her shocked her back to reality. She pressed her hand flat against his chest.

He released her lips.

“I have work to do.” Her words came out a little too deep and throaty.

“So do I, but this is more important.” He stroked her hair behind her ear. “I told you we had to talk, and I intend for us to do that right now. But first, I want you to tell me what Benjamin Miller told you about me on Friday.”

She frowned. “Why do you think he told me anything about you?”

“Because I confronted him. He wouldn’t tell me anything except that he cautioned you against seeing me.”

“Then why are you asking me?” She tried to move away, but he grasped her arms.

“Because I want to know what you think. I don’t want you to be afraid to be involved with me.”

She shook her head, wanting to tell him that she didn’t want to be afraid either. That she wanted to fall in love with him—well, she’d already done that—and wanted to know they had a future together, but that so many things told her she would only be hurt if she followed that path.

“But I am afraid. I’m afraid because you’re keeping secrets from me. And secrets are never good. If you have to hide who you are, then …” She shook her head. “Look, I’m sure you have your reasons, but I just can’t …” Tears welled in her eyes and she blinked them back. The thought of losing what she had with him, even now, was painful. If she allowed herself to get more involved with him … when he left … which she was sure he would do, given that he was simply here on a temporary assignment … it would be devastating.

He tightened his grip on her arms. “But I don’t want there to be secrets between us. I want to tell you—”

“Oh, excuse me.”

Rebecca’s gaze jerked to the door to see Gretchen standing there. She drew away from Rex’s grip and put a few feet of distance between them.

“I’m so sorry,” Gretchen said. “We had an appointment this morning, Chef Rex, and when you weren’t in your office, one of the staff told me they saw you come in here.”

There was no explaining what Gretchen had just seen. The two of them so close together, clearly locked in an emotional discussion.

“Should we move our meeting?” Gretchen asked.

“No,” Rebecca interjected. “I have to get to work, so you two should carry on.”

Rex sent her a sharp glance. “We’ll continue this conversation before you leave today.”

Then he turned to Gretchen. As soon as the door closed behind them, Rebecca sank into her chair, and sucked in a deep breath.

“Hey, want some coffee?”

Rebecca glanced up to see Diane standing at the door to the office, holding a thermos of coffee and a mug.

“Oh, that would be great. Thanks.”

Diane entered and set the coffee on her table, then poured a cup and put it in front of Rebecca on the desk.

“I saw the chef leave here a few minutes ago. He looked steamed. Is anything going on?”

Rebecca glanced at her, wondering if she’d heard rumors about her and Rex.

“Not really. He wants to talk to me about something … probably a new menu. We were interrupted because he had a meeting with Gretchen.”

Diane sat down in the guest chair. “I doubt he’s spending any time coming up with a new menu for us.”

Rebecca’s gaze jerked to her friend. “Why do you say that?”

Diane’s tight-set features sent Rebecca’s anxiety level spiking. Diane pulled a piece of paper from her pocket and unfolded it, then set it on Rebecca’s desk.

“Because of this.”

Rebecca glanced at the paper, which seemed to be a report of some kind, with names and lists and …

Oh, God. It was something Rex had written up. Obviously a work in progress. But in it he had started making recommendations and listing people. It was a rough draft and …

As her gaze scanned the sheet, it locked on one sentence.

Her heart crumpled.

Rex was clearly advising that The Lavender Rose be closed, a recommendation he’d backed up with various figures comparing it with the other restaurants in the hotel.

She sucked in a deep breath.

Farther down in the report was a list of valued people. Probably people he felt should be kept on.

Her name was not on the list.

Everything around her seemed to stop. As if time itself had been suspended.

“I don’t get why a chef is making recommendations like this,” Diane said, “but I get the feeling Chef Rex isn’t what he seems. That maybe he’s a consultant hired by the new owners.”

Rebecca’s gaze shot to Diane, but she said nothing.

“Can you talk to someone?” Diane asked. “Surely Benjamin could do something?”

Rebecca shook her head as she gazed at the paper again. “I don’t know.” Then she dragged herself from her daze. “Where did you get this?” she asked.

“I found it on the floor. It must have slipped out of Chef Rex’s folder.” Diane bit her lip. “But if you show it to anyone, please don’t tell them it was me who gave it to you. I don’t want to get in trouble. I should have just returned it to him, but”—she pursed her lips—“I’m sort of afraid of that guy.”

Rebecca nodded. “I’ll take care of it.”

Rex walked through the kitchen, hands linked behind his back, checking what each of the staff were doing. Some glanced nervously as he walked by, but he gave everyone nods of approval. They were all doing fine.

As he approached some staff members who were slicing vegetables for salad, he noticed Rebecca enter the kitchen.

“Chef Rex. May I have a word with you, please?” she asked, her tone very businesslike.

“Of course.” He moved toward her.

He was pleased she’d come to him rather than him having to chase her down again, but that pleasure faded when he noted the distress, tinged with anger, in her brown eyes.

When he was a few steps away, she turned and walked toward his office. Despite his concern over what had upset her, he couldn’t help but watch the sway of her hips. Her tight skirt and tailored, form-fitting suit jacket made it impossible not to notice her delightful curves.

She walked into his office, and he gestured to the round table by the corner windows, overlooking a wonderful view of the snowy street outside. Despite the cold, the sky was blue and sunlight glistened on the snowy landscape.

She placed a folded sheet of paper on the tabletop, then smoothed it flat. His gaze fell on it and …

What the hell?





Chapter 14

“How did you get that?” Rex demanded.

“It doesn’t matter,” Rebecca said.

He glanced at her. Oh, but it did. He had never printed off a copy of this report, so the only way she could have gotten it was by hacking into his computer, either by getting on his desktop and breaking the password or by hacking in from the hotel’s internal network.

And that had broader implications than this one report, especially after the information he’d received from his computer security team this morning.

According to that information, someone was coordinating thefts through high-priced supplies brought into the hotel, like Kobe beef, truffles, caviar sort of thing, high-end wine and alcohol, that it seemed the order quantities were being tampered with. The order numbers shown in the online reports last month did not match the physical packing sheets, so the staff accepting the orders would not have known there was a discrepancy. Somewhere along the way, someone had been collecting the difference between what the hotel paid for these items and what quantity of them it actually received. Not enough to be noticeable without directly comparing the online reports with the physical paper, but enough to bring someone quite a bit of cash over time.

Although previous months had seemed to be okay, with a little digging one of his security guys had found that the accounting files had been tampered with to hide the discrepancies every month-end.

What disturbed him most was that the tampered files had been changed by someone using Rebecca’s secure ID.

