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PRAISE FOR POWER PLAY


“Packed with a good storyline and some very sizzling episodes...phew!" ★★★★★ Gloria Wenman, Goodreads

"It is a must read." ★★★★★ Shannon Vaughan-Patton, Goodreads

"The story flowed so well. I was sucked into it from the moment they had their first conversation. The sex was beyond hot." ★★★★★ itmfiddler, Goodreads

"This book is really super-sexy, but it is also really emotionally charged." ★★★★★ ChristiSnow, Goodreads

"It is scorching hot book." ★★★★★ Zarithdol, Goodreads


POWER PLAY


He plays for keeps.

Sex with a stranger was Francesca's birthday gift to herself. She didn't realize the gorgeous man in the power suit was her new marketing rival.

The competition for clients heats up--literally--when Reed proposes a game. Win the account, win a fantasy. Bondage, submission and spankings, oh my! Soon the lovers come to the brink of something they never intended…or expected.


CHAPTER ONE




Reed Donovan stared at the flat-screen TV in the corner of the bar, and though his eyes were seeing the baseball game, his mind wasn’t processing a single aspect of it. He leaned back in his chair and tried to shake off the lingering traces of jetlag. Two days earlier, he’d flown back to the States after nine months in London. He only had tonight left to recover from the trip before he returned back to work bright and early the next morning.

He picked up the drink in front of him and took a long, deep swig. His throat was parched and his mouth dry. Clearly the stress of his day job was affecting his mind, messing with his head. He’d gone to London in the early fall to clean up the mess the former manager had left in his company’s branch office.

“Have to admit I didn’t think you had it in you to be quiet for so long.”

Reed looked up and found his cousin, the owner of the bar, looking down at him. He gestured to the chair across from him and watched Carter sit.

Reed lifted his glass. “Trying to drink away some of my damn tiredness. Not looking forward to going back to work tomorrow.”

“Nine months is a damn long time to uproot from your home, Reed. And I know you hate playing the admin role, know you’ve been gritting your teeth every minute of these last few months, wishing you were back doing what you love.”

“Uncle Brian needed my help getting the London branch back under control. The last manager only managed to run the damn thing into the ground. It was my job to clean house, to put the pieces back together.”

Carter leaned back in the chair, put his hands behind his head and studied his face. “So what’s stuck up your ass? You’re home now. Figured you’d be happy and celebrating that little fact.”

Reed rubbed his eyes wearily. His cousin was right, he should be doing fucking flips around the bar. Instead, he felt tired, irritable. “You want me to make a bulleted list for you?”

Carter grinned. “Is this gonna be a long presentation, Mr. Exec?”

Reed leaned forward, not bothering to acknowledge his cousin’s joke. “Number one, I’m pissed as shit about Brian sending me to London. I’ve worked my ass off for that man for years and I don’t appreciate being used as a lackey to do his goddamn dirty work. I’m going into his office tomorrow and let him know it’s not something I ever intend to do again.”

Carter winced. “Fuck, man. That’s not gonna be a fun conversation.”

“You’re right. It’s not. Number two, while I was off wasting my MBA skills playing office manager, he let my marketing partner lose two prospective clients to The Wilkerson Team. I could have landed those accounts if Brian would have let me do my job.”

“Sounds like your partner sucks.”

“You’re missing the point, Carter. If I’d been there, those companies would be The Donovan Group’s clients.”

Carter waved a waitress over and ordered a whiskey, straight up, before gesturing for Reed to continue. “Anything else you need to get off your chest?”

Reed leaned back. “Frankie Carlyle.”

“Who’s that?”

“The bastard who stole my deals. Some hotshot upstart from The Wilkerson Team.”

“Ah, so you’ve finally got some competition, eh?”

Reed narrowed his eyes. “Hardly.”

“Damn, you’re a sore loser. Always have been.”

Reed wanted to argue, but figured it was pointless. Carter knew him too well. “Lucky for me, I never lose.”

Carter burst out with loud laughter.

Reed scowled. “I’m simply going to tell Brian I’m not cleaning up any more messes. I’m a marketing guy and if he’d let me do that job instead of shipping me off to goddamn London for nearly a year, Frankie Carlyle wouldn’t have two jobs that should have been mine.”

Carter sat up, leaning across the table to slap him on the shoulder in a supportive way. “You and I both know anger doesn’t win an argument with Brian. He had his reasons for sending you away. Whether or not he cares to enlighten you on the whys of it is another matter entirely.”

Reed nodded, but didn’t elaborate on his real concerns regarding Frankie Carlyle. He’d seen print copies of the presentations that landed the deals. They were good. Very good. And there was a small part of Reed that wondered if he could have landed the deals if he’d been around.

He attempted to stretch a tight kink out of his neck. He was stressed out and tired. There were three more big bids looming in The Donovan Group’s immediate future and Reed intended to land every single one of them. Carlyle was about to meet his match.

“Earth to Reed.”

He glanced across the table and realized his cousin had been speaking to him.

Carter gave him a shit-eating grin and shook his head. “Damn, man. Grab yourself a woman and fuck this aggression out of your system. You gotta blow off some steam before you talk to Uncle Brian or you’re bound to get your ass fired.”

Reed snorted and nodded. Carter was probably right. He scanned the bar for the first time since he’d walked in tonight. He hoped to spot Genevieve. Though he didn’t date—his job didn’t allow him much time for romance—he did enjoy the occasional hookup with Vivi. When he spotted her in the corner of the room, he smiled.

Carter caught the direction of his gaze and nodded his approval. “Good call. Vivi will cure what’s ailing you.”

“I think she just might.”

He grinned, about to stand, when a woman seated at the bar turned to retrieve something from her purse and caught his attention. She was clearly a businesswoman. Her expensively tailored suit, the briefcase at her feet, and the Droid she was typing into fast and furiously all proclaimed her role. He could only see her in profile, but he was taken aback by the delicate curve of her face, the single loose tendril of jet black hair that had escaped her stylishly pinned-up French twist. She appeared to be tall, with long legs that just wouldn’t quit. She was slim and, much to his chagrin, the size of her breasts was concealed by her suit jacket. He was a breast man through and through.

As he continued to watch her tap away at the tiny phone screen, he wondered for a moment what it was about her that was holding his attention. She was lovely, yes, but he’d seen more beautiful women. And while her body—what he could see of it—was hot, Vivi was just as shapely, just as sexy.

However, there was something about the way she held herself as she sat at the bar, quietly sipping from her glass of red wine. She simply exuded confidence and the image struck him as vaguely familiar, though he’d bet his entire life savings he’d never seen her before. He stared at her for several moments before he realized Carter had turned to see what he was looking at.

“Ah, the fair Francesca,” his cousin said.

“Francesca?”

Carter gestured toward the beautiful woman. “She’s a regular here. Comes in a couple times a week. Sometimes alone, sometimes with friends or colleagues. Trust me when I say you should stick with Vivi.”

“Why?” He wasn’t sure what prompted his question. Until Carter spoke, he’d had no intentions of approaching the woman. Now that his cousin had piqued his curiosity, he wasn’t so sure.

“Because she’s the female version of you, Reed. Powerful, successful, used to being in control. She wouldn’t go for that macho routine of yours. Women like her aren’t into men like us. When she settles down, it will be with a nice, biddable man who doesn’t mind a woman who wears the pants in the relationship. That’s sure as hell not you.”

Reed turned his attention away from the woman’s face and back to his cousin’s. “You seem to know quite a bit about her.”

“We’ve talked, just about shit in general, nothing personal. She’s smart and she’s funny, but she’s also…” Carter paused, and Reed sensed his cousin was searching for a word he couldn’t find, “…dominant.”

“Dominant?”

Carter shrugged. “I don’t mean in a leather-wearing, whip-wielding way, but yeah, she’s, well, hell, she’s you, but with boobs and nothing dangling between her legs.”

Reed laughed. “So you’re warning me away?”

“Honestly? Yes. You’re feeling sort of down right now and you need a pick-me-up, not more complications. Vivi’s made-to-order, no muss, no fuss. You two can get together, wrinkle the sheets for a little while and come tomorrow morning, your perspective on life will be clearer.”

Reed glanced at Vivi and knew his cousin made a good point. Being with her was easy, relaxing, comfortable. They knew what the other liked in bed and neither of them expected a morning-after courtesy call. Simple.

Then, from the corner of his eye, he saw Francesca move, turn her face toward the room. Her gaze met his and held. He leaned forward in his chair. It was the first time she’d acknowledged his presence. He narrowed his eyes, wondering what she was seeing. Was she feeling the same attraction? The same fascination? She studied him for only a fraction of a minute, mere seconds, but in that time, Reed felt as if he’d been shocked by the electrical current flowing between them.

“Should have saved my breath,” Carter said, rising.

“What?”

“I’ve never known you to take the easy way. Good luck, bud. You’re going to need it.” Carter turned and walked to his office, leaving Reed alone.

He looked at Vivi once more. She’d drop everything to spend the evening obeying his every command if he walked over and offered the invitation.

He didn’t.

Instead, he stood and walked toward the bar, toward Francesca.

Claiming the empty seat next to her, he waved the bartender over. “Hi, Joe. I’ll have a Guinness, and get another glass of red for Francesca here.”

She’d already been looking at him as he ordered, but when he mentioned her name, he noticed the slightest narrowing of her eyes.

“Do I know you?”

He shook his head. “No. My cousin Carter owns this bar. He mentioned your name to me.”

She digested that information as he studied her face. She was gorgeous. Now that they were in closer proximity, he was able to spot the slightest amount of her generous cleavage through her blouse.

“Up here, babe,” she said pointing to her face, when his eyes lingered too far south for a second too long.

He grinned at her joke. Oh yeah. She was everything his cousin described. Trouble in a thirty-four D cup. Good stuff.

“So, your cousin suggested that you buy me a drink?”

“No.” Reed pointed to where Vivi still sat behind her. “He told me to buy her a drink.”

Francesca glanced over her shoulder. “Pretty girl. Did you miss your mark? Need me to draw you a map? Help you get over there?”

“My sense of direction is just fine.”

She rested her chin on her hand and, for the briefest moment, he wondered what the hell was going on in her mind. Then the bartender returned with their drinks and distracted her.

She sighed heavily as she looked at the full glass of wine. “I really shouldn’t drink this. I’ve had two glasses already. I have a big day at work tomorrow and attempting it hungover isn’t a good strategy.”

He grinned. She clearly wasn’t drunk. He wasn’t even sure he’d call her tipsy, but she was definitely enjoying the relaxing effects of the wine.

“You strike me as the type who can handle her alcohol. And anything else that might come her way.” It was an obvious come-on, but he didn’t care. There was something about her that screamed sex…and something else. Some elusive something he couldn’t put his finger on.

He took a sip of his Guinness. The alcohol was working on smoothing his rough edges too. His neck wasn’t stiff anymore, and he was feeling looser, freer from the stress of work.

She leaned closer, her cheek still resting on her hand. “You know, I’ve always had this fantasy.”

He moved toward her. Her voice was low, husky, sexy as fuck. “Oh yeah?”

“Sex with a stranger.”

Her words hit him like a punch in the stomach, and his cock filled the maximum weight recommended for his pants in three seconds flat. There was no way he could adjust them without drawing her attention to his dilemma. Then he grinned and made the adjustment anyway.

Her eyes followed the motion of his fingers.

“Up here, babe,” he teased, mimicking her words.

She laughed. “You’re really Carter’s cousin?”

“Yep, I’m Re⁠—”

She cut him off quickly with a wave of her hand. “No. You tell me your name and we stop being strangers.”

She had a point. And a set of knockers that had him feeling light-headed.

Taking a deep breath, he decided to go for broke. “Where do you wanna do this?”

“Follow me.”

She rose from her barstool. Reaching down, she picked up her briefcase. “Hey, Joe. Do you mind stowing this behind the bar for me for a few minutes?”

Joe shook his head. “No prob.”

She threw her small purse over her head and shoulder, the long strap crossing between her breasts, accentuating the perfection of her figure. She took one of his hands in hers and led him toward the back hallway. Passing by the restrooms, she stepped through the outside door the led to the dark alleyway. While it was empty at the moment, they both knew anyone could walk their way in a moment’s notice.

Strangely, he liked that idea. He’d never considered himself an exhibitionist. Hell, he’d never taken a woman’s hand and let her lead him anywhere, yet he was following Francesca like a dog on a leash. The feeling, though uncomfortable, wasn’t unbearable. While she might have initiated the starting gate, he had no doubt he’d be driving by the time they crossed the finished line.

“Here,” she said, thrusting something into his hand. “Put this on.”

He looked down. She’d handed him a condom. He was equal parts horny and annoyed. Time for the tide to change.

Stepping closer, he turned her as he walked, pushing her against the wall. “You put it on me,” he demanded.

For the briefest moment he thought she was going to protest, but then she reached down and started tackling the button and zipper on his jeans.

He reached up, pushed her jacket and purse off her shoulders, and cupped her breasts. They were full and firm. Perfect. Tweaking her nipples through the thin material of her silk blouse and her bra, he enjoyed the image of her eyes drifting closed, the acceleration of her breath and the slight flush covering her cheeks.

“My pants,” he prodded, reminding her of her task.

She opened her eyes and gave him a smirk he immediately distrusted. “Say please.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Take my cock out and put the condom on it, Francesca. Now.”

Her hands stilled. “Beg me,” she taunted.

He moved his hands from her breasts to the wall at her back, caging her in, letting her feel his height, his size. It was a power play, pure and simple. She needed to understand that while he let her instigate the game, he was taking over. “Pull up your skirt.”

She shook her head. “One little word. That’s all you have to say. Say it. Say please.”

He gritted his teeth. He’d never been denied, never bedded a woman who didn’t play by his rules. “I’m not going to say it. Now, lift your skirt.”

“No.”

Reed took a deep breath, tried to calm his ragged nerves. “Have you changed your mind?”

“No. Have you?”

Reed rested his forehead against hers and tried to get his bearings. She was screwing with his head, messing with his needs. Fuck it.

She reached up and let one button loose on her blouse, baring more of her gorgeous cleavage.

No, he decided, fuck her.

He reached down to the hem of her skirt and thrust it up, bunching the material at her waist. Yanking hard, he pulled her panties down as she resumed releasing him from his pants. Their actions were frantic, hungry, and several times their hands bumped into each other in their rush to resume the fantasy.

“I’m going to fuck you hard,” he warned. She’d pushed him too far. He’d been a loose electrical wire all night and she’d triggered the spark.

“Do it,” she demanded. Her hand grasped his hard cock, and he sucked in a pained breath. He’d never been this erect, this ready. Jesus. He’d never make it to her cunt if she kept touching him like that.

Pulling her hand away, he took the condom from her and covered himself in one smooth, practiced move. Lifting her hips, he positioned himself at the opening of her body. Pausing, he realized he was about to take her, take this virtual stranger against the back wall of the bar. They were out in the open, in clear view should anyone venture their way. The idea was heady, the moment one of the most exciting of his life.

“What are you waiting for?” she prodded. “An engraved invitation?”

Smart-ass.

God, she was fantastic. Fascinating. Fucked.

Francesca moaned as the man pushed into her. What the hell was she doing? She wasn’t this kind of person. She didn’t invite a complete stranger to have sex with her against the wall of a bar.

It was stress, pure and simple. She was letting her everyday life get to her and she was acting in a way so out of character, she wasn’t sure she could even recognize the feminine voice begging the man to take her harder, faster.

The brick wall at her back scratched her sensitive skin through her shirt, the slight pain driving her arousal higher. She was on fire, her body at war with her conscience. Sex had never been this raw, this hot, this damn good. His grip on her ass tightened as he lifted her higher. She arched her back slightly, guaranteeing he could move in deeper. The adjustment had him touching that very magical place she could usually only find alone with her vibrator. No man had ever managed the feat.

“Jesus,” she groaned, her fingers digging into the material of his shirt, looking for something to anchor her to this spot forever. Stars started to appear behind her closed eyelids, and she knew she was quickly approaching the point of no return.

The man growled as her orgasm struck. It was no slow buildup. No gradual occurrence. It struck like lightning, flashing through her with such intensity, her toes curled in her high heels, her legs gripping his waist like a vise. He continued to thrust inside her as she came. He gave her no surcease, no rest. Her head swam with the realization he wasn’t finished with her yet.

Thank God.

“Put your legs down.” His voice was gruff, hard, the unfamiliar sound reminding her that she was indeed having sex with a stranger.

She frowned, wanting to protest. She may be a shark at work, but she always played fair. He hadn’t gotten his due. “We’re not stopping. You didn’t come yet.”

“I want to fuck you from behind.”

His declaration sent a fresh round of juices to her pussy and she quickly complied, dropping her legs, though the damn things were unable to support her weight. He’d fucked her silly already.

“Easy,” he murmured, wrapping his arm around her waist, twisting her until she faced the wall. He moved her body like she was made of clay, forming her, molding her until she was positioned just the way he wanted. She’d never let a man guide her like this.

Another part of the fantasy? She wasn’t sure, but there wasn’t time to consider her response when he shoved his cock to the hilt in one rough push.

She moaned, her body instantly welcoming him back with a mini-climax that shuddered throughout her frame. She vaguely heard him curse and she grinned, aware of the knowledge she was shaking some of Mr. Cool, Calm and Collected’s well-practiced restraint.

She’d seen him the second she’d entered the bar. He was hard to miss, sitting alone with a quiet confidence that seemed to proclaim the world was his for the taking. She could relate. She saw that same look in her mirror every morning. There were some people who were simply born to lead, born to conquer. She’d long ago given up fighting her nature, trying to fit into a man’s world as society’s vision of a woman. She was strong-willed, opinionated, smart and driven. She wouldn’t apologize for any of those things. One look at this stranger’s face had proven she’d found a kindred spirit.

“Bend over more,” he commanded, his hand on her upper back, pushing her lower. She complied, her palms flat against the bricks. She used her arms not only to support her against his potent onslaught, but to move back into his painfully beautiful blows. She couldn’t get enough of him.

“God,” she gasped. “Harder.”

His hands on her hips tightened and he doubled his speed, pounding inside her in the way she’d only ever dreamed of. Her dominant personality tended to scare away stronger men, leaving her with bedmates who were too gentle, too meek, too fucking lame to waste her time on. She craved this man’s strength, his confidence, his skill.

She’d covertly watched him all night, warring with herself over whether or not to approach him. The closeness she’d seen between him and Carter had solidified her decision to approach him. She knew Carter to be a shrewd, intelligent, honorable man. He wouldn’t be friends with anyone who didn’t share at least some of those traits, and it was then she knew she’d offer her one-night stand. She’d been shocked when he approached her first.

“Goddammit,” he murmured against the back of her head. She tilted her face, loving the feeling on his hot breath on her cheek as he bent over her. “So fucking good.”

She agreed. It was perfect. His words triggered a reaction, and she gave herself up to her third—and strongest—orgasm yet.

This time, she took him down with her, his body jerking into her one, two, three more times as he came. She rested her forehead against the wall, praying it didn’t leave scratches on her face. They could be hard to explain in the morning.

Both of them were gasping for breath, neither of them in a hurry to move, to part. She felt his cock softening in her body. It was over. Her most wicked fantasy realized. How many nights had she lain in bed and masturbated to the image of some faceless man approaching her in an alley, pushing her against the wall, taking her? She’d just given herself to a tall, dark, handsome, commanding stranger, and she had to admit the reality was a hell of a lot hotter than the dream.

Her traitorous body quivered a bit, sorry to see it end and ready to do it all again. He must have felt her reaction, so his words surprised her.

“Stand up.”

Regretfully, she pushed herself upright, reaching down to slip her skirt back over her hips. He pulled off the condom and disposed of it in a dumpster a few feet away before zipping up his pants. Within seconds, they were both decently covered once more.

Her panties were lying on the ground and she bent to retrieve them, but he halted her with a firm hand on her upper arm.

“Leave them there.”

Her eyes narrowed and she bristled at his continually condescending tone. It wasn’t one that ever worked well with her. It reminded her too much of her strict father.

While she’d enjoyed this stranger’s strength as he fucked her, she wasn’t a woman who would ever be commanded, ordered about.

“No,” she said, starting to bend once more. She was surprised when he released her arm, bent down and quickly scooped up her panties before she could reach them. She held out her hand, but he shook his head and put them in his pants pocket.

“Give them to me.” She held her hand up higher.

He grinned. “Nope. They’re mine. Little souvenir.”

“I’m not fucking Disneyland. Give me my panties.”

He moved forward, once more pushing her against the bar’s rough wall. Before, it had been a turn-on, but now it was a power play that merely annoyed her. He may have her in the height and build category, but she wasn’t that easy to push around. “Give them to me or I’ll make you very sorry.”

“No.”

He turned quickly as she struck, her knee finding only his firm, muscular thigh.

“Tsk, tsk, tsk. I wouldn’t be so quick to maim me, sweetheart. What about round two?”

Now it was her turn to shake her head. “There won’t be a round two. I got what I wanted. Game over.”

