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    He wears his scars on the outside. She keeps hers safe inside.


    Charlotte Dixon ignores her stepmother’s edict and, in an act of disobedience, attends one of the social events of the year—a masked costume ball. Charlotte’s naughtiness escalates when she dances and smooches with a sexy masked man. The night of anonymous passion that follows makes her yearn for a different life, but the next day she’s back to her dull routine of household management.


    Advertising tycoon, Ash Marlborough is about to set a private investigator on the trail of his mystery princess when she waltzes right into his place of work. Charlotte is shocked to meet her masked man in the flesh, and even more perturbed when he asks her out on a date. Despite craving another night of sexy loving, she doesn’t have time for a man, not when she wants to reinvent herself and grasp a new, improved life with both hands. But Ash knows what he wants, and he’s determined to win the heart of his princess. Let the dance of seduction commence.


    


    Warning: Contains a conniving stepmother, selfish stepsisters, a grandmother with fairy godmother tendencies and a sexy masked man who is willing to face them all for the love of a good woman.
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    “Charlotte Joanna Dixon!” A shrill voice—her stepmother’s—hacked through Charlotte’s Saturday morning lie-in and intensified the boom, boom, boom of her aching head. “Of all the mornings for you to sleep late,” Elizabeth screeched. “Didn’t you set your alarm clock? I have to meet the fundraising committee in an hour.” The sharp accusations kept coming, accompanied by a thunk on her bedroom door.


    Charlotte stared up at the damp spot on her bedroom ceiling and started silently counting to ten. One. Two. Three. Snippets of music, memories of a sexy masculine form crept into her mind, and her count faltered. Last night she’d experienced the dizzy taste of freedom and now the thought of her normal routine rubbed like a raw blister. Her mouth settled into a mutinous line. Maybe she’d stay here all day.


    “Charlotte!” Doors slammed. The water pipes in the old Victorian groaned as they gave up water for the shower. “Hurry up.”


    Or not. Sighing, Charlotte scrambled into jeans and a T-shirt and trudged down the sweeping stairs to the kitchen. On automatic pilot, she started the coffeemaker then filled the jug to boil for Gran’s tea. While she waited, she trotted outside to grab the early morning post from the mailbox.


    Soon the scent of fresh coffee flooded the kitchen, making her stomach lurch in protest. Maybe the last glass of Champagne hadn’t been the best idea. Gritting her teeth, she set the breakfast table, then swallowed down two headache tablets and assembled a tea tray for her grandmother. When she carried the tray and three letters upstairs, she found her grandmother was already awake, perusing one of the new craft magazines she’d had Charlotte purchase for her the previous day.


    “Morning, Gran. How are you feeling? You have mail from your friends.”


    “Charlotte.” Gran put down the magazine and peered over her glasses. Her blonde curls were already brushed into submission and a pale pink lipstick gave her face a touch of color. She cocked her head in Charlotte’s direction like an inquisitive bird. “You were late home. Tell me about the ball.”


    “Shush, someone will hear.” Heat suffused Charlotte’s cheeks as memories of the previous evening rose to thump her over the head—seductive music, dancing, glasses of tickly Champagne. Many glasses of crisp, fruity Champagne. And Zorro.


    Her entire evening summed up in a few words. She’d let a tall, masked man seduce her with his charisma and endless glasses of Champagne. The night of freedom had gone to her head along with the alcoholic buzz, and for one night, the mysterious and very sexy Zorro had shoved her loneliness aside. Unsteady hands poured tea for her grandmother. After adding a touch of milk, she handed over the cup and saucer.


    “I danced so much my feet are sore,” she said, opting for a partial truth. She did have a blister on her little toe.


    “Good. Did you see Elizabeth at the ball? What about Jenny and Rachel?”


    Charlotte plopped on the end of Gran’s bed and nodded cautiously. The pain was muted now, the tablets working their magic. “They seemed to enjoy the ball. Everyone danced all night. The band was excellent.”


    Gran’s faded blue eyes twinkled behind the lenses of her glasses. “Did they recognize you?”


    “They didn’t glance at me twice.”


    “I told you so.” Her grandmother’s gaze zeroed in on her neck.


    Charlotte recalled the addictive kisses Zorro had trailed down her throat, the sensual bite and suck, and groaned inwardly. Kisses plus suction equaled one thing. Hickeys.


    “Did you meet someone special?”


    “No,” Charlotte said quickly. Too quickly.


    “I see.”


    Charlotte was glad someone saw because she didn’t understand her actions of the previous night. Yes, she’d had too much Champagne, but she’d known what she was doing. No one had forced her to kiss Zorro or to run her hands down his naked chest. Heck, no one had forced her to scream with the pleasure of her orgasm either. It was as if an alien had taken possession of her—one who enjoyed the heck out of sex.


    “I think I’ll go down to breakfast this morning,” Gran said unexpectedly. “I want to hear about the ball.”


    “I’ll help you dress.”


    “There’s a tube of concealer in my dressing table drawer,” Gran said. “Perhaps you should apply some to your neck while I’m taking a shower. You don’t want Elizabeth asking embarrassing questions.”


    No, she did not. Half an hour later, Charlotte had breakfast ready and Gran was seated at the table, eating a bowl of porridge.


    Elizabeth stalked into the kitchen and sat beside her mother. “Coffee.”


    “Elizabeth,” Gran said in a sharp tone. “Charlotte isn’t your maid.”


    Elizabeth yawned and smoothed a hand over her neat blonde bob. “I provide her with a roof over her head and a small wage. The least she can do is make me breakfast on a Saturday morning.”


    Charlotte frowned in Gran’s direction. Mother and daughter couldn’t be more different in temperament and often butted heads. She wasn’t about to get into the middle of one of their arguments. She rose from the table and her dry toast, grabbed a mug and poured coffee for Elizabeth. On hearing the clomp-clomp of footsteps on the stairs, she pulled two more mugs from the cupboard. She handed one to Jenny and the second to Rachel as they sailed past to join their grandmother and mother at the table. All four women were petite and blonde with blue eyes. Jenny and Rachel wore jeans and silky tops to highlight their curves while Elizabeth stuck with classic—black trousers and a feminine blouse in baby pink.


    “What’s for breakfast?” Jenny asked. “I’ve got the munchies.”


    “There’s fruit and cereal or I can make some more porridge,” Charlotte said, praying none of them noticed the love bites. The concealer hadn’t exactly lived up to its name.


    “I’ll have toast,” Rachel said. “Whole wheat.”


    “I’ll have fruit and cereal,” Jenny said.


    Without a word, Charlotte started preparing the requested breakfasts.


    “Did you enjoy the ball?” Gran chirped.


    Charlotte frowned in Gran’s direction, noting the satisfied glitter in her eyes. A secret smile played on Gran’s lips as she studied her granddaughters and daughter. Then she shot a mischievous glance at Charlotte, her granddaughter by marriage.


    “I want details,” Gran said. “The spicier, the better.”


    “I wish they’d had an ordinary ball instead of a costume one,” Jenny said. “It was difficult guessing identities. I don’t want to waste effort playing nice with men who don’t have money.”


    “That’s not a good attitude,” Gran scolded. “When I was a young girl, we accepted dances from everyone who asked us. It was good manners.”


    Rachel rolled her eyes. “Times change, Gran. Women can vote now.”


    “I want the girls to make good marriages,” Elizabeth said. “Money is important.”


    “I don’t want a traditional relationship,” Jenny said. “I want a career plus a rich man. Did I tell you Marlborough Media is looking for a junior designer? They’re starting interviews on Tuesday.”


    “Are you applying?” Rachel asked. “You’d have a good shot since you’re already working there. More coffee, please, Charlotte.”


    Charlotte’s ears pricked, and she wondered if there was the slightest hope of scoring an interview. While she loved Gran and didn’t mind looking after her, she’d kill to break into the graphics field and gain more independence. No rich men for her. No marriage either. She wanted to step into Ms. Independent’s shoes and answer to no one but herself.


    “I’ve already booked an interview slot.” Jenny flashed a grin, sharing her confidence with each of them in turn. “I intend to grab that spot.” She shook out her long blonde hair and picked up her coffee. “I heard they’d stopped taking applicants because they have enough.”


    “Charlotte wants to go into graphic design,” Gran said casually.


    “Charlotte?” Elizabeth’s plucked brows rose to new heights. “How are you going to manage a job? Who is going to look after Mum when her lupus flares up? Who will run our errands? No, it’s impossible. We need Charlotte to cook meals and run the household for us.” She reinforced her words with a glower that dared Charlotte to argue otherwise.


    Charlotte picked up her toast with a trembling hand and forced herself to take another bite. It helped to still the tap-dancing in the pit of her stomach and dammed up her words of protest. She was saving every cent she could, but her bank account remained depressingly small. One day, she promised herself.


    “She doesn’t have the qualifications to apply for the job,” Jenny said, her tone and pointed look running along Smug Street. “So it’s a moot point. I hope Ash Marlborough sits in on the interviews. He’s amazing. And he’s single.”


    “It wouldn’t hurt to have an in with a rich bachelor,” Elizabeth said in a thoughtful manner, obviously dismissing any further thoughts of Charlotte getting a job.


    “Exactly.” Jenny smirked in Charlotte’s direction again. “A job and a rich lover in one swoop.” She’d made a turn onto Complacent Drive.


    “He has scars on his face,” Rachel said with distaste. “I can’t look at him for longer than a few seconds. Imagine having to kiss him.”


    Jenny shrugged. “Who cares what he looks like if he has money?”


    Charlotte wanted to clap her hands over her ears, or even better, go back to bed. Instead she dispensed toast, fruit and cereal and made another pot of coffee, tuning out the usual morning discussions and avarice from her stepmother and stepsisters. Her mind turned more pleasant corners, drifting to the previous night and her Zorro lover. He’d asked her for a dance early on in the night. They’d laughed and talked about the different costumes. She’d felt like a real princess in her apricot ball gown with full skirts and the beaded bodice that cupped, lifted and flattered. The best part was her invisibility to her stepmother and stepsisters. Her dark brown wig and skillful makeup, courtesy of Gran’s best friend Esther, had completed the fantasy, and Zorro’s attention made her feel extra special. Their conversation had morphed into design and different advertising promotions they’d enjoyed, and an undercurrent of lust hummed between them, growing more urgent as the evening progressed. Charlotte removed the dirty plates from the table and made Gran another pot of tea, the twinge of her muscles reminding her of their frantic lovemaking. Heat burst onto her cheeks, her hands shaking as she stacked the plates in the dishwasher.


    “I need you to take my costume to the drycleaners,” Rachel said.


    “Mine too,” Jenny said.


    “You can take them all,” Elizabeth instructed.


    Charlotte opened her mouth to object and snapped it shut again. She’d only find herself in the middle of another argument. Same old, same old.


    “Charlotte, dear. Could you find me a pen and notepad please?” Gran asked. “What are you all doing today?”


    “I’m going to stay with my friend at the beach,” Jenny said. “I’ll be back late Sunday afternoon.”


    After handing over the requested items, Charlotte resigned herself to another evening of looking after Gran. A night alone in front of the telly since Gran went to bed around eight. At least the rugby was on and she could ogle the players to her heart’s content while working on one of her craft projects. Maybe she’d do some artist trading cards with a rugby theme. Yes, that would work.


    “Can I borrow your digital camera, Elizabeth?” Gran asked.


    “It’s in my room, Mum. Get Charlotte to grab it for you when she makes my bed. I must go or I’ll be late for my meeting.”


    Her stepmother and stepsisters left to enjoy their weekend, and Charlotte worked her way through the house, picking up clutter and cleaning as she went. She made a mental note to ring the taxi company. Maybe the driver had handed in the apricot rose that went with her gown. Maybe. She couldn’t remember if she’d still had the rose when she left Zorro in the hotel room. You sneaked, Ms. Feisty, Charlotte’s annoying inner dragon, drawled with a heavy helping of disbelief.


    “Charlotte!” Gran called.


    “Did you want something?”


    “I have a list of items for you to purchase for me. Here’s some money. There should be enough for you to have a quiet coffee and for a cab as well. You’ll need it to drop the dresses at the dry cleaners. Pass me the phone please, dear.”


    “I can’t leave you alone for that long.” Charlotte had noticed the hectic color in Gran’s face and her labored movements this morning, despite her determination to share the family breakfast. “The dresses can wait until Monday.”


    “The items on my list can’t. I’m going to ring Esther. We want to work on a scrapbooking project together.”


    Charlotte found herself overruled and ousted from the house. She hurried through her chores, but even so didn’t return to the house until late afternoon. She staggered through the door with three bags of groceries.


    “Where have you been?” Elizabeth narrowed her gaze. “What are those disgusting marks on your neck?”


    “Charlotte?” Gran’s voice came from the nearby lounge. At least her presence would probably halt Elizabeth’s tirade.


    “We’ll discuss this later,” Elizabeth snapped, and she brushed past Charlotte, leaving a lingering trace of a spicy perfume in her wake.


    “You should have reapplied the concealer,” Gran said. “Come and show Esther.”


    “Gran, you shouldn’t eavesdrop.” Charlotte peered in the hall mirror. She sighed at the telltale bruises and entered the lounge. “I don’t think more makeup will help, and why would Esther want to see my neck?”


    “Did you get everything on my list?” Gran asked.


    “I did. I’ll bring it in after I unpack the groceries.”


    “Excellent.” Gran clapped her hands together and cast a conspiratorial grin at Esther. “I have news. You have an appointment at Marlborough Media on Tuesday at five thirty. They managed to squeeze you in.”


    


    * * * * *


    Charlotte left the house before her stepmother and stepsisters arrived home from work. Propelled by Ms. Feisty, she marched into the luxurious reception area at Marlborough Media. It was like a dream—one of those that hovered on the cusp of both excellent and disturbing, the type that could transform into a nightmare at the slightest wrong move.


    Gran had pooh-poohed Charlotte’s objections when she’d asked who would look after Gran if she had one of her bad patches. Gran had told her not to worry, that they’d work it out and hire someone else to help out around the home if—when—Charlotte got the job. According to Gran, it was time for Charlotte to gain some independence instead of spending all her days with an elderly woman and her friends. She made the changes seem easy, but somehow Charlotte didn’t think the transition would gain Elizabeth’s approval.


    She joined the line of people waiting to speak to the receptionist. The skinny blonde with ultra-short hair wielded her power from behind a beautiful marble counter, juggling the phone, the arriving and departing customers and prospective employees with aplomb.


    Charlotte had dressed in her best business clothes—a black skirt and jacket and added a soft apricot blouse with a high collar to hide her Friday night indiscretions. She’d confined her red hair to a simple braid and kept her makeup subdued. A mistake. The other applicants were fashion-shoot ready, and she half expected a photographer to step through the door and bark orders to strike a pose. The man on her right sported a tattoo sleeve on one arm and splashes of bright red highlights contrasted with the rest of his spiky black hair. His expensive and trendy black, short-sleeve shirt and black trousers completed the look.


    The two women sitting on chairs to her left were dressed in designer outfits and wore glittering jewelry and heavy but impeccable makeup. They fluttered their mascara-laden lashes and pouted lips painted with strong red and deep pink.


    “What are you doing here?” a voice hissed from behind her.


    Charlotte jumped at Jenny’s sharp tone. “I have an appointment.”


    “How? Last I heard they were booked out for the day and weren’t taking more applicants.”


    “Jennifer McDougal,” someone said in a loud voice.


    “This isn’t over,” Jenny said. “Mum will hear about this.”


    Charlotte watched her stepsister glide over to the woman waiting for her by the door, graceful despite her high heels. She held an elegant brown leather briefcase in her right hand and, like everyone else, appeared ready to step onto a catwalk in cream trousers and a sleeveless bronze shirt. A pained sigh escaped Charlotte. She’d told Gran this was a bad idea, that it would cause friction at home. And she didn’t have any qualifications, which worried her most of all. But then the other part of her—the feisty part who had slept with Zorro because it was something just for her—told her to grow a pair. She wanted this, didn’t she? Hell, yeah, Ms. Feisty continued. You go in there and knock their socks off. I wanna see bare feet and skin, she added slyly.


    Charlotte gave an inward ahem and mentally knocked Ms. Feisty off her soapbox. Back to the job at hand. After Gran informed her about the appointment, Charlotte had done several online searches to investigate Marlborough Media and their founder Ashley Marlborough. Mr. Marlborough was in his early thirties and had built the business from scratch. He’d made his first million with inordinate ease and was worth much more now. Nicknamed The Beast in the media because of scars on his face and upper torso, women chased him, and he was a regular feature in the local gossip magazines. She’d clicked through photos taken during social events and seen stunning blondes and gorgeous brunettes hanging on his arm as if only he could keep them standing upright.


    She’d read about the way he’d lost his mother in the same fire that had left him scarred, and how his father took sole care of him while he recovered. She’d studied his face until it became familiar to her. Oh, she’d heard Jenny go on about the scars and how she couldn’t look him in the eye. If he was in the interview room, Charlotte didn’t want to react in a manner to show her in a negative light. He had pretty eyes—a pale blue that contrasted with his inky-black hair and drew attention. His crooked smile contained a hint of mischief. The rascal in him had pulled a return grin from her, even though she was only studying his photo.


    “Yes?” The blonde receptionist pulled her from her thoughts.


    “Charlotte Dixon. I have an appointment at five thirty.”


    The receptionist referred to her computer screen and tapped a few keys. “Good. They’re running a little over, so your appointment will be closer to six. Is that okay?”


    “That’s no problem.” She was already in trouble with Jenny for attending the interview and had a lecture about her ungrateful manner and terrible attitude in her near future. Arriving home late wouldn’t add much to the severity of the lecture. Besides, Gran knew her appointment time and would have an idea of when she might arrive home.


    The assistant called names one by one. Charlotte glanced at the blue cardboard folder on her lap, cowed by the parade of smart people with their glossy leather briefcases. She focused on her breathing and fought her escalating anxiety. Even breaths. In. Out. In. Out.