No matter how damning the evidence, however, he would not be convinced that Rebecca was behind this.

But now, for her to present him with this report that had so clearly been stolen from his account …

It made no sense to him.

“So does this mean you were hired by the new owners to investigate us?” she demanded. “To make recommendations about who to fire and who to keep?”

His lips compressed. “Something like that.”

She scowled, shaking her head.

“I can’t believe you would do this. After what we’ve … the way we’ve been

together …” She gazed at him, her doe-eyes gleaming, looking at once angry … and very, very vulnerable.

His heart clenched. “I’ve been trying to talk to you since Friday.”

“You were really going to tell me who you are?”

“Yes.”

Her hands clenched tightly together. “How can I believe that?”

He took her hand. “By having faith in what we have.”

She tugged her hand from his grasp, anger flaring in her eyes.

“I don’t even know what that is.” Her gaze darted to his. “I don’t know who you are. Everything I thought I knew about you is a lie. There’s no future for us because”—she shook her head—“there’s never been an us. Just me and someone who was lying about who he is.”

“I hid my real identity, yes, but I never lied about how I feel about you.”

“But how could you get involved with me … how could you sleep with me … when you knew you were going to tear away everything that was important to me? My job. My friends. This place I love so much.”

“Because I thought I might be important to you, too. And if you’d just let me explain—”

“Are you recommending The Lavender Rose be closed?” she demanded, cutting him off.

His lips tightened. “Yes.”

“Then there’s nothing more to say.”

She stood up and started toward the door.

He strode after her, then grasped her arm. “I want to explain. There’s more you need to know.”

When she turned to face him, he saw the tears shimmering in her eyes, and his heart ached.

“I don’t want to hear anything you have to say.”

He grasped her shoulders, his gaze locking on hers. “Well, you’re going to hear it.”

She tried to pull away, but he tightened his grip. He had to make her listen.

Her body quivered under his grasp, and he could see she was trembling. She stared at him, the flash of anger quickly quelled by the brimming moisture in her eyes.

He couldn’t help himself. He drew her closer and pressed his lips to hers, tasting her sweetness. She hesitated, stiff in his arms. But she didn’t pull away. He coaxed her with the tender pressure of his mouth … a delicate sweep of his tongue over her lips … and then he nudged inside. She drew in a soft, quivering breath, sending heated desire pulsing through him.

“Rebecca, please,” he said in a persuasive tone. “Listen to what I have to say.”

She gazed at him uncertainly, looking like a trapped animal. She drew in a deep breath, then …

“Burn.” She exhaled the word in a rough whisper.

He stopped cold. That was her safe word. He’d promised that if she ever said it, he would stop what he was doing immediately.

He’d intended its use during sex, if she felt overwhelmed.

His jaw twitched as he fought the urge to press on, but he’d made a promise, and he’d stand by it.

He released her and stepped back. Their gazes remained locked for a split second longer—and he thought he saw uncertainty flicker in her eyes—then she turned and scurried to the door.

Rebecca spent the next couple of hours helping the serving staff through the busy lunch-hour rush, then as soon as things quieted down, she retired to her office to finish up the monthly reports. The afternoon zipped by as she sat alone in her office working.

Diane knocked on her open door and peered inside.

“I know you’re almost finished for the day, but I brought you a snack.” Diane smiled. “Claude, the new pastry chef, just made a batch of chocolate éclairs for a party this evening, and I snagged a couple for us.”

At Rebecca’s smile, Diane stepped into the office with a tray holding two small plates, a coffee thermos, and a couple of cups.

“How did you manage that?” Rebecca said.

She shrugged. “The guy’s got a thing for me.”

Diane set an éclair on Rebecca’s desk, along with a paper napkin, and then poured her a cup of coffee. She sat in the guest chair and slumped back, sipping her coffee.

“You’re being extra nice to me today,” Rebecca said. “I’m starting to feel spoiled.”

Diane shrugged. “You’ve had a tough month, and it just keeps getting more stressful around here.”

That sure was the truth.

“So I heard you went to see Chef Rex this morning,” Diane said. “And you seemed pretty upset when you got back. Did you … uh … talk to him about the report?”

Rebecca hesitated. She wouldn’t ordinarily tell any of the staff about the tensions among the management, but she trusted Diane, and in fact had been grooming Diane to be promoted into management herself.

“I did. I’ll just say that it seems clear they will be closing The Lavender Rose.” She compressed her lips. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what will happen to your job—whether they’ll move you to one of the other restaurants—but you know I’ll speak on your behalf.”

Diane nodded. “Of course. Thank you.”

Rebecca knew she didn’t have to tell Diane to keep the information between them.

“Well, until that happens, we have to keep moving along as best we can,” Diane said. “I know you said you’d be working on the monthly reports. Are you almost done? Because I thought I could get on your computer before I leave and install some new plug-ins in your browser. It should speed things up for you a bit.”

“I’m pretty close.”

Rebecca picked up the éclair and took a bite. Cream squirted onto her fingers and she licked it off, then wiped her hand on the napkin.

“This is a bit messy to eat while I’m working.”

“The point is you’re supposed to stop and take a break.” Diane smiled. “I know. Why don’t you sit here and get away from what you’re doing and I’ll take a minute to install those things now?”

“Sure.” Rebecca saved the file she was working on and closed the word processor, then stood up. “It’s all yours.”

She walked around the desk and sat in the chair Diane had vacated, then enjoyed her éclair as she watched her friend type on the keyboard.

“That looks like pretty serious stuff the way you’re frowning,” Rebecca observed as she watched Diane’s expression grow tight.

Diane glanced at her distractedly. “Oh, no. One of the plug-ins just crashed and I don’t know why. I …” She leaned forward, her gaze a laser focus on the screen. “Oh, damn.” She gazed at Rebecca. “Sorry, I did something wrong and the system crashed. It’s going to take a while to get it booted back up and figure out what’s wrong.” She glanced at her watch. “Look, I know you usually leave at five, so why don’t you let me finish the reports for you?”

“You don’t have to do that,” Rebecca said. “I don’t want you to have to stay late.”

“I don’t mind. I’m actually hoping to meet Claude after he’s finished in the kitchen for a drink. This gives me something to do until then.”

Rebecca hesitated. She knew Diane could handle the reports. She’d taken over as manager for Rebecca while she’d been away and she’d done them then. But Rebecca didn’t like handing off her work, and she could get it done tomorrow, if need be.

Her cell phone buzzed and she pulled it from her pocket. A quick flick showed a text from Benjamin about a meeting first thing in the morning to meet the new owner. All department heads were required to attend.

Her stomach flip-flopped.