She expected her self-assured tone to do the trick, call him off. God knew it worked on at least ninety-nine percent of the people she’d ever met. All she had to do was look the person in the eye, give them the tone, and they’d back off. No matter what the argument. This man didn’t move.

“Not yet, it’s not.”

“Excuse me. I told you what I wanted and I got it. Now step away and give me my panties.”

“I’m keeping the panties.”

“Listen, you son of a b⁠—”

He cut off her words with a firm hand on her chin, interrupting her. “I’ll pay you for them.”

She narrowed her eyes suspiciously. He was standing too close, holding her too sweetly. No one caressed her, coddled her, but that’s what this felt like. “Pay me? I’m rich. I don’t need your money.”

He laughed. “I wasn’t talking about money. I was talking about this.”

He bent down, leaned in for a kiss. She panicked. “No.” She turned her head at the last moment, his lips grazing her cheek as she twisted. “No kisses.”

“Why not?” He was still standing too close, and his question tickled her ear. She could tell by his tone he was undeterred.

“Because I don’t want you to kiss me. That’s not what this was about.”

He leaned back, and she breathed a bit easier. “Just sex with a stranger.”

She nodded.

“I want to see you again.”

She barked out a laugh. “No. No way. In case you haven’t been paying attention, we’ve already stretched our compatibility limits to the hilt. A few more words from either of us and the cable’s gonna break and slice us both in half.”

He seemed to enjoy her assessment, and she could see by the look in his eyes, he agreed. “Maybe you’re right.”

“I’m always right.” She hadn’t meant her words as a joke, but his laughter seemed to insinuate that he’d taken them that way.

“You are a very interesting woman, Francesca.”

She shrugged, but a small part of her liked his flattering remark. Knew that coming from this man it was high praise indeed.

“Keep the panties,” she said at last, pushing against his chest. He took two steps back and she knew it wasn’t because of her force, but because he was ready to free her.

“I’d planned on it.”

She snorted out a brief laugh. Oh yeah, they’d never be able to coexist in the same room for more than three minutes. Neither of them willing to give an inch.

“You have a very pretty smile.”

She sucked in a breath at the compliment. Men didn’t shower her with flowery words. She wondered if they thought she was so self-confident she didn’t need them.

“Thank you.” Though she’d spoken them in response to his comment, she realized she was thanking him for much more than that. “I have to go. Early day tomorrow.”

He nodded. “Me too. Good night, Francesca.”

She gave him another smile. “Good night, stranger.”

As she walked back into the bar, her thoughts whirled over the evening and her actions. In her professional life, she was used to taking what she wanted, fighting to achieve every goal she’d ever set for herself. Tonight was the first time she’d done the same for her personal life.

“Hey, Joe.” She waved to get the bartender’s attention.

“Leaving?”

She nodded as he bent down to retrieve her briefcase, handing it to her.

“Happy Birthday, Francesca.”


CHAPTER TWO




“What the hell are you doing?” Reed wanted to wince at his opening line. He’d rehearsed his speech to his uncle all evening. After watching Francesca leave, he’d gone back into the bar and had another beer, reliving the hottest sexual experience of his life over and over, until he realized the night wasn’t getting any younger. The liaison in the alley had worked the trick—soothing the rough edges, and he’d actually felt calm. Ready to confront his uncle without anger, without emotion.

That feeling lasted ten minutes into the workday. Then he learned his uncle had fired his marketing partner, replacing the man without his knowledge or input, and his head had nearly exploded off his shoulders.

“I’m drinking coffee, like I do every morning. What the hell are you doing?” His uncle’s condescending tone caused his vision to turn a cloudy red.

Brian had taken him under his wing the day Reed had graduated top of his class in high school. He’d pulled him aside at his graduation party and announced he was paying Reed’s way through college. Told him he’d been accepted to NYU’s School of Business and after he earned his degree, he’d be working off the school loan at his uncle’s successful marketing company, The Donovan Group.

It was still amazing to Reed that he’d never blinked twice at his uncle’s offer, never balked at his controlling gesture. Mainly because it felt as if his uncle had looked into his heart and read his dreams.

Now, for the first time ever, he was starting to reconsider that dream.

“You fired Mitchell? Why the fuck would you do that?”

Brian took a sip of his coffee, moving at a leisurely pace, while Reed paced before his desk, with his fists clenched.

“The man was inept. He cost the company two large bids. I’m sure you’re aware of that.”

Reed grinned, though there was no humor behind the smile. “What I know is that we would have won those accounts if you hadn’t sent me off to London to do your dirty work. I should have been here.”

“Maybe.”

His uncle’s softly spoken comment cut through him like a knife. “No. No maybe. I would have landed those bids. Those clients would be ours.”

Brian leaned back in his chair, assuming a position Reed was all too familiar with. His uncle’s silent regard sent his hackles up. Reed was a damn good marketing exec. He knew it, knew his stuff. He knew how to sell products and how to sell his uncle’s company to clients. The fact his uncle had seen fit to put his true talents aside while thrusting him in such a menial job rubbed against the grain—and pissed him off.

“I’m going to ask you one more time. Why did you send me to London, Brian? I’m not a goddamned office manager and you know it.”

Brian’s eyes narrowed for just a second, and Reed knew his words had hit their mark. Brian never felt beholden to explain his reasoning to anyone. Never.

Unfortunately, rather than respond to his hostile words, his uncle recovered almost immediately, and Reed knew he’d never get an answer.

“I needed your skills in London. It’s as simple as that.”

“You needed my skills here. I think those lost bids should prove that to you.” Reed took a deep breath, feeling certain he had scored a point. There was no way his uncle could deny the fact he’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time.

“In your absence, it was Mitchell’s job to hold down the fort, represent this company. He failed.”

“Mitchell’s a good marketing man.” Reed wasn’t sure why he felt compelled to stand up for his former partner. They’d never exactly been friends, but they’d worked together amicably enough.

Brian shook his head. “Mitchell was a doormat. He was content to hover in the background, to let you do all the work. He was just lazy and stupid enough to kowtow to your demanding nature. I don’t employ that sort at The Donovan Group. I need people who can stand on their own two feet, think for themselves.”

Reed slammed his fists down on his uncle’s desk, leaned closer. “Mitchell was good at what he did.” Reed didn’t acknowledge that his partner’s so-called strengths were to do the parts of the job he abhorred—the paperwork, the busy work. He’d been little more than a personal assistant, but Reed wasn’t about to admit that fact to his uncle. “We were a successful team, dammit.”

“There was no teamwork involved. Mitchell’s failure to win the last two bids proved that. You did the work, carried the brunt of the thinking and planning. He was simply along for the ride.”

Reed sucked in a deep breath, closed his eyes. He didn’t know how to explain to Brian that he preferred it that way. He was used to calling the shots, being in charge. He didn’t relish the thought of trying to break in some fresh-faced hotshot. He was too set it in his ways. “I should have been involved in hiring his replacement. I’m the man who’s going to have to work with this new partner. I should have been included in the interviews, the hiring process.”

“Who owns this company, Reed?”

Reed turned away. Fuck. It was his uncle’s conversation-ending question. Every argument they’d had in the past always ended this way, with that simple question. There was no rebuttal, no denying Brian owned and ruled The Donovan Group in his iron-clad fist.

“Great, Brian. Very enlightening. Thanks so much for clearing up nothing. Can you tell me this at least? Can you tell who the fuckhead is that you’ve hired to replace Mitchell?”

His words were deep, angry and, despite his efforts to shield the emotion, hurt. He’d given his life to The Donovan Group. Worked his ass off to see its continued success.

“Frankie Carlyle.”

Reed stopped in mid-pace. “What?”

Brian leaned forward, and Reed could tell by the look on his uncle’s face he thought he was sharing some exciting news. “I stole Frankie Carlyle away from The Wilkerson Team. Think of it, Reed. You and Frankie working together. The Donovan Group will be unbeatable, unstoppable.”

Reed slowly sank into the chair at his back. Tried to wrap his head around the words his uncle was saying. He’d hired the young upstart. Did Brian think Reed wasn’t capable of landing the big deals on his own?

“As you are aware, there are three big bids looming in our future. I want you and Frankie to work together on them.”

Reed closed his eyes, wished there was some way to turn back the last few minutes. Hell, he wished there was a way to turn back the last year. He’d been at odds, trying to second-guess every decision his uncle had made lately. He felt like he was standing on a crumbling foundation, and he couldn’t figure out what the hell he’d done wrong.

“No,” he said at last, looking his uncle in the eye.

Brian reared back, confusion on his face. “No? No what?”

“No, I’m not working with Frankie Carlyle. I’m perfectly capable of landing those bids on my own. Either you believe in me or you don’t, Brian.”

His words seemed to take some of the wind out of his uncle’s sails. Unfortunately, Brian wasn’t a man who stayed down for long.

“You will work with Frankie and it will be a true collaboration. I won’t be drawn into your pissing contests. It’s time you learned to play nice with others in the sandbox.”

Reed stood quickly, overturning the chair on which he sat, his temper at the breaking point. “Play nice?”

“Excuse me,” said a female voice from the doorway. “Your secretary is away from her desk, Brian, so I thought I’d let you know I was here for our appointment.”

Reed turned, ready to eviscerate the woman for interrupting their conversation. His words froze on his lips when he spotted Francesca standing in the doorway.

“You,” he whispered.

He watched her gaze travel from his uncle to him, her eyes widening with shock.

Brian stood and walked across the room, quickly taking her hand. “Frankie. Reed and I were just talking about you.”

“Frankie?” Reed was aware he sounded like a moron, but his lips, his face had gone numb.

“You’re Reed Donovan?” Her astonished tone clued him in to two facts. Number one, she’d heard his name, knew of his reputation. Number two, she hadn’t known who he was last night.

He nodded, quickly scrambling to get his wits back. He’d been losing the battle against his uncle, and there was no way he was going to give up any more ground in Frankie’s presence.

Besides, he thought, attempting—and failing—to hide his wolfish grin, this changed everything. Frankie Carlyle was a woman. A woman he’d fucked against the back wall of Carter’s bar last night.

“Brian was just filling me in on the next three bids, the ones we’ll be working on together.”

His uncle’s head jerked toward him, obviously surprised by his sudden change of heart. Brian narrowed his eyes, but Reed merely smiled innocently. For once, he knew something his uncle didn’t. He held the upper hand suddenly and he relished the position. “Isn’t that right, Brian?”

His uncle nodded slowly, suspicion covering his face. “Do you two know each other?”

Frankie shook her head quickly and Reed was thankful for her secretiveness, appreciated the fact she understood they needed to keep their prior acquaintance confidential.

Reed walked forward and reached out his hand to her. “Only by reputation. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Carlyle.”

He stressed the Ms. and watched her stand up straighter. She recovered quickly. Frankie took his hand and he was impressed by the strength of her grip, the steadiness of her hand.

“The pleasure is all mine, Mr. Donovan. I’ve admired your work for quite some time.”

He smiled magnanimously, the entire façade an act for Brian’s benefit. “Mr. Donovan is Brian’s title. I’m just Reed. So, Frankie? That must be short for⁠—?”

She narrowed her eyes briefly. “Francesca.”

“Pretty name.”

She smirked. “Named after my grandmother.”

Brian moved forward, giving Frankie a firm handshake as well. “Welcome to The Donovan Group, Frankie. I can’t tell you how happy I was to be able to lure you away from that blasted Wilkerson Team. Your talents were wasted there.”

Frankie laughed lightly, and Reed had to do a quick adjustment to his pants at the sound of it. Clearly, one night in her body wasn’t going to be enough. However, he could tell by the set of her shoulders, the shrewd look on her face, she wouldn’t be an easy mark. He could already imagine her arguments against resuming any sort of affair. Needless to say, she’d try to take the high ground, plead professionalism.

Pity for her, he wasn’t going to make refusal that easy.

Though her attention was focused solely on Brian, Reed would bet his entire retirement fund on the fact that she was perfectly aware of every breath he was taking, every slight movement he made. He adjusted his pants discreetly once more for her benefit. Sure enough, she flushed slightly.

“You made an offer that was hard to refuse.”

“I made an offer that was impossible to refuse.”

She nodded in agreement.

“So, I was explaining to Reed how excited I am about this new partnership. His former partner has cleared out, so you’ll be moving into the office next to Reed’s.”

Reed took a step closer. “The offices open to a main reception area where we’ll share a secretary, but they are also joined together with an inside door. Makes collaborating quite easy.”

He stressed the word collaborating, but Frankie never flinched.

“Wonderful,” she replied.

“Why don’t you take Frankie down to the office, Reed? Show her around. Explain the ropes to her.”

Reed considered exactly what sort of ropes he’d like to show Ms. Frankie Carlyle. There were some silken ones in his bedroom he’d be more than happy to⁠—

“I’d like that,” she said, interrupting his wayward thoughts. “I have several boxes in my car I need to have retrieved.”

“Give a word to the man at the security desk in the lobby,” Brian said. “He can help you with those.”

She preceded Reed out of the office. Reed had nearly made his own escape when Brian caught his upper arm and held him back.

He turned to face his uncle, not surprised to see the annoyance and frustration on Brian’s face. His uncle clearly suspected something was up and he didn’t like not knowing what.

“Frankie’s a very lovely woman,” Brian said in a low voice.

Reed nodded.

“I expect you to maintain a professional distance, Reed. You will behave like the gentleman you were raised to be.”

Reed swallowed the bark of laughter that threatened to explode from his chest with that statement. He’d watched his womanizing uncle’s ways since the crib. Brian wasn’t setting the bar very high.

“Of course, Uncle.”

Brian’s eyes narrowed at Reed’s use of his familial title, one Reed rarely used. Unwilling to give Brian time to regroup, Reed shook off the man’s grasp and left the office. Frankie was waiting for him by the elevator.

“The Donovan Group rents out this floor and the one beneath it,” he said smoothly as they entered the elevator. He could feel his uncle’s gaze slicing through his back, had no doubt the man was hanging on his every word.

He turned and smiled as the doors slid closed.

“You!” Frankie turned toward him angrily and he chuckled at her haughty tone.

“Yes,” he said. “Me. Small world, eh?”

Her hand flew out and slapped the stop button on the elevator. “Before we go any farther, I want you to answer one question for me. Did you know who I was last night in the bar?”

He shook his head, her question perfectly valid in light of this morning’s surprising turn of events. “No, Francesca. I didn’t know who you were.”

She sighed and he could see she believed him. “I didn’t know who you were, either.”

He grinned. “I know.”

She closed her eyes, and he could detect the slightest trace of dark circles beneath them. Had she spent her night tossing and turning like he had? Had she relived the memory of their time together until she had no choice but to find relief at her own hand? He’d jacked off twice to the image of her wrapping her legs around his waist. Both times, he’d closed his eyes and come as he remembered her bent forward against the brick wall.

Or were the circles indicative of regret? He certainly hadn’t regretted their brief affair. Had she?

“Francesca,” he began.

“Frankie, please.” She opened her eyes. “My friends call me Frankie.”

He smiled at her kind gesture. “Frankie. I hope you aren’t regretting what happened last night.”

She shook her head. “Until about fifteen minutes ago, last night was on the very short list of things I thought I’d never regret.”

He enjoyed her candor, though he disliked seeing such a wonderful memory besmirched. “And then you walked into Brian’s office.”

“There are over eight million people living in New York City. How in the hell did I manage to pick you out of the crowd?”

He laughed. “If I’m not mistaken, I’m the one who picked you up.”

“Nope, hate to disappoint you, but I was about five seconds away from approaching your table when you walked over to the bar. Last night was going to happen regardless of your lame pickup lines.”

He leaned back against the wall of the elevator and crossed his arms over his chest. He was enjoying this easy banter. “There’s nothing lame about pickup lines that get you laid, sweetheart.”

“You aren’t paying attention, Reed. I’d decided long before you came over to that bar that I was going to issue my invitation. Quite frankly, I wouldn’t have cared if you’d opened your mouth and spoken in Pig Latin.”

“Ah. Oo-yay av-hay ice-nay its-tay.”

She looked down with a mischievous grin, then unbuttoned the top button on her blouse. She studied her breasts for just a moment, before refastening and grinning. “You’re right. My tits are very nice.”

His cock moved from mild interest to full-blown infatuation at her teasing words. The longer they spoke, the more enthralled he was becoming with her.

“By the way, I’m not giving up this job.”

Her change of subject caught him off guard. “I wouldn’t expect you to.”

“Last night was a one-night deal. We both knew that going in. I’d like to suggest we put it behind us.”

Her response was the one he’d been waiting for. He hit the button to their floor, letting the silence between them build. He knew she wanted to finish the conversation, but the elevator doors slid open before she could say more.

“Jessica,” he said, leading her over to the woman seated in the reception area. “I’d like you to meet Mitchell’s replacement. This is Frankie Carlyle.”

The two women exchanged handshakes and pleasantries as Reed allowed the seed of an idea take root in his brain. When he’d seen Frankie in Brian’s office, all he could think about was seducing her again. Now that he’d spoken to her, taken stock of her character, he decided mere seduction wasn’t going to be enough.

“If you’ll follow me this way, Frankie, I’ll show you your office.” She followed, and he waited as she studied the new space she would be calling home for ten to twelve hours a day.

“Very nice.”

He pointed out her private bathroom and then led her to the door on the opposite wall that connected to his office. She stepped over the threshold and again, he watched as she quickly assessed everything. She had a sharp mind, and he wondered what she saw when she looked at his office.

“Did you decorate this office yourself?”

He nodded.

“You’re certainly putting it all out there, aren’t you?”

He frowned. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

“This office screams of masculinity and power.” She pointed at his dark oak desk. “Couldn’t find a larger desk? Brian’s wasn’t even this big.”

He grinned. “Big man, big desk.” He wiggled his eyebrows to accentuate just what he considered big, and she scoffed.

“Don’t forget, babe. I took the tour last night. You could’ve downsized a bit.”

He grinned at her taunt. “I didn’t hear you complaining when I was pounding inside your body. If I’m not mistaken, you were begging for more.”

“I don’t beg.”

He took a step closer. Moved her two steps back until her thighs hit his too-large desk. “I could make you beg.”

He expected her to launch into a million arguments about why she wouldn’t continue their affair. Instead, she reached down and pressed firmly against his erection. The unexpected touch caught him off guard.

“You’d be the one begging.”

“Is that a dare?” he said, raising his hands to engulf her hips, pulling her lower body against him.

“No, it’s the truth.” As she spoke, she began to rub his cock through his pants. “You want to put your cock inside me again. Say it. Maybe if you ask real nice, I’ll even let you.”

Her words were tough and sexy as shit. He reached up and tweaked her nipple through her blouse and bra. If he had one regret about the previous night, it was that he hadn’t taken the time to enjoy her tits. They were large, firm, the perfect size for his hands. “Such nice, hard nipples. I bet you want me to suck on them, don’t you? You want me to strip that shirt off, yank that bra down and take you in my mouth. All you have to do is say please.”

She moved her hand from his cock, using her hands to lift herself onto his desk. Before he could process her motions, she had her skirt hiked up to mid-thigh and she was pulling his lower body toward her with her legs as they wrapped around his waist. She kept applying pressure until he could feel the heat of her pussy against his clad cock. “I bet you dreamed about fucking me all night, didn’t you, Reed? Bet you imagined how much you wanted to pound inside me some more. My pussy’s hot and wet and ready. All you have to do is beg for it.”

He grasped her hands, pulling them behind her, holding them at the small of her back with one hand. Her eyes darkened with arousal, and he could sense how much the idea of being captured turned her on. He reached between them with his other hand, dragged it along her silk panties. She wasn’t lying about being wet. The material was more than damp. “Ask for my fingers, Frankie. Ask me to put them inside you. Beg for two, three of them to fuck you hard. Beg me.”

Their faces were close now, both of them gasping for breath. Somewhere along the line this game had gotten out of control. Her set, though pained, face proved she’d never say the words, and even though his cock was reading him the riot act, he knew he wouldn’t, either. He recognized the moment she came to the same realization.

Her legs loosened around his hips, then lowered back to the floor. He released his grip on her hands, swallowing heavily when she slowly rose and pushed her skirt back down.

The silence hovered in the air for only a few moments before she cleared her throat. “It would seem we are evenly matched.”

For once in his life, he had to agree. Carter had warned him last night. Told him approaching Francesca was sheer stupidity. He’d done it anyway. And now he was facing years of his life, sitting in an office next door to the one woman on the planet who could drive him insane with sexual frustration.

Just desserts for years of being a player? Maybe. Carter would call it karma. He walked around to his desk chair and tried not to wince as he sat down with the world’s largest erection fighting the rough material of his slacks for release.

She dropped into the chair across from him, and he tried not to show his annoyance at how quickly she’d managed to compose herself. Then he noticed her turgid nipples through her blouse and watched her squirm. He hid his smile behind his hand. At least, she was suffering too.