    Part of her wanted to stand and leave, but Ms. Feisty forced Charlotte to remain seated. Gran had gone to a lot of trouble arranging this interview, although Charlotte still wasn’t sure how she’d managed it. In answer to questions, Gran had muttered something about special contacts, tapped the side of her nose and refused to say more. Gran and Esther had spent the weekend helping her to work on her portfolio, taking photos of some of the craft projects she’d done over the years and listing her qualifications and experience. Gran had insisted on adding a list of the craft classes they’d done together plus the partial diploma in graphic design she’d completed at night school. All practical experience, she’d insisted.


    This preparation did nothing to quell the nerves galloping around the inside of her stomach. She’d bet ten dollars the other applicants possessed professional qualifications and experience stretching from the tips of their pointy shoes to their immaculately coiffured hair.


    A mature woman appeared in the doorway. Her navy-blue suit skimmed her body, giving the impression of smart femininity. Her efficient gaze zeroed in on Charlotte, a pleasant smile taking her wrinkled face to pretty. “You must be Charlotte Dixon.”


    “Yes.” Charlotte rose, taking a second to ascertain her knees wouldn’t fold under the strain of acute nerves. She’d watched the other applicants enter the inner office one by one then leave again, their expressions ranging from confident to downright depressed. And now Charlotte followed the woman into another office, Jenny’s smug whisper ringing in her ears. You’re wasting your time. The job is mine.


    A great exit jibe on Jenny’s part. Charlotte sighed. Maybe her stepsister was right, and she was squandering everyone’s time. Don’t listen to her! Ms Feisty shrieked. We can do this.


    “Take a seat,” the woman said, gesturing at two chairs. “They won’t be much longer.”


    The door opened after five minutes and a petite blonde in a chic red trouser suit and skyscraper black heels sashayed from the inner sanctum. She exited, leaving Charlotte and the lady alone.


    A phone rang inside the inner office and a husky voice answered. Another male chatted with a woman, their low murmurs discernible to Charlotte from where she sat. But it was the husky voice that grabbed her attention. Every muscle in her body tightened, the distinct twang of her lady parts signaling a warning. The man speaking in the office sounded an awful lot like Zorro.
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    Ashley Marlborough—Ash to his friends—cradled the phone under his chin and leaned back in his executive chair. He listened to the customer run through their concerns about their latest ad campaign and assured them Marlborough Media would come up with something suitable to set them apart from their competitors. He put them on hold and spoke to his secretary before transferring the call.


    As he replaced the phone on the charger, his gaze caught the artificial apricot rose sitting in a small crystal vase on the shelf to his right. The inner petals of the silk held a deeper hue—almost a blush pink. The beginnings of a smile tickled his lips as he wished he’d managed to get the woman’s name. It hadn’t seemed important when all he’d wanted was to strip off her clothes and surge inside her damp heat. His cock twitched and he castigated himself. Mind on the job. They had one last interview—the granddaughter of the persuasive elderly woman who’d caught him on Saturday. A friend of his grandmother’s, she’d said, and they corresponded on a regular basis. The conniving pair of women had finagled him, teaming up to set the perfect ambush. Once she’d caught him on the phone, the elderly woman had pressed her case in verbal bullet points, and he’d succumbed to her polite, determined charm, slotting in one final interview in a day crammed to capacity.


    “This is the last one,” he said to Laura, his personal assistant and John, his vice president.


    “Lucky last,” Laura chirped.


    “I hope so,” John said. “I don’t think there are more than two or three even remotely suitable for the position.”


    Ash sighed. Personally, he’d put the rate of prospective applicants even lower. Maybe the guy with the red streaks in his hair. He’d had some interesting things in his portfolio and gave them an innovative answer to their design question. He buzzed his secretary to show the last applicant in and studied the rose while he waited.


    Maybe he’d set a private detective on the case. The casual questions he’d put to his grandmother last night had solicited nothing but frustration. Prior to the ball, his grandmother had told him to look for the princess in the apricot gown, had acted quietly insistent about it. Now, when he wanted information, she’d become stubbornly silent.


    He wanted to see Princess again. They’d conversed easily throughout the night, and for the first time in years a woman hadn’t thrown herself at him with clear dollar signs as her motive. He’d kept his mask on to screen some of his telltale scars and even though she’d noticed the ones on his torso during their lovemaking, she’d taken his casual explanation of an accident with an ease that left him relaxed and desperate for her hot pussy. So they’d kept their anonymity intact with their masks, foregone intros and gone straight for raunchy sex. A smirk curled through him at the remembered pleasure. Sex hadn’t been a bad trade off.


    The redhead who entered his office stood out from the rest of the applicants. She wore a simple outfit and minimal makeup. She’d chewed off most of her lipstick and was nervous, although she didn’t hesitate to shake hands with each of them and meet their gazes. He shook hands last and was surprised when she sent him a direct look and gave a small smile in return to his welcoming words and apology for the delay. His scars threw most people, at least until they knew him better.


    She sat in the upright chair, her knees pressed together in a prim manner and a large envelope folder on her lap.


    The interview began with Laura and John asking the questions. Simple ones about her past work experience and qualifications, designed to set her at ease. Ash listened with half an ear, surreptitiously surveying her. Something about her was strangely familiar. It might have been the way she cocked her head or it could have been the lilting note in her voice, but she reminded him of his lost princess. She’d had dark brown hair, and while this woman’s eyes were the right color, the lashes and her brows matched her red hair. This Charlotte had the same enthusiasm for design as his princess though.


    “Can we see your portfolio?” John asked.


    She chewed her lip, drawing Ash’s avid attention to her mouth. “Of course.”


    Ash didn’t think that was what she’d intended to say, but she pulled out several sheets of drawings and art layouts. Color and strong forms popped off the pages, and a profusion of texture and three-dimensional elements grabbed his attention. Laura and John were struck too. He heard the sharp intake of breath as they fanned the designs out on the desktop. A series of black-and-white portraits wouldn’t have looked out of place on a gallery wall while the selection of rugby-themed artist trading cards were tiny masterpieces in their own right. The girl possessed raw talent, something he hadn’t seen in ages.


    “Have you done anything in video?” his assistant asked.


    “No, I haven’t used the medium yet.”


    Silence fell as they studied her portfolio in greater detail. Charlotte Dixon clasped her hands in her lap. Her gaze skittered around his office and he witnessed the exact moment she spotted the apricot rose in the crystal vase. She froze, her breath catching, then shot a quick glance at him, her face blanching of color when she discovered him eyeing her closely.


    Well, hell.


    No need to employ a private detective. Princess had walked into his parlor under her own steam.


    


    


    Charlotte swallowed hard, battling the urge to bolt from the office. It was Zorro in the flesh. She’d had hot, naked jungle sex with Ashley Marlborough, the founder of Marlborough Media.


    “Did you say something, Miss Dixon? Can I call you Charlotte?” the wretched man asked, maintaining his steady gaze.


    Bother. All she’d wanted was a little uncomplicated fun. Now her desire for a night away from drudgery exploded in her face. Elizabeth was still asking questions about the hickeys on her neck, Jenny was furious because of the job interview situation, and now Zorro was sitting within spitting distance, looking at her in the same manner a hungry cat eyeballs a cornered mouse.


    “This is very impressive,” the vice president said.


    “Thank you.” Charlotte forced the words past the lumpy constriction in her throat, glad to tear her attention from Zorro.


    “You’re the type of applicant we’re looking for,” Zorro said.


    “Um, thank you.” Dread roared through her mind as she frantically wondered what to do. What was the etiquette when coming face-to-face with a man you’d spent the night with? A man who’d felt her naked body sliding against his?


    Zorro glanced at his coworkers, and Charlotte witnessed the silent communication between them, the faint nods. “I’d like to offer you the position.”


    He went on to describe the hours, the remuneration and other employee perks. Charlotte tried to concentrate, but pleasure roared through her, the noise similar to the rush of a locomotive through a tunnel. They’d liked her work. They wanted her to work with them, train with them.


    “So, are you still interested in working at Marlborough Media, Charlotte?”


    She nodded, thankful for once when Ms. Feisty took over and did everything necessary to secure her this job. Gran and Esther would be excited for her. Jenny—not so much. “Thank you so much for this opportunity, Mr. Marlborough.”


    “We’re fairly informal here. Call me Ash.”


    “Um, Ash. Thank you.”


    All three stood and Charlotte followed suit. She darted a quick look at Zorro—no, Ash—and intercepted his surreptitious sweep of her body. A quick up and down. Charlotte scowled, remembered where she was and smoothed out the attitude. She didn’t want them to change their minds, which told her everything. In spite of Jenny’s probable animosity and despite enjoying bedroom acrobats with her new boss, she intended to fight to keep this job.


    Finally, since Gran was adamant it was time for Charlotte to spread her wings, she had a chance for independence. With Gran’s approval and support, plus a wage coming in each week, maybe she could move into her own flat. She could make friends and still see Gran on a regular basis. Heck, she could have a life and never feel alone again. That happy thought kept her going for the entire bus ride and walk home.


    “Where have you been?” Elizabeth demanded before Charlotte even had a chance to remove her shoes.


    “I told you she went for a job interview at Marlborough Media,” Jenny snapped, coming up behind her mother.


    Pesky midgets, Ms Feisty muttered as she slid off her shoes. Charlotte stared down at them from her lofty five-foot-nine and withheld a chuckle. “Gran knew where I was. She made the appointment for me.”


    “Mum is in the hospital,” Elizabeth snapped. “You should have been here.”


    “What? What happened?” Charlotte shoved her feet back into her shoes. “Which hospital?”


    “Auckland hospital,” Elizabeth said. “Intensive care. It’s her heart, a complication from the lupus.”


    “Where are you going?” Jenny said. “What about dinner?”


    “I’m going to see Gran,” Charlotte said, running a jerky hand over her hair. She dropped her portfolio on a side table and turned to leave.


    “She’s stable. Visiting hours are over for the day, and they only allow family to visit,” Elizabeth said. “They won’t let you in to see her.”


    Charlotte came to an abrupt halt, flinching at the verbal strike. She gaped at her stepmother in disbelief. “You’d do that to me, to your mother? We mightn’t be related by blood, but I’ve looked after her ever since I left high school. I love her.”


    “You’re a bad influence,” Elizabeth said. “She overdoes things because you encourage her with your stupid crafts and activities. She requires bed rest.”


    Hands curled to fists at Charlotte’s sides, only the bite of fingernails keeping her fury internalized. Her chest tightened under the pressure until it was hard to breathe. Somehow, she’d get into intensive care to see Gran tomorrow, no matter what Elizabeth said. Gran would want to hear the good news. Damn it, Charlotte wanted to hear the sly cunning in Gran’s voice when she slapped Charlotte with her litany of I told you so.


    “What’s for dinner, Charlotte?” Rachel appeared at the top of the stairs. “Why are you all standing by the door?”


    Without another word, Charlotte stomped to the kitchen. She rang the hospital, asked to be put through to the intensive care ward and requested a status report on Gran.


    “She’s comfortable and resting now,” the ward nurse said. “I checked on her myself ten minutes ago. The drugs have helped with pain relief, and there’s nothing more we can do until the doctors conduct additional tests.”


    Charlotte asked about visiting hours and after thanking the nurse, hung up. With her worries momentarily calmed, she strode to the fridge, stared at the contents then started preparing pasta for dinner. Once dinner was over and she’d completed the clean up, she’d slip out of the house and go to visit Esther. She’d tell Charlotte what the situation was with Gran.


    The phone rang and Charlotte didn’t bother answering, continuing with dinner preparations. As she’d expected, one of her stepsisters answered in the lounge. She chopped two onions with sharp, downward pressure of the knife. The rising fumes attacked her eyes. Tears trickled down her cheeks and kept coming even when she moved on to crushing garlic and dicing button mushrooms. Logic told her Gran would have collapsed even if she’d been here, yet guilt ballooned inside her.


    Gran didn’t care about their lack of blood relationship. She treated Charlotte the same as her real grandchildren. Charlotte hadn’t minded looking after her even though it meant spending most Friday and Saturday nights at home. Gran had repaid her in other ways—her interest in crafts and design sparking the seeds of a career for Charlotte. And the interview—


    “Phone for you,” Jenny snapped, temper contorting her pretty face into a caricature mask.


    “Me? Who is it?” Charlotte’s fingers itched for a pencil and paper to record her stepsister’s expression.


    “Answer it and you’ll find out. Don’t hog the line for too long. I’m expecting a call from Steve.”


    And heaven forbid Jenny missed a call. Charlotte picked up the receiver. “Hello?”


    “Charlotte, it’s Ash.”


    Charlotte heard a shocked gasp on the line before the phone in the lounge clattered down, shutting off the background noise from the TV. Her stomach turned a slow somersault. Answer the man, Ms. Feisty ordered. Don’t make me get out my pointy boots.


    “Hi,” Charlotte said. Great conversational skills, not!


    “I enjoyed meeting you at the ball.”


    “I…that was a one-night thing.” Play our cards right and we could have more of that prime hunk of man. “Shush,” Charlotte snapped.


    “Is someone there with you?” Ash asked, sounding amused.


    Meeting him again without his Zorro costume meant she could picture him properly—the crooked, impish grin and the way it lit up his pretty blue eyes. The muscles of his chest, his bulging biceps and the corded muscles and tendons of his tanned arms. His hands, the skin callused from some sort of manual labor. The confident attitude. The underlying charm. The hard bulge of his cock and the way it felt surging into… No. No. No! Charlotte shook herself, glad he couldn’t witness the fiery heat surging into her face. Combined with her red hair, it was never a good look. She turned, her grip tightening on the receiver as she met the gazes of her stepmother and stepsisters.


    “Are you there, Charlotte?”


    “Yes.”


    “I’ve called at an awkward time. Could we meet tomorrow for coffee?”


    “I’m not sure. My Gran is in the hospital. I want to visit her.”


    “I’m sorry,” Ash said, and his tone was genuine and sincere rather than someone going through the motions. “I talked to your grandmother on the phone. She’s a very determined lady. With her feisty attitude, I’m sure she’ll make a speedy recovery.”


    “Yes. Thank you,” Charlotte added, remembering her manners.


    “I’ll call you again about coffee, Princess. I’m not letting you go so easily.” His voice held the same determination she saw every day in her grandmother.


    “You’re my boss.” She wanted freedom to do her own thing, to explore the world outside the current bubble of her life. And while she might hook up with a man, she didn’t want anything permanent. It was too risky.


    “I was your lover first,” Ash said. “I’m a professional. I can keep my hands off you at work, but after hours is a different story. I’m going to run my hands across your naked body, suck your pretty apricot nipples into my mouth and fuck you blind every opportunity I get.”


    “Oh.” Charlotte bit her bottom lip. Was it possible for her face to get any redder? Any hotter?


    “Charlotte, pay attention. The onions are burning,” Elizabeth said. “Get off the phone. Jenny is expecting an important call.”


    Surely she could use her cell phone? Charlotte grabbed the pan off the heat, wrinkling her nose at the onions. Not too bad. She’d saved them.


    “Who is that?” Ash’s voice changed, letting her know he’d heard every word.


    “My stepmother.”


    “Not the Wicked Witch of the West?”


    Charlotte giggled and slapped her hand across her mouth when she realized the sound had come from her. “No. I’d better go. I’m meant to be cooking dinner.”


    “Which hospital is your Gran in?”


    “She’s in intensive care at Auckland hospital.”


    “Say hello for me. We’ll catch up soon,” he said. “Dream of me, Princess.”


    The faint click of the phone told her he’d hung up. She hit the end button, dropped the phone on the counter.


    “Who was that?” Jenny asked. “Ash who?”


    Charlotte hesitated. There was no reason she shouldn’t tell the truth, but she didn’t want her stepsisters to pick apart a precious evening and soil her memories. “That was Ashley Marlborough. He offered me the job at Marlborough Media.” A streak of elation zapped her. She wanted to whoop and holler and run around in a crazy celebration. Too bad if Jenny wanted the same job. She didn’t think it was selfish of her to accept employment when she’d won it on her own merits. A doubt demon chose that moment to give her a swift kick in the conscience. She had earned the job on her artistic merits and talent, right? It hadn’t been because Ash Marlborough wanted her for sex?


    “You?” Jenny’s face crumpled and guilt swept Charlotte again.


    “They liked my portfolio.”


    “But you have no qualifications. You didn’t even finish your tech course.”


    “I’m sorry, Jenny. Maybe there will be another opportunity—”


    “Mum, she stole my job,” Jenny wailed.


    Uh-oh. This couldn’t end well. Charlotte turned away from mother and daughter and set the onions on the heat again. She put on a pot of hot water for the spaghetti. Tuning out the tears and accusations, she added garlic and mushrooms to the onions, cooking them until they browned. Spinach and a cupful of frozen corn kernels went in next. While the spinach wilted, she added the fresh pasta to the boiling water.


    “Charlotte, I’ll speak to you after dinner. Come to the study once you’ve done the dishes and tidied the kitchen.” Elizabeth’s cool voice sent prickles of foreboding through Charlotte and robbed her of appetite.


    Almost two hours later, she rubbed her clammy hands down her black skirt and knocked on the door.


    “Come.”


    After sucking in a fortifying breath, she opened the door and stepped inside. Elizabeth sat behind a large desk made of native kauri wood. Her cool blue gaze appraised Charlotte as she gestured her to come closer. She indicated the empty chair, but Charlotte preferred to take her punishment standing.


    “I hope you’re pleased with yourself,” Elizabeth began. “Your recent behavior has bordered on despicable. You duck out on your duties and return home with disgusting marks on your neck. You arrange interviews without my permission and now you’ve snatched away a job from Jenny without a hint of remorse. And to top all that off, you weren’t here when Mum needed you most. I’m sure Richard would be disappointed in you—God, rest his soul. What do you have to say for yourself?”


    Charlotte remained still, silent mutiny her sole weapon. There was no point trying to argue with Elizabeth or point out she’d won the job fair and square. And if her father were here, he’d act like a proud parent instead of playing favorites.


    “You have nothing to say, no excuses for your abominable conduct?”


    Charlotte swallowed, waiting for her punishment.


    “If your behavior doesn’t take a swift three-sixty, I’ll be forced to make you leave.” She offered a mirthless smile when a gasp escaped Charlotte. “I thought so. I expect you to spring clean the house from top to bottom. We’re having guests next weekend. I want you to ready their rooms and prepare menus for the length of their stay. Jenny said you haven’t ironed her work clothes yet, and Mum’s room requires tidying. And as for the job, you will decline the offer. You promised me you’d look after Mum, and getting a job is going back on your word. Is that clear?”