This was it. They must be announcing the changes tomorrow.

Tomorrow the fate of The Lavender Rose … of her staff … and of her future here … would be sealed.

“You look white as a ghost. Is something wrong?” Diane asked.

“Just a meeting tomorrow. Earlier than I’d like.” She turned to the other woman. “So I will take you up on your offer and head home right now.”

“Okay. Get a good night’s sleep.”

Rebecca nodded as she grabbed her coat.

But she was sure that wouldn’t happen. In fact, she doubted she’d sleep at all.

An insistent knocking on her door finally dragged Rebecca from her slumber. She grabbed her robe and wrapped it around herself as she hurried to the door. Anything to make the noise stop. Her head was pounding as a result of her overindulgence in wine last night.

She peered through the peephole and saw Gretchen on the other side. She opened the door.

“What are you doing here?” Rebecca asked.

“I thought I’d stop by and give you a ride this morning.”

Rebecca frowned. She didn’t think her place was even on the way to the hotel from Gretchen’s.

But she didn’t question that. She just clung to her robe and said, “Look, I’m feeling lousy today, so I think I’ll just call in sick.”

Gretchen slid past Rebecca and into the apartment.

“No way. I’m here to make sure you come to the meeting. I know you had a blowup with Chef Rex yesterday and he was concerned you might not show up today, so he asked me to come and get you on my way in.”

Rebecca arched her eyebrow. “Since when do you do what Chef Rex tells you to do?”

“Don’t get mad. He just cares what happens to you. Word is that anyone who doesn’t show up is fired.”

Rebecca waved her hand as she slumped on the couch.

“I don’t even care. I’ll be moving on anyway.”

“You’re leaving the hotel?” Gretchen asked with wide eyes. “But you love it there.”

Rebecca sighed, resting her face in her hands. “It’s not like I have a choice. I heard they’re closing The Lavender Rose.”

Gretchen frowned. “You know that’s just a rumor.”

Rebecca shook her head. “I have it on good authority.”

At Gretchen’s nervous glance, Rebecca realized she must be worried about her job, too. Of course she would be.

“It’s okay, Gretchen. I know they plan to keep Rave open and to keep you on.”

“How do you know—?”

“It doesn’t matter. But you know you can trust me.”

“Of course I trust you.” Gretchen squeezed Rebecca’s arm. “But, please, no matter what you believe, come to the meeting with me. Benjamin’s introducing the new owner, and I’ll handle it better if you’re there. Stella will, too.”

Rebecca gazed at Gretchen’s wide eyes.

Ah, damn. Gretchen was right. Rebecca had no right to wimp out and skip the meeting. She needed to see this through. For the others and for her staff. She needed to be there to speak up for those who wouldn’t have the chance.

“Okay. You’re right. I’ll go get ready.”

Rebecca and Gretchen hurried into the meeting. Everyone was already seated, many fidgeting nervously. Rebecca headed toward Stella who had saved two seats for them.

As Rebecca sat down, she found herself automatically glancing around for Rex.

Gretchen leaned in close. “It’s strange Chef Rex isn’t here.”

Rebecca nodded, but realized his role here was probably done. Why would he want to face these people whose lives he was throwing into such turmoil?

Benjamin, who sat at the head of the table, stood up.

“I just got a text from the new owner, and he’ll be here in a second. I know the last several weeks have been nerve-racking and I’m sure you’re all anxious to hear what he has to say. His name is R. K. Miles and he’ll be telling us about his plans for the hotel.”

The name was well known to all of them. His family owned a huge hotel chain that was celebrated for its luxury and quality service. He had taken over the business several years ago, and he was known to be a multibillionaire.

And that’s when she realized.

Knew it in her gut. With absolute certainty.

Benjamin’s words echoed through her head.

He’s not who you think.

R. K. Miles was Rex.

The door to the meeting room opened.

Rebecca stared down at her hands, not wanting confirmation that Rex was the man who was solely responsible for so much strife in her world. A murmur went around the room, and Gretchen nudged her with her elbow. Rebecca glanced up to see the new owner, a tall, broad-shouldered man in a well-tailored, expensive-looking suit.

Rex.





Chapter 15

Rebecca felt the blood drain from her face as Rex began to talk.

Oh, God.

He was telling them he’d come in as the chef to get to know them and the operation of the hotel from behind the scenes so he could decide how to best fit this hotel into his chain. His words became a blur to her, though. She got lost in a haze, what he was saying barely audible over the pounding in her ears.

It was too much. In just a few short weeks, she’d lost everything that was dear to her. Now she’d lost her grip on what was real.

She found it hard to breathe and desperately needed a way to escape. She was sure she was close to a full-scale panic attack. Finally, she stood up and hurried toward the exit, intensely aware of his gaze on her the whole time, praying he wouldn’t embarrass her by calling her out.

Finally, she reached the door, pulled it open, and escaped the stifling room.

Once outside, she sucked in a deep breath of air, then quickly walked down the hall to the elevator. She was almost there when she heard the meeting room door close again.

She jabbed the elevator button and turned around, hoping it was Gretchen coming to see if she was all right.

At the sight of Rex—or rather, Mr. Miles—walking toward her, she felt panic rush through her. She jabbed the button again, praying the elevator would arrive right now … but even if it did, he would still be able to catch up. And he was between her and the doorway to the stairs.

The elevator door whooshed open just as he stepped to her side. He grasped her arm and guided her onto it. He pushed a button and the elevator began to move.

He said nothing, and she couldn’t find her voice.

When the elevator stopped, he led her into the hallway, then toward his suite. She tried to slow down, but his grasp on her arm kept her moving toward the double doors.

Once inside, he released her.

“Why did you bring me here?” Her words were a mere whisper. It was all she could muster.

“I’m sure you have a lot of questions,” he said. “Here you can ask them in private.” He opened his arms. “Whatever you want to know.”

She turned and looked at him, almost flinching at the sight of his confident blue eyes as he watched her.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

He gave her a wry smile. “Because you reacted so well when you thought I was a security consultant rather than a chef?”

She bit her lip.

“I’m sorry, Rebecca. I’m just teasing. But I would have told you yesterday if you had let me continue. I wanted to tell you everything.”

“Are you closing The Lavender Rose?”

“Yes,” he said simply.

Her stomach roiled, and there was a bitter taste in her mouth. Until now, it had been only a probability. Which meant there was a chance. But the new owner had just confirmed her worst fear.

“And I want to talk about that more in a minute,” he said. “But first, I need to warn

you … my security team has found a serious issue, and it’s going to result in some people going to jail.”

“What?”