He looked at the files on his desk and thought perhaps now was a good time for diversion. “As Brian said in his office, there are three big clients looking for marketing representation. The Golf Connection, an online golf catalog, will be listening to our presentation early next week. That’s the one we need to focus on immediately. After that, we have two weeks before we need to have an ad campaign created for Simply Lovely, a chain of boutiques that cater to women. Finally, at the beginning of next month, we’re bidding to represent Wedded Bliss, a new wedding chapel, that’s sort of an all-in-one deal. They take care of the flowers, clothing, reception, even help make the honeymoon arrangements.”

“Fantastic. The Walmart of weddings. Whatever happened to planning your own damn special day?”

Reed shrugged. “Today’s couple obviously doesn’t have the time. As senior partner in this team, I’ve already sketched out our approach for each bid.”

“What do you mean our approach?”

“I mean, I have the angles ready to roll. All I need you to do is start to put together the materials for the⁠—”

“Excuse me. By angles, you mean…?” She gestured with her hand for him to fill in the blanks.

He sighed. He knew this was going to happen. This is why his partnership with Mitchell worked. Regardless of his attraction to Frankie, she needed to understand her role in the company. In this arena, he would call the shots. “I mean I’ve already decided the details of our campaign pitch. I need you to help me create the presentation.”

“Forgive me, Reed, but I think Brian specifically said we would be working together on these pitches as partners. What you’ve described sounds more like you intend for me to be your personal assistant.”

“I don’t think there’s any denying that in this area I’m simply more experienced than you. Why don’t we play it this way for the first few bids and then maybe, somewhere down the line, when you’re ready, we’ll talk about⁠—”

“Ready?” She rose angrily from the chair, and he was reminded of his own actions in Brian’s office. “I was offered this job by your uncle because I’m ready now. In case you failed to notice, I’m the one who landed the last two bids for The Wilkerson Team because you couldn’t bring it.”

“I was in London. Surely you know that. If I’d been here, I think it’s a fairly safe bet you wouldn’t have landed anything.”

She shook her head. “You cocky son of a bitch. Now I understand your big desk. You need something to support that oversized ego of yours.”

“I think you’re mistaking ego for confidence.”

“You’re an arrogant prick. There’s no mistaking that. We’re a team. And since it’s clear to me you don’t have a clue what that word means, I’ll put it in simple terms. You and I will confer on the pitches and we will decide together what our campaign will be. I actually already have some good ideas for at least two of those companies.”

“No.”

She stood up straighter, clearly shocked by his response. “No?”

“It’s not going to happen that way.”

Her face reflected her anger, but he refused to back down on this. Then, an idea emerged. A compromise that would get him everything he wanted…and then some.

“I see. Well, perhaps Brian would like to⁠—”

“I propose a unique sort of arrangement and a wager.”

She narrowed her eyes, and he knew she was trying to determine what he was up to. She had a suspicious nature. Good for her. It would bode well for her in this fucked-up career.

“A unique arrangement?”

“By hiring you, Brian sort of ensured we’d never be competitors. I have to admit I’m sorry about that.”

She released a heavy breath and nodded. “I am too. I would have loved to wipe up the floor with you.”

He grinned. “We’ll both make bids to these three clients.”

“We can’t do that.”

He stood and leaned forward. “I think we can. I challenge you to a bid-off. We’ll each make a presentation to the clients and let them decide which campaign they want.”

She frowned. “We’re supposed to be working together on the campaigns, not creating different ones.”

“I can sell the idea of giving the clients more choices, don’t worry about that.”

“Maybe so, but can you sell it to Brian? He’s the one who demanded a partnership.”

He respected how quickly she’d caught on to the workings of the company. Brian would be the wrench in the works, but Reed didn’t intend to lose this fight. “Leave Brian to me.”

“So we’re still competitors.”

“In a sense.”

“What if the clients don’t buy either of our campaigns?”

He snorted and she joined him in laughter. “Do I really need to answer that?”

“No,” she replied smugly. “I know they’ll buy mine.”

He’d never considered arrogance in a woman attractive, but he had to admit, he admired the hell out of her confidence.

“You mentioned a wager.”

“I’ve been thinking about last night. And your sex with a stranger fantasy.” His voice dropped as he added the last part, and he watched her take a deep breath. Oh yeah. She’d definitely been thinking about it too.

“What about it?”

“I think you were on to something with that fantasy idea.”

Her face proved she wasn’t comfortable with their current conversation. The devil in him enjoyed picking at her.

“I have no idea what you’re getting at.”

He walked around his desk and took one of the two chairs in front of his desk, gesturing for her to sit in the other. She looked like she wanted to refuse. Obviously she preferred the safety of standing, lest she needed to make a quick escape.

“Sit down, Frankie.”

“Listen, Reed, I don’t⁠—”

“Dammit. Everything isn’t a fight. Sit down. I want to talk to you and I refuse to do it while you stand there glowering at me.”

She sat, leaning back against the chair, with her arms crossed over her chest. “Say it fast. Time is money.”

“You indulged in a fantasy with me last night. I think, regardless of the adversarial working relationship we now find ourselves in, we proved ourselves compatible in the dream realm.”

“Maybe so, but as I told you last night, my objective was achieved. I got the fantasy, so now I’m moving on. You served your purpose.”

“And you mean to tell me that was your only sexual fantasy.”

She looked at him quizzically. “Of course it wasn’t.”

Now they were getting to the heart of the matter. “If the client picks my ad campaign over yours, you owe me a sexual fantasy of my choosing. One interlude where you are completely at my disposal, available to make my wet dreams a reality. You will do anything and everything I say.”

“And when I win?”

She was a spunky thing. “Should such an unlikely event occur, you get the same reward.”

“You have to do anything I want in bed?”

He rested his elbow on the arm of the chair. “I don’t remember saying anything about a bed. The fantasy can be anything.”

She relaxed her pose, and he could see she was seriously considering his proposition. He wasn’t sure what was prompting him to suggest such a thing. He just knew that he had to have her again, and he’d do whatever it took to make that happen. Making the fantasies part of a game kept them on a level playing field and eliminated the commitment concern. Neither of them would enter the relationship with any expectations apart from nonstop, multiple orgasms.

“If I agree to this, I have one condition.”

He nodded slowly. He hated conditions, limits. With her, he knew he wanted no-holds-barred sex. “What condition?”

“No kissing.”

“Why?”

She shrugged. “Kissing is intimate and I don’t think either of us is foolish enough to think this is anything more than fucking. This fantasy wager is made in the spirit of competition—winner takes all. Kissing doesn’t need to be a part of that.”

His gaze traveled to her lips and he considered her comments. If she hadn’t declared kissing off limits, there was a good chance he wouldn’t have cared or wanted it. Now he couldn’t help but wonder what her lips would taste like. Would she offer soft, sweet kisses, or would her lips battle with his for dominance, control? He rather suspected she’d do both.

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Are you agreeing to the wager?”

“Do you agree to my condition?”

He nodded.

“Then I accept your challenge. I already know my first fantasy.” She offered him a wicked grin. “You might want to brush up on your submissive skills.”

He laughed. “I was about to tell you the same thing.” He extended his hand toward her and she accepted it. They shook on the deal. For the briefest moment, Reed considered using her hand against her, pulling her forward in an attempt to claim her lips.

She waited for only a second before removing her hand from his. “Game on.”


CHAPTER THREE




Frankie sat across from Reed in the conference room and tried to fight back her anger, her frustration. She’d spent a week developing her bid for The Golf Connection, working close to eighteen hours a day. She’d busted her ass on her presentation only to receive a cursory pat on the head from the CEO of the company who just happened to be golfing buddies with the man whose painful death she was currently plotting. She’d known from the second they stepped into this room she’d been set up.

She rubbed her eyes wearily. Hard work wasn’t the only thing that had cost her sleep. She’d lain in her bed night after night, tossing and turning at the image of all the fantasies she’d like to fulfill with Reed as her lover. He’d played the stranger role to perfection, but there was so much more she wanted to try.

He’d become a perfect gentleman the moment their wager had been placed. No doubt, biding his time until today, knowing perfectly well what the outcome would be. They’d actually spent the last week in relative peace, talking about their careers, the company, future plans and goals. There had been moments when she’d actually felt a kinship with the man, their paths were so similar.

Reed had popped his head through the door connecting their offices just prior to the presentations and wished her luck. She’d thought the gesture charming and friendly.

She scowled at him again. Snake in the grass.

“So it’s settled.” Marcus Pruitt, the CEO of The Golf Connection rose and shook hands with Brian. “Awesome ideas, Bri, Reed. Gonna be great working with you. See you Sunday morning. Nine o’clock tee time.”

She stood as well and pasted on a smile, shaking the asshole’s hand while silently cursing the good old boys’ society that seemed to rule everywhere.

“Good job, you two. Well done.” Brian was grinning from ear to ear, but Frankie couldn’t understand what in the hell he was so pleased about. Surely he’d known it was a done deal before his buddy at The Golf Connection ever walked through the door.

Her face flushed hot with anger as she recalled Reed magnanimously saying “Ladies first,” as they’d walked in the conference room. She’d offered her presentation—the campaign she’d spent no less than a hundred hours of her life on. Marcus had smiled politely through her whole speech.

Then Reed stood up. Within five minutes of his presentation, Marcus slapped the table and rose excitedly. “You nailed it, Reed. One hundred and twenty percent. This is exactly the angle I was looking for.”

He hadn’t even made his entire pitch. Brian pulled out contracts and Marcus’s name was on the dotted line before she could even think the word sucker. She’d been played for a fool.

Brian offered to walk Marcus out and Frankie followed. She opted for the stairs, instead of the elevator, hoping the extra exertion would burn off some of her anger. Unfortunately one flight of stairs wasn’t going to touch it. Maybe she should clock out for the day. Go for a ten mile run.

“Everything go okay, Frankie?” Jessica asked from her station behind the receptionist’s desk.

“Just peachy,” she said through gritted teeth.

She entered her office and slammed the door harder than she’d intended. Storming to her desk, she began packing up her stuff, preparing to leave for the day. She’d have Jessica cancel all her afternoon appointments. She’d had enough of this place to last her a lifetime.

A soft knock at the door between hers and Reed’s sounded. She closed her eyes and prayed for patience. Son of a bitch was probably coming in to gloat.

He opened the door without waiting for her to bid him to enter. She turned, ready to eviscerate him for the rudeness, but he cut her off.

“I need to see you in my office, Frankie.”

She shook her head. “I’m leaving for the day.”

“This won’t take long. Be over here in five minutes.”

He shut the door before she could tell him to take his five minutes and shove them where the sun don’t shine. How dare he?

Then she recalled the wager. Surely he wouldn’t consider today’s setup as part of the game. He’d cheated, stacked the deck against her.

No, she decided. Even Reed couldn’t be that callous.

She walked toward the door, only hesitating for a moment before reaching out and turning the knob.

“Come in and shut the door behind you,” he said when she stood in the doorway, refusing to budge. She was afraid to get too close to him. Afraid she’d lose the internal battle she was waging over kicking the man’s ass.

“Make it quick. As I said, I was just leaving.”

“Storming out, Frankie? Sore loser much?”

She narrowed her eyes. “That wasn’t a competition. That was a joke.”

“I don’t know what you mean. It was my bid he selected.”

“You cheated.” She crossed her arms over her chest, inadvertently drawing Reed’s attention to her breasts. She dropped them quickly, but it was too late. He moved closer.

“Cheated?” he asked, laughter in his eyes. “How could I cheat? We presented him with both options and he chose his favorite.”

“You play golf with the man. Obviously you pumped him for insider details on what he was looking for in his marketing campaign. Besides, he didn’t even watch your whole presentation. That was a setup. Pure and simple.”

Reed shook his head, trying to look hurt, but not winning in the attempt. “I can’t believe you would think so little of me.”

She scoffed. “It wasn’t a fair competition. So the bet’s off.”

“No.” His voice was gruff, as he stepped closer. She wanted to take a giant step back, but she wasn’t about to give him the pleasure. She stood her ground even though his movement left him less than six inches in front of her. Much as it bugged her to do so, she raised her chin, looking up at him, refusing to drop eye contact.

“The deal still stands.”

“If you think I’m going to honor some bet when you⁠—”

He reached out, gripped her waist, holding her tightly. Her hands instinctively flew to his upper arms. She tried to push him away, but his muscular arms didn’t budge. “Let go of me.”

“No,” he repeated. “I think it’s time you understand a few things about this world you’ve chosen to work and compete in. It’s dog eat dog, Frankie. Don’t ever let anyone tell you any different. I won that bid, regardless of the means, despite what you might consider fair play. I won. And you lost. Time to pay the piper.”

She started to contradict him, but his grip on her waist tightened and he pulled her closer. His erect cock rubbed against her stomach. She swallowed heavily. He was going to claim the prize, claim her. Of that there could be no question. She wanted to escape, run from the room, but she wouldn’t. She didn’t like to lose, but she did it with honor. While he may have used underhanded means to win, he had still won.

“Fine.” Once again she tried to shake off his grip, if only to buy herself an inch or two of space. “Tell me when you wish to collect on your prize and I’ll⁠—”

“Now,” he interrupted.

“Now?”

He grinned, the look on his face proclaiming sex and victory. “Right now.”

She glanced back at the door. They were in the middle of his office in the middle of the day. Jessica was sitting just outside the door. Surely he was simply trying to annoy her.

“The door is locked. No one will disturb us. I made sure of that.”

“It’s highly unprofessional to even suggest that we do anything of a sexual nature here. I’m not comfortable with this. If you’d like, I would be perfectly willing to come by your place to⁠—”

“I won the bet, Frankie. That means you’re mine. One sexual fantasy. I can take you any way I want to.”

“You’re not going to play nice, are you?”

His grin was wolfish and she wondered why she didn’t feel more threatened. Perhaps it was because she’d already entrusted her body to his very capable hands and he’d proven himself worthy of the task.

“I don’t remember nice being one of the requirements of the bet.”

“So what’s your fantasy?”

“Control.”

She fought to restrain the tremor that racked her body at his words. She didn’t give up control. Ever. Not at work, not in her relationships, and definitely not in the bedroom.

She shook her head slightly, wanting to protest his choice, but she couldn’t. She knew it. She’d made the bet and walked into this deal with her eyes wide open.

“Take off your panties, go bend over my desk and pull up that blasted skirt. I want to see your bare ass in ten seconds or you’ll be punished.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“Ten, nine, eight…”

She stood spellbound until he reached five, and then her body reacted before her mind could talk her out of it. By the time he hit one, she was in the position he’d requested. She wanted to feel like a fool, but she was too busy marveling over the sudden gush of arousal gathering at the vee of her legs to summon the emotion.

He walked over to her and without preamble slapped her ass twice. His blows were hard, unexpected, and she cried out.

Reed bent over her body as she lay prone against his desk. “That’s for being a smart-ass.”

“Oh, I’ll show you a smart-ass.”

Her words provoked him to spank her again. She wanted to shut out the impact of his hand striking her, but he made it impossible. He shoved her feet apart, dragging his hand along her slit from clit to ass. She shuddered.

She’d never let a man put her in this position, take control of her like this.

He leaned over once more. “Open your mouth.”

She fought like the devil to ungrit her teeth enough to obey. He pushed a finger between her lips. “Clean my finger off.”

His finger was soaked with her body’s juices. She licked the thick digit, squirming as the sensation of tasting her own arousal produced even more. Her body felt like he’d lit it on fire with just a few swats of his hard hand and a simple touch of his finger. Dammit. She wasn’t this sort of woman. What the hell was he doing to her? Her body and mind were engaged in hand-to-hand combat, struggling against the intensity of his touches, his demands.

“You’re soaking wet, Frankie. Your pussy is drenched. You love this.”

She wanted to refute his words as he removed his finger from her mouth, but the proof was suddenly sliding down the inside of her thigh.

“Just remember, payback is a bitch, Reed. You may have won this fantasy, but there are two more bids at stake. I’m about to kick your it’s a man’s world philosophy down your throat.”

He spanked her again, his blows growing in intensity, strength. God help her if anyone was standing outside the door. There was no way they could mistake what was taking place in this room as she cried out louder after one particularly hard slap. Jessica was probably getting one hell of an education.

“Goddamn you,” she muttered when he pushed two fingers in to the hilt. The unexpected claiming sent her to the tips of her toes, her body responding to his touches, divorced from her brain. She was encouraging his rough thrusts, moving into each shove, silently begging for more.

She was mere seconds from having an orgasm when he withdrew his fingers, his hand resting on her sore ass.

“Fuck you!” she yelled. “Finish it.”

He chuckled and she started to push up, ready to do violence to the man if he didn’t stop teasing her. She needed to come.

A firm hand against her upper back held her to the desk. “No,” he said, his voice full of authority, his tone proving he wasn’t finished claiming his prize. “I haven’t given you permission to stand up.”

“I don’t need your permission.”

“The hell you don’t. Don’t make me gag you, Frankie.”

She opened her mouth, her words the only thing she had left to fight with.

“I mean it.” He punctuated his warning with a finger in her ass. She reared up, but he continued to hold her upper body against the hard top of the desk. His finger, wet from her juices, explored her ass, and she couldn’t help thinking his touch felt almost clinical, like he was on some damn fact-finding mission.

“Why don’t you stop messing around and start using that finger like you mean it?”

He froze, and for a moment, she feared she’d pushed him too far. She really didn’t want to be gagged.

“You might want to be careful what you ask for, Carlyle.” Despite his words, his tone proved he was playing with her, tormenting her for his own enjoyment. The worst part of this game, she decided, was how much she loved it. Her body was on fire, her skin sensitive to the touch. He’d managed to trigger every sexual need in her in one fell swoop. It was frightening, incredible.

His finger began to retreat from her ass, and she clenched her muscles against his desertion before she could think better of it. Reed laughed lightly, and she was torn between wanting to punch him in the face or knocking him to the floor and fucking the hell out of him. He continued pulling out until just the merest tip of his finger remained, then he pushed back in—hard.

She grunted at the impact, not expecting the roughness of his touch. Over and over, he pounded into her ass, and once again, she felt her climax approaching the breaking point.

“No,” she cried, when he removed his finger for good.

“Only good slaves get to come.”

“Slave?”

“You’ll call me master before this interlude is over.”

She shook her head. “Hell will freeze over first.”

“Get ready for the chill,” he warned her. While one hand remained on her back, holding her in place, she turned her head to see him rummaging through the top drawer of his desk. She snorted when she watched him pull out a tube of lubrication and a butt plug.

“Odd things for an ad exec to keep in his desk.”

He rubbed her back lightly. “I bought these the day after we made our bet.”

“Cocky bastard.”

He leaned over and placed a kiss near her ear. The sweet gesture jarred her more than anything else he’d done since claiming his prize. “I prefer to think of it as confidence.”

She laughed lightly. “Wait until you see what I’ve got hidden in my desk drawer for my victory dance.”

He rubbed his nose against her cheek, and she tried to assimilate his mixed signals. The damn man constantly ran hot and cold with her. Sometimes she felt he was her fiercest enemy, and then there were moments like this when she got a sense that he cared for her, even adored her. He was a conundrum she couldn’t solve and that fact drove her out of her mind.

“I’m almost curious enough to let you win the next round just to see.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Oh no, you don’t. The rules of this bet stand. I’m not going to listen to a bunch of bullshit about I let you win when I kick your ass on the next campaign.”

“I said almost.” He stood once more. “Having you at my mercy has just whetted my whistle for more.”

“Don’t get used to this.”

He slapped her ass once more and she jerked at the unexpected blow. He followed the smack up with two fingers plunging into her vagina. As quickly as that, her body responded. After a few thrusts, he stopped short once more. She pressed her forehead against the desk in frustration, fighting against the impulse to call him out for teasing her. She knew he was enjoying this game, and she wasn’t about to let him know how much she needed relief.

Something cold jarred her from her thoughts and she shivered as he rubbed the lube into her ass, working the slippery gel in with first one, then two fingers. She closed her eyes and fought against the impulse to groan when he began to push the butt plug into place. She’d toyed around with anal play before. She even owned her own plug, but Reed’s was larger than she was accustomed to, and she had to take several deep breaths as he worked it in.

“Okay?” he asked when it was fully seated.

She nodded.

“Answer me, Frankie. Out loud. Are you okay? Is the plug painful?”

“No,” she said. “It feels fine.”

She sensed her answer pleased him when he bent over her once more, his lips kissing the back of her head. “I want to kiss you.”

“No,” she said. “That’s nonnegotiable. I told you that.” As long as they continued to treat these fantasies as a game, Frankie could control her emotions, keep their relationship in a manageable compartment. The second he kissed her, all bets were off. She wasn’t ready for that. They were as compatible as oil and water, and she wasn’t about to sign on for certain heartbreak at Reed Donovan’s hands.

“I’m going to fuck you now.”

She trembled at his words. She wanted him, wanted him so badly she worried about what she would do to have him.

“Call me master.” His breath was hot against her ear as he spoke.

She snorted. “In your dreams.”