    “Yes,” Charlotte said, while Ms. Feisty muttered mutinous words, enough to make her brain want to explode. Instead she shifted her weight, spreading it evenly on both feet and clasped her shaking hands behind her.


    Her soldier impersonation seemed to placate her stepmother because she nodded. “You can go now.”


    Charlotte exited the office and closed the door behind her. Back in the kitchen, she rang Esther and learned the doctors suspected damage to Gran’s heart, a symptom of lupus. They intended to do tests the following day to ascertain the extent of the injury.


    Charlotte remembered her portfolio and went to pick it up from the hall. The contents had been removed and stuffed back inside with no regard to creases. Someone had ripped two of her pieces in half. No prizes for guessing the culprit. Jenny’s clear spite and her stepmother’s lecture pissed her off. They might think the matter was settled but somehow she intended to take the job. Gran wanted her to live a little, and Charlotte didn’t intend to let her down.
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    Gran’s face was a horrid shade of gray when Charlotte walked into the intensive care room midmorning the next day. She bit back her concern and forced a bright smile to match Gran’s tremulous one.


    “Are they looking after you? How are you feeling?”


    “I have more tests this afternoon, but it’s my stupid heart. It’s shutting down on the job.”


    Fear coiled Charlotte’s gut tight. Life without Gran was unthinkable. She couldn’t lose her. “But they can fix you?”


    “I don’t know. I can tell they’re worried.” Gran didn’t believe in sugarcoating the truth, but Charlotte could have done with blissful ignorance right about now.


    “Oh.” Charlotte’s fixed smile wobbled.


    “I hear you got the job.” A burst of excitement flared in Gran’s blue eyes, the emotion magnified by her lenses. “I’m so pleased. I told the man I spoke to about your talent. I said he’d miss an opportunity to nurture raw talent if he didn’t give you an appointment slot.”


    “Elizabeth told me I have to turn down the job.”


    “Over my dead body,” Gran snapped, and Charlotte winced. “I’ll talk to Elizabeth, child. You grasp this opportunity with both hands.”


    “Why does she hate me so much, Gran? She hated me from the first moment Dad introduced us. Since Dad died…” She trailed off, blinking rapidly to rid herself of the prickle of tears.


    “Oh, child. Elizabeth loved your father very much, and I think she was a little jealous of Richard’s first wife. It doesn’t help you’re the splitting image of your mother.”


    “Or the fact it was my fault Dad was out driving in such atrocious conditions and crashed.” Elizabeth’s accusation still stung after all these years because it held truth. If it hadn’t been for her… Charlotte gulped, the sting of her eyes tipping over into tears. They welled in her eyes, and she hastily wiped them away.


    “Don’t worry. We’ll work out something.” Gran winced, one hand creeping up to massage her temple.


    “Should I get the nurse?”


    “No, child. My headache isn’t severe. Tell me about the interview.”


    Footsteps sounded behind them, the rustle of paper and cellophane. They both turned to study the new arrival.


    “Hello,” Ash said, his grin broad and roguish and irresistible to any woman with a pulse. And while his scars were horrid, the man’s charisma made Charlotte forget them after a while. They were as much a part of him as her red hair. “Charlotte said you were in hospital, so I thought I’d pop in between appointments and cross my fingers I’d run into Charlotte too.” He set the flower arrangement aside—miniature roses in a delicate apricot combined with baby’s breath and greenery. “The color reminded me of you,” he said, his gaze at Charlotte direct and sizzling.


    An inappropriate lick of heat speared to her sex and ricocheted back to her breasts, touching every sensitive spot between. Her nipples stiffened, rubbing against the cups of her cotton bra. She froze. Maybe if she didn’t move, the forbidden sensations would disperse in a harmless fashion.


    “Are you going to introduce me to your young man?” Gran focused on his scarred face. She stared for an instant. “He has pretty eyes.”


    Charlotte gave a silent groan while resisting the urge to hide her hot cheeks with her spread fingers. “This is my new boss, Ash Marlborough. Ash, this is my grandmother, Ivy McDougal.”


    “Ah, I recognize the name.” Laughter rippled through his tone. “You browbeat me into giving Charlotte an interview.” As he spoke he moved closer and brushed an errant lock of hair off Charlotte’s face. “Did Charlotte tell you we met at the charity ball on Friday night? Neither of us realized it until the interview.”


    Charlotte opened her mouth to protest and shut it again when she noticed the spark in Gran. She would weather the embarrassment if it helped Gran rally.


    “No, she never mentioned that.” Gran squinted at him, mischief playing on her lips. “Are you the man responsible for the hickeys on her neck?”


    “Gran.” Her protest did nothing to halt their shared laughter at her expense. “He’s not.”


    “I am,” he countered, the twinkle in his blue eyes daring her to reinforce her fib. His gaze zoomed in on her neck, and the heat in her face intensified to excruciating levels. “We had a great time at the ball.”


    She wondered if she could get away with murder and shot him a glare—lethal of course—to get herself in a killing frame of mind. She met his impish grin and wavered. It was difficult to stay mad at this man when he smothered her with charm and perked up Gran with his easy manner.


    “She made a pretty princess.” He winked at Gran.


    “I can’t work for you,” Charlotte blurted.


    His laughter dropped away. “You can. Don’t let my teasing put you off. You have talent and a good feel for color and textures. It will be a crime if you don’t pursue a job in some form of design.”


    “I agree with Ash.” Gran was rubbing her temple again, the furrow between her eyes telling Charlotte the pain had worsened.


    “You won’t be working with me,” Ash said, refuting one of her mental arguments. “Not on a day-to-day basis if that’s worrying you. No one will know we’re dating.”


    Charlotte gasped and tugged at the end of her braid. “You think the press members from the social pages who follow you around won’t notice this hair?”


    “Ah, so you do intend to go out to dinner with me tonight then,” he said with bald-faced satisfaction.


    “No, that wasn’t what I meant. Look, thank you for the job offer, but—”


    “Charlotte, no,” Gran ordered. “I promise I’ll talk to Elizabeth as soon as I see her.”


    “Talk to Elizabeth about what?” Elizabeth appeared at the entrance of Gran’s room. “Charlotte, what are you doing here?” Her face froze in an impassive mask, tripping foreboding in Charlotte. She knew what would come next and steeled herself.


    “I came to see Gran,” Charlotte blurted after seconds of unbearable, taut silence. “I wanted to tell her about my new job.” Cripes. That wasn’t what she’d intended to say. She’d done it now. Ms. Feisty had overruled her commonsense. She darted a glance at her stepmother and saw her expression hadn’t shifted. Her stomach hollowed, waiting for the fallout because it would come.


    “It was nice to meet you, Ivy. I’ll leave you with your family. Charlotte, I’ll pick you up at seven for dinner. I have your address.” And with a wave and an audacious wink, he left.


    “What was Ashley Marlborough doing here?” Elizabeth demanded. “And why is he taking you to dinner?”


    Charlotte swallowed, her bravery seeping through the soles of her cheap runners. She had little money and nowhere to go. She couldn’t afford to alienate Elizabeth. “I met him last week, before I went to the job interview.” She watched Elizabeth and could pinpoint the exact moment her brain fired, adding two and two and coming up with four, damn it.


    “He’s responsible for those disgusting things on your neck.” Elizabeth gestured at her in disdain. “You slept your way into this job.”


    “That’s enough,” Gran said, steel behind her words. “Charlotte won this job fair and square.”


    “I’ll see you at home,” Elizabeth said, and Charlotte could tell she’d managed to land herself in deeper trouble.


    “Charlotte is going out for dinner,” Gran said.


    Charlotte frowned. Gran didn’t look well at all. “I’ll get a nurse for you.” She stooped to kiss Gran’s soft cheek and smiled, even though she wanted to cry at the way Gran appeared in the hospital bed. Her earlier bravado had faded, and she now looked pained and shrunken.


    “Tell me about your date when you come to visit tomorrow,” Gran said, a trace of sly darting across her face. “I want to hear everything.”


    “Charlotte can’t gallivant around town while you’re ill.”


    “Hearing about Charlotte’s dinner will give me something to look forward to.” Gran closed her eyes, her breaths harsher now.


    “I’ll give you a report tomorrow,” Charlotte promised. “I’ll send in a nurse on my way out.”


    Worry cast a heavy weight on her shoulders for the rest of the afternoon. She couldn’t get excited about a date—the first one she’d had in months—when Gran was so sick. But she couldn’t beg off either because Gran had made it plain to both her and Elizabeth she expected a report the following day.


    She spent the unexpected free time spring cleaning the lounge and preparing dinner. After making a vegetable bake and a large salad for her stepmother and sisters’ dinner, she mixed a batch of cupcakes. Once they’d cooled, she pulled out her piping bag and decorated them, making each one unique.


    Her stepsisters arrived home, and Charlotte retreated to her room to change. With limited wardrobe choices, she went with her black skirt again, adding a castoff pale blue blouse she’d remade to look modern. She decided to leave her hair loose but applied a little more makeup than she had for her interview.


    The doorbell rang at two minutes to seven. Charlotte picked up her black handbag and slipped her feet into a pair of black heels.


    “Ash, what are you doing here?” Jenny recovered from her shock with style. “Come in. Would you like a drink?”


    “No, thanks. Ah, Charlotte. You look lovely.”


    Charlotte joined them in the entrance hall, a laugh slipping free when she spied Jenny’s gaping mouth.


    Ash grinned at Charlotte. He wrapped his arm around her waist and kissed her firmly on the mouth, despite their audience. “Are you ready?”


    One kiss was all it took. The slow burn of desire simmered through her, and she realized she’d been fooling herself. The wretched man had burrowed under her skin like a nasty parasite the second she clapped eyes on him at the ball. While the feminine part of her enjoyed the attention, she knew it could only be fleeting. Their lives were too different. He had everything and she…she had nothing.


    But that would change, she told herself. One day.


    “You’re going out with her?” Jenny found her voice.


    “I am,” Ash said. “We’re going out to dinner.”


    “But what about our dinner?” Jenny asked.


    Ash’s dark brows rose, and Charlotte spoke before he could voice his disbelief. “There’s a vegetable bake in the oven and I made a salad. It’s in the fridge. There are cupcakes for dessert.”


    “Cupcakes?” Ash’s eyes blazed with interest. “Could I have one?”


    “I thought you wanted to leave at seven?”


    “I have time to get a cupcake. Maybe we could get two and have them for supper?”


    “Supper?” Jenny said sharply. “How long have you two known each other?”


    “Okay,” Charlotte said, accepting the inevitable. Rachel was in the kitchen or she had been. She led Ash through to the kitchen, aware of his hand at the small of her back. He smelled like a decadent treat, his spicy scent bringing back memories of their torrid lovemaking. A shiver worked through her, weakening her limbs. She stumbled and he caught her against his side.


    “You okay?”


    She nodded without meeting his eyes.


    “Rachel, this is Ash. Ash, my other stepsister, Rachel.” As she spoke she walked to the pantry and grabbed a plastic container large enough for two cupcakes. “Here they are. Which ones would you like?” She’d gone with a steampunk theme after reading Gran an excellent steampunk romance, written by an Australian author. Small fondant cogs and top hats decorated some of the cakes. Others bore fob watches while she’d frosted another with a vampire in a billowing black cloak.


    “You did the decorations?” Ash asked after inspecting the cakes.


    “Yes. I…yes.” There was no need to tell him the task had filled the hours she’d normally spend looking after Gran.


    “They’re amazing, Charlotte. I’ll take these two,” he said pointing.


    The warmth in his tone made her all too aware of the way her clothes draped her body, pushed to mind how his tongue felt licking along the folds of her sex. But the intrigued expression on Rachel’s face and the mounting anger in Jenny now that her stepsister had regained her wits dragged Charlotte back to the present. She picked up one cake decorated with a clock face and another with a hat and cogs and closed the lid on the container.


    “Are you ready to go?” Ash asked.


    She jerked her head, in a hurry to leave. She’d known going out with Ash would cause tension, and Jenny was showing signs of an impending explosion.


    Ash guided her outside to his sedan. It wasn’t a showy vehicle, but one intended to blend with the other cars on the road. He waited for her to settle in the passenger seat before closing the door. She set the cupcakes on the floor in the back, hoping they wouldn’t move around too much.


    “I’ve picked a restaurant I haven’t visited much in the hope I won’t be recognized,” he said. “I want to enjoy our dinner without pressure from outside forces.” He backed out of the drive. “I thought of having dinner at my home, but I didn’t want to scare you. Do you enjoy Mediterranean cuisine?”


    “I don’t know, but I adore trying new foods.”


    “Good.” His reply held approval and counteracted some of the angst unsettling her stomach. “How long have you lived in Remuera?”


    “All my life. My father remarried when I was in my teens and we moved into Elizabeth’s house. He died in a car accident a few years later.”


    “I have a house in Mission Bay.”


    Not surprising he lived in an exclusive part of the town. “Do you overlook the water?”


    “I do,” he said. “We’ll have dinner there next time, and you can tell me what you think of my vista.”


    Charlotte shot him a look, her brows rising in suspicion. His soft chuckle confirmed her thoughts. If he had his way, she’d see only one room. “Do you have a sea view from your bedroom?”


    “As it happens I get a great one from my bed.”


    “I’m not going to bed with you.”


    “Why not? We’re good together.”


    Too good. He made her dream of happy ever after, but she couldn’t let him sweep her off her feet. Nothing but hard work awaited her because she refused to ape her stepsisters, only interested in snaring a rich man to keep them in comfort. No, she wanted an independent life where she was answerable to no one. The freedom to work all night on her art projects and to eat whenever and wherever she desired.


    “I agreed to dinner,” she countered, shying away from the subject of sex. A change of subject would help. “Can you tell me about the projects I might be working on?”


    “John will have you helping his team of designers. You’ll do a lot of grunt-type work at first while he assesses your talents and decides what you’re capable of. As junior you’ll have to make coffee and collect lunches, run errands.”


    “Pretty much what I do now,” she said drily.


    “You said at the interview you look after your grandmother.” Ash pulled into a parking building in Newmarket.


    “Yes.” She was caregiver, cook and chief cleaner too. A real drudge, but not something she intended to share with Ash.


    “Who will look after her while you’re working?”


    The sticky question. “I’m not sure. We haven’t discussed alternatives yet.”


    “Do you mind walking? There’s never any parking in this area, and I find it’s easier to park here.”


    “No problem. It’s a nice night.”


    Spring was giving way to summer, the blossoms on the trees starting to fall to the ground in carpets of pink, vibrant green leaves unfurling in their place.


    Ash took her hand, lacing his fingers with hers in silent challenge. At first touch, tension slithered through her, but he behaved as if holding hands was natural and gradually she relaxed. It was a treat being away from the house, away from her responsibilities with someone who sought her company. The last thing she wanted was to argue and spoil the outing.


    “What made you decide to start your own design company?”


    “I didn’t have any experience and no one would employ me.” He gestured at his scars without discomfiture. “I knew I could do the work and do it well. I decided to back myself and did my first few jobs for free, setting up shop at my Dad’s house and targeting Mom and Pop businesses that had never advertised before. After a couple of lucky breaks, I started attracting paying clients and went from there.”


    He made it sound easy when nothing in life came without effort. She wished she had the guts to move from under Elizabeth’s thumb and strike out on her own. With her it came down to lack of support and money, and the fact she didn’t feel as if she could leave Gran. Elizabeth would put Gran in a home, and Charlotte knew Gran would loathe a rigid routine and the loss of her freedom.


    Their table was ready when they entered the flower-bedecked restaurant. Charlotte savored the fragrance drifting from the pots of roses at the entrance and saw the owners had placed single pink blooms in vases on every table. A man playing a guitar sat in one corner, a glass of beer at his elbow to soothe his throat between songs. He sang about summer and the beach, the rough tones of his smoky voice grabbing the attention of more than one female customer.


    The waiter guided them to a private table in an alcove, and after handing them menus, he bustled away to get the bottle of Sauvignon Blanc Ash ordered.


    Ash reached for her hand and ran his thumb over the back with a seductive and distracting stroke. “I know you’re worried, but you won’t see much of me at work.”


    “But the other employees will know you’ve taken me to dinner. Jenny is sure to mention it to her girlfriends. They’ll talk.”


    “You don’t get on well with your stepsiblings?”


    “We’re quite different,” Charlotte said, going for tact while removing her hand from his grasp. Jenny couldn’t keep a secret if she tried.


    Ash opened his menu, glanced at it and set it aside. “Did you enjoy the ball?” His eyes twinkled while his lips quirked upward at the corners.


    Charlotte’s pulse did a bump and grind as memories rushed over her. “Are you asking about the dancing or the sex?”


    He chuckled. “Both. Personally, the sex was a highlight for me. I’ve dreamed about you ever since. I especially enjoyed the tiny hitch of sound you made when I thrust inside you.”


    “Are you ready to order, sir?” The waiter flicked a rapid glance at Ash before concentrating on his order pad.


    Charlotte bit her lip. Had he overheard their conversation or was he responding to Ash’s scars? She peeked at the waiter and saw he wasn’t paying attention to her. It was Ash’s appearance that was throwing him.


    “Charlotte, would you like me to order for you?” Ash didn’t react to the waiter’s discomfort.


    “Please.” She closed her menu and caught the waiter’s expression when he glanced at her. “Everything sounds good.” Oh drat. He had heard everything and was wondering why she was with Ash. Charlotte glared at the man, and he focused on his order pad again.


    “We’ll take the mixed meze, a Greek salad, the marinated leg of lamb and the lemon chicken please.” As he spoke, he trapped her hand in his again.


    “Thank you, sir.” The waiter smiled but couldn’t make himself meet Ash’s gaze.


    Anger flashed through Charlotte at his rudeness, but Ash didn’t seem to notice. He’d probably dealt with much worse. Heck, the newspapers called him The Beast. As much as she wanted, Charlotte didn’t comment on the slight. Instead she grinned at him. “Gran is right. You have very pretty eyes.”


    His hand tightened around hers. “Not bedroom eyes?”