He guided her to the couch, and she slumped onto it. He sat beside her. Too close for her comfort, but after that bombshell, she was too shell-shocked to protest.

“Someone has been stealing money on a regular basis. It seems they set up some fake supplier accounts. The orders placed looked legitimate, so accounting never had any reason to question them, and they made the payments each month.”

“Who’s involved?”

“We don’t know yet. Whoever it was used one of the manager’s security IDs to set up the accounts, and yesterday they got on and closed them, presumably knowing that they would be scrutinized when the hotel changed hands. Clearly, they were trying to cover their tracks.”

“Do you know whose code was used?” Could it be Chef Maurice’s? But wouldn’t his ID have been frozen when he left?

“Yes, we do.”

He paused, and she turned her gaze to his.

“It was yours.”

Her breath froze in her lungs. She stared into his somber blue eyes.

“Do you think … ?” She sucked in a breath. “Oh, God, you believe …”

But her leaned closer and took her hand. The warmth of his fingers around hers drew her back from the edge of panic.

“No, I don’t. There’s no way I’d believe that you were involved in this.”

“Really?”

He brought her hand to his lips and brushed them against her skin. “Of course.”

Guilt washed through her. She had thought the worst of him ever since she’d first seen him as Chef Rex … believed all the nasty rumors … yet he had maintained his faith in her despite damning evidence against her.

“The only reason I bring it up is because I need to know from you who might possibly have had access to your ID.”

She shook her head. “No one. I lock up my computer at night, and it’s password-protected.”

“There’s no one you’ve given your code to for any reason?”

“No. Only …”

Diane.

But she couldn’t tell him that. He’d get the wrong idea and think Diane might have something to do with all this.

“Only who, Rebecca?”

She bit her lip and realized she had to trust him.

“Well, just Diane. But that’s because she helps me with software updates on my computer. I’m not great at that kind of thing. And I’ve also been teaching her how to do the monthly reports and taking on other managerial duties to help her get a promotion.”

His lips were a tight line. “And did she help you yesterday evening?”

“Um … yes. She was installing something on my computer and it crashed. It was going to be after five before she could get it up and running for me again, so she offered to finish the reports for me. If it was anyone but Diane, I would have said no, but I knew it was good experience for her.”

Rex pulled out his phone and dialed a number. He told the person on the other end that Diane was the one who had accessed Rebecca’s ID. When he hung up, he turned back to her, looking grim.

“It seems that Diane hasn’t shown up for work today.”

Rebecca shook her head. “No. You’ve got it wrong. It can’t be Diane.”

Rex’s cell phone rang and he answered it. After a terse conversation, he hung up.

“They checked the security cameras, and it confirms she’s the one. Before you ask, I had security cameras installed around the hotel, including your office. That camera caught her making the changes at exactly the time my security team found that someone was closing the accounts.”

Her heart ached. She couldn’t believe that Diane had been so callously using her.

“Tell me. That report of mine you showed up with yesterday. Was it Diane who gave it to you?”

She bit her lip, not wanting to answer.

“You realize that would be the perfect opportunity to throw even more suspicion on you, since the only way you could have gotten that report was by hacking into my computer. She was actively trying to throw the blame on you.”

She shook her head, not wanting to believe it.

“Sweetheart, I know that’s a shock to you and I’m sorry. You deserve better than that.”

She found herself sucking in quick breaths, feeling she wasn’t getting enough air.

“I’m responsible for this. I trusted her, and so it’s my fault she was able to hurt the hotel.”

He took her hand again.

“Don’t beat yourself up for trusting someone. She took a long time to gain your confidence, and then she tricked you.”

She nodded, but she didn’t feel any better about it. Who else had she trusted that she shouldn’t have?

“Now that we’ve handled that, I want to discuss The Lavender Rose. I told you I’d be closing it, but I want you to understand something. The way the restaurant is positioned, it was always destined to fail.”

“What do you mean?”

“The hotel already has a fancy restaurant with a great view for patrons who want a special meal with an elegant ambiance, and there’s the café for nice meals at a lower price. The hotel simply cannot sustain a third restaurant. And as far as drawing patrons from outside the hotel, the competition in this neighborhood is too stiff. There are already several excellent seafood restaurants and steakhouses within a few blocks, and they don’t charge the prices The Lavender Rose does.”

“I get it,” she said sadly. “I’m a failure at running a restaurant.”

“No,” he said adamantly. “Quite the opposite. The fact that the restaurant was doing as well as it was is a testament to your skills. It should have done far worse. You are to be commended.” He squeezed her hand. “I might be closing the restaurant, but that doesn’t mean I plan to fire you.”

She gazed at him uncertainly. “You don’t?”

He laughed. “Of course not.”

“But … the list you called ‘valued people’ … ?”

He smiled and stroked her cheek. “Baby, you weren’t on that list because it’s a list of people that I saw cared about you. No matter what else happened, I was determined to find a way to reward them.”

He cupped her cheek, sending tremors through her.

“And I want you to know that whatever you want, I will give you. If you still want me to keep The Lavender Rose open, I’ll do that. Because you are far more important to me than how much money this place makes. You can continue to manage the restaurant, and you can make any changes you want.” He slid his hand around her waist and drew her close. The feel of his arm around her made her feel loved and protected. “I just want you to be happy.”

Her heart fluttered as she stared at him. Could it be true? Had this wonderful man just made her dream come true? Her real dream … to find someone who truly cared about her and what she wanted?

His hand slid up her back, drawing her tighter to his body.

“There’s another proposal I’d like to make before you decide.”

But her glowing heart, so happy that this man truly cared about her and what she wanted above all else, made her shake her head.

“Not now. This has been a lot to take in, and I don’t want to talk about business right now.”

“But it’s—”

She covered his mouth with hers, stopping his words. Her tongue glided into his mouth and swirled inside. Then she drew back and smiled.

“Please. I just need to catch my breath.”

“Of course,” he said. “Do you want me to get you a drink?”

“I’m not really thirsty. In fact, right now, I’m really rather … hungry.”





Chapter 16

“You’re hungry? Well, then I can order us some—”

Rebecca stroked her finger over Rex’s lips to stop his words, then took his hand and pressed it to her breast.

“That’s not necessary. What I’m hungry for is your specialty, and we have it right here.” She stroked the front of his pants and felt the bulge growing there.

His eyes glittered with delight. “And what would that be exactly?”

What she was hungry for was to be close to him. To join with him. To feel the special magic they shared when they were together.

But with all the drama they’d just been through, she wanted to lighten the mood by being playful.

She grinned. “What I want is a big piece of meat.”