“Oh yeah, Frankie. In my wettest, horniest dreams. It’s just a word. Say it. Say it and I’ll shove my cock inside as hard and fast as you want.”

Her mind was swimming over the idea of him taking her while the plug was still in her ass. No doubt he read that thought.

“I’m leaving the plug in. You’re going to be doubly filled, doubly taken. Each thrust I make is going to feel like two cocks possessing your body, claiming you, owning you. Call me master. Just once and you can have it all.”

She felt his hand working at the front of his pants, and she was amazed to realize this whole time, he’d been fully dressed. She gasped when his cock brushed against the sensitive skin of her ass. It felt hot and hard and thick and long. Her mouth watered for more. For everything he promised.

It was his fantasy—this Domination and submission thing—but suddenly it felt as if he’d ripped the dream straight from her most secret, most hidden place. Pulling it out into the light and offering it to her on a silver platter. Reed was leading her into fantasies she’d never considered before.

He rubbed his cock along her slit, using her juices to ease his path. “Call me master. Tell me what you want. I’ll give you anything you want, Frankie.”

“Fuck me,” she whispered, her resistance shot. “Fuck me, master.”

His hands moved like lightning as he donned a condom. Before she had time to consider or regret her words, he was there—inside her, pounding away at her aching, hungry flesh. He was giving her everything she wanted, everything she needed and more.

She cried out, her fingers scratching the perfect surface of his desk. She liked that thought. Liked the idea of leaving him a tangible memory of this experience. God knew she’d never forget it.

Soon, she felt her body move to a higher plane, a place she’d never seen, never knew existed, and her words took on a life of their own as he slammed into her harder, faster.

“Master, master, master, master.” The word became her mantra as he pushed her deeper into bliss, into an erotic paradise.”

Her body trembled as an orgasm ripped through her. She yelled, but he didn’t give way, didn’t stop his gorgeous assault.

“Again,” he demanded when she started to come down.

She didn’t know if he meant for her to come or call him master once more, so she did both.

“God, master,” she cried as another quick, sharp climax gripped her.

He joined her in this fall, dropping to his elbows, surrounding her with his strength, his weight, his protection.

She shivered as the final word passed through her subconscious. Protection? She didn’t need to be protected. She’d always scoffed at being coddled. She was an intelligent, independent woman. She didn’t need a man in her life.

Her heart lurched on the word need.

She might not need one, but as God was her witness, she suddenly wanted one.

She wanted this one.


CHAPTER FOUR




Frankie leaned back in her office chair and sighed. She rubbed her weary eyes, wondering when she’d last looked away from the computer screen.

Her cell rang. She picked the Droid up from her desk, looked at the caller ID and groaned. She briefly toyed with letting the call go to voice mail, but she’d put off talking to her mother long enough.

She hit the send button. “Hi, Mom.”

“Happy Birthday, baby!”

“Thanks. You’re about a month late.”

“I’ve called you every week since the day, but I can’t ever seem to catch you when your phone is on.”

Frankie felt more than a twinge of guilt at her mother’s words. She’d been avoiding her calls. Between starting the new job and the wager with Reed, she’d never felt mentally up for a conversation with her mother. Talking to Georgia Carlyle was taxing on the best of days.

Frankie glanced at the clock. It was nearly ten p.m.

“You’re up late.” Typically, her mother was in bed before nine.

“Well, it was your father’s turn to host poker night, so I’ve been very busy. Who knew four men could eat and drink so much? I just finished cleaning up.”

Frankie sighed. “Where’s Dad?”

“He’s watching TV. He’s tired, poor dear.”

She considered for one moment letting the conversation die there, then she ruined it and asked the question burning on her lips. “Did he help you clean up?”

“Oh, Frannie.”

Frankie pulled the phone away from her ear, knowing she wasn’t going to like anything her mother said that followed that cursed nickname. Her father, a complete and utter asshole, got his jollies out of controlling every aspect of her mother’s life. He told her what to wear, who she could hang out with, what to make for dinner every night. And her mother followed every command. To the letter.

Frankie was surprised she’d made it to eighteen with any of her tongue left. God knew she’d spent every year since birth biting it in an attempt to stop from telling her father what she thought of him.

“Listen, Mom. I can’t talk long. I have a big presentation in the morning.”

“Oh, okay.”

Frankie tried to block out the hurt in her mother’s voice. It was a sound she managed to provoke from the woman too often.

“I was hoping to hear about your new job. How’s it going?” her mother asked.

“It’s fine. Great. I’m actually sitting here right now in my huge, new office.”

Her mother sighed loudly. “Oh, sweetheart, you’re still at the office? I wish you wouldn’t work so much. You’re not getting any younger, you know. Don’t you think it’s time you found yourself a nice young man, settled down and had some babies? Your father would like that.”

Frankie fought to block out her mother’s words. The conversation was far too familiar. Unlike most normal fathers, her dear old dad didn’t harbor any pride for her accomplishments, insisting instead that she was wasting her life. In her dad’s mind, women weren’t supposed to aspire to jobs that belonged to men. He told her once she’d wasted her college education majoring in business. Women were suited for three jobs, according to Mr. Carlyle—teacher, nurse or housewife.

Her patience in tatters, she realized why she’d been avoiding her mother’s calls. “Have to go, Mom. Bye. Love you.”

She hung up before her mother could reply and as always, she felt remorse for being so short with her.

She stood up and stretched, suddenly feeling like a caged cat. She refused to let her mother’s comments get to her. She’d long ago given up the hope that her parents would ever understand her, ever be proud of her.

Turning, she glanced out the window, looked down at the cityscape below. For the first time in a long time, she was beginning to feel a sense of belonging. She looked toward Reed’s office and wondered if her fresh new outlook on life had something to do with him.

Ordinarily, she would have put a wide berth between her and Reed Donovan simply because she wasn’t looking for anyone who reminded her of her father. It had been a major miscalculation on her part. She’d forgotten that sex and relationships didn’t have to go hand in hand. While she’d sworn off the marriage institution, eschewing a committed relationship in favor of her career, that didn’t mean she couldn’t indulge in a few naughty liaisons every now and again.

She was thirty years old and she’d achieved a major goal on the career front landing this job. Finally she had the time to explore her personal pleasures as well.

She shut down her computer, grabbed her purse and started to head out. Frankie noticed the light under Reed’s door when she turned off the lights in her own office. She didn’t know why she was surprised. She was getting used to closing the joint down with him.

It had been nearly two weeks since Reed had cashed in on his winnings from their wager. Mercifully, he’d been as happy to return to the status quo in regards to their unusual relationship as she was. There were too many things about the man that played with her mind, her libido, her sense of self. She’d never let a man fuck with her head like he did. Worst part was she knew he wasn’t even trying to play the typical dating games. There was no doubt in her mind that he was just as confused as she was. Sadly, there was little comfort in that thought.

She walked to his door and quietly opened it. “Still here?”

“Working on my proposal for Simply Lovely tomorrow. Needed to add a few finishing touches.”

“Need some help?” she offered, walking in to the office.

He grinned and turned off his computer. “Nope. Just finished. Hope you’re ready for my next fantasy.”

She rolled her eyes. “Not this time, babe. I’ve got this bid in the bank.”

He leaned against his chair, and she couldn’t help but notice the tiredness under his eyes. She’d overheard him arguing with Brian earlier in the day. Obviously her new boss wasn’t pleased with the way she and Reed were approaching their partnership. She could tell it bothered him to fight with his uncle. “Everything okay between you and Brian?”

He started to dismiss her question with a simple nod, but it quickly turned to a shrug. “Is anything ever okay with me and my uncle?”

“I have to admit the two of you seem to have an odd relationship.”

He lifted his arms, linked his hands behind his head. “Odd how?”

She dropped down into the seat across from his desk. During the course of the past two weeks, she’d spent countless hours in this chair, the two of them just talking. Once Reed dropped the cocky façade he showed the world, he was actually an interesting man to converse with. He was intelligent, insightful, even thoughtful.

“It’s obvious there’s a deep respect between the two of you.”

He snorted. “Respect? Try again, sweetheart. That’s definitely the wrong vocabulary word.”

She shook her head. “No. It’s not. You respect your uncle. Anyone can see that. And he respects you.”

He started to contradict her words again, but she cut him off with a wave of her hand.

“Let me finish. I’m not sure you see it, but I’ve watched Brian when the two of you are in the room together. He listens to what you say, and if you don’t offer your opinion, which I have to say is pretty much next to never, he asks you for it. I’m not saying he always agrees with everything you do or say, but he listens and he appreciates your comments.”

Reed was silent when she finished speaking, and she wondered for a moment if he’d even heard what she was saying.

When he did finally respond, his words came slowly, as if he were measuring every one. “I think my uncle is one of the greatest men I’ve ever known. There’s very little of value I’ve learned about life, about business, that I didn’t learn simply by observing him. But you’re wrong, Frankie. I’ve recently come to the realization that I’m a disappointment to him.”

“A disappointment?” She knew his words were wrong, and she wondered how he could have come to such a terrible misunderstanding.

“He sent me to London for nine months to play office manager rather than allowing me to do the job he hired me for. Then I come back to discover he’d hired the talented young upstart Frankie Carlyle. He didn’t hire us to be partners. He hired you to cover my back because he doesn’t think I have the talent to continue to succeed in this job. I figure I’m living on borrowed time.”

She was shocked by his comments and overwhelmed by his erroneous thinking. How could he believe any of that? How could he not see what seemed so obvious to her? “That’s not true.”

He shrugged, and she knew from his perspective the conversation was over.

“Reed. None of what you said is true.” She felt strongly about her beliefs, but the look on his face told her nothing she said would penetrate his damn hard head. When Reed latched onto something, he held on to it with the tenaciousness of a pit bull.

Suddenly she understood the tiredness in his face, appreciated why he felt like he needed to work so hard. He was fighting to prove himself to his uncle.

“Big day tomorrow,” she said, changing the subject to one she was sure he would welcome. No one enjoyed trash talk more than Reed Donovan.

A grin broke on his face. “Wanna declare defeat now? Save all the muss and fuss tomorrow?”

She leaned forward in her chair, giving him a bird’s-eye view of her cleavage. “Nope. I’m going to relish every moment of watching you go down. Hmmm. Going down. I may need to work that into my victory lap.”

He reached toward his crotch. “I’ve got something here you can lap…with that tongue of yours.”

“Crude, Reed. Even for you.”

He stood with a chuckle. “Yeah, I think it was at that. Come on, Carlyle. I’ll take you to Carter’s bar and buy you a drink. The calm before the storm.”

She rose as well. “Ah. A drink would definitely hit the spot right about now.”

He took her hand and led her toward the door. The gesture was nothing more than friendly, and yet she couldn’t still the slight tremble in her stomach his touch provoked. She was starting to feel like a silly schoolgirl around him. She kicked the feeling out with a vengeance, releasing his hand to push the button on the elevator. Mentally, she tried to batten down her hatches, find a way to close her heart to the man before he managed to weaken every defense she possessed.

Frankie walked back from the conference room, brimming with happiness. She’d won. Simply Lovely picked her ad campaign. She’d fought to restrain her victorious smile for nearly thirty minutes as the CEO of the company praised her ideas. Reed had put up a good front, but she could see in his eyes a wariness, a slight tinge of worry.

He was hers to play with, and she had every intention of bending the man to her whims. He’d played her like a violin on his desk, pulling words and feelings from her that she still wasn’t able to think about. He’d thrown her world for a loop. Now, she was about to shake his rafters, watch his foundation crumble a bit.

They approached the door to their offices. She waited until his hand was just at the knob, let him believe he’d escaped for the moment.

“Oh, Reed,” she said, smirking when he paused and sighed heavily. “I’m going to need to see you in my office in ten minutes.”

He narrowed his eyes and she wondered if he’d refuse to honor the bet. Balk at it.

He nodded. “Fine.” His tone was nothing short of a bark, and she couldn’t suppress the giggle that escaped. He studied her face for a moment. “You aren’t going to play nice, are you?”

A full-fledged smile covered her face as he repeated the words she’d said to him. “Oh, Reed. I’m going to play just as nicely as you did.”

She watched him swallow heavily. “I was afraid of that.”

He turned and walked into his office, closing the door with more force than necessary. If their secretary wondered about the odd conversation, she was professional enough to maintain a poker face. Frankie glanced at her watch. Eleven thirty.

“Jessica,” she said. “We just landed a big client this morning and I think we should all reap the rewards. Why don’t you head out to lunch now? Take a couple hours and enjoy yourself.”

Jessica’s eyes lit up. “Really?”

Frankie nodded. “The afternoon schedule is light. I’m going to take a long lunch myself.”

“Well, there is this new dress shop on the corner I’ve been dying to go to.”

Frankie smiled. The new shop was Simply Lovely. She’d gone there herself a few times over the past two weeks in order to prepare her campaign. “It’s a fantastic shop. I think you’ll love it. Enjoy yourself and like I said, don’t rush back.”

Jessica thanked her once more, grabbing her purse and leaving the office.

Two can play that game, she thought as she waved goodbye to the secretary as the elevator doors closed. Reed had sent their secretary away during their last interlude, but he’d let her believe the woman was sitting just outside the door listening to her screams, her pleading. Turnabout was fair play.

She walked into her office and noticed the connecting door between her office and Reed’s was closed. He was probably over there debating if he’d be seriously injured if he tried to escape via his window. She glanced at the street. They were nine floors up—he was trapped. She laughed again.

She’d followed through with the wager when she was on the losing end and he’d made her pay big time. Revenge could be so very, very sweet.

She picked up the bag tucked beneath her desk and pulled out the chin-up pole she’d purchased earlier in the week. Once the connecting door to their offices was open, she intended to put it up in the frame. It was supposed to be used for pull-ups, but the secure bar was going to serve a different purpose today.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She’d been calmer when she’d been the loser. She was too excited, wanted this fantasy too much. Until Reed’s D/s game the other week, she’d always envisioned herself in the Domme role, never as the sub. While she’d loved everything Reed did to her, there was a large part of her that felt like a child on Christmas morning about to open the ultimate gift. Another glance at her watch proved she was wasting time.

Reed was a man of his word. Regardless of his reticence or the fact he was pissed as shit about losing, he’d be here very soon, ready to pay up. And oh, how she’d make him pay.

She rushed into the bathroom attached to her office, unbuttoning her blouse as she went. Quickly, she removed every piece of clothing. The vinyl catsuit slid onto her body like a second skin. It was one piece and zipped up the front. She made sure to leave the front open to reveal a couple inches of her cleavage. The clothing would give Reed an eyeful of her ample breasts, but not much more. By the time she was finished with him, he’d be begging for all of her.

She heard a knock at the door. She cracked the door to the bathroom and watched Reed walk into her office like a man going to meet his executioner. He started to close the connecting door behind him.

“I’ll be out in a moment.” She stood in such a way that he wouldn’t be able to see her. “Leave the door between our offices open and put the bar on my desk up. Once you’re finished, I want you to kneel in the doorway and wait for me.”

“Frankie.” His tone proved he was pissed as shit at being ordered around.

“Do it.” She shut the bathroom door firmly, not giving him a chance to say more. This was her fantasy, and she’d won it fair and square.

She pulled her hair loose from its ponytail, fluffing out her long dark tresses in a way that said fuck me. She rarely wore her hair unpinned, and she couldn’t wait to see Reed’s eyes when he saw it down for the first time. She quickly applied some shiny lip gloss and pinched her cheeks.

Life certainly hadn’t been dull since Reed Donovan had entered her world and while she knew exactly what she wanted to happen today, she also knew that she wanted him to enjoy their interlude as well. He’d managed to take his darkest fantasy and somehow make it hers too. She wanted him to like what she did to him, wanted him hot and bothered and turned on. Before she could hold back the thought, she realized she wanted him to want this as much as she did. And then she wanted him to want more.


CHAPTER FIVE




Reed tested the strength of the pull-up equipment Frankie had purchased and tried not to imagine what she had in mind for the pole. Shit. Damn woman was hell on his libido. He was trying to be pissed about losing the bid. In the past, whenever he’d lost a potential client, he’d gone into a funk for days, walking around like a bear with a thorn in his claw. Biting off the head of anyone who dared to step in his way.

Today, he’d listened to the CEO of Simply Lovely list her reasons for choosing Frankie’s bid, and all he could feel was pride. She’d done well—very well—and he knew she’d deserved to win. Now, rather than nursing his wounded pride, he was looking forward to the next hour with anticipation, eagerness…and leeriness. Her demand that he kneel and wait for her rubbed against the grain.

He had no doubt she’d push his limits, his patience, and oddly enough, he couldn’t wait to watch her make the attempt. Checking the equipment one more time, he gritted his teeth and went to his knees. She took her sweet time getting ready. Obviously part of her master plan to make him pay for all he’d made her do and say during his fantasy.

He grinned as he recalled how beautiful she’d looked bent over his desk, her ass reddened by his spanking. She’d taken to his commands like a fish takes to water, but he knew submissiveness was not in her nature. She’d assumed the role, played it to perfection, but inside—deep inside—he knew that wasn’t who she was.

And, surprisingly, he didn’t give a shit. In the past, he’d grasped the reins of every relationship, wielding the whip, assuming it was his God-given right to run the show. The women he’d dated had let him hold that power. Frankie would never let him run roughshod over her. He’d learned from their previous sexual experiences and from their time spent working together that she knew her strengths, knew her value, and she wouldn’t put those things away merely because he demanded to be in charge.

It was that fact that made her one of the most beautiful women he’d ever known.

The door to the bathroom opened and Frankie stepped into the room. There was no shyness, no timidity to her fluid grace. She was, in a word, magnificent.

His cock filled as she walked toward him. His vision blurred, but he refused to blink as he took in her catsuit, her black strappy high heels. Jesus. She held a riding crop in her hand and for a moment, he wondered what the hell he’d signed on for. He was reminded of Carter’s comments about her. Dominant definitely described this look.

Then he grinned. He could see his response took her aback for just a second. She recovered quickly. She always would. Frankie thought on her feet. Her quick wit would never leave her floundering for long.

“You might want to wipe that cocky grin off your face, Donovan. I’m not sure you understand your place here.”

He let the grin morph into a smirk and knew the image irked her. She hadn’t played the game by his rules, either. She’d been the mouthiest sub on the East Coast.

She shook her head, clearly disappointed in his effort. “You aren’t going to make this easy, are you?”

“Easy on me or easy on you?”

She gave him a wicked smile. “I don’t need easy. In fact,” she rubbed the tip of her riding crop along the front placket of his pants, outlining his erection, “I prefer it hard.”

He bit back a groan at the pleasure her featherlight touch on his cock provoked. Shit. Suddenly a new worry popped into his brain. There was no way he could withstand much of her torment without erupting far too early. She was hotter than shit in her Dominatrix outfit.

“Stand up, Reed.”

He slowly rose, attempting to adjust his pants as he did so. The zipper of his slacks was irritating his cock, and he tried to remember a time when he’d been harder.

She walked away from him, toward her desk. “Take off your clothes. All of them.”

For a split second, he thought perhaps this wouldn’t be too bad. Maybe she’d put him out of his misery quickly. That thought was washed away when he watched her open her desk drawer and pull out a pair of manacles. Her plan flashed before his eyes. The wrist cuffs were separated by a foot of chain. No doubt she intended to bind him to this damn chin-up bar, naked as the day he was born.

The idea of giving her so much control made him uneasy. He’d never let a woman run the show, never let anyone have free rein over his body. He wasn’t sure he could do this. Helpless wasn’t a role he’d ever played and he didn’t intend to start now.

“Frankie.”

She turned to look at him, and her face halted his next words. So much was written in her eyes—need, excitement, fear, challenge. She expected him to balk, expected him to refuse her.

“Chickening out, Donovan?”

He was reminded of his fantasy. She’d given him everything, held back nothing. Didn’t he owe her the same satisfaction? They’d started this as a way of one-upping each other. It was supposed to be a game. Somewhere along the line, the rules had changed. It no longer felt like they were taking so much as giving.

His hands moved to his shirt, unfastening the buttons. She paused, watching him, waiting for him to say more. Slowly, methodically, he shed his shirt, shoes, socks and pants—all as she observed silently. When he was completely naked, he turned his hands, palms toward her as if to say, I’m yours. Take me.

She smiled at his gesture, nodded once, and for a moment, he thought he saw the sheen of a tear in her eye. She carried the manacles over and stood in front of him.

“Do you need me to spell out what I’m going to do?”

He shook his head. “Just do it.” The words were ripped from his soul. With those three words, he was giving her his trust, something he’d never surrendered easily. And yet, with her, it seemed a very simple thing to offer.

She hooked the cuff on his right wrist, raising his arm above his head. Efficiently, she lightly tossed the chain over the chin-up bar, raised his other arm and hooked the second cuff. Her heels added at least three inches to her height, making it easier for her to bind him. The top of her head came to the tip of his nose, and he was overcome with the urge to bend forward and capture her elusive lips.