    “Huh! I don’t need to stroke your ego. The way I hear it you have women lining up to jump into your bed.” They’d ogled him in his Zorro costume at the ball. She frowned a little, thinking about the gossip columns and the countless women in their designer gowns. Why was he paying attention to her?


    His teasing air faded as he skewered her with his sharp gaze. “I’m not a player. I used to take advantage of women throwing themselves at me when I was younger, until I realized they were after my money and five minutes of fame in a women’s magazine.”


    Another thought occurred and it rankled. “Did you pick this restaurant because of me?”


    “Yes.” He seemed to read her thoughts because he continued. “Don’t get me wrong, Charlotte. I’m not ashamed of being seen with you. I chose this restaurant because the food is excellent and the trendy people haven’t discovered it yet. I wanted you to myself.”


    Her stomach bucked under his intense scrutiny. “I can’t go out with you again.” She shouldn’t have come out with him in the first place, but Gran… She’d do anything to make Gran happy. She averted her gaze, unable to say what she needed to say while looking at him. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to mix business and pleasure. I don’t want your other employees to resent me or accuse me of receiving favoritism.”


    


    


    Ash studied her for a long moment and couldn’t fault her words. He didn’t like the idea of gossip spreading through Marlborough Media either, except now that he’d found her he couldn’t ignore his fascination. Something elusive about her called him, made him think of a future, and that had never happened before. “Let’s just enjoy the meal and let the future take care of itself. Do you like cooking?” She relaxed at the change of topic, just as he’d intended.


    “I do, although my stepmother and stepsisters aren’t very adventurous. We eat a lot of salad.”


    “You’re not on a diet?” He didn’t try to hide his horror.


    She laughed, unwinding even more. “Thankfully neither of my stepsisters has decided to diet for summer yet, but I’m sure conversation and meals will center on bikinis soon.”


    “I’ll sneak you some chocolate,” he said. “You do like chocolate?”


    “What woman doesn’t?”


    He leaned back in his chair, soaking in the pleasure of her grin. “It’s a pity you’ve decided we’re not going out together again. I have a jar of chocolate body paint and a selection of brushes in my pantry. The idea of licking it off your breasts is very appealing.”


    Silent censure emanated from her as her fingers toyed with her wineglass. “That’s not the sort of chocolate I had in mind.”


    “Oh?” Ash steepled his hands in front of his face and attempted to conceal his grin. Her unconscious body language contradicted her words.


    Prim looked cute on her—a contrast to her previous moods. She hadn’t acted shy the night of the ball, catching his eye and boldly returning his gaze across the dance floor.


    “You wouldn’t enjoy the sensation of a brush swirling chocolate over your naked breasts? Or me removing the chocolate with my lips and tongue?” She shifted on her chair, and a trace of satisfaction shot through him. She was gorgeous with a delicate blush of arousal highlighting her cheeks and echoing the sun in her glorious red hair. He wanted to whisk her onto his knee and hold her. Hell, just thinking about Charlotte and chocolate in the same sentence made him want to imitate her squirm. His cock hardened into prominence, and he almost chuckled out loud. His seduction technique had ricocheted—just a tad.


    Their waiter arrived, his attention on their plates. He aimed his farewell smile at the empty air above Ash’s head. Ash forgave him since the arrival of food offered a chance to up the flirtation stakes. While he no longer played the field, he’d acquired knowledge of women and seduction along the way. No point in letting his hard-won experience go to waste.


    He indicated the different foods on the meze tray. “Do you like prawns?” At her nod, he speared one with his fork and held it out to her. She hesitated a second before closing her lips around the morsel. He watched her avidly as she chewed and swallowed, enjoying her intense focus on the flavors and the way she closed her eyes for an instant. He selected a stuffed mushroom cap and offered it to her.


    “What about you?” she protested.


    “I need you to test everything to make sure it’s fine for me to eat.” He felt the tug on his scarred cheek when he widened his grin. His father had been right with his homespun wisdom. Good things came to patient people. He passed the fork under her nose.


    “I’m not going to argue anymore. That smells wonderful.” Her mouth closed around the mushroom and a tiny hum of pleasure escaped her.


    The sound zapped through him, tightening his chest until an ache reminded him to breathe. God, she was beautiful. He stretched his legs, subtly invading her space, and reached for a piece of bread and some hummus dip. She watched him, her lips parting as if she anticipated him feeding her again. Instead he popped it in his mouth, his heart drumming when he witnessed her interest.


    She reached for an olive and held up out to him, her eyes twinkling in challenge. Their gazes met and held as he bit down on the tart fruit stuffed with sundried tomato. And just like that his blood roared south, leaving him lightheaded and aroused. He swallowed the olive, without taking his eyes off her. No way in hell did he intend to back off and let her go, to hell with the gossip. Somehow together, they’d weather any storm of public interest.


    When the main courses arrived, he eased off on the flirtation, and she relaxed, her brown eyes sparkling with humor as he told her about one of his first customers, a sixty-year-old gentleman with set views on the roles of men and women.


    “So he wanted a traditional ad?”


    “He did. I conspired with his wife and what he ended up with was something quite different. The locals who knew him loved the humor of the ad, and it did wonders for their farm apparel store.”


    Charlotte eyed his plate. “Is the lamb good?”


    “Try some.” He cut a piece, speared it with his fork and held it to her lips. He almost groaned out loud when she opened her mouth and took the food. In his mind, he was thinking of her in the hotel room and how her lips had felt encircling the head of his cock. If he had his way, he’d experience that slice of heaven again. Soon.


    Her pink tongue darted out to lick her lips, moistening the curves of her mouth before vanishing. His interested gaze followed the sexy move. His shaft lengthened again, and all he could think about was hustling her into a private spot and lifting aside clothes so he could slide into her snug heat.


    “This chicken is delicious. The lemon in the dish is the perfect complement.”


    “Try more lamb.” Another excuse to stare at her mouth. “Your hair is beautiful. When the light catches the strands, it’s like watching fire.”


    She swallowed the meat. “The kids used to tease me at school.”


    “Carrot top?” he guessed. At her nod, he said, “I got teased because of my scars. At least until they became used to them.”


    She studied his face for a long moment, scrutinizing him. He knew what she saw—the faint pinkness of his ruined cheek, the contrasting tan of his untouched one. His black hair was cut short and did nothing to hide his scars. He’d never be pretty, didn’t come close to handsome. Over the years he’d become used to people’s reactions and ignored the stares and rude comments. But he wanted Charlotte to see him, both the good and bad. He wanted her to like the man.


    “That must have been hard. Kids can be cruel. Some adults too.”


    He shrugged. “People are wary of different. I hated school at first, but my father—” He broke off with a rueful sigh. “He wouldn’t let me hide out. He told me I needed to put myself forward and to make friends with the girls. His theory was if the girls paid attention, the boys would come around. He urged me to play sport and attend social occasions. I always had friends around home. Dad’s a builder, and he had the coolest ideas for playgrounds and making wooden carts. All sorts of things. When I was older, he encouraged me to travel in Europe for a year. A positive attitude wasn’t always easy, but looking back, I can see Dad’s advice was spot on. I grew in confidence.”


    “Your father sounds wonderful.” A faint smile played around her lips as if she were imagining the scene at his childhood home and the resulting mayhem.


    “Dad is amazing. He always told me I couldn’t let my scars define me. I was more than a kid with scars. I’m talking too much. Another glass of wine?”


    “No thank you,” she said promptly. “I blame the Champagne for getting me in trouble the other night.”


    “Good to know,” he said, taking a mental note to make sure he had a bottle or two of Champagne on hand at his house. “Do you want anything else to eat? Some dessert? Coffee?”


    “No thanks. That was delicious. It’s such a treat to eat something I didn’t cook.”


    “Thank, God,” he said hoarsely. “Watching you eat is torturous. I want to drag you over here and kiss you in the worst way.”


    She let out a sound, close to a whimper and diverted her gaze to her lap. Her breasts rose and fell, and her tongue darted out to moisten her lips. All at once he was reminded of her taste, her scent when aroused.


    Ash caught the waiter’s eye—a difficult task that took frustratingly long minutes. Finally, the waiter trotted over to their table. “Can we have the bill please?”


    The staff completed this part of the evening with haste, and soon they were outside. Night had fallen while they were dining and now streetlights shone on the road and footpaths. Ash glanced up and down the street, checking for people, for reporters or cameras. Nothing. His breath eased out, and he seized Charlotte’s hand. Pulling her close, he pressed a quick and entirely unsatisfactory kiss on her upturned lips. Not enough. He started walking, tugging her after him. An alley. Perfect.


    Ash dragged Charlotte into the dark shadows, his heart thumping, desire a heady beat through his veins. Before she could speak, could voice the questions he knew she’d have, he covered her mouth with his, taking her like a famished man.


    


  


  
    [bookmark: _Toc353448346]Chapter Four


    


    Charlotte wanted to protest, wanted to say she wasn’t that sort of girl, but the words jammed halfway up her throat. She clutched his shoulders and let him kiss her. Cripes, why not tell the truth? At least to herself. He made her feel free and daring, and she wanted him so much it hurt.


    He fumbled with the buttons of her blouse, wrenched her bra aside. She groaned against his mouth as he thumbed her aching nipple, tugging and creating the perfect friction. One hand crept up her thigh and under her skirt, palming her buttock and squeezing.


    She pulled away from the kiss, her chest heaving as she gasped for air. His hands didn’t leave her skin. He surrounded her with his power, his scent. His determination. Fear should have filled her, but he brought out the femininity in her, made her feel more than a drudge. He made her beautiful. Powerful. And it was heady stuff.


    “I don’t suppose you have a condom?” Ms. Feisty to the fore. Oh, yeah.


    He muttered something under his breath, seconds before his fingers dipped beneath the band of her panties. Fabric ripped as he cupped her heat. She gripped his shoulders and held on, moaning her pleasure when one finger pushed inside her. Not even the embarrassing liquid squelch of her arousal pulled her from the spell. All she could think about was him filling her, thrusting deep with his hard length.


    Impatient for more, she attacked the fastening of his trousers, pleased to find a distinct bulge. “Ash, please.”


    He flicked his finger over her clit. “Please what?” His gritty voice told her they were both lost causes. Neither of them possessed an ounce of good sense.


    “Fuck me. Please, I need you inside me now.”


    “I thought we weren’t going to have sex again.”


    Her groan was half laugh “This is scratching an itch. Putting out a fire. You started it with your dinner flirtation. Fix it.”


    “I didn’t think you’d noticed.” Two fingers pumped into her now, and she sensed rather than saw his grin. Oh Lord. It wasn’t enough.


    “More.” She yanked at his zipper, managing to get it open, and scooped his cock out with difficulty. She couldn’t see much in the dark, but she could feel. The sweep of her thumb was greeted with beads of moisture.


    “Charlotte, don’t do that. I can’t…let me get a condom.”


    She almost cried at the emptiness when he pulled his fingers out of her. He gave her panties a sharp yank, and they came away in his hand. She thought he stuffed them in his pocket but couldn’t be sure.


    The rustle of clothing sounded, the crinkle of a foil packet.


    “Stand over here,” he said, guiding her to a place with a low brick wall.


    The sweet scent of spring flowers wafted to her, a hint of daffodils and erlicheer. Someone’s garden. Then thoughts fled from her head. He turned her to face the wall and lifted her skirt. The evening breeze blew across her bottom, a contrast to the searing heat between her legs.


    “Perfect,” Ash said and with a low growl he filled her with one steady thrust.


    Her breath caught at the rightness of his possession. She bit down on her lip, the distant sound of a voice, the faint rumble of a passing car reminding her this was a public place where they faced discovery at any second.


    As if sensing her desperation, Ash set a fast pace. In and out. Thrust and withdraw, filling the empty spaces inside her.


    “Play with your clit,” he whispered against her ear. “Make yourself come.”


    His directions fired a switch in her. She wanted to please him, and oh, she craved release in the worst way.


    One hand gripped her hip, hard enough to leave a bruise. His other hand snaked around her torso, seeking her breast. While her finger slipped back and forth over her flesh, he plucked her nipple, his handling rough and perfect.


    Charlotte bit her bottom lip, trying to contain her cries of pleasure. He shoved deep and pinched her nipple hard. Combined with her stroking finger, it was too much, and the coil of sensual tension inside her snapped, exploding, drowning her in the aftermath. Her keening moan seemed to set him off. He drove into her with hard, uncompromising strokes before freezing, balls deep in her rippling flesh, his breaths harsh against her ear.


    After a long moment, he pulled out. His clothes rustled as he dealt with the condom and righted his appearance. Charlotte stayed where she was, unsure if her legs would support her without the rigid brick to aid her balance.


    “Charlotte, are you okay?”


    “Yes.” Her reply emerged sharp. Short. The passion, the languid pleasure still roaring through her veins shocked her. What was it with this man? Without even trying he pushed past her defenses and incited her to riot against good behavior.


    “Fuck,” he muttered. “I’m sorry.” He pulled her skirt down to cover her naked bottom and turned her into his arms. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I shouldn’t have—”


    “Don’t,” she said, reaching up to place her fingers across his mouth. “Don’t apologize.”


    “Okay.” For once, uncertainty coated his voice.


    Unable to make out the nuances of his expression in the dim alley, she reached up to kiss him instead. His arms swept around her, crushing her bare breasts against his shirt. But it was his harsh groan of surrender that thrilled her most of all.


    They kissed for ages, neither flinching when the click of heels against pavement indicated someone passing the mouth of the alley.


    He lifted his lips, pressing his forehead against hers. “I intended to use a bit more finesse with my seduction.”


    Charlotte sighed. “I should go home. I want to ring the hospital to check on Gran.” She tugged her bra into place and fumbled with her buttons, praying they were in the right holes. “What happened to my undies?”


    “I’m afraid I ripped them.”


    “You’re a bit hard on my lingerie, Ash. This is the second time I’ve had to leave the scene of the crime with a bare ass.”


    He chuckled as they walked toward his car. “Scene of the crime?”


    “Yeah.”


    “I have your apricot panties at home.”


    Charlotte chewed on her bottom lip as she considered what that meant. It wasn’t the behavior of a man on a one-night stand, or maybe it was. She had no idea since she and her stepsisters never discussed this sort of stuff. “I’ll have to start going commando soon,” she said drily as he settled her in the passenger seat. A fact. Elizabeth didn’t pay her much and had only given her a small wage each week at Gran’s insistence.


    His grin was pure bad boy as he climbed behind the wheel. “The idea has merit.” His hand landed on her knee and skirted upward in an impudent manner.


    “It’s not decent. Proper women do not go about without underwear.” And they shouldn’t leave a trail behind them either. Charlotte fought the instinct to spread her legs and give him full access to her pussy. A sharp intake of breath did nothing to clear her lust-filled brain. Resistance is futile. Holy Hannah. She was not letting a rich man rescue her from drudgery. It was too…too Cinderellish.


    Traffic was light, and Ash soon pulled up in front of Elizabeth’s house. He undid his seat belt and she stopped him.


    “Stay. I can see myself inside.”


    “I was hoping I’d get a good night kiss.”


    A smile curled her mouth. “You can have one of those.”


    His lips against hers drew a sigh, the seductive flicker of his tongue an enticement to sink back under his spell. A revealing groan squeezed past her lips, the kiss taking on an air of desperation. The outside light switched on without warning, the bright beam intruding on their private world.


    The front door opened, and Elizabeth stood there. One glimpse of her posture brought a wince in Charlotte. The brewing storm was clear, even from this distance. “I’d better go.” Charlotte opened the door.


    “Wait. Give me your cell phone number.”


    Charlotte shot a quick glance at Elizabeth, her stomach doing a double pike and spinning into freefall. Bloody hell. She rattled off the number, her hand going to the door.


    “You’re going to accept the job with Marlborough Media?”


    Somehow. “I promised Gran I would.”


    “Good. Can you start on Monday?”


    “Okay,” Charlotte said, and she jumped out of the car. Swallowing the nerves buffeting her, she walked toward Elizabeth. Behind her, Ash pulled out of the driveway, the low purr of his vehicle indicating she was alone to face the dragon. Which was what she’d wanted, she reminded herself. Her problem. Her battle.


    “You’re late,” Elizabeth snapped.


    Charlotte glanced at her watch. “It’s half ten.” Jenny and Rachel stayed out much later. Sometimes they didn’t come home.


    “The dishes need doing and the kitchen requires a tidy. Make sure you do it before you go to bed.”


    Charlotte nodded, not trusting herself to speak.


    “You smell of sex,” Elizabeth snapped.


    Bother. She’d hoped Elizabeth wouldn’t notice her crumpled appearance, blindingly obvious in the unforgiving hall light. “I’ll go and do the dishes.” A strategic retreat. Make sure she lived to fight another day.


    Charlotte rose at six the next morning, even though it had taken her a good hour to return the kitchen to the pristine condition in which she’d left it. No point complaining because Elizabeth would tell her if she didn’t like the way things were done, she could leave.


    Breakfast was ready when Elizabeth walked into the kitchen. She inclined her head and actually thanked her for the coffee.


    Foreboding rose in Charlotte.


    “Come and sit down, Charlotte. We need to talk.”


    Charlotte forced herself to walk over to the breakfast table—one foot after the other. The wooden chair scraped across the floor tiles when she pulled it out. Someone had spilt something on the floor. She’d need to mop today. The mundane thoughts helped to keep her panic at bay.


    “I talked to Mum after you left and also to the doctors.” Elizabeth’s voice trembled a fraction before steadying. “The doctors say there’s nothing much they can do, except make Mum comfortable. The lupus has compromised her other organs, and she doesn’t have much time left.” She gulped and picked up her coffee with a shaky hand. After one sip, she set the mug down. “The doctors said they’d give her drugs to alleviate the pain. Mum wants to come home, but she requires a nurse or companion.” Elizabeth’s voice broke, her eyes taking on a distinct sheen.


    Charlotte interpreted everything Elizabeth didn’t say. Wincing, she weighed the job of her dreams against spending more time with Gran, and it was no contest. “I’ll look after Gran.”


    Elizabeth stared at her and, after a pause, nodded. “Thank you. I’ll see to arrangements for bringing her home. I’ll ring the hospital now to see how she is.” She rose and left the kitchen, bypassing the phone on the counter.