She unzipped his trousers and reached inside. Her fingers found his hot, thick shaft and she wrapped them around it, then drew it out. It throbbed in her hand, pointing straight to the ceiling.

She leaned forward and swirled her tongue over the crown, then suckled the tip, tasting the drop of precum.

“Mmm. Just how I like it. Big, thick, and hot … with just a dash of salt.” She glided her lips around the cockhead and drew it all the way into her mouth, then pulsed until he groaned. She slid off the tip and smiled. “And so massive I can barely handle it all.”

She wrapped her hands around it and stroked up and down. But after a moment, she reluctantly stood up and took a couple of steps back.

“But rather than satiating my hunger, I humbly suggest that you address the situation of my misbehavior.”

His eyebrow raised. “Really? What do you have in mind?”

“Well, I did things I shouldn’t have, so I think you need to punish me for that. Don’t you?”

He stood up and stepped toward her. “I think you’re right.”

He grasped her arm and turned her around, then marched her toward the dining room table. He pushed aside one of the chairs, grasped her around the back of the neck, and eased her forward until she was bent over.

Then she felt her skirt being pulled up past her waist.

In one quick motion, he stripped away her panties and tossed them aside.

“You have been a very bad girl.”

His hand glided over her naked behind, sending quivers through her.

Then his hand lifted and …

Smack!

Her ass stung at the sharp blow. Excitement rushed through her. When he smacked again, she cried out.

Then his hand glided over the burning flesh in a gentle caress. Soothing.

Then he smacked again.

Her heart pounded. Oh, God, she never knew how titillating this could be.

This time as he stroked her hot skin, his fingertips trailed downward, gliding between her thighs. He stroked over her slick petals, and she realized she was very, very wet.

A deep chuckle rumbled from his chest. Then he smacked again.

This time as he stroked, his fingers glided between her legs again and he caressed her soft folds.

“I think you’re still hungry for a big piece of meat.”

Her ass arched up at his words, and she ached from her wet opening through to the very core of her.

Then she felt his hot, hard cockhead brush against her opening and moaned in anticipation. He teased her, dragging his head along her slit. Back and forth. Sending her pulse pounding like a kettle drum.

“Ohhhh, please,” she moaned.

He continued to stroke her wet flesh with his cockhead, ignoring her pleas.

Then he stopped, and his cockhead moved away.

She whimpered.

“I like a woman who enjoys a big piece of meat. Especially if she leaves nothing behind.”

She felt his hot cockhead against her opening again, then he pushed forward. She gasped at the feel of his huge, fat cock stretching her wide. Moving deeper and deeper. Until it filled her completely.

She squeezed around him, moaning at the delight of him being inside her.

“Oh, fuck, you feel so good around me.”

He didn’t move, just stood there with his huge member pulsing inside her.

Then he drew back just a little, and jerked forward again. She gasped. He did it again. Her hands found the edge of the table and her fingers wrapped around it, clutching it tightly.

He continued to pulse into her in small, sharp strokes.

“Fuck, baby, I want to see you.”

His cock dragged along her opening, then slipped away completely. She felt herself twirled around to face him, then her ass leaned against the tabletop. His mouth found hers and he consumed her, his tongue claiming her mouth with passionate strokes. Her blood pounded through her in pulsing need and she sucked hard, drawing his tongue deeper into her mouth.

Finally, he drew back and cupped her ass, squeezing, which tightened her around his thick cock. She sucked in a breath at the feel of it inside her.

He started to unbutton her blouse, but it was too slow for her, so she grabbed the sides and tugged it wide, sending buttons scattering. They made small clicking sounds as they bounced off the table and floor.

He ran his hands along her thighs, lifting her legs and urging them around his waist. She tilted backward with the movement, resting her hands on the table to keep herself stable.

She wrapped her legs tight around his body, opening herself wider to him. Feeling him push in a little deeper. Taking her breath away.

They stared at each other, both of them breathing deeply.

He pushed the blouse from her shoulders down to her wrists. One at a time, she freed her hands from the sleeves. He swept the garment to the floor.

Needing to bare herself to him … to feel his hands all over her … she used one hand to pull up her bra, exposing her naked breasts.

His blazing blue eyes darkened to the color of midnight. He used one hand to flick open the hooks of her bra, then peeled it from her body.

Then he just stared at her, his gaze gliding over her body, setting every nerve ending ablaze. She arched to him, wanting him to touch her. Wanting to feel his mouth caressing her breasts, suckling her nipples deep inside his warmth.

In a sharp spasm, her vagina clamped around his big cock.

He cupped one breast in his big hand, squeezing gently, then he stroked it. Still propping herself on her hands, she allowed her head to drop back as she enjoyed his attentions.

When his hand slid away and she realized he was starting to take off his suit jacket, she grasped his hand around the fabric, stopping him.

“No. Leave it on.”

He smiled and tipped his head. “Why?”

She tightened her hand around his. “Because,” she murmured, heat pulsing through her, “you’re the dominating, all-powerful businessman and I’m totally helpless to your whims.”

She sucked in a breath at the heat in his eyes. The fact that it was true made it all the more compelling. To both of them.

He rocked his hips, pulsing inside her.

He pulled her hand to his shoulder and rested it there, then lifted her other hand to his other shoulder. Now she clung to him, her only support.

“And that doesn’t worry you?”

She shook her head. “No. I trust you completely.”

He smiled, then drove deep into her, his hand on her lower back, holding her tight to him. The feel of his cock even deeper inside her made her ache with longing for him to start moving.

To fuck her.

No matter the consequences of what had happened these past few days, or where she would wind up after today … she wanted this. To be claimed by him. Fully and completely.

She wrapped her arms around him, wanting to be closer to him. Wanting to join with him so completely she’d never forget this moment.

He rocked his hips, his cock shifting inside her in short strokes, sending heat thrumming through her. He pressed his mouth to the pulse at the base of her neck, his tongue teasing her. Tingles danced across her skin.

Oh, God, she wanted this man.

Then his lips brushed her ear.

“I love you,” he murmured.

She sucked in a breath, her gaze locking on his. His eyes glowed with warmth, the golden stardust in them glittering with the truth of his statement.

“I …” Tears welled from her eyes. “I love you, too.”

His lips captured hers and she lost herself in the kiss, her whole being embracing this joyful moment.

Then he moved and the thick shaft inside her reminded her of a much more primal need.

She squeezed him, and he groaned, then drew back and glided deep into her again. She wrapped her legs tighter around his waist as he thrust into her body, filling her deep and hard.

“Oh, yes. Oh, please.”

His arms tightened around her. “Oh, fuck, baby. I love you so much.”