As if reading his thoughts, she took a step back. His arms were loosely chained above his head, his elbows slightly bent. He resisted the urge to test their strength, to test the bar. A small part of him wanted to use brute force to pull free from her bondage, but he was able to push it aside. Today was about her. Her fantasy. Her needs.

She ran her hand along his chest, the sudden touch surprising him. He took a deep breath, trying to calm his racing heart as she used her nail to tease his nipple. Bending forward, she nipped at the small distended bit of flesh with her teeth. He clenched his jaw as she increased the pressure of the bite. She continued until a hiss escaped his lips. She backed away then, studied his face and then soothed the pain with soft, wet kisses and gentle brushes of her tongue. Once she’d eased the hurt, she moved over and inflicted the same pleasurable pain to his other nipple. Over and over, she tormented him with sharp bites, sweet kisses.

He was struggling to get air into his lungs and his cock was full to bursting. Jesus. She hadn’t even touched it yet.

Finally, she pulled away. He watched her through slitted eyelids, trying to read her face, determine her next move. It was impossible. She was a master at this game, at control. It was like looking in a mirror.

She walked back to her desk and picked up the riding crop. He clenched his teeth. This was definitely going to be a new experience. For him and for his secretary. He glanced uneasily at the door. What the hell would Jessica think when she heard the crack of a whip? Would she try to come in?

“Jess is about to get an education. Wouldn’t you say so?”

He cleared his throat, wondering when it had gotten so thick. “Maybe you should tell her to go to lunch.”

She looked at him thoughtfully. “Maybe I should invite her in. I bet she’d love to put a few lashes against your back.”

He shook his head. “The only hands I want on me right now are yours.”

She seemed to digest that information, then—typical woman—she latched on to the wrong words. “Right now?”

“Frankie.” He gestured at the crop in her hands with a nod of his head. “Get on with it.”

She lifted the crop, dragging the tip down his chest and then across his shoulders. For several moments, she moved in what he thought were random patterns. When she drew a K, he realized she was spelling her name.

“Marking your territory?”

Her gaze met his and she didn’t smile. “I think I am.”

Clearly she hadn’t liked his right now comment. He wanted to figure out how to feel about that, but before the thought could penetrate, she moved the crop down to his cock. His fists clenched as he wondered about her intentions. How pissed off was she?

She read his rigid pose easily. “Haven’t you ever heard the expression don’t bite the hand that feeds you?”

She was still teasing his rigid flesh with the crop, and he was having serious trouble processing her meaning.

“Yeah,” he barked out.

“I’m not about to maim something that gives me so much pleasure.”

With her words, he released the breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding. Christ, the woman held him in the palm of her hands. His head was screaming at him to jerk the bar off the wall, free himself from her contraption, but his body wouldn’t move. Even with her taunts, her threats, his stupid cock remained standing at attention, begging her for more.

She walked around him slowly, crossing the threshold into his office. His back was to her, and he knew she was about to up the ante on their wager. She dragged her fingernail along his back. “You liked spanking my ass.”

Her words were a statement, not a question, so he didn’t reply. He hadn’t liked spanking her. He’d fucking loved it. There was something about seeing her ass marked by his hand. Some dark possessive part of his nature craved that mark.

“Maybe that will help you understand why I need to do this.”

Before he could reply, she brought the crop down on his back. If he’d expected tenderness, he’d been a damn fool. She knew what she was doing, knew how to use the instrument in her hand. Three more times, she struck, each blow touching him in a different place. His back was on fire, and he couldn’t hold back the groan that escaped each time she hit him.

She paused after the fourth blow, stepping forward. It took him a moment to realize what she was doing. She was blowing on his back. Her lips dispersed cool air along every mark of the crop. His cock twitched. He squirmed. It felt amazing. Like nothing he’d ever experienced.

He felt like a powder keg about to explode. “God, Frankie. Can’t last. Gotta come.”

She placed a gentle hand on his back. “No. Not yet.” She increased the pressure, pushing on his sore skin, the pain helping him forget his need for a moment.

He heard her drop the crop on the floor, and he struggled to decide whether he was relieved or disappointed. Her hands gripped his waist from behind, and she tugged him toward her.

“Bend at the waist,” she commanded. “As much as you’re able.”

He complied. Somewhere along the line, he’d given his body to her. He was hers for the taking, the exploring, the adventure. There was—quite simply—nothing he wouldn’t give her at this moment.

She reached around him and lightly gripped his cock. After her firm touches and painful blows, her stroke was disappointing, not enough.

“Harder.”

She placed a soft kiss on his upper back. “No.”

“Dammit, Frankie. You’ve had your fun, but⁠—”

She removed her hand from his cock completely. “Bad boy. Don’t move. Not a muscle.” She walked away and he fought the urge to look behind him, to see what she was doing.

He heard her rifling through his desk, and his curiosity piqued. “Looking for something?”

She returned and took her place directly behind him once more. He was beginning to feel like a fool, chained in a doorway, bent at an odd angle, his bare ass sticking out. God help him if Brian decided to walk in.

Something cold touched his ass, and he knew what she’d grabbed. For a moment, his cock actually wavered.

“No,” he said.

She ignored him, her finger continuing to delve deeper into his ass.

“Frankie. I mean it.”

She stopped for a moment, but she didn’t remove her finger. “Sixty seconds.”

“What?”

She started to push deeper once more. “Give me sixty seconds. Count out loud. If you still want me to stop by the time you hit sixty, I will.”

He swallowed heavily. Even a minute seemed too long, but as she plunged deeper, he had to admit he felt an odd stirring low in his gut. His cock had resurged, harder than it had been since they’d started this liaison.

“One, two,” he began.

She pushed more firmly, her entire finger engulfed in his ass. It was only when she was fully seated that he realized her fingernail wasn’t cutting him.

“Nails?” he asked, interrupting his count.

“I cut two of them off in the bathroom earlier. You didn’t notice?”

He been so focused on her outfit, her face, the incredible things she was doing to his body, he’d failed to notice her hands. Then another fact came home to rest. “Two?”

She laughed softly, the sound wholly feminine and sexy. Her finger withdrew, returning faster than her previous journey in.

He gasped and resumed his count. “Fifteen, sixteen.”

She began to thrust inside his ass, shallowly at first and then deeper, harder. He felt himself anticipating her return trips, pushing back to capture more of her finger. He’d forgotten all about the count until she increased the pressure and added another finger to the first.

“Fuck,” he said between gritted teeth. The tight pinching was almost more than he could bear. “Thirty.”

She reached around his waist and grasped his cock once more. This time her grip was firm, controlled. She rubbed his cock in time with the fingers fucking his ass, and he lost all grasp on reality. She trapped him in her erotic web, wrapped him in silk bindings and he was now her willing victim. He was on the verge of coming when she surprised him by withdrawing from his ass.

“No.” Her fingers pressed hard against the base of his balls. He trembled, struggling to hold back his come. Why he was obeying her when all he wanted was to erupt, drawing a new pattern on the carpeting in her office, was beyond him. All he knew was he had to stop.

She took her hands away from him, stopped touching him completely. He hung limply from his chains, his body exhausted from the effort of holding back.

“Please,” he whispered, the sound of his voice pleading. He never begged, but in this moment, he was willing to go on his knees before her. He’d offer her the world on a silver platter for the right to come.

She walked around him. Stood before him. Her face was blissful, happier than he’d ever seen it. For a moment, he thought she might lean forward and kiss him. Instead, she lowered the zipper on her catsuit, her breasts threatening to fall out of the outfit at any moment, giving him the perfect view of heaven, and then she went to her knees.

His legs went weak at the image of her kneeling before him.

“I want you to come in my mouth.” Her command issued, she took his cock in hand, drawing it to her lips. She engulfed him, one slow inch at a time, until he felt the back of her throat. Then, she released the wild woman inside and gave him the greatest blowjob in the history of giving head. She took him in roughly, deeply.

He fought to hold on, fought to restrain his body’s natural impulses. Her mouth was heaven and he wasn’t willing to leave it so soon. She was offering him a precious, beautiful gift and he never wanted it to end. His arms shook, the chain rattling above his head, as he struggled not to come.

Just a few seconds more.

Just a second.

One last thrust in her hot, wet mouth and he felt his tenuous grip on control break.

“God, Frankie,” he yelled as he started to come. It felt as if she was sucking every drop of come out of his body, taking it all until he began to go light-headed. He’d never come so hard or so long. In the aftermath, she held him in her mouth as his cock went soft.

Rising slowly, she unlocked the manacles and held him as he slowly went to his knees. She’d killed him with pleasure. Taken complete control of his body, his mind. Possessed him in a way no one ever had before and, as he looked up at her beautiful face, he knew no one ever would again.

She’d just claimed the part of him he’d never relinquished to another woman. His heart. And for the first time in his life, he felt complete.


CHAPTER SIX




Reed cursed as he looked at the blank screen in front of him. He’d been struggling for over a week to create an ad campaign for Wedded Bliss. The presentation was in two days and he had nothing. He told himself his mental block was due to the fact he knew practically nothing about the institution of marriage, but he wondered if subconsciously he wasn’t throwing the game.

After collecting on her bet ten days, eight hours, and—Reed glanced at his watch—twenty-two minutes ago, Frankie had gone directly back to colleague, friend, ice-queen mode. Ordinarily he would have been thrilled to find a woman like her. One who didn’t pressure for more than he was willing to give. One who enjoyed sex without messy attachments.

He didn’t want that from her.

He was in love with her. Jesus, head over heels in love with her.

A light knock at the door startled him from his uncomfortable revelation. “Come in.”

Frankie stood beneath the frame of their connecting door. “Got a minute?”

For her, he had a lifetime, but he didn’t say that aloud. He merely nodded.

She walked in and took her usual seat in front of his desk. She sat down wearily.

“Problem?”

She sighed. “It’s about my Wedded Bliss campaign.”

Reed leaned back in his chair. He was about ten seconds away from conceding the damn contest on this bid now. There was no way he was going to be able to come up with something between now and Friday. Better to throw in the towel and help Frankie polish up her proposal. “What about it?”

“I don’t have one.”

He sat up. “What do you mean you don’t have one?”

She shrugged. “I’ve tried for days to catch a spark, find an angle. I can’t.”

“Shit.”

She frowned, leaning forward to put her elbows on her legs. “I thought you’d be happy. Thought you’d gloat a bit. I’m out on this campaign. You win.”

He shook his head sadly. “Frankie⁠—”

She cut him off with a quick wave. “I was just hoping you could wait a day or two before collecting on the bet.”

Her words took him unaware. She looked fragile suddenly, almost afraid. Of him? He’d never hurt her, never force her to do something she didn’t enjoy. “Why?”

She clasped her hands together and looked down. It was the only time he’d ever seen any sign of weakness in her. He didn’t like the look.

“I just need a couple of days.”

“For what?”

Her temper broke and she stood, her feisty fighting spirit emerging. “Goddammit, Reed. I’m not a fucking robot. I can’t put these damn wagers of ours away as easily as you can. I’ve tried, really tried, to make it be just sex, but⁠—”

He stood slowly. She was hurting too. It was the first chink he’d ever seen in her armor. The first time she’d ever given him hope for a future.

“The wager is a draw.”

She stopped pacing in front of his desk and looked at him. “A draw?”

“I don’t have anything, either.”

She ran a hand through her hair, tucking a stray strand back into her ponytail. His fingers itched to rip out the band constraining her lovely mass of hair. He wanted to see it loose again. “Well, that’s not good.”

He chuckled, though the sound betrayed no humor. “Yep, it would appear we’re up the proverbial shit creek without a paddle.”

“What the hell are we going to do? We have to make a presentation to the Wedded Bliss people in two days. Brian will shit a brick if we tell him we don’t have anything.”

Reed turned slowly and looked out his office window at the hustle and bustle of the street below. While he knew he should be worried about the client, he couldn’t summon the energy. His mind was too fixated on Frankie’s earlier comments. She was hurting just like he was.

Then, it came to him.

“We’ll work together.”

She stood before his desk, and through her reflected image in the glass he could see he’d gotten her attention.

He turned to look at her, a wickedly wonderful idea forming in his mind. “We’ll put the Wedded Bliss presentation together as a team. We’ll start now. Order in food for the next two days. Take turns sleeping on my couch. It’s the only way.”

She nodded, clearly understanding exactly how far behind they were. “Okay. That’s a good plan. Surely between the two of us, we can⁠—”

“If we land the bid, we share the wager.”

She shook her head. “No. No more wagers.”

“The game’s not over, Frankie. You shook on the deal.” He was a bastard to push this, but he couldn’t let her go yet. He just couldn’t.

“We shook on a competition. We’re collaborating now.”

“We’re still competing. Only this time, it won’t be against each other, but against The Wilkerson Team and three other firms. The competition is stiff on this one. The wager stands.”

“Stands how?”

He could see she was equal parts distrustful and intrigued. Though she’d given him a brief glimpse at the vulnerable woman inside, he could tell she’d tucked her away once more. Sexy, self-assured Frankie was making a comeback. “We share the fantasy. Name one fantasy—anything you want—and I’ll give it to you.”

“A threesome.”

Her quick answer sent his brain into a tailspin, and he studied her face to see if her response was the truth or merely a way to pick at him. As always, she gave him nothing. “So should I round up another man or another woman?”

She smiled. “I don’t share with other women.”

“But I’m supposed to share you with another guy?”

She shrugged. “Why not? I don’t belong to you.”

He wanted to refute that fact, but there was nothing he could say that she would listen to and suddenly he understood her request. She thought by pushing him into a ménage, she’d be able to keep the wall between them high, impenetrable. “Fine.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Fine?”

“I’ll find another man to join us in this next fantasy.”

She raised her hand. “This last fantasy. After this, no more games.”

He readily agreed. It was time he stopped fucking around, stopped pretending. The moment their last fantasy was realized, he was going to turn his attention to seriously wooing Ms. Frankie Carlyle. She wouldn’t know what hit her. The idea actually made him smile. “No more games.”

“Fine, then I suggest we get started on the campaign or our wager won’t⁠—”

“Don’t you want to know what my fantasy will be if we win?”

She took in a sharp breath, and he could see she’d forgotten that detail. “Sure.” She dragged out the word, proving she really didn’t want to know at all.

“Exhibitionism.”

“I don’t understand.”

He walked around the desk, watched as she fought to hold her ground. She was definitely going to take him on a merry chase. He couldn’t wait to begin. “There’s going to be an audience the next time we have sex.”

“Oh.” He watched her process his demand. If he’d expected her to refuse, run screaming from the room, once again he was disappointed. The woman was indomitable. She gave him a small smile. “That could be fun.”

He crossed his arms over his chest. “I have to admit, this fantasy didn’t exist until our rendezvous in the alleyway.”

She laughed. “What happened there?”

“It dawned on me as I was thrusting into that hot body of yours that I didn’t care if the world walked by and caught us in the act. In fact, I was sort of hoping someone would happen upon us.”

“You do realize what’s driving this, don’t you?” Her words were playful and he suspected her next comment would be a jab.

Even so, he grinned and egged her on. “No. What?”

“It’s your overweening ego. You think you’re a stud of a lover and you want to show off. Plain and simple.”

He took a step closer, grasping her quickly with two hands on her waist before she could retreat. He pulled her closer, pushing the erection she constantly inspired into her stomach. “Sweetheart, you seem determined to insinuate that I’m not a good lover when you know the truth.”

She laughed. “I didn’t say you weren’t…” she paused, then chose a word sure to annoy him, “…okay.”

“Looks like I’ve been dropping the ball. If we’re going to put on a show for people, maybe I should brush up on my game. Practice a bit.”

His gaze dropped to her suddenly turgid nipples and he gave her a devilish grin. “Take off that shirt.”

She shook her head, pushing out of his grip. He let her go, simply because her earlier comments were still playing in his head. He was worried about her. While he’d resigned himself to the fact he was in love with her, he knew Frankie wouldn’t concede defeat on that emotion easily. Throughout the past few weeks, he’d gotten to know her better, and he’d sensed a small wounded part inside her that seemed determined to hold the world at arm’s length. He’d tried to dig for an answer, tried to figure out what it was that was scaring her so, but he’d had no luck uncovering the truth. He could only assume she’d loved and lost before.

“No. We are already in a world of hurt on this campaign and we don’t have time for sex.”

He glanced at his watch and knew she was speaking the truth. “Dammit. Much as it pains me to admit this, you’re right.”

She ran her hand along his rough jaw, his five o’clock shadow making its daily appearance. “You’re a very hard man to resist sometimes.”

He smiled. “Working so closely to you for hours on end and not touching you? It’s gonna be tough.”

She nodded, and he could see in her face she agreed. She looked at him for a moment and he sensed she was fighting an internal battle with herself. “Fuck it,” she muttered.

“What?”

“How about I set up a reward system?”

He leaned back on his desk, not bothering to hide the obvious bulge in his pants. Frankie had apparently gotten used to it. It also looked like she’d decided she was tired of fighting their attraction. “I like the sound of that. What did you have in mind?”

“You’ve heard of strip poker. I was thinking we could adapt it. For every hour of work on this project, we take turns removing a piece of clothing.”

He nodded. “I like your idea of incentive.”

She held up a finger to ward him off when he took a step closer. “The game only continues until nine tomorrow morning when the other employees come in. At that point, my clothes go back on. Then tomorrow night, we’ll disrobe where we left off and start again.”

“Solid plan. I like it.”

“Oh, and we’re just undressing. Nothing else.”

He shook his head. “No deal. With each piece of clothing that comes off, we have five minutes to enjoy the newly uncovered body part. We’ll call it a work break.”

She considered his addendum and then nodded. “Okay. You’re on. Five minutes.”

They moved around his desk together as he opened up a file, and the first hour passed in the blink of an eye as they bounced around ideas. Reed was impressed by Frankie’s creativity and energy. Though the workday had wrapped up for everyone else in their company, she’d gotten a second wind that was pulling him along for the ride.

He didn’t realize working with a partner, an equal, could be so invigorating. She fired him up and, for the first time in a long time, he remembered why he was doing this job. He’d always loved the art of the deal, creating campaigns, planning marketing strategies. All of those things were like crossword puzzles to him. He also loved The Donovan Group, loved this company and his uncle. He had a vested interest in its successes and failures, simply because it felt like home to him. Watching Frankie work on an angle, sketching out designs for artwork, proved how smart Brian had been in hiring her. He’d been a fool to try to sabotage her, an idiot not to form this working partnership from the beginning.

“First hour’s up,” she said, stirring him from his thoughts. “Looks like we need the break. You’ve been lollygagging in la-la land for the last ten minutes. I’m not sharing any fantasy with you if I do all the work on this bid.”

There had been very few people in his life who’d ever felt confident or comfortable enough to give him shit about anything—his uncle, Carter, and now Frankie made up that short list.

“Um, excuse me, but who was the person who came up with the idea of using photographs for the artwork, mimicking the look of a wedding album? We were stuck until I suggested that.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’d hardly consider that an earth-shattering epiphany, but who am I to split hairs? I’ll even take one for the team and lose the first item of clothing.”

He leaned forward in anticipation of spending the rest of the night working with a topless Frankie.

She reached up and removed one earring.

“What the fuck? That wasn’t part of the deal.”

She shrugged. “Jewelry wasn’t eliminated as clothing and it certainly qualifies as something you wear.”

She’d fucked him over with semantics. Next hour it would be his turn to lose a piece of clothing, followed, no doubt, by her other damn earring. A quick glance at her hands confirmed she was wearing two rings as well as the bracelet dangling from her wrist. Hell, she even had a necklace on. It would be well past dawn before he ever saw any skin and by then, the game would be over until tomorrow night.

She chuckled softly as she returned to her sketches, and he decided it was time Ms. Carlyle understood exactly who she was messing with.

“Aren’t you forgetting something?”

She looked up at him, confused. “Am I?”

“Five minutes of fun. Start the clock now.”

Before she could respond, he pulled her out of her chair and on to his lap. She started to protest, but he cut off her comments with his lips on her now earring-less lobe. She moaned when he sucked it into his mouth, and he tucked away the new information that told him Frankie’s ears were definitely an erogenous zone for her. With his teeth and tongue, he teased the tiny bit of flesh, even blowing along the edge of her ear, loving the slight shudder his breath provoked.

Her nipples peeked through her blouse and she began to squirm on his lap. He started to suspect she wouldn’t complain if he shoved her skirt around her waist and took her. But, where would be the fun in that? She’d attempted to play him for a fool with her jewelry trick, and now he was going to make sure she suffered for that gag.

“Time’s up,” he said after several minutes of tormenting her tiny earlobe. She startled at his proclamation, and he hid a grin as he watched her try to shake off the residual effects of his touches. She was horny as shit. Good.

She stood up from his lap, returning to her chair slowly. He ignored her gaze on him and turned back to his computer, pretending to work. He tried to discreetly adjust his pants. It was going to be a long night.