    An ache spread across Charlotte’s chest then a tear plopped onto the tabletop, and Charlotte realized she was crying. With an impatient hand, she swiped the moisture away and stood decisively. Time to mop the floor. There was no point in sobbing over lost dreams.
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    The unexpected business trip to Australia couldn’t have come at a worse time. Charlotte’s cell phone appeared out of order, and his calls went through to a recording stating the number was no longer in use. In the end he’d left a message every night at the McDougal house, and whichever stepsister he’d spoken to had promised to give Charlotte his messages. That was one week ago.


    He checked his watch and silently urged the taxi driver to go faster, impatient to walk into the office and catch a glimpse of Charlotte at work, even if he couldn’t talk to her. They left Auckland airport at a crawl—school holidays and rush-hour traffic combining to make a nasty stop-start snarl. Brief glimpses of green pastures gave way to a cityscape, and if anything, the traffic grew worse. He pulled his cell phone out to ring the office and request that Charlotte stay behind before changing his mind. While he didn’t give a damn about gossip—the magazines wrote what they wanted anyhow—he knew rumors about them appearing in print would upset Charlotte. She was skittish enough without the added pressure.


    He shook his head as he acknowledged the truth. Charlotte had wriggled past his reserve the first moment she’d grinned at him in her direct unprincesslike way across the dance floor of the ballroom. They were good together, and he didn’t intend to let her push him away without a fight.


    Half an hour later, he stalked into the office.


    “Good, you’re back,” his vice president said. “A few things have come with the Shafeur account.”


    Ash nodded without looking at him, glancing at the large open space where his employees worked. At twenty to six, many of them were packing up to leave for the day. He couldn’t see Charlotte among them. “How is the new girl working out?”


    “Didn’t Laura tell you? She rang on Monday morning and turned down the job.”


    “No. What reason did she give for refusing the job?”


    “Family. Her grandmother is dying.”


    “Damn.” He’d expected as much and wished he’d been wrong.


    John sent him a strange look, pulling Ash to his senses. “I’ve met her grandmother. She’s a character.”


    “Laura and I took a look at the other applicants. In the end we hired the next two on our final list. With the amount of work we’re attracting, we can do with the extra talent coming through. Train them to our methods.”


    Ash nodded, even as disappointment seared his gut. Maybe this way was better. He could ask Charlotte out without worrying about gossip. “John, now that the problems are sorted out in Sydney I don’t have much on. Is there a new job I could sink my teeth into? Something small, maybe from a new client, a job I can work on between my other responsibilities.”


    “There’s a bakery that wants us to take on their account. I was going to turn them down, but if you’ve got time, I’ll give them the go ahead.”


    “Email me the details. Is there anything else I need to look at tonight?”


    John laughed. “Nothing that can’t wait until tomorrow. Go home. You look knackered.”


    “I am tired,” Ash confessed.


    “Too many nights out on the town with beautiful ladies.”


    The words struck like a jab in the guts with a rusty knife. The papers had reported his nights out and taken photographs of him dancing with different women. What they hadn’t mentioned was that their husbands were present or that he’d returned to his hotel suite alone. He shrugged, the inference by both John and the press irking him. “I think I’ll head home.” He turned to leave and halted. “Who did we employ?”


    “Scott Chandler and today we decided on the other applicant who already worked for us on the admin side—Jenny McDougal.”


    Ash nodded, rolling the info around his mind. He recalled both applicants, and of course, he’d met Jenny. Coincidences happened, but they always made the hair at the back of his neck bristle. He could be wrong, but in this case he suspected how some of the cards had fallen—pushed with the help of Charlotte’s stepmother and stepsisters. “See you tomorrow, John.”


    Outside the office, he hailed another cab to take him home. He had the beginnings of a plan, but he needed to mull it over to make sure he covered every angle. If what he suspected was true, he intended to make sure the culprits didn’t get everything their way.


    


    * * * * *


    “Would you like to listen to music or read tonight, Gran?” Charlotte didn’t think Gran would manage to hold a book given her current weakness, but she pretended otherwise.


    “Can you to read me more of the historical romance? We’re almost at the dirty bits.”


    “Aw, Gran,” Charlotte complained because she knew it could make Gran chortle. “The erotic ones always make me blush.”


    “Good for blood circulation,” Gran said with a flicker of the old gleam in her eyes.


    Charlotte suppressed her grin and huffed out a put-upon sigh. She reached for the e-reader, and turned it on to begin reading.


    “Louisa gasped at the sensual bite and play of his teeth, the hard suction of his lips and the tug that echoed in her pussy. She yanked on his hair, her hips moving against him in silent insistence. Laughing quietly, he switched his mouth to her other breast and repeated the treatment, a delicious combo of wet mouth and hard pulls. She ran her fingers through his long hair, tugging strands from his queue. When he lifted his head, she arched upward to meet his kiss, tasting the brandy on his lips.”


    “This is a good historical,” Gran said. “I want you to help me buy some more online tomorrow. We can choose them together.”


    “Sure. Do you want me to keep reading?” Please, let me stop reading. This reminded her of Ash and everything they’d done together in the hotel room after the ball and in the alley.


    “You’ve haven’t read a page yet.” Gran’s eyes narrowed then glee echoed in her full smile. “You don’t want to read the naughty words.”


    Charlotte grinned to hide her discomfort, took a deep breath and plunged into the rest of the scene.


    “‘I hate being apart from you. I hate seeing you with her.’ She pressed her lips to his throat and flicked out her tongue, savoring the faint saltiness of his skin.


    “‘Louisa, you know I don’t love her,’ he said. ‘Not the same way I love you.’


    “Beneath her hand his heart beat a rapid tattoo, and the passion burning in his eyes increased the desperate hunger inside her.


    “‘Kiss me,’ she begged. ‘Fuck me. Show me how much you need me.’


    “‘I do need you, my sweet.’ He kissed her neck, sucked a bite from the curve of one breast while he teased and tormented the nipple of her other. Liquid heat bloomed in her, and when he glanced at her, she caught the flare of desire in his eyes. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders as he rose over her, caught her breath when he pushed inside her damp heat. He plunged deep—”


    A sharp snore broke the flow of the love scene. Gran’s mouth had dropped open and her glasses were askew. Relieved she could stop reading, but with a heavy heart, Charlotte set the e-reader aside and leaned over to remove Gran’s glasses. She picked up the dinner tray, most of the meal uneaten and retreated to the kitchen.


    “That’s wonderful news, Jenny.” Elizabeth stopped talking when Charlotte appeared in the doorway. “How’s Mum?”


    “She fell asleep while I was reading to her.”


    Rachel stood. “Jenny and I are going out for a few drinks. You won’t mind doing the dishes, will you?”


    Of course she minded. Charlotte started to clear the dishes off the table, noted the empty plates. “You guys ate everything? You didn’t leave me anything?” Fatigue loosened the control she usually kept on her tongue. “I’ve looked after Gran all day, cooked meals and I’m tired and hungry.” She slammed down a heap of dishes on the counter so hard a fork shot off the top plate and bounced on the floor. “Rachel, since you and Jenny ate the food, you can do the dishes tonight.”


    Elizabeth’s mouth tightened. “Where are you going?”


    “I’m going for a walk.”


    “What about Mum?”


    “Surely you can look after her if she wakes and needs anything,” Charlotte said, attempting to sound reasonable when she wanted to shriek like a mythical banshee. She paused a second, saw Elizabeth’s curt acceptance and left before her stepsisters started bitching.


    Outside the air was fresh and it was almost dark. Street lights illuminated the pavement, and her shoes slapped the path with each quick step, temper still burning through her. She’d agreed to look after Gran and had time to make meals, but that didn’t mean they should treat her as a slave. She kept walking, resentment marching through her mind.


    Ash hadn’t called. She’d thought he would ring at the house, but she hadn’t heard from him since he’d taken her for dinner. Maybe he was angry because she’d turned down the job. Heck, she’d hated having to make the phone call, had struggled to get out the words. Anger still choked her, a hint of bitterness, yet she couldn’t regret spending time with Gran. A knot formed in her throat, the burn of tears stinging her eyes.


    She kept walking, pushing her speed to outrun her thoughts. Ash popped into her mind again. “Damn the man!”


    Perhaps it had been about sex. He’d had her twice and intended to move on, the ultimate playboy as portrayed in the magazines. Yeah, maybe he was one of those men who delighted in the chase and lost interest once he’d caught his prey. Heck, she hadn’t even made the pursuit difficult. God, she had to stop thinking about him. No, instead of Ash she had to consider her future and what she’d do after Gran…


    Her throat worked in a swallow. She didn’t know what she’d do. An empty bank account meant a lack of opportunity, and she doubted Elizabeth would help her, even if she begged. No wiser, but feeling calmer at least, she rounded the corner into her street.


    When she let herself inside, she found Elizabeth in the lounge watching television.


    “Did you have a nice walk?”


    “Yes, thank you.” Charlotte eyed her stepmother with trepidation.


    “Mum is still sleeping.”


    Charlotte nodded. “I’m tired. I’ll check on her before I go to bed.”


    “I cleaned the kitchen for you.”


    Charlotte froze in the doorway. Did her stepmother want a medal? She ended up giving a curt nod and turned to leave, but Elizabeth wasn’t finished with her.


    “Wait. I wanted to tell you about Jenny’s new job.”


    “I didn’t realize she was interviewing for a new job.”


    “She received a promotion at Marlborough Media.” Elizabeth’s voice was calm, even, but Charlotte heard the underpinning of glee.


    Forewarning to steel herself against the verbal thrust about to strike. She stared at Elizabeth, waiting, knowing better than to hurry her stepmother. The silence lengthened to a point shy of uncomfortable.


    After the long pause, Elizabeth finally spoke. “Jenny was offered a position in the design department.”


    “But that’s—”


    “The job she interviewed for last Tuesday.” Elizabeth’s smile held the warmth of a winter frost.


    “Why do you hate me so much?”


    “I don’t hate you, Charlotte. For that I’d have to care.” Elizabeth stood and brushed past. Her heels clip-clopped as she ascended the stairs and disappeared from sight.


    On tottering legs, Charlotte managed to walk to a seat and drop onto it, shock and fury combining to a thunderous roar in her ears.


    Jenny had stolen her job.


    


    * * * * *


    After a patchy night of sleep, Ash parked down the road from the McDougal house. His plan—he’d wait until Elizabeth, Jenny and Rachel left for work and pray Charlotte would let him into the house. Hell, he’d use blackmail if he had to, tell her he’d come to see Ivy. There had to be a reason for her ignoring his calls.


    Elizabeth left first, driving a late-model sedan. Rachel sped from the house ten minutes later in a red convertible and Jenny departed last in a blue SUV. Ash checked his watch again. It was just before nine. Deciding to give Charlotte a little breathing space first, he left to get coffee and a treat for Ivy. An excuse for visiting.


    Half an hour later, he pulled up in the Remuera driveway. With three coffees—he’d made an educated guess as to type—plus a cyclamen plant with delicate red flowers and a bunch of glossy magazines, he pressed the doorbell.


    The door opened and Charlotte stood in front of him, fiery red hair loose around her shoulders, distinct shadows under her eyes. Her mouth tightened on seeing him. They stared at each other for a long moment—a clash of resentment and confusion.


    Ash blinked, unaccountably nervous. “Why didn’t you return my calls?” Hell, not what he’d planned to say.


    “What calls?”


    “I rang you every night this week, and I called before I left for the emergency meeting in Sydney. One of your sisters promised they’d pass on my messages.”


    Some of the stiffness eased out of Charlotte’s shoulders, and Ash relaxed a fraction too.


    “Every night?”


    “I can show you my cell phone records. I tried your cell phone first and kept getting a disconnected message.” The panic inhabiting his stomach lifted. “How is Ivy?”


    “Not too good.”


    “Is she awake now? Could I visit? I’ve brought coffee.”


    Charlotte stood aside, silently indicating he should enter.


    “You look tired.” Unable to resist, he pressed a kiss to her temple, breathing in the delicate floral scent of her hair. “I’ve missed you.”


    “Let me take the coffees.”


    She hadn’t returned the sentiment, but she’d let him inside. He’d take the victory and go from there. Small talk. Yeah. That should work, help her relax and repair the damage her sisters had done to their budding relationship. “I got plain lattes without sugar. I figured you’d have sugar if you needed it.”


    She nodded. “Gran’s room is up the stairs, second on the right. You’d better knock before you go inside. I’ll get the sugar.”


    He followed her instructions, rapping his knuckles on the open door. “Are you decent?” he called. “Can I come in?”


    “Ash.” Ivy tugged the blankets up, appearing small in the queen-size bed. “How delightful. Come in.”


    The bedroom was a large one, with sun streaming through two large garden-facing windows. The furniture was heavy and old-fashioned, reminding him of his grandmother’s room, right down to the crocheted doilies on the dresser and the faint scent of lavender in the air.


    “I brought you a plant and some magazines. I wasn’t sure which ones you’d prefer so I bought a mix of craft and ladies’ magazines.” He removed the plant from the carry bag and set it on a side table.


    “Thank you. The cyclamen is beautiful. My favorite nail polish is that exact shade of reddish pink. And magazines are always acceptable. Charlotte and I have read our latest ones from cover to cover.” She glanced at the door then back at him. “Are you playing Charlotte?”


    A startled laugh escaped him, but she didn’t look as if she were joking.


    “Charlotte hasn’t said anything to me, but I know she was expecting a call.”


    “I like Charlotte. A lot,” Ash said, past experience making him censor his words. “I rang every night this week. Whoever answered promised to pass on my messages. They didn’t.”


    Ivy’s mouth firmed with disapproval. “You have proof?”


    “Yes,” Ash snapped. Damn it, he wasn’t a liar.


    “Why didn’t you ring her cell phone?”


    “I did. The number is out of use.”


    “Are you up to drinking a coffee, Gran?” Charlotte appeared in the doorway. She’d taken the time to brush her hair and confine it to a high ponytail.


    “That’s strange. Is your cell phone not working?” Ivy asked.


    Charlotte stilled, her gaze shooting to her bare feet. “Elizabeth said I didn’t need one. She canceled my account.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me?” Ivy asked.


    Color stung her cheeks, but she lifted her head. Ash could tell his presence embarrassed her. Too bad. He wasn’t leaving until he was good and ready.


    “Charlotte?” Ivy might be ill, but her tongue still lashed with the strength of a whip.


    “It wasn’t important in the scheme of things,” Charlotte said, and Ash knew she was picking her words with care. “I don’t need a phone.”


    “You do need a phone,” Ivy said. “Ash, pass me my handbag please.”


    Ash handed her the bag, and she rifled through the contents, pulling out a purse. She handed several notes to Charlotte. “Buy yourself a prepay phone.”


    “I don’t need—”


    “Ash, will you take her to buy a phone?”


    “I will.”


    “I can’t leave you alone, Gran.”


    “I’m not going to pop my clogs today,” Ivy snapped. “Next week or the week after, but not today. I have things I want to take care of first. Besides, Esther is coming to visit and we can’t have a good gossip if you’re hanging around.”


    “You want to talk about me,” Charlotte said.


    “Of course I do, child.” She cast a sly glance at Ash.


    “Oh, no,” he said. “You can leave me out of your conversation.”


    “Pooh, you’re no fun,” Ivy said. “Where’s my coffee?”


    “You turned down the job,” Ash said, once they were sipping their coffee.


    “She said she wanted to spend the hours with me,” Ivy said gruffly. “I tried to talk sense into her.”


    “Gran, it doesn’t matter,” Charlotte said. The glare she raked over him held a trace of temper.


    “It’s not right,” Ivy said. “Elizabeth had no—”


    “Gran,” Charlotte interrupted.


    Ivy subsided, but her expression spoke of frustration.


    “I might have a solution,” Ash said into the yawning silence.


    “Do tell,” Ivy said.


    Charlotte bit her bottom lip, worrying it until her mouth turned redder. Ash imagined doing the same thing and need gnawed at him. He stirred uneasily, his body taut with a rush of desire.


    “I’m still here,” Ivy said, humor lacing her tone. “Although I have to say watching you two circle each other is better than a movie.”


    “Gran.” Delicate color washed into Charlotte’s face again, and she refused to glance in his direction.


    “You’re a troublemaker,” he said to Ivy.


    Ivy chortled until an alarm clock went off.


    Charlotte stood. “Time for your medication.” She walked over to a dressing table and took pills from various bottles. She left with an empty glass and came back a minute later with it full of water. “Here you go.”


    “Start talking, young man. I want to hear your idea.” Although Ivy’s words were fighting, she slumped back against her pillows.


    “I’ve taken charge of a new account, and I want Charlotte to help me. She can work from home, and I’ll drop in each day to offer advice and help with any problems. What do you say?”


    “A real campaign?”


    “She’d do it,” Gran said immediately.


    “Do you have a laptop?” he asked.


    “Yes, Gran bought me one for Christmas. Will I need any special programs?”


    “Mostly you need to brainstorm ideas and design a motif and slogan for the customer,” Ash said. “So you’re interested?”


    “She is,” Ivy said. “She’ll take the job. How much do you pay?”


    “No, I can’t accept a wage,” Charlotte said. “Because I can’t work set hours.”


    Damn. He’d hope she’d accept a wage. Never mind, he’d get around that somehow.


    “But I’ll take a reference,” she said. “If you think I deserve one.”


    “Deal,” Ash said.


    “Knock. Knock.” The loud voice floated up the stairs.


    “Good. Esther is here. You can go and buy that phone now. Keep her out until at least three,” Ivy said.


    “That’s a lot of gossip,” Ash said.


    “But you might need me,” Charlotte protested. “Last time I went out you ended up in hospital.”


    “Which wasn’t your fault. You need to get out in the fresh air,” Ivy said.


    “But—”


    “I need a break too,” Ivy said. “We’re not going to do anything silly. Esther will help me write letters to my friends, and we’ll talk about scrapbooking.”


    When Charlotte looked about to protest again, Ash stood. He plucked a business card from his wallet and set it on the bedside drawer. “Here’s my card. Get Esther to ring me if you need Charlotte. Charlotte, if it’s okay with you, we’ll go back to my place after we’ve bought you a phone. My laptop is there and we can get started on the campaign. We’ll grab a sandwich or something.” He congratulated himself on the casual tone. Good job keeping the wicked wolf part of him buried. While he would do some work, he also intended to kiss Charlotte stupid at the first opportunity. More, if he could get away with it. “Is that all right with you?”