She whimpered as he filled her again and again. Joy danced through her, augmenting the intense pleasure. She clung to him as he thrust, driving her to the edge of ecstasy.

“Oh, yes, oh, God … I’m so …” She gasped. “So close.”

“Come for me, my sweet.” His words grated with need as he pounded into her body.

“Yes, ohhhh …” Bliss pummeled her, blazing through her body in a rising current of white-hot pleasure. Then she burst into flames, her mind and body dissipating into ecstatic abandon.

He kissed her neck as she moaned, the orgasm blasting through every part of her.

It wasn’t until it started to fade that he groaned and jerked forward. The heat of his release triggered another rise in pleasure, sending her back to a state of blissful abandon.

She moaned and clung to him as he continued to drive her pleasure on and on.

Finally, she floated back to earth and slumped against his body. He held her close, his big arms around her, her head resting against his chest. She listened to the staccato beat of his heart as they both panted for air.

After a few moments, he kissed the crown of her head, then drew back. His smile and the glow in his eyes sent joy swelling through her again.

“Now I want to talk about that proposal.”

“Really?” She kissed his chin, then nipped the raspy skin. “Right now?”

“Yes. Right now.”

He drew back, his cock slipping from her body, and she realized he was still in his full suit.

He drew her from the table and guided her to a chair and sat her down. She felt odd sitting here totally nude with this sexy billionaire fully clothed in front of her.

But before she could suggest she put on some clothes before they started a conversation, he settled on his knee in front of her.

Her eyes widened.

He took her hand and kissed it.

“Rebecca, I know we’ve only known each other for a short time, and we’ve had a lot of ups and downs in that period. But I hope that you finally understand how much I care for you.” He squeezed her hand. “How much I love you.”

He pulled something from his pocket. “I know this is fast, but that first night we spent together, I knew I wanted you in my life forever.”

He opened a velvet ring box, revealing a beautiful, sparkling solitaire lavender diamond ring.

“Will you marry me?”

“I … oh …” She covered her mouth with her hand, barely able to contain her tears. All she could manage to do was nod.

His face broke out in a huge smile, and he pulled the ring from its cushion and slipped it on her finger.

“I love you, Rebecca. And I always will. I want to start a family with you and spend the rest of my life with you.”

She nodded, the tears flowing now. “I want that, too.”

She threw her arms around him and held him tight. “I love you so much.”

She didn’t know what would happen to her family here at the hotel, but she trusted that Rex would do the best for them.

And they would be okay without her. Because she knew it was time to leave here. To start a family of her own. To start a life with Rex.

Because he loved her and cared about her above all others. As she did him.

And that’s all she’d ever wanted.
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Chapter 1

“Oh my God, I can’t believe someone is willing to pay five thousand dollars to have dinner with me.” River stared at the Kickstarter page on her cell.

“Really?” her friend Tia said. “Let me see.”

Tia pushed her long, red hair behind her ear as she peered over River’s shoulder. They were standing in the break room of Giselle’s, the cosmetics and accessories store where they worked. River was just checking her e-mails before she stashed her phone and other belongings in her locker and started her shift.

“Hey, your campaign looks like it’s fully funded,” Tia observed. “That was fast. Didn’t you just start it up?”

River nodded. “Two days ago.” She was shocked as she stared at the numbers. Tia was right.

“So have you figured out where you’re going to take this person? It better be a pretty nice place if they’re paying that much.”

River’s stomach clenched as she shook her head, opening the next e-mail. She’d never thought anyone would actually pay that much. She knew most campaigns had some extravagant options people could buy in order to get online donors to contribute to a business initiative. She’d thought of having the person’s initial tattooed on her thigh, but then discovered that someone else had done something similar. Then Tia suggested the dinner thing.

River had her own nail polish blog and had built up a bit of a following, but she never thought anyone would be enough of a fangirl to pay that much to meet her. In fact, the thought made her a bit nervous.

“Look,” Tia said, still reading the next e-mail over her shoulder. “She wants to do it on Saturday. And she’s even picked the place.” Tia glanced at River. “Can you afford diner at the Carousel?”

“When she’s paying five grand I can.”

River turned off her phone and pushed her purse into the locker next to Tia’s then closed the door.

* * *

“Hello there. River, isn’t it?”

River glanced up from straightening the display of lipsticks and nail polishes into the face of the handsome customer. She recognized him from yesterday when he’d come in with his wife or girlfriend. He’d bought a lot of items for her, mostly high-end nail polishes and a few pieces of the boutique’s designer costume jewelry.

“Yes, sir.” River smiled. “Are you back for that onyx necklace for your friend?”

He smiled, his gaze gliding over her in a way that made her uncomfortable. “No, actually. I was hoping that maybe you’d join me for a drink when you finish work.”

Good God, he had to be kidding. She knew he had a girlfriend. He knew she knew he had a girlfriend.

“I’m sorry, sir, but I’m seeing someone.”

He shrugged. “So?”

Her skin quivered in revulsion.

“I spent a lot of money here. I assume you made quite a bit in commission.”

Anger surged to the surface and the polite comeback she’d fought to utter slipped away. “Does that approach actually ever get you anywhere? Because—”

But suddenly Tia grabbed her arm, startling her. “River, time for your break. I’ll take over here.”

Tia hustled River to the side and then went back and started talking with the man. His indignant expression faded as Tia turned on the charm, tossing her long red hair over her shoulder and turning on that beaming smile of hers.

River walked away, realizing her friend had just saved her from another reprimand from their boss.

You have to learn to deal with customers who come on to you in a polite manner, her manager would always say. Simply say no, and if that doesn’t work, excuse yourself and find another staff member or manager to step in.

River knew the drill, but any guy who betrayed his girlfriend, or tried to bully a woman into doing something she didn’t want to do, like go out with him, made her see red.

She walked to the break room door, watching while Tia chatted to the man.

“You had a little trouble, I see.” Her manager, Louise, stepped up beside her.

“Tia took over,” River said, a bit resentful that Louise had been watching her so closely. Waiting for her to make a mistake.

“I’m glad. I’d hate to write you up for being rude to a customer again.” Louise glanced at River’s hands. “I don’t recognize the shade of nail polish you’re wearing. It’s not one of ours, is it?”

River curled her fingers. “No,” she admitted.

“River, you know that everyone who works in the store is supposed to wear our nail polishes. Especially the new spring line.”

River cringed inside. Normally, she loved the products the boutique carried, and often gave rave reviews on her blog—that’s one of the reasons she’d wanted to work here in the first place—but the spring line was too ordinary for her. Soft pastels in a plain cream finish.