Frankie rose from Reed’s lap on unsteady legs. It was well after midnight, and the man had kept her in a state of perpetual horniness since they’d started this damn game. It was her own fault for initiating the stripping idea. She’d been trying to gain back some of the ground she’d lost when she’d lowered her shield, asked him to postpone collecting on a bet he hadn’t even won. What the hell had she been thinking? Why hadn’t she bothered to ask him if he’d even created a campaign before conceding to him?

She knew why. For weeks, she’d lived with an uncomfortable truth. She was falling for Reed Donovan. And that was something that simply could not happen. He was too controlling, too set in his ways. Hell, hadn’t he informed her during her first week at The Donovan Group that it was a man’s world? An image of her father flashed through her mind. She wouldn’t become her mother. She wouldn’t give up a career that meant everything in the world to her simply to appease a man.

She’d asked him to hold off because she needed time to regroup, time to rebuild her walls. Enacting their fantasies had opened her eyes to the very unsavory fact that there was very little she wouldn’t do to please this man in bed. And while that hard truth had so far been contained to the sex realm, she was terrified it could creep over into their professional lives as well.

“How come you never married?”

His question jarred her, dragging her from her worries. She shrugged. “I don’t know. No time, I guess. You know how much work goes into building this career.”

He nodded. “You never wanted to get married? Never met Mr. Right?”

She tried to understand his sudden interest in her love life. “No.”

“Don’t you ever date, Frankie?”

She scowled. “What’s with the third degree? None of this is any of your damn business.”

“I’m just curious. Working on this campaign got me to thinking about marriage and weddings.”

She decided to lob the ball back into his court. “How come you’ve never gotten married?”

His answer came easily. “If you’d asked me a couple of months ago, I would have said the same thing as you. Work keeps me too busy to pursue a relationship.”

“That’s not the answer now?”

He shook his head. “Nope. I think the reason I’ve never taken the leap is because I’d never met the right woman. A woman who made me think forever wasn’t such a bad proposition.”

He was looking at her too intently, his eyes seeming to confirm what she was reading between the lines. Was she his forever woman?

She closed her eyes, blocked out the image and the thought. Not gonna happen. Reed was completely wrong for her. She repeated the words a few times, wishing they would penetrate her foolish heart.

She felt Reed’s finger tapping lightly on the tip of her nose. “Open your eyes.”

She obeyed, trying to harden her heart to his kind face.

“Time for another work break. My turn to shed a piece of clothing.”

He’d already lost his shoes and a sock. She’d given him three mini foot rubs, while he’d tantalized her ears and neck with warm, soft kisses as she’d shed her other earring and necklace. She expected him to pull off his last sock, so she was surprised when his hands began tackling the buttons on his shirt. Dammit. This wasn’t going to be good. There was no way she could resist his bare chest. Her body had been in a constant state of arousal since the game had begun. There was no way she’d make it through the entire night without embarrassing herself, begging him for more.

As he pulled off his shirt, she took a deep, steadying breath and leaned forward, ready to touch and enjoy his rock-hard abs and soft skin. Surely she could close her mind to everything else and just live in this moment.

“No,” he said, rising quickly. “Not here.”

She was confused until he took her hand, led her to the couch. He lay on his back and gestured for her to climb on. She shook her head. “I don’t think this is such a good idea. We only have five minutes.”

“Fuck the game, Frankie. Come here.”

She narrowed her eyes, wanted to protest. Then she decided she was tired of fighting this, tired of fighting him all the time. For one brief moment in time, she just wanted to let it all go. She straddled his lap, placed her hands flat against his chest and bent down. She’d intended to run her tongue along his chest, but he caught her face between his hands.

“Kiss me,” he demanded.

Her refusal caught in her throat. She couldn’t kiss him. Couldn’t let him feel how much this meant to her.

Before she could find the words, he took the choice away, pulling her face to his. “Fine,” he said, “then I’ll kiss you.”

His lips claimed hers, not with aggression, but with sweetness and passion, mingled together, taking her breath away. His hands maintained their firm grip on her head, twisting and turning her so that he could capture every miniscule part of her lips, her mouth. His tongue invaded, but it was the most charming attack she’d ever experienced.

Her hands roamed his bare chest, touching his skin, wishing her clothing and his pants weren’t still a barrier. He must have read her thoughts as he started unbuttoning her blouse.

He pulled his lips away from hers for a moment. “I need to see you. Touch you.”

She nodded, understanding. They’d had sex on three occasions and they’d never managed to both be undressed at the same time. She needed to feel him, skin to skin, with nothing in between. Quickly, they stripped their clothing off, working in tandem, a true partnership in nudity.

Once they were free of their clothes, he pulled her back on top of him. “Tell me what you want, Frankie. I’ll give it to you.”

He’d give her what she wanted. She realized there was a big difference between wants and needs. Her body needed him. Needed him like she’d never needed another.

But her heart wanted him—desperately. And not in some wicked fantasy way. In a way that was real and true.

Just once, her heart whispered. Just this once let me have him.

“I want you to make love to me.”

She wasn’t sure where the words had come from, but as soon as she spoke them, she knew they were true. It was what she wanted. Him. No games.

He didn’t respond with words. Instead, he reclaimed her lips, kissed her until she felt she would explode from the potency of his mouth on hers. She’d been right to resist this for so long. She knew she’d suffer for this night’s foolishness, but right now, she couldn’t make herself care.

“Just tonight.” She felt like she should tell him, make sure he knew this wouldn’t, couldn’t happen again.

He pulled away and she thought he wanted to protest. His eyes narrowed, but he didn’t say anything, merely nodded and kissed her once more. Soon the kisses gave way to touches and his hands explored every inch of her body, caressing her with a reverence that brought tears to her eyes.

“Please,” she said at last, every nerve in her body screaming for relief.

He reached down, grabbed his pants, rummaging for a condom. She grabbed it from his hands the second he retrieved it, quickly putting it on him.

She sensed he wanted to move, wanted to take control. Before he could act on that thought, she straddled his waist and engulfed him in her body.

He groaned. “Jesus, Frankie. You’re so damn hot. It feels like you’re burning my cock.”

She grinned. “Want me to stop?”

His hands gripped her hips, his fingers tightening. “Don’t you dare. Come here. I want to kiss you again.”

She didn’t resist. She was addicted to his lips, his mouth, his breath. She bent forward, accepting all that he offered, giving as much as she could bear. He lifted his hips slightly, sinking deeper into her body. She began to move then, forcing her lips away so that she could ride him. With erotic touches and naughty words, he told her how he wanted her to take him. She followed his directions, adding a few flourishes of her own.

Soon, she felt her climax arriving. “Come with me,” she said. “I don’t want to be alone.”

His eyes softened, and she knew her words had come out all wrong. “I mean…”

His fingers tightened in her hair, pulling her face closer. “I know what you mean, Frankie.”

He seized control then, twisting them on the couch. On her back now, she felt completely possessed by this man as he began thrusting into her—slowly at first, his movements gathering speed and force until she was crying out beneath him.

Her climax started and she sensed he was close too. In the midst of her orgasm, through the roaring in her ears and the flashes of bright, beautiful white light, she heard him speak. Heard the words that terrified and thrilled her at the same time.

“You aren’t alone, Frankie. You’ll never be alone again.”


CHAPTER SEVEN




They dashed into the restaurant on the corner, simply because it was close, and placed their take-out orders. As they waited for their food, Reed took a few minutes to try to put the last two days in perspective. Last night had been one of the best nights of his life, but he wasn’t sure the same could be said for Frankie.

As was becoming her habit, she shut down after sex. He wasn’t sure how she was able to change from sexy, affectionate lover to casual acquaintance in the blink of an eye, but she could. Hell, she changed personas the way some people changed underwear. It left him constantly scrambling to keep up. Him. A man who’d never followed anyone’s lead.

After their amazing lovemaking on the couch, she’d stood up and gotten dressed as if they’d done no more than share a cup of coffee. He’d tried several times to bring it up, but she’d shot him down, insisting they needed to get to work on the Wedded Bliss project. Finally, he’d stopped trying. They’d get the presentation out of the way, share their last red-hot fantasy, and then Ms. Frankie Carlyle was in for a rude awakening because for the first time ever, work had taken a backseat to something else in Reed’s life.

He was in love with her, and he didn’t intend to rest until she had his ring on her finger.

“Shit,” he heard her mutter.

He looked over as an older couple approached them. Frankie stiffened beside him.

“Frankie?” he asked.

The look she gave him was a perfect mixture of apprehension and annoyance, but before he could question her, the couple stopped in front of them and she turned to acknowledge them.

“Hi, Mom, Dad. What are you guys doing here?”

Frankie’s parents? Reed perked up, taking in the appearance of the couple who’d managed to produce one of the most dynamic women he’d ever met. They certainly weren’t what he expected. Her mother was dressed very simply, projecting an air of absolute plainness. Her hair was short—combed rather than styled. She wore no makeup, a shapeless navy blue skirt and a basic tan top. Her father was dressed in a dark suit, simple and about twenty years out of style. His hair was slicked back, giving him a stern, formidable look. He also noticed the man didn’t smile when he spotted Frankie.

“It’s Thursday night,” her mother replied as if her response answered everything. Apparently it did, because Frankie nodded.

She looked at him and forced a pleasant smile to her face. To her parents, it might look real, but he could see the strained lines at her brow, around her mouth.

“Thursday is my parents’ night to eat out. They’ve maintained the same routine for years.”

He nodded his understanding as she gestured toward the couple, instigating the introductions, “Reed, these are my parents, Ronald and Georgia Carlyle. Mom, Dad, this is Reed Donovan, my new marketing partner at work.” He bristled at the introduction, wishing she’d said boyfriend instead.

Oh well, plenty of time for that later.

Her mother smiled demurely, while her father’s eyes studied him with interest.

“Are you two here on a date?” Georgia asked.

Frankie quickly shook her head. “No, Mom. We’re working late tonight. Took a break to get some dinner.”

Her father scowled at her response, but said nothing.

“Oh.” Reed could hear from her mother’s tone she was disappointed. He forced back a chuckle. It appeared Georgia and his mother shared the matchmaking streak. His mother despaired of him ever getting married and giving her grandchildren.

Clearly Frankie felt the need to change the subject to something safer. “So how was your dinner? The food here is pretty good, isn’t it?”

Georgia nodded, but it was her father who replied. “The bread was hard. The service was mediocre and your mother hardly touched her steak.”

“Steak?” Frankie asked. “I thought red meat upset your stomach. Why would you order it?”

“I ordered it for her,” her father barked. “She’s eaten steak for years and never had any trouble.”

Mrs. Carlyle shook her head quickly. “I think I must’ve had a touch of the flu the last time I ate it.”

Frankie’s face and the tone of her voice told Reed his lover was quickly losing her temper. “It’s made you sick the last three times you’ve eaten it. Did you read that information I sent you about Irritable Bowel Syndrome?”

Her mother nodded. “Of course, I did, but your father⁠—”

Mr. Carlyle cut off his wife’s comment. “She’s fine.”

Frankie opened her mouth to argue, but Mrs. Carlyle quickly took her daughter’s hand. “Your father’s right. I’m sure there’s nothing wrong with me.”

Frankie’s father looked at him. “Leave it to women to overreact over every little thing.”

Mrs. Carlyle laughed uneasily. “No need to worry. The steak here was just a bit tough. That’s all.”

“Waste of good money,” Mr. Carlyle muttered.

Mrs. Carlyle smiled at Frankie and quickly changed the subject. It seemed to be a talent the mother and daughter shared, and Reed wondered how much of their lives they’d spent trying to distract Mr. Carlyle from his anger. “I wish I’d known we were going to run into you, Frannie. I would have brought your birthday present. It’s been sitting on the counter for weeks.”

“Birthday?” Reed asked. Had he missed her birthday?

Frankie looked at him, clearly reading his thoughts. “I celebrated it at a bar about a month ago. Spent the evening with this arrogant, but sort of charming man who bought me a glass of red wine.”

He smiled. Not only had he not missed her birthday, he’d been her gift to herself. “Sounds very nice.” He paused, then the devil prodded him to add, “Frannie.”

Frankie narrowed her eyes in warning when he used her mother’s nickname, and then she turned back to her parents. “I’ve been busy with the new job, Mom. I’m sorry. Things should ease up next week, so I’ll swing by for a visit then.”

Ronald snorted at her reply. “Too busy with work.”

Reed was surprised by the amount of malice that laced the man’s words.

“Yeah, Dad. Too busy.”

“Maybe if you put as much energy into dating, you could get married and quit that silly job of yours.” Ronald turned to him, and Reed had a strong premonition the next few minutes were about to take an ugly turn. “Don’t you think a thirty-year-old woman should at least be looking toward marriage?”

Reed wasn’t sure how to answer. He certainly wasn’t one to lecture anyone on the institution of marriage. Until he’d met Frankie, he’d resigned himself to thinking it wasn’t for him. He’d been married to his job, committed to making money, being a success. It was a trait he and Frankie shared.

He was also an all-or-nothing kind of guy, and he didn’t think it was fair to ask a woman to sign on for a lifetime of eating dinners and spending evenings alone, which was why Frankie was tailor-made for him. She’d be working with him in his ideal future, side by side, as his partner and his wife.

“Don’t answer that, Reed.” He wanted to breathe a sigh of relief and take the out she’d provided, but he felt he owed both of them an answer.

“I think everyone is different, Mr. Carlyle. What may have worked for you and your wife may not work for Frankie. When she meets the right guy, when she’s ready to settle down, she will.”

He’d been rather proud of his speech, thinking he’d supported Frankie’s cause against her father. However, Frankie’s face went white with anger, and he suddenly wondered what he’d said wrong.

It didn’t matter. Her father harrumphed and her mother bid them both a hasty goodbye. He watched the couple leave and he waited for the onslaught. She didn’t disappoint him.

“Settle down?”

He was confused by the fury lacing her tone until she continued. “And what if I already consider myself settled down? What if I’m living the life I want to be living and I don’t need some asshole man trying to tell me what to do twenty-four seven?”

“I hardly think marriage equates to⁠—”

“I want you to listen to me and I want you to actually hear the words coming out of my mouth. I’m not getting married. Ever. I’m not even looking for a relationship. You and I are colleagues, Reed. That’s it. That’s all it’s ever going to be. Our games—these fantasy nights—are just that and nothing more. Don’t lose sight of that.”

She turned and left. He was about to follow when the man behind the counter called out his name to tell him his food was ready. He turned back, pulled out his wallet and paid. His mind replayed her words until his temple began to throb.

What had just happened? And what the hell was he supposed to do now? For the first time in his life, Reed’s confidence faltered. Shit, it hadn’t just fallen.

It had crashed and burned.

Trudging up the stairs to her apartment, Frankie let herself in, dropping her purse by the door. She’d thoroughly fucked up tonight. Hell, she’d been fucking up consistently for the past month. Seeing her parents reminded her of why she’d avoided the trap of a relationship.

Christ. Reed thought she needed to settle down? What the hell did he think she was doing now? Just biding her time, waiting for Mr. Right to come along and save her from her terrible life? She loved her job. She was proud of all she’d achieved. Screw Reed Donovan. Screw her father. Screw all men.

She walked down the hallway to her bathroom, undressing as she went. Turning on the shower, she waited for the water to heat up as she tried to get her temper under control. Maybe she’d be better off taking a cold shower.

Glancing down, she saw the faint marks of whisker burns left on her breasts by Reed. His five o’clock shadow had added a sexy edge to the sensations he’d tantalized her with last night. Lying beneath him as he took her was an image she expected to carry with her to her grave. Her body flushed with memories of their sensual interlude on the couch in his office. She couldn’t recall ever feeling so wanted, so adored. So loved.

She pushed the thought aside. No. It was just sex. That was all it had ever been. She forced that idea into her mind, repeating it, wishing it would penetrate her stubborn heart.

Just sex. Climbing into the shower, she let her thoughts drift back to Reed’s kisses and she felt a twinge in her pussy. He’d filled her perfectly, touching all the hot spots in her body.

Just sex. She dragged her fingers down her stomach until she found her clit. Rubbing lightly at first, then increasing the pressure and speed, she let the memory of riding him, kissing him, play over in her mind. Bending forward, she leaned her head and arm against the wall, breathing heavily as her fingers worked their magic against her clit.

Just sex. She rubbed her herself faster as she imagined Reed’s fingers on her hips, gripping her tightly, directing their play. She thrust three fingers into her pussy, still sensitive from his lovemaking the night before. His deep voice and the words “you’ll never be alone again” reverberated in her mind. She gave herself up to her climax.

She trembled beneath the water as she came down from the orgasm. Her mind whirled over the fact she couldn’t even think of Reed without wanting him. Hell, she’d had sex with him less than twenty-four hours ago, and already she was masturbating to the memory.

She stood slowly, finished her shower and turned the water off. Reaching for a towel, she let her mind wander over all the things she and Reed had shared. While the fantasies had been amazing, she found herself equally enthralled by the man himself. The conversations, the dreams and fears they’d confided to each other. Somewhere along the line, he stopped being an adversary and a colleague. Instead, he’d become a friend, a lover.

She dried off, sighing heavily.

It was time to get things back on track. Time to grasp the reins of control once more. She pulled back the sheets and crawled into bed.

One more bid. One more fantasy. Then she was taking her life back.


CHAPTER EIGHT




Blindfolded, Frankie held her arms out in front of her and tried not to let Reed see them trembling. He’d shown up at her apartment, banging on the door at two in the morning. At first, she’d wondered if he was drunk. Then he calmly informed her they were both about to collect on their last bet. He’d given her five minutes to “throw on something decent,” led her to a taxi downstairs, where he covered her eyes. They’d won the Wedded Bliss account—the good news had arrived early this morning.

Reed hadn’t approached her at all today other than to say congratulations, and she’d thought she was safe. Thought after their argument in the restaurant five nights earlier he’d given up on the game and the bet was off. After returning to the office the morning after leaving him to pay for the takeout, Reed had simply told her which part of the presentation he was going to work on, and left her alone for the rest of the day. Since then, all their exchanges had been professional, work-related conversations.

She’d put all her energy, all her thoughts into the project and it was apparent Reed had done the same. Landing the deal had been bittersweet. Mainly because Frankie knew it would be her last presentation for The Donovan Group. She’d turned in her letter of resignation to Brian just before five o’clock this afternoon. She’d simply slid the letter on his desk and left.

Distance was the only thing that was going to help her fight her attraction to Reed. Distance and time and crying and lots and lots of Ben and Jerry’s ice cream. Leaving was her only option. Men like Reed, like her father, could never accept an independent, career-oriented woman, and she would never be content to stay home and raise a family. It simply wasn’t in her.

She took a steadying breath. One last hurdle to clear before freedom. She’d take this last fantasy. Take it and hold on to it tightly. She was too tired to deny him anything tonight.

“Are we there yet?”

He was walking in front of her, guiding her to God knew where. She couldn’t control her racing heart or rapid breathing. She listened as he unlocked a door and led her inside. She started to remove the blindfold, but he grasped her wrists to halt her.

“Not yet.”

She cursed her damned nervousness. She wanted this fantasy, but she feared one more encounter with Reed might be one too many. This one was destined to destroy her. She’d lost all her powers of resistance and she was afraid the mask would slip. Afraid he’d see her tonight in all her true colors.

“It’s not too late to change your mind, Frankie.”

Shit. He’d seen her distress. That knowledge sent her hackles up, screamed of a dare, and she felt a sudden calm wash over her. She wasn’t weak. She wasn’t powerless. She was a woman taking what she wanted. She let her silent mantra—hell, pep talk—soothe her.

“I’m not changing my mind.” Her voice was strong, steady and she smiled.

“Good.”

He pulled the blindfold off and for a few seconds she blinked, trying to accustom her eyes to what she was seeing. She was at Carter’s bar. It was closed, the blinds on the front windows drawn. There were candles scattered throughout the room, providing only dim lighting. Combined with the streetlights peeking through the cracks in the blinds, it was enough for her to see a table had been set.

However, it certainly wasn’t set for dinner.

“Hungry?” she teased, fighting like hell to hold on to the parts of herself she could control. She needed her sarcasm, her humor to carry her through this. It would be her only salvation.

“For you? Always.” He turned and started to pull her into his arms. She moved away quickly, ignoring the annoyance in his eyes.

“No kissing.”

“Dammit, Frankie. We’re not putting limits on this.”

“No kissing or I walk.” Dear God, please let her be able to follow through on that threat.

“So that’s it. You’re determined tonight’s going to be about fucking.”

She closed her eyes against his anger, his hurt. “It’s about time you started listening. Figured it out.”

He moved closer. “Oh, I’ve got your number, sweetheart. I can see straight through you.”

She was very afraid he could. She didn’t know how to reply. Couldn’t think of some cutting remark to counter his comment.

“But you know what? I’m calling your bluff, Carlyle. You want to get fucked, you got it.”

She didn’t respond. Didn’t have time. He gripped her arm tightly and turned her toward the long, banquet-style table. “Get undressed and climb on that table. Lay on your back.”