    “Okay.” She hugged Esther when she entered the bedroom and ran through the medication, setting the alarm for the next round of pills. “Ring me if you need anything.”


    Ash waited patiently, stooping to kiss Ivy on her wrinkled cheek.


    “You look after her,” Ivy whispered, her fingernails digging into his arm to punctuate her order. “Or I’ll tell your grandmother when I write to her today.”


    “I promise.” Aha! Proof of the great setup. He fought to restrain his grin.


    “I’ll be back at three,” Charlotte told Esther.


    Esther settled her ample frame on the chair beside Gran’s bed and whisked off her sunhat to reveal a helmet of black hair. She waved a bejeweled hand at Charlotte in dismissal. “You take your time, dear. We’ll be fine.”


    “Give me five minutes to change,” Charlotte said.


    “You’re fine as you are,” he said, his swift glance taking in her faded blue jeans and her tight-fitting T-shirt. “Grab your laptop, and we’ll head off.”


    “Maybe I’ll get shoes,” she said.


    Ash grinned. “Good idea.”


    Ten minutes later, he pulled up outside a store specializing in phones, the purchase taking mere minutes since Charlotte knew what she wanted—a prepaid phone capable of doing the basics.


    “No Facebook or Twitter?” he asked.


    “I don’t have time,” she said. “Gran has a Facebook page to connect with her friends, and I helped her with that. Does your client have a website?”


    “No, but they should get one. We can add that into our campaign ideas for them.”


    Despite the desire pushing against his skin, he kept his hands to himself. Once they stepped inside his house all bets were off.


    His house keys jingled as he pushed the right key into the lock. He ignored the betraying tell, merely pushing the door open and entering to turn off the security alarm.


    “Come in,” he said, closing the door behind her. “We’ll work in the dining room.” He led the way, not willing to walk behind her in case his wavering control snapped. Just a few steps farther.


    She placed her laptop on the gleaming top of the wooden table and gave his house—the parts she could see—a curious glance. “Nice,” she said, blinking when she turned to find him a hairbreadth away.


    “God, I missed you.” Before she could respond, he grasped her shoulders pulling the weight of her body against him. His lips covered hers and he was lost, drowning in her taste and scent. He was vaguely aware of hands fluttering against him and settling into something resembling acceptance. Her soft breasts flattened against his chest, and she sighed. It was like coming home, and he knew he’d been right to persist, to give her more chances than he’d given any other woman in his life. She was his. She just didn’t know it yet.


    “I thought we came here to work,” she said when they parted to take in oxygen.


    “We did. We will, but I needed to kiss you.” He rubbed her back, his hand sliding up and down. The contact comforted him when it was meant to soothe her. “Of course, if I thought I could seduce you, entice you into my bed, that might be my next move.”


    


  


  
    [bookmark: _Toc353448348]Chapter Six


    


    Charlotte fixed her gaze on her hands—the traitorous things. They wanted to crawl over Ash and test the texture of the skin on his muscular chest. This time she’d pay closer attention to his scars and kiss every one of them. Her hands opened and closed to tight knots of fingers. No, it wasn’t professional.


    He must have sensed her inner debate because he smiled. “Let’s get to work.”


    She blinked, thrown by his reasonable behavior. The couple of boyfriends she’d had at high school and the parade of men through her stepsisters’ lives—well, predictable was their middle name. “Why did you choose Zorro for your costume?” Her mouth snapped shut once the casual question popped out. This wasn’t a social engagement. When had they traded bodies? “You’re not some freaky alien, are you?”


    “I’m not following your train of thought,” he said with a chuckle. “But I enjoy the woo-woo stuff. There’s a new sci-fi movie out next week. If we can get someone to stay with Ivy, would you like to go to a matinee with me? We can neck in the back row.” His blue eyes twinkled in a naughty-boy fashion, pulling an unwilling smile from her.


    Somehow it seemed wrong to flirt and have fun when she knew Gran’s days were limited. “Maybe we should get to work. I don’t want to leave Gran for too long.”


    “Of course,” he said. “I’ll grab my laptop, and we’ll transfer the info files.”


    When he disappeared, she glanced around his house. While it was apparent a designer had taken charge of the furnishings, he or she knew Ash well. Warm colors in reds and oranges contrasted with the cream walls and good quality wood and leather furniture. A lacy green fern sat in a brass pot on a side table. The end result was comfortable rather than stiff and formal, and Charlotte could picture him here, sprawled out on the black leather couch watching the big-screen television.


    Music poured through concealed speakers without warning, making her start. She relaxed a little when she recognized Bruno Mars singing about beautiful nights and dancing shoes. The words about marriage, she ignored. Not in her vocabulary. Gran had asked her what she intended to do afterward. Charlotte smiled, the action uncomfortable on her lips as she rehashed Gran’s stern lecture when she’d told Gran she couldn’t talk about her death. She’d promised Gran she’d embrace her freedom, strike out on her own and not let Elizabeth rule her life. Independence with a capital I.


    “All ready?” Ash asked.


    She nodded, indicating the screen of her laptop.


    “Can I look at your programs?”


    In answer, she slid the laptop to him, watching him as his fingers raced across the keys. The particular scar she studied was ugly, a pale splotch of skin that covered half his face from cheekbone to jaw, but she didn’t see it anymore. His personality shone through, lighting his features with laughter and intelligence. Despite the scars, the package was fit, muscular and sexy. Add in the money and his own business and it was no wonder women chased him.


    “I used to love watching Zorro when I was a kid. My father got the movie for me when I had measles. He was my hero.” His eyes glowed with hidden laughter when he met her gaze. “The costume hid most of my scars and made me feel normal. He had a sword, a cool brand and he got the girl.”


    Her mouth rounded into an O, but no sound emerged.


    “Every time there was a dress up, I became Zorro. Why did you choose a princess costume?”


    “I wasn’t meant to attend. Gran and Esther surprised me with the costume, gave me an invitation they’d wrested from someone and forced me to go.”


    “I enjoyed the ball,” Ash said, his expression saying way more than mere words.


    Her tummy did a loop-de-loop, his intent gaze making her want to shift her weight from foot to foot. They were alone, Ms. Feisty whispered seductively. Jump him! He won’t resist. Give his dick a little attention, and he’ll follow you around like a lost puppy. A croak emerged.


    He tilted his head, one dark brow rising. “You said something?”


    “What happens if I can’t do this?”


    He muttered something under his breath, following it up with a glare. “Well, that’s a shitty attitude. Say that again, and I’ll paddle your ass.”


    Woohoo! Progress. He wants to get kinky and spank you. Ms. Feisty supplied the commentary before Charlotte could take her next breath. She plunged into recovery mode. “I meant what happens if I run out of time because of looking after Gran. I can do anything I want.” Or so Gran had told her yesterday. All she had to do was believe, but the job vacancy website hadn’t encouraged her. Qualifications were the exclusive, shiny invitations employees needed to enter the workforce.


    “Every project we take on starts with a job sheet.” Ash went through the details with her, answering questions when she asked them, explaining everything with so much patience her wavering confidence bloomed into excitement.


    Three hours passed in a blink, and soon it was time to get back to Gran. As they pulled out of Ash’s driveway, a man loped alongside the car, snapping a photo of them. Ash cursed under his breath.


    “Does that happen a lot?” she asked.


    “Often enough to piss me off,” Ash said, glancing in his rear-view mirror. “He’s not following. At least that’s something.”


    “Thanks for setting up the phone for me.”


    “I had an ulterior motive. I snagged your number for my address book and programmed my number on speed dial.” His tone was smug and very male.


    “Aren’t you the clever one,” she teased, part of her amazed he could draw this response from her when her emotions weighed heavy like blocks of ice. She attempted a cheerful façade for Gran, or tried to. One ass-kicking a week from a sick woman was enough, and she’d learned her lesson. Gran didn’t intend to put up with any maudlin crap. Her exact words.


    “Clever enough to ask you to dance at the ball.”


    “Oh? I thought you felt sorry for the robot I was dancing with before you. He’s probably still got heel marks in the middle of his foot.” She giggled at the memory. “You should have seen his expression when I stood after accepting his invitation to dance. I was six inches taller than him.”


    “That’s what grabbed my attention first,” Ash said, pulling into the driveway of her house. “The height difference. You have no idea how sore a man’s neck gets if his date is short and petite.”


    “And I thought my breasts might have something to do with it. Every other man looked at them first.”


    “I noticed those too, and I made myself a promise I’d touch if you were agreeable.”


    “I…you…don’t say things like that.”


    “Nothing but the truth, and the more I get to know you, the more I want to touch.” With the car sitting idle in the driveway, he reached over to tug on her ponytail.


    “Can I share the campaign stuff with Gran? She’ll get a kick out of helping me to brainstorm.”


    “No problem.” Ash curled his hand around her neck and tugged her close enough to kiss. His kiss was soft, lingering. The type of kiss that worked under a woman’s skin and made her imagine what might come next. When he pulled back, she scanned his face, trying to understand him. What made him tick? This thing—whatever it was between them—couldn’t last. Even Gran had mentioned the numerous photos in the gossip pages of the newspaper and the magazine stories about The Beast.


    “I’d better go,” he said. “I’m going to be in meetings for the rest of the day and most of tomorrow. If you run into any problems, flip me an email. Remember we need to have something solid for the client in a fortnight.”


    


    


    “How did it go?” Gran asked when Charlotte walked into her room.


    “Good. I’ll tell you all about it once you’ve had your sleep. Hi, Esther. Did Gran misbehave?”


    “Yes,” Esther said, planting her hands on her ample hips. “And I encouraged her. Life is too short to be good.”


    “Exactly,” said Gran. “That’s what I keep telling Charlotte. Maybe it will sink into her thick head if we both reinforce the idea.”


    “Cup of tea, Esther?”


    “That would be nice, dear. In truth, I’m curious to hear about the campaign.” Her deep-set hazel eyes blazed with interest.


    “But—”


    “I’m not tired,” Gran said. “I’ll have plenty of rest once this stupid lupus gets me.”


    Esther chuckled—a deep, throaty sound of amusement. Charlotte laughed because Gran expected her to, but the humor emerged from her throat kicking and screaming, while she silently railed at the injustice. She didn’t want Gran to die.


    The three of them spent the rest of the afternoon brainstorming ideas for the campaign, Charlotte taking frantic notes and making quick sketches on her artist pad.


    The next morning, Elizabeth entered the kitchen while Charlotte was making a tea tray and a light breakfast for Gran.


    “Where’s the paper?” she asked.


    “I haven’t had time to collect it from the mailbox,” Charlotte said, biting back the snappish remark at the tip of her tongue. “The coffee is almost ready.” She picked up the tray and left the kitchen.


    “When was this photo taken?” Elizabeth demanded, stomping into Gran’s bedroom about five minutes later.


    “What photo?” Charlotte asked, busy straightening Gran’s bed while Gran sat at a small table drinking a cup of tea.


    “What photo?” Gran asked, holding out her hand for the paper. “Show me. Oh, that’s a nice photo of you and Ash. You didn’t tell me they took photos of you yesterday.”


    “Yesterday?” Elizabeth’s tight voice made Charlotte take half a step back. A powder keg about to explode. “You left Mum by herself?”


    “Of course she didn’t, Elizabeth. I forced Charlotte to go out for a few hours. She’s been cooped up inside this house for days. We both needed a rest from each other.”


    “But what if something had happened?”


    “Esther was here the entire time, and the district nurse visited to check on me. She was happy with my condition.”


    “It won’t last,” Elizabeth snapped. “That man has more women than good sense.”


    “There’s nothing between us,” Charlotte said. “We’re friends. That’s all.”


    “The boy dropped around to see how I was,” Gran said. “I practically forced him to take Charlotte out for coffee.”


    Elizabeth huffed, snatched up the paper and stalked out.


    Gran stared after her daughter, a scowl on her face. “I taught that girl manners. I blame her father. He spoiled her rotten and gave her everything she wanted. She didn’t get her nasty attitude and streak of mean from me.”


    “Everyone has their moments,” Charlotte said. “She’s worried about you.”


    “I’ve had some more ideas about slogans for the campaign. Get your laptop so you can make a note of them.”


    “As soon as everyone has left for work. Do you feel up to designing some trading cards? I thought we’d do some to show the client. Maybe with a cupcake or baking theme.”


    Gran beamed, a bright, sunny smile that reminded Charlotte of her grandmother of several years ago. It lit up her entire face and brought a dignified beauty to her tired features. “Yes please, Charlotte. My headache is manageable today, and I feel almost normal.”


    “Won’t be long, Gran.” Charlotte turned away before Gran witnessed the glint of tears in her eyes. She’d miss her so much. Gran was her best friend.


    “The deal was you’d look after Mum,” Elizabeth said when Charlotte stepped into the kitchen.


    “I was out for a few hours. I didn’t do anything wrong.”


    “You look very cozy with Ash,” Jenny said.


    “It was totally innocent. You must know how the tabloid press twists things and manipulate photos,” Charlotte said. “Digital manipulation is easy these days.”


    “Call me stupid, but that is you with Ash outside his house,” Jenny said.


    “Yes. He had to stop to pick up his laptop before he went to the office. We had coffee and that’s all. Nothing happened.” She ignored the kisses, the sensual tension that still invigorated her and made her dream of the impossible every time they were together. “Gran seems chipper today. She had a good night.”


    “I won’t have photographers hanging around our house and upsetting Mum,” Elizabeth said.


    A shudder went through Charlotte. “Of course not.” She couldn’t think of anything worse. “Gran and I are working on scrapbooking this morning.”


    “Don’t tire her out,” Jenny said. “Whenever I look in to see her she’s asleep.”


    Charlotte rolled her eyes before she could halt the move. “She’s wide awake now.”


    “I don’t want to be late for work.”


    Charlotte rose to get more coffee for herself, a booster to help her keep awake after her sleepless night. Even though she hadn’t needed to get up for Gran, listening for her kept Charlotte from a refreshing sleep. “Congratulations on your new job.”


    Jenny shot her a look layered with guilt. “It’s an excellent opportunity.”


    “Yes, it is. You’d better go or you’ll be late.”


    Jenny’s mouth tightened, and she shot her an ugly glower. Charlotte wanted to tell Jenny the animosity was a waste of energy. Instead, she shrugged and focused on caffeine-loading. Gran needed her and that was that.
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    Ten days later


    


    Charlotte bolted upright in bed, her heart pounding with fear. Panic clutched her chest and she had to gasp to fill her lungs with oxygen. Once she could breathe through her dread and realized she was sitting safe in her bed, she cocked her head, listening.


    She slipped from the bed and was in Gran’s room in seconds. “Gran?”


    Gran didn’t respond, not even when she flicked on the light. Charlotte froze for a moment, scarcely breathing. Gran’s expression was peaceful, and somehow she knew.


    Just knew.


    Biting back her cry of anguish, she reached for Gran’s wrist. When she didn’t find a pulse, she reached for the phone and rang the doctor.


    The next hour passed in a blur. The doctor came and confirmed Charlotte’s fears. Gran was gone. Elizabeth took control, as was her way. Charlotte went back to her bedroom, pulling the door shut. A heavy weight sat squarely on her shoulders, making each pacing step around her tiny bedroom hard and physical. Finally, she sank onto her single bed and placed her head in her hands.


    Gran was gone.


    She’d known this would happen, thought she’d prepared for the fact, but the reality of death stripped her bare. She couldn’t think, couldn’t feel, not when numbness seeped to her bones. She’d promised Gran she wouldn’t cry, wouldn’t mourn for a life well lived. Her throat worked in a hard swallow. The promise had been easy, but keeping it…keeping it might be the hardest thing she ever had to do.


    Hours passed and her alarm went off. Charlotte pulled on jeans and a T-shirt. She spotted her cell phone, hesitated and pushed speed dial for Ash before she could rethink her actions.


    “Charlotte.” Even hearing his deep voice sent some of her inner terror skittering away. Her breath puffed out and some of the pressure bearing down on her chest lifted.


    “Ash.” Her voice croaked and she swallowed, starting again. “Ash, Gran died last night.”


    “Aw, sweetheart, I’m sorry.” He paused, and she clutched the empathy in his words to her. The comfort meant a lot, and she hadn’t realized how much she needed the ease, the soothing words from another human being. “Can I drop by to see you?”


    “Yes.” Too bad if Elizabeth objected. “I’d like that a lot.”


    “I’ll be there before nine,” Ash said.


    In the kitchen, Charlotte went through the motions, making coffee and toast. A knock on the door pulled her from breakfast preparations.


    “Ash, that was quick.”


    “I wanted to see how you were.” A car screeching to a halt drew a succinct curse from him. “Fuck. Inside,” he ordered, pushing her back inside the house and closing the door behind them.


    Charlotte feared she knew the answer, but asked anyway. “Who is that?”


    


    


    Ash let out a heavy sigh of frustration. “Ever since they caught the photo of us outside my house, they’ve been following me around. That’s why I’ve communicated via phone rather than visiting you. They’re trying to discover your identity and won’t stop until they have the info.” Not for the first time he cursed his success and his playboy image.


    “They want to know about me?”


    He laughed and heard the hard edge in it, the anger. “Evidently I’m newsworthy. My private life makes for interesting reading. My face.” He gestured at his scars before looking at her. Dark shadows underlined her brown eyes while her red hair hung around her shoulders in tangles. During the weeks since he’d met her she’d lost weight, and it showed in her face. “Enough about me. How are you? Can I hold you?”


    Her shoulders slumped, and it was easy to see how hard her grandmother’s death had hit her. “In the kitchen,” she said. “I’ve made fresh coffee.”


    Ash slipped his arm around her shoulders as they walked down the hall. The scent of coffee drifted to him when they entered the kitchen.


    “Would you like a cup?”


    “Soon,” he whispered, tugging her against his chest. He bent his head, savoring the flowery scent of her hair and just being with her.


    “I’m going to miss her so much. She was my best friend.” Her voice was muffled against his chest.


    “Of course you’ll miss her,” Ash whispered. “She was an amazing woman.”