River liked some pizzazz on her nails. Bright colors or deep rich tones with multichrome flakies were her favorites. Maybe some flashy design in strong metallic tones. Or a leather finish with studs.

Cream pastels just didn’t do it for her. So she’d worn one of her own creations, a duochrome that shifted from turquoise to a rich blue depending on how the light hit it.

“Make sure when you come in on Saturday that you’re wearing one of the spring shades”—Louise raised her eyebrow—“or consider looking for a new job. Understand?”

“But I’m not supposed to be working on Saturday.” River had already sent the e-mail confirming she would meet the person who’d paid so much to have dinner with her. She didn’t want to jeopardize getting the investment. Starting her own nail polish company was her dream and if she didn’t honor the dinner, she could lose that investment and the whole Kickstarter campaign would drop below the minimum and she wouldn’t get anything.

“I changed the schedule. It’s posted in the break room.”

“Please, Louise, I have something else to do on Saturday. It’s really important.”

“Cancel it. I need you here.” Then Louise turned and walked away.

* * *

“Tia, please. I’ll take any shift you want. Just cover for me on Saturday.”

“Sorry, Riv. I told you I’m going to my cousin’s wedding. I mean really, I’d love to get out of it, but if I don’t go, my mom’ll kill me.”

River sighed. “I get it. Sorry to be a bug.”

“You’ve already asked everyone else?”

River nodded. She’d phoned everyone in the store over the past two days, but no one wanted to give up a Saturday off.

“Okay, look, move the dinner back to eight,” Tia suggested. “Louise always takes off midafternoon and Wendy’s closing that night. If you’re lucky, it won’t be too busy, so just ask Wendy if you can take off a little early. If you offer to work for her on a Sunday sometime, I’m sure she’ll say okay.”

* * *

She wasn’t lucky. River glanced at her watch and it was already seven o’clock and she was still waiting for her customer to decide between Pink Fizz and Seafoam. River was almost ready to tell her to take both, one as a gift, and River would pay for it out of her own pocket, but finally the woman chose the Pink Fizz, the one she’d clearly favored all along, and took her purchases to the register.

Wendy hurried over as soon as she finished with her own customer. “Go ahead and take off. Sue and I can close up.”

“Thanks, Wendy.”

River headed to the break room and grabbed her purse. On the way through the store, the same customer stopped her.

“Excuse me, can you help me pick out one of these nail polish gift sets for my sister’s birthday?” It seems she’d left her purchases at the counter and was talking another look around.

Oh, God, River was already late.

“I can help you with that,” Sue said, appearing from nowhere.

“Oh,” the customer said. “Okay, thank you.” She picked up two of the attractive boxes and showed them to Sue, who smiled and nodded.

River mouthed a thank you, then hurried out of the store.

* * *

As River approached the glass door of the restaurant, a woman in black pants, a crisp white shirt, tie, and red brocade vest opened the door from the inside and held it for her.

“Good evening,” the woman said. “Welcome to the Carousel.”

“Thank you.” River was a little intimidated by the posh décor as she stepped inside. “I’m a little late for a reservation. It’s in my name. River Cassidy.”

“Of course, Ms. Cassidy. I’ll take you to your table.”

River followed the tall, elegant woman into the dimly lit restaurant, candles illuminating the intimate booths. They walked down a hallway, River presumed to another section, but the woman stopped in front of a door and knocked, then opened the door.

River followed her inside and realized it was a private dining room with a chandelier of candles over the table, a lovely floral arrangement on the table and …

Her heart stopped as she saw the man rising to his feet from one of two upholstered armchairs arranged by a corner fireplace.

“River. How nice to see you again.”

Her chest clenched as she took in his chiseled jaw, full lips, perfectly proportioned nose, and mesmerizing indigo eyes.

She had hoped she’d never see Kane Winters again.

The sight of him triggered an array of painful memories. She remembered how sweet it had been to feel his arms around her, his lips brushing hers. His muscular body over hers. His cock driving into her and taking her to heaven.

And she remembered how he’d betrayed her … and humiliated her.

“You’re nailpolishlover209?”

He smiled and walked toward her as the hostess exited, closing the door behind her.

“Yes, that’s me.”

“I’m not staying.” She turned and reached for the door handle.

“You owe me dinner.”

She frowned. “Order what you want. I’ll leave my credit card number with the hostess.”

“I don’t care about that. What I want is to spend time with you.” He smiled. “I would think I’d get more than sixty seconds for my five thousand dollars.”

She turned around, fuming. “I don’t want to spend time with you.”

“But you will.” He pulled out a chair, waiting for her to take a seat. “Because you always honor your word.”

Anxiety coiled through her. He was right and they both knew it. She walked stiffly to the table and sat down. He guided the chair forward, then picked up the linen napkin that had been folded into a swan and shook it out, then handed it to her. He always had been quite the gentleman. She took the napkin, the brief contact of his fingers brushing hers sending sparks flashing along her nerve endings, throwing her wildly off balance.

He sat down across from her and placed his own napkin on his lap. She imagined the linen brushing over his thick, muscular thighs. Remembered what it felt like to have her legs wrapped around them.

“You know I never would have agreed to dinner if I’d known it was with you,” she said.

“But you really have no choice. When you put out an offer like that, you have to take what you get.”

“And I got you.”

He smiled. “Yes.”

He was far too pleased with himself and she hated it.

“Why would you spend five thousand dollars for an hour with me?”

His eyebrow arched. “It’ll be at least three hours. You’re staying for dessert and coffee.” He lifted the bottle of wine and poured rich burgundy liquid into the crystal stemmed glass in front of her.

“I can eat faster than that.”

“I’m sure you can. But they won’t serve a five course meal faster than that. And before you argue, I’ve already ordered.”

“But that’s too much food. I couldn’t possibly—”

“The vichyssoise will be here in a moment and yes, you could possibly.” He sipped his wine. “Look, you agreed to have dinner with me …”

“Not with you …”

“So why don’t you just relax and enjoy it?”

A knock sounded, then the door opened. A waiter entered with a small tray, which he set on a side table, then placed a small bowl in front of her.

She realized the waiter had knocked because he’d wanted to warn them he was coming in … so he didn’t interrupt anything. Her cheeks flushed at the thought the waiter might think that they’d be … doing something together.

He served Kane next, then set a basket of fresh baked rolls on the table. The aroma of the bread, still warm, made her mouth water.

She’d gone off grains a couple of weeks ago, but knew she would not be able to resist tonight. She took one, still warm to the touch, and cut it open, then smeared butter on it. It melted as she spread it. She took a bite and had to stop herself from sighing. She did not want Kane to know she was enjoying any part of this.