She narrowed her eyes and gestured at his clothing. “I want you naked too.”

He gave her a wicked grin that would have frightened a reasonable woman. Unfortunately, it sent tremors of arousal pulsing through her. “I’ll be naked soon enough. I’m not going to repeat myself, Frankie. You have sixty seconds to comply with my demands or you’re going to find yourself tied facedown on that table with me taking a belt to your ass. Move.”

For a split second, she considered pushing the envelope.

Reed saw it and grinned. “Either way, I’m going to enjoy it.”

She huffed out an impatient breath and began disrobing. She was too curious to see what he had in mind. Once she was naked, he helped her onto the table. It was covered with a plush quilt rather than a tablecloth.

“Comfortable?” he asked.

She nodded. “Yes, but if you try to put an apple in my mouth like some roast pig, I’m out of here.”

He chuckled. “God, I love your spirit.”

Her chest ached at his admission. While he might like her spirit now, men like him would never be able to accept it for long. As soon as she gave herself to him, he’d slowly begin chiseling away at all her freedoms until soon there was nothing left of the woman she was now. She’d watched it happen to her mother, and she refused to let the same thing happen to her.

“Aren’t we missing something?” She tried to erase the dark thoughts from her mind, refused to let her anxiety ruin this last fantasy, this last night with Reed.

He shook his head. “Look over there.” He pointed toward the bar and Frankie swallowed heavily. She’d been so focused on Reed, on her worries, she’d failed to register that they weren’t alone.

Turning her head, she spotted Carter sitting at the bar. He’d been hidden in the shadows when she’d first entered. She thought briefly she should be embarrassed to be lying naked on a table in front of him, but the appreciation in his eyes made her feel desirable, beautiful. In that moment, she realized how well Reed understood her, knew her. She’d done the stranger fantasy. For this fantasy, she needed a familiar face, a friend. Carter was the perfect choice because she trusted him.

“I’m going to be greedy,” Reed said, recapturing her attention. “I’m claiming my part of the fantasy first.”

Exhibitionism. He was going to have sex with her as Carter watched. She trembled, squeezing her legs together in a lame attempt at finding some relief.

Reed shook his head. “Open your legs. You don’t have to hide your arousal, Frankie. Show him what a vibrant, sexy woman you are. Let him see why you’ve got my dick tied in a knot.”

She wanted to laugh at his words, but she knew he wasn’t joking. She was surprised he’d admit such a thing in front of his cousin. From the corner of her eye, she saw Carter move closer to the table. A rush of emotions inundated her—excitement, pleasure, anticipation, desire. She looked at Reed and realized which emotion was missing. Fear. She wasn’t afraid. He was with her and she knew he’d make this special, make this perfect.

Through with waiting, he gripped her knees, pulled them apart. “Remember you asked for this, Frankie. I would have given you softness, would have made love to you, but⁠—”

“I don’t want that,” she said quickly, panic in her voice as she cut him off.

“So you keep saying. So be it.” With his words, he plunged three fingers into her dripping pussy as she cried out. He fucked her with his fingers, his thrusts relentless, powerful. He triggered her climax in less than two minutes, and she screamed as her inner muscles clenched against his retreating fingers.

“So sensual, responsive.” She was startled when she heard Carter’s voice. She’d almost forgotten his presence. Reed had a talent for distracting her from everything except him.

“Beautiful,” Reed whispered. She wasn’t sure if he was talking to her or to the man watching them just a few feet away.

“We’re not finished yet, Frankie.” Reed bent forward and sucked one of her tight nipples into his mouth. She reared up and gasped. He nipped at her flesh, and she cried out as the slight pain sent a lightning flash of pleasure to her pussy.

“God,” she groaned.

Reed lifted his head. His face was inches from hers, and she could feel his hot breath on her cheek. “Look at him. Show him how lucky I am. Let him see how sexy, how fucking incredible you are.”

She panted, wondering when the air in the room had gotten so thick, so humid. She was on fire. Reed’s eyes betrayed him, told her how much this fantasy meant to him.

She’d never considered exhibitionism to be a personal fantasy, but his excitement was driving hers. Taking her to a place she’d never expected to go.

“Look at him,” he whispered. She turned her head.

Carter was even closer to the table now. She wasn’t sure when he’d moved. She’d been too enraptured, too captured by Reed to remember his presence.

Carter’s hand drifted down to his pants. She could see his erection through the thin material. She licked her lips as he ran his hand up and down the turgid flesh, seeking stimulation.

“He wants you,” Reed whispered. “Every man wants you. You’re beautiful, sensual, gorgeous.” His lips took her breast again and she moaned. His rough sucking sent shards of arousal to every part of her body. She fought the urge to scream. It was too much.

Reed lifted his head and leaned closer to her face. Her gaze was locked on Carter’s face, though her mind and body and soul and heart weren’t seeing anything but Reed.

His tongue darted along her earlobe. One moist, light kiss and he whispered two words. “You’re mine.”

He rose then and grabbed her feet, pulling her closer to the edge. His quick motion caught her unaware, and she broke eye contact with Carter, her eyes flying to Reed’s determined, hungry face.

Before she could respond, he was deep inside her body, taking her with the rough edge she was coming to love.

“Yes,” she cried.

He moved faster, harder, and her back arched as her second orgasm hit her like a freight train. Over and over, he pounded inside her aching flesh, filling every lonely, empty space with bright, white sunshine.

She reached up to grip his shoulders, needing to feel his strength, his power. She felt like she was on the verge of exploding, disappearing forever in the abyss as he thrust roughly, going deeper. The finesse she’d grown accustomed to in his lovemaking was gone. This was a claiming, pure and simple. She tightened her arms around his neck, pulled him closer and kissed him. Their lips devoured each other, neither of them breaking for air for minutes, hours, years.

His lips released hers. “You’re mine,” he repeated, his words sure, powerful, true. They sent her over the cliff again. He came with her, and it wasn’t until she felt each pulsating spurt of hot come branding her that she realized they’d forgotten the condom. He was truly filling her.

He must have had the same thought at the same time. He fell forward, covering her, whispering in her ear. “Shit, Frankie. I’m so sorry.”

She turned to kiss his cheek, hating the guilt in his tone. “I’m protected and clean.”

He rested his forehead on her shoulder. “So am I, but that’s not the point. I shouldn’t have⁠—”

She lifted her hand to his face, turned it until he was looking at her. “That is the point. It’s fine.”

Carter cleared his throat behind them. Once again, she’d forgotten their audience, failed to see anything except Reed. She realized they could be lost in a crowd of thousands, and he’d still be the only person she could see.

Suddenly, her demand for a threesome seemed petty and wrong. She’d only asked for it in an attempt to hold Reed at bay. She’d thought asking for a ménage with another man would drive him away. She should have known better.

Her emotions crashed down on her. “Reed. I can’t⁠—”

He nodded, held her close as he looked up. “Carter, I don’t think this is going to happen.”

“Yeah. That was kind of obvious. I’ll catch up with you tomorrow. Lock up on your way out.”

She heard Carter start to leave and she felt she owed him an apology. “I’m sorry,” she said softly.

Carter chuckled. “Nothing to be sorry about, Francesca. Reed’s always been a lucky bastard.”

She wanted to refute his claim, explain that things between her and his cousin weren’t what they seemed, but given her state of undress, the fact Reed was still inside her body, made any denial, any conversation rather difficult.

She heard a door close to the right, and she realized she shouldn’t have been in such a hurry to send him away. Being alone with Reed seemed more threatening, less tolerable than a ménage she didn’t want.

She’d just given into his fantasy, had sex in front of another person and loved it. Not because it was her fantasy, but because it was Reed’s, and there was nothing she wouldn’t do to please him. He looked at her now with total adoration and she knew—knew to her core—that there was nothing she wouldn’t do for him. The power of that realization pummeled her with the force of a hurricane, destroying her. She had turned into exactly what she’d always abhorred. She was her mother—weak-willed, spineless. “I have to leave.”

He shook his head, rising slowly. “No, you don’t.”

“Please, Reed. Let’s just call this fantasy a done deal and move on.” She tried not to wince at the distinct tinge of fear in her voice. He was too observant, too in tune with her. She took a deep breath, trying to still her panic.

She allowed him to take her hand and pull her to a seated position. She was touched when he grabbed the quilt and pulled it over her shoulders. “Why did you ask for a threesome if you didn’t want it?”

She shrugged. How could she explain without giving herself away? She’d asked for the ménage to make him believe she was only interested in the sex. To prove some ridiculous point that they’d never be anything more than colleagues and part-time lovers. “I thought I did want it. I think this is one instance where the fantasy really is better than the reality.” The lie fell smoothly from her lips, and she prayed it was enough to convince him.

He sighed. “I should have asked you again before I brought you here. I should have made sure. I’m sorry.”

He looked as lost as she felt and she struggled to explain, wished there was some way she could make him understand. “Tonight was sexy, Reed. Just as hot as the other fantasies. Really.” It was the truth. Unfortunately, the truth came with a price. A price that was far too high to pay.

His look proved he didn’t believe her. “Go out to dinner with me tomorrow night.”

“No,” she replied quickly. Time to rip off the bandage. Time to make the break. Walking out the door of this bar tonight was going to be hard enough.

“Why not?”

She laughed at his persistence, though her heart was aching. He wasn’t going to make this easy. She dug deep, fought to pull out the Frankie she could control, the one who didn’t take no for an answer. She stepped back into the familiar skin, ignoring how it chafed. “Because I’m finished with this. The game’s over. I’m moving on, hotshot.”

He nodded slowly, narrowed his eyes at her cocky tone. “Moving on?”

“I’ve never lied about what I wanted from you, Reed.”

“You’re right. You haven’t.”

She stood up and started dressing. He didn’t stop her, simply watched with his arms crossed over his chest.

“Never pegged you for a coward.”

She stopped buttoning her blouse to give him a dirty look. “I’m not a coward.”

“You’re running as fast as one.”

She shrugged. “Everyone’s entitled to their opinions. Even if they are damn wrong.” She slipped on her shoes and cursed her shaking hands. She needed to get out fast. She reached for her purse, and then looked at him one last time. “I’m leaving.”

He bent his head to one side, studied her face for several long, painful moments. “Fine.”

She turned toward the door, trying to hide the relief on her face. She’d just reached for the knob when his voice cut through the silence.

“Just remember, Frankie. You can run, but you can’t hide. Not from me.”


CHAPTER NINE




Frankie and Reed sat in front of Brian’s desk bright and early on Monday morning. One look at his uncle’s face proved he was beyond pissed. Reed had never seen the man lose his temper, never seen him unable to rein in his anger, but this morning was proving to be the exception.

He knew his uncle would be upset by his resignation, but he didn’t anticipate the outright fury written in the older man’s eyes. He wasn’t sure why Brian was so mad. He’d still have Frankie. God knew she was a more than competent replacement. She’d already proven herself and her worth to The Donovan Group.

Brian slammed his fist on the top of his desk and bent forward. “I have a letter of resignation here. Who wants to explain it to me?”

Reed fought against the instinct to look at Frankie’s face as his uncle blurted out the news. He’d intended to pull her into his office first thing this morning. Explain to her why he was leaving. She’d worked too hard to achieve this position in her career. She deserved the chance to enjoy it.

Besides, he’d known for some time his days were numbered at The Donovan Group. Something had broken in him when his uncle sent him to London. His confidence in his abilities was on shaky ground. Perhaps a new job would help him regain it…and Frankie.

“I’m afraid things just didn’t work out.”

Frankie’s voice penetrated his thoughts and he turned to look at her. She knew? She knew he’d resigned and that was her only response?

“Didn’t work out,” Brian repeated. “We just landed three huge deals. The Donovan Group has set itself up for the best quarter it’s ever seen and you think things didn’t work out? You want to tell me exactly what didn’t work?”

Reed took up the battle. “Brian, you can’t think this hasn’t been coming. I mean, you knew I was unhappy about the trip to London. If you’d just explained why you felt it was necessary to send⁠—”

Brian exploded, interrupting him. “I don’t have to explain a fucking thing to you. Dammit, Reed, you should know by now I have my reasons.”

“I understand that, but…” Reed shrugged and paused, realizing anything else he said would prove to his uncle how badly he’d been hurt. He wasn’t comfortable revealing any weakness. He glanced over at Frankie, finally seeing the confusion he’d expected when Brian told her he was resigning. Then he realized if he’d learned anything in the last month in her presence, it was that sometimes taking a leap was worth it. He still had a long way to go to win her heart, but he was more determined now than ever.

He looked at his uncle again. “I thought you believed in me.”

His answer took the wind out of Brian’s sails, and he watched his uncle slowly drop into his desk chair. “Of course I believe in you, Reed. What would ever make you think I didn’t?”

Reed shrugged. “You sent me to London to play office manager. When I came back, you’d set Frankie up as a partner. If you’d felt I was losing my touch, I wish you’d⁠—”

“Losing your touch?” Brian leaned forward. “Is that how you’ve interpreted all of this?”

Reed felt his anger spark at his uncle’s slightly condescending tone. “How else was I supposed to take it?”

“I don’t understand what any of this has to do with me resigning from the company,” Frankie said.

Reed turned to her. “You’re resigning?”

“Of course. Isn’t that why we’re sitting here?”

She turned to face Brian at the same time Reed did, and they both watched his uncle open the file folder on top of his desk. He withdrew two pieces of paper, handing each of them one. Reed reared back when he saw Frankie’s signature at the bottom of the resignation letter.

“You resigned?” Frankie whispered, looking up after reading the letter of resignation he’d faxed to his uncle this morning. “Why would you do that?”

“You deserve to be here. You’ve worked hard for this job and I know you’ll continue to succeed. I’ve watched you in action, Frankie. You’re brilliant.”

“But…” Frankie blinked rapidly and for a second, he thought he saw the slight trace of tears in her eyes. “I don’t understand.”

“I was worried you’d leave the firm as long as I was still here. I thought if I gave you some space, some time, we could work through—” he paused and looked at Brian, then he forged on, “—our other issues without the added pressure of the job.”

She frowned. “You’re resigning so that I’ll stay, so that I’ll continue to work here?”

Reed turned in his chair. He wanted her to see, to read the sincerity in his face. “You’re good at what you do. Damn good. The Donovan Group was lucky to land you and I sincerely hope, for my uncle’s sake, you never leave. You’re an asset and I think lately I’ve become a liability. So I’m removing myself from the equation.”

“I’m an asset. You don’t want me to ever leave?” She whispered the words so low, Reed wasn’t sure he’d heard them correctly. He couldn’t understand why his actions seemed to shock her so.

“Why were you resigning, Frankie?” Reed asked.

She looked at him and then did a quick sideways glance at Brian. He knew she didn’t want to discuss their private lives in front of his uncle, but he also knew the old man was canny enough to read the writing on this wall. She shrugged and answered. “I was afraid.”

Of all the answers she could have given him, none would have surprised him more than that. He snorted. “I thought you weren’t afraid of anything.”

She grinned at his compliment briefly, the smile fading to one of sadness. “I’m afraid of quite a lot. A committed relationship seems to be at the top of that list though.”

“So I’ve noticed. Why?”

She swallowed and he could see she was uneasy with the conversation. “I think my family sort of screwed me up a bit. I’m the only child of the world’s last caveman.”

She tried to lighten her comment with a laugh, but he could see she was using it as a defense mechanism. Tight lines surrounded her eyes and mouth, and he knew she was struggling to tell him some hard truths about herself, about her upbringing.

“I got that impression when we met him at the restaurant the other week. He’s not fond of your career?”

She snorted. “That’s putting it lightly. Women aren’t supposed to hold positions of real power in the workforce.”

Brian leaned forward, and Reed was sorry he’d initiated this conversation here. At least, he was until his uncle’s words. “What a load of bullshit. I didn’t know men like that still existed in the world.”

This time, Frankie’s chuckle was sincere. “Hate to break it to you, Brian, but for all intents and purposes, this is still very much a male-dominated society. Lucky for me, I learned a long time ago how to crash a stag party.”

Reed frowned. “I’m sorry about that it’s a man’s world crack after the Golf Connection bid. I shouldn’t have said that. You’re a natural in this field and you have every right to be here.”

She smiled. “Thank you. But my father’s really only a part of my hang-up. My mother sort of perpetuated the rest of my issues.”

Reed rested his elbows on his knees and watched her face carefully. Though she was uncomfortable sharing her personal feelings, he knew now that she’d started, she wouldn’t stop until it had all been said. “Your mother?”

“I watched her lose her entire sense of identity during her marriage. She’s lived her whole life for my dad—giving up her dreams of being a nurse, letting her friends slip away, changing her fashion style. You name it, she gave it up. She’s remade herself into my father’s image of what she should be. She’s a shell of her former self and she did it all in the name of love.”

“How do you know she wasn’t always this person?”

“I met one of my mother’s best friends from college once. We had dinner together and she told me a million stories about my mother, about all the fun she used to have, how vivacious and lively she was. She even had pictures. Then she mentioned my father, talked about how much it bothered her to see my mother accede to his control. Mom dropped out of college during her last semester. Her last freaking semester.”

He leaned forward, grasping her hands. “There are a lot of people in the world who fall in love and remain true to themselves, Frankie. Hell, I’d bet there are more who do than don’t.”

“I know that, but you know that old saying, the fruit doesn’t fall far from the tree? I’ve always worried. What if I’m like her? Reed, there’ve been times when we’ve—” she paused, looked at his uncle again, then she forged on, “—there’ve been times when we’ve been together and I’ve sort of lost sight of myself. Times when there really wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you.”

He knew it wouldn’t ease her mind, but to hear her feelings ran so deep lifted the two-ton weight on his heart. Then another thought permeated and he frowned. “I don’t want to change you, Frankie, and I would never make you do anything you weren’t comfortable with. Friday night⁠—”

She shook her head quickly. “Friday night was perfect. At first, I thought…” She paused, struggling to find her words. “It scared me, but I’ve had all weekend to relive it and I wanted it. You didn’t force me to do anything I didn’t want to do. I was a willing participant. Hell, I’d do it again tonight.”

His eyes narrowed slightly, studying her face, looking for any trace of deception, but finding none.

He accepted her words and gave a deep sigh of relief. “I love you just the way you are, Frankie. I hope you know that.”

Her eyes widened. “You love me?”

He laughed, lifted her knuckles to his lips for a kiss. “Of course I do, you crazy woman. I’ve been walking around here feeling like the world’s biggest fool wearing his heart on his sleeve. You had to know I wanted a relationship with you.”

She licked her lips, biting the lower one briefly. “I was so busy trying to sort out my feelings and misreading your intentions, I don’t think I ever stopped to consider how you felt.”

“Well, now you know. I adore you, Francesca Carlyle. And I’d like a lifetime or so to prove exactly how much.”

She blinked back tears, but before she could respond, Brian stood up.

“Give me those resignation letters.”

Reed wanted to blast his uncle for his untimely interruption, but Brian remained undaunted. Holding out his hand, even snapping his fingers. They handed the papers over.

“Brian,” Reed started, but his uncle’s actions stopped any further comment he could make.

Brian tore up both resignations. “I don’t accept either of these.”

Reed scowled. He’d grappled all weekend with his decision to leave The Donovan Group. Walking away from the company felt like the equivalent of tearing off a limb, but he was through bowing to his uncle’s demands.

“You don’t have a choice.”

Brian looked at him. “I’m retiring.”

“What?” he and Frankie said in unison.

“I’m not getting any younger. I’ve spent my life making a ton of money. I want to go out now and spend a bit of it. Oh hell, I want to spend a lot of it. I’m gonna travel, find myself a girlfriend, have lots of sex.”

Frankie laughed. “Sounds like a well-laid plan.”

Reed couldn’t find the humor. Brian was retiring. Leaving the company.

“I don’t understand,” Reed said slowly, finding it difficult to form the words. He’d never imagined his uncle leaving The Donovan Group. The man used to joke around that he’d run the company until he had one foot in the grave.

“Apparently there are a lot of things you don’t understand, Reed. And I’m afraid that’s my fault. I’ve never been a patient man and explaining myself sort of falls under that umbrella. I should have warned you, told you this was coming. Maybe then you wouldn’t have felt like I was anything other than completely proud of you.”

“Told you so,” Frankie whispered. Her smug smile started to jar him from his shocked state.

“Nobody likes a know-it-all,” Reed said.

Brian grinned at their exchange. “I sent you to London to give you a sense of what it would mean to be in charge of this company. What it would be like to run it totally on your own. You assumed the reins over there and did a great job.”

“In charge?”

Brian nodded. “I wanted you to understand all the aspects of this company. Obviously there’s more than just the marketing end. You need to know how to manage the employees, deal with any problems that may arise, handle the financial end. You did all of that and more at the London office. I’m leaving The Donovan Group in your very capable hands.”

“Me?”

“You’re my new CEO and when I die, the company is yours.”

“CEO?”

Frankie looked at Brian. “Congratulations, Brian. You’ve left Reed speechless. Quite a feat.”