    “What am I going to do without her? She made living here bearable.” A shudder went through her, and Ash’s heart ached. He wanted to say he’d take her away with him. All she had to do was ask. But he held the words back, knowing it was too soon, and she would want to exert her independence. He brushed a kiss across the crown of her head, stifling his protective instincts. No, it was best for him to play the long game and woo her to his way of thinking.


    Ash wanted her trust. Hell, he wanted it all. He wanted her love.


    When her trembling eased, he pushed her away in order to see her face. “Have you eaten?”


    “I’m not hungry.”


    “I could do with a piece of toast and a coffee.”


    “I’ll do it. I need to move,” she said, forestalling his argument. “Gran, Esther and I worked on the cupcake campaign off and on all week. It’s finished.”


    “Can you email everything to me?” He checked his watch and sighed. “I have client appointments this morning. I can’t cancel them.”


    “I don’t expect you to.” Her shock at the idea was evident in her wide eyes and parted lips.


    “You never expect anything for yourself,” he said. “Did it occur to you I want to be here for you, to help you get through the next days? I might have been young when my mother died, but I remember the anguish and grief.” Even though they’d kept him sedated in the burns unit, even though he’d been young he remembered the pain, the loss of knowing he’d never see his mother again.


    She stared at him, a crease on her forehead. “But we don’t know each other well.”


    “Which is the reason I’m taking things slow. I don’t want to scare you off.”


    “Me? You want…”


    He froze, afraid to blink. She sounded so surprised at his statement of intent. “You must have noticed the way I can’t keep my hands off you.”


    “But that’s sex.”


    Not for him it wasn’t. It might have started that way, but things were different now.


    “What are you doing here?” a tart voice demanded from behind him.


    Ash turned, taking in Elizabeth with her tear-ravaged face and Jenny standing behind her. “I stopped by to see Ivy.”


    “You didn’t know her,” Elizabeth said.


    “Not well, no, but she went to school with my father’s mother. We’ve talked on the phone.” He glanced at Charlotte. His grandmother had told him to look for the princess in an apricot dress. Between his grandmother and Ivy they’d been set up on the sly. A favor had turned to his advantage, thanks to them. He didn’t think Charlotte had worked it out yet. “I’m sorry to hear about her passing. She was an amazing woman. My grandmother will miss their correspondence. Why don’t you take a seat, have a coffee and something to eat?” He’d managed to wrangle that much out of his grandmother, that she and Ivy corresponded by mail and sometimes phone several times a month.


    Elizabeth’s frown smoothed out, and she silently took a seat. Jenny sat next to her while Charlotte poured coffee and set toast in front of them.


    Rachel joined them, cast him a curious look. “What are you doing here?”


    Ash went through the explanation again. “My grandmother and Ivy were friends.”


    “Is that how you met Charlotte?” Jenny demanded.


    “Yes, she introduced us, although she was subtle about it.” He hoped the news that she’d been set up at the ball didn’t upset Charlotte.


    Rachel’s brows rose as she turned to Charlotte. “She did? Neither of you even hinted at it.”


    Charlotte’s expression blanked. She remained silent and Ash continued.


    “I told you she was a determined woman.” He turned to Elizabeth, his gaze sobering. “When will the funeral take place? My grandmother will want to attend.”


    “I’m not sure yet.” Elizabeth pulled out the snobby matron. “If you leave your number I’ll make sure you’re contacted with the details.”


    “Charlotte will let me know.” He needed to make allowances for Elizabeth under the circumstances. Ash walked over to Charlotte and kissed her cheek. “Will you be all right?”


    “Yes.”


    “I’ll give you a call later tonight. Make sure you eat something,” he whispered, confining himself to running his fingers over her cheek before walking away.


    The instant he stepped outside two photographers straightened and pointed their cameras in his direction. He ignored the shouted questions and demands to look their way, climbing into his car and backing out of the driveway.


    His morning was a busy one, but each spare moment, he thought of Charlotte. He picked up his phone and rang his grandmother, letting her know the news, and all the while he willed Charlotte to ring him again. The urge to say to hell with work and go to her, warred inside him.


    “Ash?”


    Ash jerked from his thoughts to find his assistant staring at him.


    “Something wrong?”


    “Just a bit distracted,” he said. “Is my next appointment here?” While he spoke, he checked his email, his heart leaping when he noticed one from Charlotte. She noted that she’d designed some artist trading cards and large poster-size drawings as well as the files she’d attached. He clicked on the attachment and his breath caught. He let it out in a low whistle. “Laura, come and look at this.”


    “This is for the new bakery account? Who did this? It’s perfect,” she said. “Fresh and new.”


    “I’ve been working with Charlotte Dixon. I started her off, but she’s done the design work. Which one do you prefer?” He clicked on another attachment, the simple yet elegant idea very different from the first more modern design.


    “They’re both perfect as they are. I’d let the client do the hard work of choosing. You didn’t do any of this?”


    “No.” Satisfaction throbbed through him. “I showed her how we set up our files, and we discussed the sort of thing the customer wanted. I left her to her own devices and gave her a deadline. She’s finished early.”


    “We need to hire her. She does good work,” Laura said.


    “How are the two new hires?”


    “Good,” Laura said. “But not as gifted as Charlotte.”


    The phone rang in the outer office, and Laura went to answer it. She was back in minutes. “Your appointment is here.”


    “Thanks.” Ash closed Charlotte’s work and stood to greet his client. Marlborough Media didn’t need another trainee. Their more senior people were stretched with training and their existing work as it was, yet if he didn’t offer her work of some description, he sensed he’d lose her. Not just as a potential employee but maybe as a lover too.


    Shoving aside his unease, he grinned at his long-time client. “How is your wife? And the kids?”


    “Suzie, my youngest girl, still wants to marry you when she grows up,” Brent Wendell said with a chuckle. “She drew you a picture of your wedding day.”


    Ash accepted the crayon drawing and studied it. She’d even drawn in his scars. “I don’t know about marriage, but she might have a future in design.”


    “My wife will be pleased to hear it. She says you’re too much of a player for one of our daughters.”


    Not anymore, Ash thought, and he didn’t feel so much as a pang at the loss of his freedom.


    


    * * * * *


    Gran’s funeral was held four days later. Charlotte walked into the church behind Elizabeth, Jenny and Rachel, together yet apart as always. Gran’s death was a hollow void in her world, and she’d attempted to fill the emptiness with cooking and cleaning. The kitchen bulged with an abundance of food for the visitors who’d descend on the house after the funeral. She slipped into a pew behind her stepsisters and stepmother, as instructed earlier by Elizabeth. She was to leave space for Gran’s other children.


    Charlotte waited for everyone to settle, keeping her gaze off the casket sitting at the front of the church, and trying not to cry as Gran’s favorite songs played from concealed speakers. A cold, hard knot sat in the pit of her stomach. It expanded to clog her throat so she couldn’t choke out the grief, the rage and the sense of loss that pervaded every thought and action. It clouded her mind, not allowing her to focus on the thing she should concentrate on—her future. Now that Gran was gone she needed to find a job. Elizabeth had already mentioned she’d need to pull her weight and get a job to contribute to the upkeep of the house.


    Someone sat beside her, touching her knee. She jumped, biting back a gasp, only relaxing when she recognized Ash.


    “Thanks for coming.” Her voice emerged as a hoarse croak.


    He took possession of her hand and squeezed it. “My grandmother asked me to attend in her stead. I would have come anyway,” he said in an undertone, his breath warm on her ear. His silent strength, his comfort given without reserve cracked the lump of ice inside her. Warmth crept into her, and when he would have released her hand, she clung. With a gentle smile, he maintained the contact, and she listened to the words of the minister, the tearful memories of family and friends. She stood and sang Gran’s favorite hymn with everyone else, clutching Ash’s hand while saying goodbye to the woman who’d been more than a friend.


    The formalities at the cemetery passed rapidly. The sun blazed overhead and a tui gurgled non-stop from the branches of a nearby tree, competing with the minister. A quiver went through her when she spied a pair of fantails flitting nearby, the tiny birds often associated with death in Maori legends. Ash stood beside her, holding her hand, his solid presence helping her through the ordeal.


    Soon it was time to return to the house and prepare for the influx of guests.


    “Charlotte, I’m sorry, but I need to go back to work. There’s a client from Wellington and this is the only opportunity we have to meet. Can I drop you back at the house?”


    “Please.” Elizabeth wouldn’t think to make sure she had transportation back to Remuera. Too many things on her mind.


    Ash left her at the house, giving her a brief kiss on the cheek before driving away.


    Charlotte was the first back and started tea and coffee then set food in the dining room. When she heard the first people arrive, she removed the covers from the plates.


    Elizabeth stalked into the dining room while she was carrying in the first pot of tea. She surveyed the spread and gave a stiff nod. “Thank you, Charlotte.”


    The rest of the afternoon raced away. Charlotte made more tea and coffee and ferried plates of sandwiches and cakes back and forth. Who knew funerals stimulated the appetite so much? Maybe it was something to do with affirming life, Charlotte thought.


    She smiled at one of Gran’s brothers, offering him a refill of his tea cup and received a polite nod. She sighed, feeling more than ever like a sparrow amongst a nest of cuckoos.


    Gradually, the guests started to leave, and Charlotte busied herself with the constant stream of dirty dishes.


    Elizabeth walked into the kitchen, her eyes bloodshot, her cheeks pale beneath the rounds of blusher she’d applied earlier in the day. “Charlotte, a light dinner tonight please,” she said in a crisp voice. “There will be six of us since my sister and her husband and my brother are staying the night.”


    Six? What about her? Charlotte bit down on her inner lip. Not the time for a smart-ass comment, but obviously, she’d been relegated to hired help status. She was meant to make dinner from the goodness of her heart.


    Charlotte made pasta served with pesto, a large salad and baked a focaccia bread to have on the side. She also whipped up an apple crumble in case any of them wanted dessert. Deciding to eat later, she cleaned up in the kitchen while the others ate in the formal dining room.


    “Mum said you can clear the table and bring in the dessert now. We’ll have coffee later,” Rachel said. She disappeared before Charlotte could answer.


    Charlotte gripped the edge of the counter until the color bled from her knuckles. Deep breaths. “I’m not a servant, damn it,” she muttered while getting dessert bowls from the cupboard—the good china as Elizabeth had requested. Taking another fortifying breath, she set them on a tray along with the apple crumble and a jug of fresh cream. After counting silently to ten, she carried the tray into the dining room. Tonight was not the time to assert her rights and independence, not the day of Gran’s funeral.


    Silently Charlotte cleared dinner plates, distributed bowls and placed the crumble near Elizabeth to serve. Wordlessly, she carried the empty dinner plates along with the salad bowl, which contained a lone slice of cucumber.


    Resentment built in her, layer by layer, empty dish by empty dish, but pride and decency wouldn’t let her unleash her ire—not today.


    The cleanup took another hour. Charlotte made herself a sandwich and escaped to her bedroom. She fell asleep listening to an audio book about a world populated with vampires where nothing was as it seemed and humans unknowingly walked amongst danger.


    


    


    “Charlotte.” Elizabeth stalked into the kitchen the next morning, five minutes short of nine. “Jenny, Rachel and I are driving to Taupo with my brother. We’re going to sort out Mum’s house ready for sale. I want you to clear Mum’s room here.”


    “Don’t you want to keep anything?” Charlotte asked, surprised by the request. Don’t you mean order, Ms. Feisty snapped in her ear.


    “No, send everything useful to charity and trash the rest. Don’t bother making breakfast. We’re going to stop at Tirau.”


    Five minutes later, they were gone.


    


  


  
    [bookmark: _Toc353448350]Chapter Eight


    


    Ash scowled at the photo in the paper. A photographer had managed to get a shot of him and Charlotte at the grave site, their hands clasped with Charlotte gazing up at him. A reporter had contacted him, asking about the funeral, and he’d told her it was for a family friend. He’d thought they’d show a little respect, but no. The headline shouted, The Beast and the Mystery Redhead.


    Laura walked into his office and glanced at the newspaper. Her nose wrinkled. “They don’t respect privacy. Rather you than me, boss.”


    “They’ve manipulated a shot from the funeral and blanked out the people who were standing around us.” Disgust filled him, and he hoped Charlotte didn’t see the photo.


    “Matheson rang again this morning. He said you’d put him off about his weekend party. He wants to know if you’re attending and if you have a plus one.”


    “Damn, I don’t want to leave Auckland right now. Okay, leave it with me. I’ll ring him this afternoon. Do we have any new jobs?”


    Laura rattled off several. “Okay, put me down for the Hudson and the Shrewsbury accounts and email the relevant details to me. I’m going out for an hour.”


    “Righto, Ash.”


    Ash sneaked out the back door, walked three blocks and caught a passing cab to Remuera. He rapped on the door, and a few minutes later, Charlotte stood in front of him.


    “Ash.”


    Charlotte stood aside to let him enter. She’d been crying, her eyes red and swollen. Tear tracks streaked her cheeks, but to him she was beautiful.


    “Where is everyone?”


    “They’ve gone to Taupo for a couple of weeks.” Charlotte’s voice was dead without nuance.


    “They left you alone?” Anger burst through him. Damn Elizabeth and her callous behavior. All she needed was a pointy black hat and a broom and she’d be set.


    “With instructions to clear Gran’s room and sort out her possessions,” Charlotte said.


    This time her expression read pissed and he cheered inwardly. “I have to travel to Napier on business this weekend. Would you come with me?”


    “For the weekend?”


    “We’d share a room,” Ash said, wanting her to have no doubt as to his intentions. “And a bed.”


    Her gaze zapped to meet his, searching, weighing. “I’ve never been to Napier.”


    Not the reply he’d expected. “Well, here’s your chance. What do you say?”


    “What sort of clothes will I need?”


    “Mainly casual, but they’re having an art deco theme party on Saturday night. I was intending to grab something to wear while I’m down there. We could go earlier and do our shopping together. What do you say?”


    She nodded, not with the enthusiasm he’d prefer, but at least it wasn’t a straight rejection. “I need to finish emptying Gran’s room, but I’d like to escape the memories for a few days.”


    “How does Thursday sound?”


    “Yes, Thursday is perfect.”


    Ash worked to hold back his cheer. “Pack a swimsuit and comfortable shoes for walking. Oh, and bring your laptop. I have two more accounts for you to work on. We can discuss those too.”


    She bounced her weight from foot to foot, and her brown eyes sparkled. “Really?”


    “Really,” he said. “We were impressed by your work on the bakery account, and Laura has contacted the client to make an appointment to see your designs.”


    “Thank you.” Charlotte threw her arms around his neck, squeezing him tight.


    Ash hugged her back, wishing her affection was more than excitement about the accounts. Still, she hadn’t argued about sharing a bed, and he had a long weekend to work his masculine magic. A heady sensation, one he recognized as the thrill of the chase, blossomed inside him. An unusual feeling, since women stalked him, but one that filled him with anticipation. Charlotte wouldn’t know what hit her.


    


    * * * * *


    Ash wanted her to work on more accounts. The knowledge buoyed her spirits and put pep in her steps—a temporary job to fill her empty hours plus a weekend away. Probably a good thing since she didn’t have to be a brain box to realize getting away from this house with the layers of memories and sadness wouldn’t hurt. She attacked Gran’s room with new vigor, sorting possessions into three piles—those to donate to charity, a pile for the rubbish and a pile of things she wanted for keepsakes. She focused on the good memories, the times of laughter and fun she’d had with Gran and Esther.


    But a few times Ms. Feisty shooed her thoughts over to Ash and sharing a bed with him. A tickle of heat slid along her veins. A little hot, no-strings sex with Ash would celebrate the start of her new life.


    Hell, yeah! Ms. Feisty pumped her fist in the air. Charlotte grinned, inhaled a couple of deep breaths and continued her task.


    When she came to Gran’s jewelry box, she paused before deciding to leave it in Elizabeth’s room. Gran had owned some lovely pieces, and she was sure Elizabeth would want to keep them. She tucked the box under a pile of sweaters in one of Elizabeth’s drawers.


    It took her the rest of the day to clear the bedroom, working late into the night. The distant shrill of her cell phone broke the silence, making her start.


    Charlotte went down to the kitchen to answer it, deciding to stop for something to eat since her stomach let out an ominous rumble.


    “Hello,” she said.


    “What are you wearing?” a husky voice asked.


    “Ash?”


    “Do you have other men calling to ask what you’re wearing?”


    She pursed her lips to stem the urge to giggle. “Not on a regular basis. What are you wearing?”


    “I’ve just returned from a run,” he said, and she held her breath, hoping he’d keep talking. The man had a raspy voice, and every word caressed her skin, her senses. He’d sound sexy reading a dry legal document.


    “And,” she prompted.


    “I got hot and sweaty.”


    Charlotte ran the words through her mind, pictured him with a sheen on his skin, his dark hair tousled. “Hot enough to take off your shirt?”


    A huff containing an edge of laughter strummed her ear. “All I’m wearing is a pair of boxer-briefs. I’m about to jump into the shower.”


    “Take them off,” she said.


    “You’ve hijacked my game. I’m the one with the bad-boy reputation.”


    “You’re wearing fewer clothes,” she countered. “We’ll get to the good stuff sooner.”


    “Tease,” he said in a low purr.


    Excitement prickled through her, and she shifted her weight, the pull of her cotton shirt across her bare breasts setting her nipples tingling. She fanned her face, her free hand gripping her cell while she waited for him to say something else. The rustle of clothing traveled down the line.


    “I’m naked,” he announced. “And my cock is hard enough to hammer a nail. What are you going to do about it?”


    Her stomach did a dip and twirl. Heat punched at the juncture of her thighs. “If I were there, I’d sink to my knees and learn the shape of your penis with my hands and fingers. I’d stroke the crown and tease you until drops of pre-come started to form at your slit.”


    “Go on.” His raspy voice filled her with yearning.


    “Then I’d use my mouth on you, cleaning away the moisture with my tongue.”


    “I’m very sweaty,” he whispered. “We should probably do this in the shower with both of us naked. I’d want to run my fingers through your hair and hold your head while I make shallow thrusts into your hot mouth.”


    She gulped. “Um, we could do that.”


    “And I’d watch the water as it poured over your breasts. Maybe, I’d pinch your nipples because I know you don’t mind a shot of pain with your loving.”