* * *

Kane watched River as she took a bite of the roll. The look of bliss on her face made him wish he was the one giving her so much pleasure.

And he would be. Of that he was sure. She was reluctant now, but he intended to make up for the pain he’d caused her in college and convince her that they could have a future together. It wouldn’t be easy, but that had never stopped him from going after what he wanted before. A challenge made the victory all that much sweeter.

She dipped her spoon into the soup and tasted it. He could see her eyes light up. This place had the best vichyssoise he’d ever tasted. One of the reasons he’d chosen it. Though the most important reason was the private dining room.

She glanced at him, then schooled her expression to one of ambivalence.

He had to stop from chuckling. She’d always thought she could hide her emotions, but he’d always been able to read her like an open book.

The restaurant had provided Kane with a small buzzer that he’d put in his pocket. It allowed him to signal the staff with a push of a button when they were ready for the next course. It also meant they would only be interrupted when Kane signaled they were ready, which allowed him privacy to discuss his proposal with her after dinner.

He pushed the button and moments later, the waiter returned with their shrimp cocktail.

River had clearly decided that not talking was the best course of action, and he allowed her that option until after the salad.

When the main course arrived—chateaubriand and lobster tails, which he knew she loved—her eyes widened. He realized it was because she probably knew how much it cost. Knowing River—and he did—she would have looked up the menu online before she came and would know that the chateaubriand alone was into the three digits. Add the lobster and the other courses and the meal was probably close to a week’s pay for her. That wasn’t even counting the bottle of wine, which doubled that amount.

The waiter served the food from the beautiful platter onto their plates, then refilled their wineglasses. A moment later, he disappeared out the door.

Kane leaned forward. “River, don’t worry about the cost of the meal. I’m paying for it.”

Her wide blue gaze darted to his, looking thankful at first, then shifting to determined.

“No, it’s my responsibility to pay for dinner.”

“Actually, it doesn’t say that anywhere in the agreement. So I believe it’s my prerogative to pay if I choose.”

“But—”

“If you insist on paying for dinner for me, then we can go to a roadhouse for a second dinner and we’ll count this as a rehearsal dinner.”

“A rehearsal dinner? It’s not like we’re getting married.” Instantly her cheeks flushed a deep rose color.

He laughed. “Really? Talk of marriage so soon? We’ve barely gotten started renewing our connection. Give us a little time.”

She practically growled. “We aren’t renewing anything. Once this dinner is done, I’m gone and we never see each other again.”

“Well, no, not really.”

* * *

River’s eyes narrowed as she stared at him suspiciously. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, I didn’t just buy this dinner opportunity with you. Did you notice how quickly your campaign hit the target?”

“Yes,” she said slowly, her stomach tightening. Please, don’t let him say that—

“I bought all the options.”

Oh, God, he’d said it.

“All of them?”

“That’s right.”

The superb taste of the chateaubriand soured in her mouth. She put down her fork and stared at him.

“What are you going to do with a thousand bottles of nail polish?”

The option rewards had basically been choices of nail polish. The lower-cost options included a single bottle of polish, the middle level included packages of the basic shades of the collection, and the high-level rewards were sets of the whole collection, which included the special top coats. Altogether, that would be about a thousand bottles.

Her heart sank. She’d been so happy that so many people would be trying her nail polish and hopefully love it and want to come back for more. She’d seen this as a way to grow her clientele. But because of what Kane had done, she’d only reached one client, and he didn’t even care about the polish. He had just used this as an opportunity to trap her into seeing him again. Altogether the campaign had raised fifteen thousand dollars, including this dinner, and after expenses—including the huge outreach to bloggers as she’d intended—she would be left with enough to buy more supplies and get a kick-ass Web site set up, and do some promotion, but without that base of clients …

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe I’ll build a special room for them. I can have you come and organize them for me.”

She quirked her eyebrow. “I don’t think so.”

“So how many nail polishes do you have?” he asked.

She shifted in her seat. “In stock, you mean?”

“No, I mean personally.”

Oh, God, she didn’t want to reveal her quirky obsessiveness. “Um … I have a few.”

His grin broadened. “Come on. Tell me.”

She pursed her lips. “Well … about … uh … fourteen hundred.”

He chuckled.

“Why are you laughing?”

“Well, for someone who is tight for cash, that’s a lot of money tied up. Each bottle is what … twenty-five dollars?”

Her eyes widened. “Are you kidding? Sure, a bottle of Louboutin goes for fifty dollars.” She’d seen the stylish bottle online and drooled over the facet-shaped bottle that looked like a jewel and the tall slender cap, like one of the iconic stiletto heels from the designer’s line of shoes. “Or Dior for thirty to forty dollars. Azature, which is infused with a crushed diamond, is twenty-five, but I only have one of those.” Her one indulgence. “Most of what I have are two-dollar brands from the drugstore. Like Sinful Colors. They’re really nice,” she defended. She didn’t mention that she did have several from the boutique where she worked, but with her store discount they weren’t too pricey.

“Even at two dollars a bottle, that’s close to three grand.”

She leaned back in her chair, her back stiff. “Sure, but I don’t have many shoes.”

His eyes glittered and he laughed again, a deep, delightful sound. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“Well, I’m just saying. A lot of women buy lots of shoes. But I don’t. And shoes are thirty or forty dollars a pair.”

“Sweetheart, I have no idea where you shop, but the last pair of shoes I bought for a woman was over a thousand dollars.”

She crossed her arms. “I think you just made my point.”

She pushed aside her plate, her meal only half eaten. Under the covered silver platter on the side table, more food was being kept warm.

“Look, I don’t want to argue about nail polish or shoes, or why we’re here,” she said. “I have to work tomorrow so I’d like to go home.”

“There’s still dessert.”

“I’m full.”

“Then stay for coffee.”

“I—”

But he glanced at his gold Rolex watch and she sighed.

“Fine.”

He picked up his napkin and wiped his mouth, leaving his meal unfinished, then pulled back her chair. “Let’s sit by the fireplace.”

But when she stood up, he rested his hand on her upper arm—the action intimate and totally familiar—and her heart raced. She couldn’t think with him this close. With him touching her like that.

Before she knew what was happening, he drew her close and his lips brushed hers. She sucked in a breath, immobile at the shock of his solid body against hers, her hormones swirling through her. Then his lips pressed more firmly, coaxing, and his tongue slipped inside her mouth. She melted against him, the deep, intense yearning she’d suffered so long … that she’d buried inside so deep she thought it would never resurface … stole away her reasons for keeping him at a distance. Denied her the barriers she needed to keep her sanity while in his arms, plucking each excuse from her brain before it could surface.
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