His uncle and Frankie laughed at his stunned state, but Reed didn’t care. He was still trying to put all the misconceptions of the last few months in proper perspective now that he knew the rest of the story. He was going to run The Donovan Group. Once again, his uncle had looked into his heart and read the desires Reed didn’t even know were lurking there. He’d never imagined the company without his uncle. Never considered a future where he would actually run it. Now he knew there was nothing he wanted more.

“You’ll be a wonderful CEO, Reed.”

He looked at Frankie and realized he was wrong. There was something he wanted more.

“You can’t leave.”

Frankie looked like she might argue, but Brian stopped her.

“He’s right, Frankie. With Reed running the company, he’s going to need a strong marketing partner to handle that part of the business. I hired you hoping you would prove yourself capable of filling that role. You have.”

Suddenly, everything became clear. Brian hadn’t hired Frankie because he thought Reed was losing his touch. He hired her to take his place after his promotion. He laughed at his sheer stupidity. “I think I owe you an apology, Brian.”

“No,” his uncle said. “You really don’t, Reed. So what do you say, Frankie?”

Reed looked at her, saw her struggling to make a decision. “Stay, Frankie. Please. I can’t run this company without you. I’ll beg if you want me to.”

She laughed. “I don’t want you to beg.”

“So you’ll stay. Give this partnership a try?”

She nodded slowly, reaching over to take his hand. “I can’t guarantee you an easy time. I’m pretty headstrong and opinionated. I won’t be a yes-man.”

He gave her a naughty wink. “I’ve figured out a few tricks to get you to say yes.”

“I’m being serious, Reed. I don’t think we should go into this with blinders on. You know as well as I do there are probably gonna be some knock-down, drag-out fights in our future.”

He squeezed her hand. “So long as you promise they will always be followed by dirty, kinky make-up sex, I can live with that.”

Brian groaned. “Too much information. So it’s settled, then. Get out of my office. Go make plans for the future of this company. And I’m telling you right now, if you run it into the ground, I’m coming back here and kicking both your asses.”

They laughed, and Reed gave his uncle a playful salute. “Duly noted.”

Brian gave Frankie a kiss on the cheek and offered Reed his hand for a handshake. Reed pulled his uncle toward him and the two men embraced.

“I’m proud of you, son,” Brian said. Reed felt a lump in his throat until his uncle, in typical fashion, followed up with a joke. “But we’re going to have to talk about your professional, gentlemanly skills. Seducing your partner is a no-no.”

Reed laughed. “Oh, I don’t know about that. I sort of think that falls in the gray area.”

Frankie narrowed her eyes. “Your gray area just turned black. Keep that in mind.”

Brian slapped Reed on the back. “This should be fun to watch…from afar. Makes me glad my first few planned trips are abroad.”

Reed grasped Frankie’s hand and led her to the elevator. As the doors slid closed, she hit the stop button.

“I love you,” she said.

His breath caught in his chest. He knew how hard it was for her to make such a declaration.

“I’m kind of hard not to love, sweetheart.”

She laughed and rolled her eyes. “Oh my God. I’m going to have so much fun putting you in your place.”

He grinned. “I look forward to it. Oh, and, Francesca, I love you too.”
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ROUGH CUT


Enjoy this excerpt from Rough Cut.

Setting the stage

“You need to get up, Bambi. This isn’t the way to win a part in my movie.”

“But you haven’t let me show you how talented am I,” whined the buxom blonde Pamela Anderson wannabe.

“Oh I have no doubt you’re talented, but this isn’t the time or place. I’m waiting for some⁠—”

“The windows in this limo are tinted black. No one will see.”

Ty swatted away the woman’s hands each time she attempted to grasp his family jewels, wondering how in the hell he got into messes like this.

“That’s not the point. I’m at the airport to pick someone up and the flight has already landed.”

“So your friend can join us when he arrives. There’s plenty of me to go around.” Bambi thrust out her barely covered breasts. Those babies must have cost her a pretty penny.

“I’m picking up a woman.” He hoped that fact would deter the so-called actress.

“Man or woman. I’m not fussy. She won’t be disappointed either.”

Ty tried not to growl in frustration at the woman’s relentlessness. He’d asked the temp agency to send over a secretary and he’d expressly stated No actresses. Miss Bambi Starr was quickly pushing him to the brink of losing what the tabloids liked to refer to as his infamous Ransome temper.

“I’m going to tell you one more time to get up, Bambi.”

His words fell on deaf ears as the woman finally managed to get a hold on the zipper tab of his suit slacks. Of course, her death grip on his balls had distracted him a bit. Her head began to lower toward his lap, and he hastily put his hands in her hair to push her back.

Unfortunately, at that exact moment, the door to the limousine opened and Gwen Preston was ushered in, unaware of what was happening until she sat down and his driver slammed the door behind her.

“Oh.” Gwen’s eyes widened at the racy image he and Bambi were presenting. “I’m sorry. Shit. I-I⁠—”

She quickly turned her face away from them, and Ty could see from her reflection in the window that she’d closed her eyes tightly. The loveliest blush crept up her slender neck. Jesus, an innocent woman. He’d lived in Hollywood so long he’d forgotten such a creature existed.

As Gwen’s hand crept to the door handle, he quickly reached out to grip her wrist. “Wait.”

She turned to look at him, her face a mixture of anger and surprise.

“Bambi.” He pushed the silly actress away from him and then opened his car door quickly—all with one hand. He refused to release Gwen. “I want you to go sit up front with my driver.”

When she looked as if she intended to argue, he let the reins of his temper go. “Now!” He shouted loud enough that both women in the car jumped. His yell also attracted the unwanted attention of a dozen or so people milling around the outside of the airport.

“It’s Ty Ransome,” someone screamed. He pushed Bambi out of the car and slammed the door. Bob, his driver, slid down the glass partition, no doubt realizing a mob of fans were about to descend on the car.

“Sir?” Bob asked, awaiting instructions.

“Give Bambi one minute to join you up there. If she isn’t in this car by then, leave without her.”

Bob nodded and slid the glass back up.

Ty glanced over and noticed Gwen quietly taking in everything with a scowl on her face. From her perspective, he must look like the world’s most heartless bastard—getting his jollies from some bimbo before kicking her to the curb.

Dammit.

This was not the way he’d planned for this meeting to go. He desperately wanted—oh hell, he needed Gwen to work with him on the project he’d invited her to California to discuss.

“You can let go of me now,” she said tersely.

“I can explain.” He heard the front passenger door slam, and the car took off with enough speed that he and Gwen were thrown back against their seats just as cameras began to flash around them.

With the car in motion, he released her wrist.

“You don’t owe me any explanations. I’m a big girl, and I’m perfectly aware of what was going on. Perhaps you should ask your driver to pull over so Bambi—was that her name?”

He nodded once and struggled to regain control of his increasing ire. “Gwen⁠—”

She ignored him. “So that Bambi and I can switch places. Clearly she wasn’t done, and as I have no intention of finishing what she started, I’d hate for you to die of an acute case of blue balls.”

He took several deep breaths, hoping it would calm him down, but clearly nothing was going to make today better. It had started its downhill spiral when his personal assistant quit first thing this morning.

Then his chef had inadvertently set a small fire in the kitchen because Ty’s insane ex-girlfriend had decided to sneak into the house and put his favorite pair of Gucci leather dress shoes in the oven. As a result, he’d asked his manager to change all the locks in his house to prevent the woman from enacting any other petty acts of revenge.

Then the co-producer for his current project threatened to walk over some minuscule plot point, and the studio bitched about the amount of money he’d spent on the film he’d just completed. The fact they stood to make a killing on the movie didn’t matter. Greedy bastards always wanted more.

Between the temp agency siccing Bambi on him and Gwen’s refusal to listen to his explanation, he felt as if his head was going to explode.

“I can only imagine how it must feel for a man with your legendary sex drive to⁠—”

“You may want to reconsider finishing that statement,” he barked. “Not one more word, Ms. Preston. I mean it.”

“Tell your driver to drop me off at the nearest hotel. I think our negotiations have ended.”

He shook his head, unsure where his anger toward Gwen had come from, but the fact of the matter was his cock had been soft as a down pillow when Bambi had been trying to blow him. That state had changed rapidly the second Gwen entered the limo.

She looked different in real person, but considering he’d only ever seen her once on a television interview, that wasn’t surprising. She was a petite, willowy blonde with porcelain skin, unusual in sunny California. Her bright blue eyes flashed sparks of anger at him, yet despite her ire, he was assailed with an instant attraction.

He was used to beautiful women. Hell, he was surrounded by them twenty-four seven. Gwen wasn’t beautiful by Hollywood standards, yet she was certainly striking, even alluring.

“Oh no, Gwen. Our negotiations haven’t even started yet.”

“I thought that you were different, but you really are as arrogant and chauvinistic as the tabloids say. I don’t usually believe those rags, but I think they were dead-on where you’re concerned. I’m going to tell you one more time to let me out of this car, Mr. Ransome, or I swear to God, I’ll slap you with a kidnapping charge so fast it’ll make your head spin.”

He grinned at her, aware the look only fueled her anger further. They’d corresponded through email and phone calls regularly during the past few weeks, and he had felt they were striking up a friendship. He regretted his harsh words, but he couldn’t shake the image of her on her knees in front of him. He’d have to make amends, because he wasn’t about to let her get away, regardless of her paltry threats.

“Gwen, I apologize for my rudeness. I can assure you I am the man from the phone calls. Today, well, my only excuse is that it has been a rather long, painful day.”

“It’s only ten a.m.”

He nodded and sighed heavily. “Nonetheless, I am sorry. How was your flight? Pleasant, I hope?”

She narrowed her eyes at his abrupt about-face and quick change of topic. “Mr. Ransome⁠—”

“Ty,” he corrected her. She’d been calling him Ty on the phone for weeks, and he loved the sound of his name spoken in her sultry voice.

She shook her head and started to refuse, but he reached over and placed a gentle finger against her lips.

“Call me Ty.”

He could tell by her erratic breathing she wasn’t as unaffected by him as she seemed. Perhaps she was also feeling the overwhelming heat that was making it difficult for him to concentrate despite the cool air-conditioning blowing over them.

“Mr. R—” He pressed his finger harder against her lips. For a moment, he considered silencing her another way—by placing his lips against hers. He could just imagine using his tongue to caress her mouth, to slowly study the contours of her warm, sweet lips.

“Say Ty, Gwen. Say it right now.”

“Ty,” she whispered.

Blown away by her capitulation and the sexy, husky nature of her voice, he shook his head, trying to regain his wits.

What the hell was he thinking?

Christ, he knew what he was thinking—he had a hard-on that could drive nails into concrete, and that lack of blood to the brain was driving him to say stupid shit.

Dominant by nature, he was usually able to keep his darker side under wraps, especially around strangers. However, Gwen didn’t feel like a stranger. She felt like someone he’d known forever, and he could tell by the flush on her face and soft panting that she wasn’t immune to his commands.

However, she was looking at him with suspicious eyes.

Anxious to recover lost ground, he cleared his throat. “Now that we’ve gotten the issue of names out of the way, I think we should discuss a timeline for writing the script. Figure out a schedule and draft a rough outline of the story. I’ve taken the liberty of setting you up in my guest house for the duration of your stay.”

“I haven’t agreed to write anything and I’d prefer to stay in a hotel. I believe I mentioned that on the phone.”

Her voice was calmer and he was pleased to see her earlier anger had abated. Her confidence was reemerging. It was that self-assurance that led him to issue his offer. He’d seen an interview she’d done several months ago on a local cable channel. Her poise and quiet intelligence had spoken to him so deeply he’d gone out and purchased everything she’d ever written.

When he’d read a collection of short stories she’d co-authored entitled Evening Songs, his attention had fallen from her to her co-author on the book, Michael Haynes. It was Haynes’ story “The Darkest Night” that had sparked his serious interest and planted the seed of turning the stories into a screenplay.

For weeks, he’d attempted to find the elusive writer and had almost given up hope. Then one night, he’d met a producer friend and his wife in New York for drinks. The wife worked in the publishing business, so he’d casually mentioned Haynes. She’d told him that Michael Haynes was actually a pseudonym for Gwen Preston. Gwen had written all the stories in Evening Songs, including “The Darkest Night”.

“I think you’ll discover I didn’t get where I am today because I accept the word no easily. Why don’t you save both of us a lot of time and wasted energy by merely agreeing? You said yourself in our last email communication that you were fascinated by the idea of seeing one of your stories on the silver screen. I’m offering you that opportunity,” he said.

“I’m still not sure why you’re offering me that chance. I’ve never written a screenplay. Isn’t it standard Hollywood procedure for someone else to buy the rights and write the script?”

“I have experience with scriptwriting. I hope that by collaborating, you and I will bring to the screen the same emotion, the same powerful characters and stimulating plot that you incorporate so flawlessly in your fiction. I truly suspect that between the two of us we can make one of the hottest movies of the year.”

What he didn’t say was that he was damn tired of being one of Hollywood’s action stars. It was an image he was finding harder and harder to maintain as he got older.

It was time he focused on the future. He was desperate to establish himself as a serious actor and a talented producer. Gwen’s story had the potential to help him break free of the macho-man image he hated.

“You still haven’t told me which of my books you intend to use. I’m not sure I understand your secrecy on that point or why you insisted I meet you in person.”

“I would like to make a movie using the stories in Evening Songs.” His words jarred her more than he would have imagined, and he immediately noticed her slight discomfiture when he mentioned which book he was interested in.

Her face paled and her eyes drifted downward. “Well, then you’ve wasted my time and yours. As you know, I wasn’t the only author of that book. I only wrote two of the four stories.”

Ty grinned as her cheeks lost all color. She was a horrible liar.

“You and I both know you wrote all the stories in that collection. Please don’t insult me by continuing to deny it.”

“Well done, Sherlock. How much did that information cost you?” she asked.

“Four martinis.”

“Nice to know my privacy comes so cheap. Tell you what. Skip the hotel. Tell your driver to take me back to the airport.”

“You won’t even consider the idea of making these stories into a movie?”

“Three words, Mr. Ransome. Three words that should explain to you why this project will never work. ‘The Darkest Night’.”

He leaned back against his seat and pondered her concern. “It’s a terrific story, Gwen. I’m interested in making a movie with the four vignettes combining to form the larger work. There seems to be a trend on these kinds of multiple plot movies and I think the stories in Evening Songs would make a marvelous film. Academy Award material. I’m afraid I’m not sure what your concerns about ‘The Darkest Night’ have to do with making a film adaptation of the entire book.”

“It’s rather hardcore for Hollywood, isn’t it? I mean, how do you expect to make a movie that dabbles in sadomasochism and bondage without crossing the line into pornography?”

“It can be done. I see this movie as more of an artistic endeavor, an in-depth character study of the couples in each story. Of course, there’s no reason to worry about the how-to of the filming until we actually get the script written.”

She shrugged, worried lines forming on her brow as she glanced toward the front of the limo. Clearly she hadn’t forgotten about the Bambi incident. “I’d rather stay in a hotel while I consider your offer.”

She leaned back and crossed her arms under her breasts. He knew she meant the gesture to be standoffish and perhaps a bit protective, but he was staggered by the abundance of all-natural flesh beneath her shirt.

Christ, he hated breast implants and was delighted to see that under her clothing, Gwen wasn’t carrying around anything she wasn’t born with.

“And as I said, that seems a waste of money. Come stay at my place, take a few days to decide, let me show you around Hollywood. If you agree to my proposal, the guest house will be yours while we work on the script. I should warn you, my schedule isn’t exactly what you call normal. My days are typically quite busy due to public appearances, meetings, work at the set. However, when we decide to start writing this script⁠—”

“If we start writing this script⁠—”

He grinned. “When we start, I really believe it would be better if you were close by while we’re working, so that neither of us is traveling during the wee hours to or from a hotel. With you ensconced in the guest house, we can work whenever we like.”

She sighed and turned her head to glance out at the passing scenery.

“Gwen, I know this may sound strange, but I feel as if I know you, even though our acquaintance has only been through email and phone conversations.”

She smiled and nodded. “I feel the same way but, Ty, I’m going to tell you right now, I’m not some movie star groupie and I don’t want to be surrounded by orgies or whatever other depraved things you may do in your house.”

He smiled, flashing his million-dollar dimples at her. “I’ll reschedule all my orgies until after you leave.”

She fought back a smile at his joke. “I mean it. If we’re going to work together, I insist that we keep things professional.”

He forced his head to nod in accord, even though his body was reading him the riot act for agreeing to such a thing. He had absolutely no intention of maintaining a professional distance from her. Something about her called to him, and he would be damned if he denied himself a taste of her sweetness.

He decided he really did owe her a decent explanation for Bambi. He prayed his words would set her mind at ease about him as a person.

“I hired Bambi this morning as a temporary replacement for my personal assistant. Apparently she thought a blowjob would make me inclined to hire her for a role in one of my upcoming movies. I know what it must have looked like to you, but I was pushing her away when you got into the limo.”

She looked over at him and he could tell by the look in her eyes that she believed him. A genuine smile crossed her face, and he was amazed by the transformation as she burst into peals of laughter.

He reconsidered his previous thought—she was beautiful.

“You poor man,” she said between gasps. “You must have been terrified.”

He let her have fun at his expense, relieved to see she wasn’t still thinking of him as a male chauvinist pig. He soaked in the sound of her laughter and grinned.

“Well, there’s some good news for you,” she teased. “If we actually write this script, you have your leading lady all lined up and ready to go.”

“Hell will freeze over before Bambi Starr lands a part in any movie I make.”

Mention of Bambi’s full name sent her into fits of laughter again. “Gee, I wonder if that’s her given name.”

The car pulled into the driveway of his house and her giggles ended on a sharp intake of breath.

“Oh my God,” she whispered.

He was used to seeing people’s expressions when they pulled up to his mansion. It was decadent in the extreme, and he thought perhaps he should feel guilty for the ungodly amount of money he’d pumped into the house.

Some small insecure part of him had never gotten over the feeling of growing up in a tiny one-room apartment, constantly worrying about the bills and where the next meal was coming from. He was determined he’d never let welfare checks feed him again, nor would he sleep in a cold, drafty room, wishing for the slightest bit of warmth.

His greatest regret in life was that his mother hadn’t lived long enough for him to set her up in a mansion of her own. She’d struggled throughout his entire childhood to care for him alone, and he’d never had the opportunity to reward her as he’d wanted to for her unending love and care.

“Holy shit,” she murmured. “Your house is as big as a hotel.”

“So now you see why I insist that you stay here. We could wander around for weeks and never run into each other.”

She nodded her head, still smiling. “You’re right about that.”

“Will you promise to give some serious thought to this project? I really do believe your book will make an amazing film.”

“My agent mentioned yesterday that the publisher wants to sell the story rights to you, so it will be a movie whether I want it or not. I have to admit I was a bit miffed at the publisher’s secrecy about which book you wanted to use.”

“The secrecy is my fault. One of the conditions of the contract was that I would reveal the title of the book to you. Another was that you agree to cowrite the screenplay or the offer will be rescinded.”

She paused and he sensed he surprised her with his words. “So if I say no?”

“The movie won’t be made.”

“I suppose your lawyer has contracts drawn up?”

His heart leapt at her question. “Absolutely.”

“Give them to me. I’ll take a look at them and then fax them to my agent. I’m not saying that’s a definite yes, but since I’ve come all this way, I guess I should at least take a peek at what’s in it for me.”

He laughed at her mercenary jest. She was a woman after his own heart. Perhaps the day hadn’t turned out so badly after all.

“Come on. Let’s get you settled in the guest house and then we can have some lunch out on the terrace. We’ll talk about the script.”

Rough Cut is available now.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Virginia native Mari Carr is a New York Times and USA TODAY bestseller of contemporary romance novels. With over three million copies of her books sold, Mari was the winner of the Romance Writers of America’s Passionate Plume award for her novella, Erotic Research. She has over a hundred published works, including her popular Wild Irish and Compass books, along with the Trinity Masters series she writes with Lila Dubois.

Follow Mari:

www.maricarr.com

mari@maricarr.com

Join her newsletter so you don't miss new releases and for exclusive subscriber-only content.

[image: Facebook icon] [image: Instagram icon] [image: Amazon icon] [image: BookBub icon] [image: Goodreads icon] [image: TikTok icon]

OEBPS/image_rsrc1K3.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc1JZ.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc1K2.jpg






OEBPS/image_rsrc1JY.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc1K1.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc1K5.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc1JX.jpg
New York Times Bestselling Author

MARI CARR





OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Table of contents

		Title Page

		Copyright

		Dedication

		Contents

		Praise for Power Play

		Power Play

		Chapter 1

		Chapter 2

		Chapter 3

		Chapter 4

		Chapter 5

		Chapter 6

		Chapter 7

		Chapter 8

		Chapter 9

		Rough Cut

		About the Author




Guide

		Cover

		Beginning

		Contents




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133






OEBPS/image_rsrc1K0.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc1K4.jpg