    Charlotte closed her eyes, letting his deliberate words flow through her, over her in a gradual wash of arousal.


    “By then my patience would’ve hit breaking point. I’d probably haul you to your feet and press you against the wall of the shower. When I do, the tiles are cold against your back, a contrast to my mouth at your breasts, the heat of the water and my hands skimming your body.”


    Charlotte squeezed her legs together and felt her clit jump once. The friction wasn’t enough. She wanted…needed him, his hands, his mouth.


    “Are you still there, Charlotte?”


    “Yes.” Ms. Feisty did a lusty rock of her hips then pumped a fist. “I wish you were here.”


    He laughed. “Tomorrow night,” he promised. “I’m going to make love to you all night long.”


    “That’s hours away.” Charlotte realized she was pouting and gave herself a shake.


    “And meantime, you’re going to go to bed and think of me. You’re going to touch yourself until you come, and tomorrow, you’re going to tell me all about it.”


    “I…” What was the wretched man doing to her?


    “Do you have a vibrator?”


    “No.”


    “Maybe we’ll go shopping for one of those too,” he said in a silky voice. “I’m going to jump in the shower now. I’ll pick you up at ten tomorrow. We’ll get an early start and do some sightseeing when we hit Napier.”


    The phone clicked in her ear, but she didn’t move, her mind full of Ash. Just a little fun sex between consenting adults, she reminded herself. They came from different worlds, were at different places in their lives. No, she’d enjoy the moment, and when the time came, she’d move on with her life and embrace her independence.


    Edginess and arousal nipped at her heels while she went through the motions of eating and drinking. On reaching her bedroom, she gave in to her body’s insistent demand, throwing off her clothes and slipping between the sheets, naked. A few strokes of her fingers and she exploded into climax. Gradually, she floated down from the cloud of pleasure and stretched. That will work even better when we’re with Ash, Ms. Feisty purred.


    


    Ash arrived in a cab, promptly at ten. He jumped out, taking her bag from her and stowing it in the rear.


    A blue sedan with a dent in the passenger door pulled up to the curb with a shriek of brakes.


    “Excellent,” Ash muttered, settling in the rear seat beside her. “The reporters are getting smarter. Hide your face so they don’t get another photo. That’s if you want to do that,” he added. “It’s up to you.”


    “I prefer to keep under the radar,” she said quickly and buried her face against his chest. His arms wrapped around her until his scent and strength surrounded her. She sighed, a soft sound of appreciation. Gran had liked him, encouraged her to go out with him, so she figured she should enjoy every moment of this weekend. Besides, if she holed up at the house and made herself miserable, she wouldn’t put it past Gran to come back and haunt her.


    “Damn, they’re following. Vultures.”


    Charlotte peeked through the rear window for an instant and scowled at the vehicle trailing their cab. “Are we driving?”


    “No, we’re flying and hiring a car when we get there. I hope you don’t mind flying.”


    “My parents took me to the Gold Coast theme parks in Australia when I was six. I had a ball. Mind you, it helped that the air hostesses made a huge fuss over me, and I got to visit the flight deck.”


    “Good. I didn’t think to ask if you were okay with flying. It also has the added benefit of getting rid of my entourage of photographers.”


    The flight took less than an hour, and they were soon zipping toward the center of Napier.


    “Where are we staying?”


    “We have two nights at a hotel on the other side of Napier, then we’ll shift camp and move in with my client for Saturday and Sunday nights. They’re a bit out of Napier, near a town called Clare. We’ll fly back to Auckland on Monday morning.”


    “Sounds good.” Heck, it sounded awesome. Excitement ricocheted inside her like a misdirected ping-pong ball.


    “I thought we’d take care of our costumes for the party first, and after that we can have lunch at a vineyard and take a walk on the beach. We’ll have dinner at the hotel and then I intend to keep you busy in the bedroom. Any questions?”


    “Can I take my camera with me? What sort of costume do you think I should look for? And will you explain the wine to me because I find the entire topic baffling. Jenny and Rachel are always poking fun at me because I can’t tell the difference between a Chardonnay and a Sauvignon Blanc.”


    Ash sent her a lazy grin before directing his attention back to the road. “Definitely bring your camera. I’m not sure about the costume but something sexy, and the only good wine is the one you enjoy.”


    He never made her feel stupid, and she appreciated this trait in him. Well-pleased, she turned her attention to the passing scenery. “I love the straight lines of the art deco buildings. I’m itching to take photos,” she said as Ash drove past a fountain on the waterfront. Closer to the main street, the number of art deco buildings increased, and she wound down the window and went crazy with the shutter button.


    He laughed at her enthusiasm, the sound joyful and teasing. The lack of jeers and putdowns—the type of comments she’d come to expect from Elizabeth and her stepsisters—made her enjoyment in the day and his company increase.


    “We’ll try the art deco shop first. If they don’t have what we want, I’m sure they’ll point us in the right direction.”


    The elderly ladies manning the store were helpful without being pushy.


    “That one,” Ash said, pointing to a straight apricot dress in a slip style. An apricot rose sat on the low waistband at hip level. It was a similar shade to the one she’d worn the night of the charity ball and the only decoration on the dress.


    Charlotte cocked her head as if considering Ash’s choice. “You don’t think it will clash with my hair?”


    “Oh, no, dear,” one of the ladies said. “Add a long string of pearls and wear your hair in a chignon. Paint your lips in a pale lipstick, highlight your eyes and you’ll look as if you belong in the thirties. And for you, sir, I think this white dinner jacket and these trousers. A white shirt and a black bow tie. Smooth your hair back with some styling cream, and you’ll make all the ladies’ hearts flutter.”


    Ash reached for Charlotte’s hand and pressed a kiss to her inner wrist. “This is the only lady I want to impress.”


    “You’re a lucky girl,” one woman said.


    “I keep telling her that. Sweetheart, do we have everything we need for the party?”


    “I think so.” Her stomach gurgled, and Charlotte clapped her hand over her belly, color flooding her cheeks. “Pardon me.”


    “Did you have breakfast this morning?”


    “Just coffee,” she said.


    “That’s everything, thanks,” Ash said, producing a credit card from his wallet.


    “I’ll pay—”


    “No, this is my treat,” Ash said. “You’re doing me a favor going with me to meet my client.”


    “But I—”


    “Please,” Ash said.


    Charlotte opened her mouth to argue, but he handed over the card to forestall further discussion. He took the packages from the woman serving them, snared Charlotte’s hand in his, tugging her out of the shop and back to the rental car.


    People they passed stared at them both. He was used to everyone gaping at his scars, and mostly, he didn’t pay any attention to them unless they edged too far into rudeness. Today it seemed different. There were no members of the press jumping out at him, and Charlotte was holding his hand, arguing about paying her share. Most of his girlfriends would have pouted at the lack of press and prettily requested more expensive jewelry. More than ever Ash was convinced Ivy and his grandmother maneuvering them together was a stroke of genius and the best thing that had ever happened to him.


    Throughout lunch and during their walk along the beach, he touched her constantly. He tugged on a lock of her silky red hair, admiring the way it glinted full of autumn colors under the summer sunshine. He kept his hand at the small of her back to guide her through doorways. Held her hand, his fingers laced with hers. And he kissed her whenever the urge struck him, savoring the softness of her lips beneath his, the way she responded to him, her eyes darkening with passion whenever he upped the ante and pushed into erotic territory.


    But lust and desire were weapons capable of backfiring, and they created chaos in him. His skin tingled where they touched, blood pounded through his veins, tightening his dick while his heart sang with the promise flickering between them.


    “I can’t remember the last time I walked along a beach,” Charlotte said. “It was when my father was still alive, I think.”


    “How old were you when he remarried?”


    “Thirteen,” Charlotte said, some of the life fading from her. “He died when I was sixteen.”


    “And you stayed with your stepmother?”


    “I had nowhere else to go. Dad was an only child, as was my mother. My sole remaining relation is a cousin who is still in Africa doing missionary work.”


    “Has Elizabeth always been so cold?”


    “She changed after my father died. Before then I remember lots of laughter.”


    “Grief affects people in different ways.”


    “Yes.” A shudder went through Charlotte. “It was a dark period for everyone. Things improved once Gran moved from Taupo to live with us.”


    “But?”


    Charlotte laughed and the sound held little humor. “Elizabeth made it clear I had to pull my weight since she needed to go back to work.”


    “Why didn’t you leave once you left school?”


    “Someone needed to look after Gran, and better me than a stranger, so I volunteered. It wasn’t a difficult decision because I loved her, and Gran made sure Elizabeth gave me a little money once I took full responsibility for the household.” Her eyes were glassy when she looked at him, but she didn’t cry.


    “I understand.” And he did. His father was healthy and independent, but if there came a time when he needed help, Ash would be there. He owed his father a lot. If his father had coddled him after his burns, let him withdraw from his friends and new experiences, he’d be a very different man now. “Would you like to go to the hotel? I’ve stayed there before. They have beautiful gardens and a spa pool with a view.”


    Only half an hour later, Charlotte padded from the en suite, dressed in a royal-blue bikini. His breath emerged in a whoosh. “You look stunning.”


    “I haven’t seen you clearly without a shirt before,” she said. “Turn around.”


    Bemused, he turned as she bid.


    She reached out to place the palm of her hand on his scarred torso. “You were lucky with your burns. I mean they must have been painful, but they’re not disgusting.”


    “They don’t bother you?”


    “I’d prefer you didn’t have them, only because I know how painful it is burning my hand on a hot pan. I don’t like thinking about how much you must have suffered, but I suspect their presence helped shape the man you are today.”


    “No one has ever said that to me before.” Except his father.


    She let her hand fall away from his scarred shoulder. “You promised to take me swimming.”


    His gaze roved the curves of her breasts, her trim waist and the flare of her hips. “You expect me to concentrate on swimming when you look like that?”


    “I look even better wet.” Her sassy wink zapped straight to his cock.


    


  


  
    [bookmark: _Toc353448351]Chapter Nine


    


    Charlotte fought to restrain her laughter and almost managed, keeping her merriment to an abrupt gurgle. The arrested expression on his face. The instant heat in his eyes. It warmed her from the top of her head to the tips of her bare toes. She thrust her feet into a pair of sandals and grabbed her bag, checking her sunglasses were inside. “Do we need to take towels with us?”


    He cocked his head as if he were trying to decipher her, to search the inner workings of her mind. “No, they have plenty down by the pool.” With a subtle caress at her hip, he ushered her from their room.


    “When are you going to tell me about the new campaigns you have for me to work on?”


    “We can talk about them on the flight home,” he said, his hooded eyes hinting at other ways of filling in their spare hours. “Relax and enjoy yourself. They’ll have activities at the house for guests, and hopefully the business discussions won’t take long. Your bikini is going to drive me crazy.”


    “Why? It’s very staid as far as bikinis go.”


    “I haven’t seen you in good light before either,” he said. “Very remiss of me. I don’t usually jump women in dark hotel rooms or make love to them in street alleys.”


    “I’m sorry for their loss. I found it most memorable, although I am looking forward to a bed. Can’t wait to grope you,” she added impishly. “Ever since our late-night phone call I’ve fantasized about what I could do with my mouth.”


    “Have mercy, woman.” His plea was a warm burst of air across her earlobe. “I don’t want to embarrass myself in public.”


    Her gaze slid across his chest, down the contours of his hard abs to the growing bulge behind his black swim shorts. “Smile and exert your charm. If they’re a woman, they might not notice your wee problem.”


    Ash snorted. “Not so much of the small. You’re a hard woman, Charlotte Dixon.”


    “I think you’ll find you’re the hard one, Ash Marlborough.”


    “I foresee a gigantic splash in your future.”


    “You wouldn’t toss me in the pool.” She fluttered her eyelashes at him. “Would you?”


    “Minx, I should paddle your backside.” His gaze narrowed on her. “In fact I might just do that. Three, I think. Yes, I see three swats in your future.”


    The threat should have scared her or at least dampened her ardor, but instead, liquid heat dampened her folds. Giggles tickled her throat, and she swallowed them down. Each of her senses sharpened, the sun, the heady scent of greenery and the balmy air making her feel the range of possibilities in the day. Ash’s presence drove away every scrap of loneliness.


    Outside their private villa, they followed a hedge-lined path leading to the right. Gravel crunched beneath their feet and the musical tinkle of running water filled the air. The hedge came to an end, although the path continued. Mature trees, interspersed with tubs of purple and white flowers, provided cover from the sun.


    “I can hear water, but I can’t see where the sound is coming from.”


    “It’s a water feature,” he said, his hand at her back maintaining contact between them. “There’s another path on the other side of the hedge.”


    The trees thinned out, giving way to a large open area, studded with loungers plus tables and chairs and a kidney-shaped pool sunk into the ground. A grin broke out as she paused to study the view of the valley beyond.


    “Would you like to swim before relaxing in the spa pool?” he asked, indicating a spa pool and a small hut to their left. A pile of white-and-blue-striped towels were visible on shelves inside the hut.


    “Swim, I think.”


    “Good plan,” he said, glancing around for glimpses of other guests. “I need to deflate my erection before someone notices.”


    “Oh, I noticed,” she said, letting her hand trail lower to rest on his hip. “I’m aquiver with anticipation. Should I grab some towels?”


    “Please.” He dropped his phone and wallet on a sun bed, and she placed her bag on the lounger beside the one he’d chosen.


    Before she was halfway to the tiny hut, he dived into the pool with the merest hint of a splash. She watched him cut through the water, his strokes strong and smooth. It was fun teasing him, and she was pleased he wasn’t reacting in a negative manner. She’d yet to hear him raise his voice or be anything less than charming to the people they met, and the tabloid press gave him enough provocation. After living with Elizabeth, his sunny mood was a pleasant change.


    Back at the sun beds, she kicked off her shoes and strolled to the edge of the pool. Cool water lapped around her toes and she hurriedly withdrew her foot. “It’s cold.”


    He swam over to her, his teeth a flash of white as he grinned up at her. “The water is the perfect temperature to cool libidos.”


    She snorted and started to step away. “I’ll take your word for it.”


    His hand curled around her ankle and he tugged. Her shriek and the mighty splash she made as she toppled into the pool combined with his uninhibited laughter. She came up spluttering.


    “That was mean.”


    “I intend to kiss it better.”


    Before she could protest, he corralled her against the edge of the pool, his arms either side of her body. The determination and sheer need in his blue eyes held her still, then his mouth covered hers. It wasn’t gentle. It wasn’t pretty. His kiss dominated her, made her aware of her femininity and his superior strength. It tossed her into a maelstrom of sensations—desire and desperate hunger. Charlotte melted against him, acknowledging the time for play was over. The steely length of Ash’s erection rubbed her lower stomach, propelling a tremor the length of her body.


    “I want you inside me,” she whispered when their lips parted.


    “Not yet,” he said. “You’ve teased me for the last hour. You will wait until we’ve warmed up in the spa.”


    She pouted, running her fingers over his chest. Then she scraped her teeth along the tender skin of his neck. His soft gasp didn’t go unnoticed, and she took the next steps in their silent war to discover which of them would break first. She nibbled his earlobe and explored the shell of his ear with her tongue.


    “Minx.”


    He was on to her, delighting her with his quickness and the way he almost read her mind. She swiveled her hips, grinding against his erection, and he cursed softly.


    “That’s it,” he said, dragging her toward the shallow end of the pool. “If we stay here much longer, I’m going to fuck you in public again. For a change, I want privacy and a massive, soft bed. Lots of naked skin.”


    “Good idea,” she said, her tone serene, yet inside desire bubbled like a thermal mud pool—erratic and explosive. “Do you think it’s possible to die from sexual frustration?”


    “Hell, yeah.”


    She laughed at his heartfelt reply, exiting the pool with a swagger of hips. His touch on her arm burned, the inferno spreading to her breasts. Her nipples tingled, and a piercing ache sprang to life between her legs. Ash wrapped a towel around his waist, grabbed his possessions and hustled her back to their room.


    Inside their villa, he locked the door, the clunk of the lock a statement of intent. She expected him to jump her then, manhandle her to the bed and take her in a frenzy of urgency.


    Instead he unwrapped the towel from his waist and wiped her dry. He unclipped her bikini top, letting it drop to the floor while he dabbed the water from her breasts. Gently he toweled her hair, blotting the worst of the dampness from the long locks. She stood silently, quivering beneath his touch, swallowing as he tugged her bikini briefs down her legs. He dried her legs, her back, her bottom.


    Once he was satisfied she was dry, he turned his attention to himself, roughly dragging a fresh towel across his skin. He dropped the towel on the floor with their swimsuits. Only then did he concentrate on her—a long look that sent her insides swirling. He kissed her gently, yet it was the caress of a lover—thorough and deep but way too brief.


    His fingers curled around hers and he led her to the bed. One second she was standing and the next she was draped over his knee, staring at the thick creamy-beige carpet. She sucked in a breath, too startled to do anything except squeak. His large hand cupped her bottom, running his callused palm over the smooth skin. He rubbed her buttocks, his fingers smoothing back and forth.


    Whack!


    The crack of Ash’s hand across her ass took her by surprise. She jolted, but he held her fast with firm hands. Before she could catalogue the pain, the sensations that roared across her ass, two more smacks followed swiftly on the heels of the first. Heat bloomed on her skin, quickly merging with the burst of discomfort, the stroke of his fingers stirring unexpected pleasure. He leaned over and she felt a moist sensation.


    She frowned over her shoulder. “Did you just lick me?”


    “I did. Should I do it again?”


    “Well, it wasn’t horrible. The licking, I mean. The spanking—”


    “I told you I’d spank you.” He turned her on his lap until he cradled her in his arms. “It’s important to carry through on threats. Some women enjoy being spanked.” His eyes danced with amusement, making her realize that compared to him she lacked experience.


    An inelegant snort erupted from her. “The jury is out on spanking.” Yet despite the crack of pain, he hadn’t hurt her and now an insistent ache filled her sex. She raised her head, silently requesting a kiss, and he obliged. Her heart soared as their tongues tangled and his hand smoothed over her naked back.


    Still kissing her, he lifted her and set her on the bed, following her down.


    “Damn,” he muttered. “Let me get some condoms before we get comfortable.”


    She glanced down at her naked body. “I’d say we’re pretty comfortable already.”


    He rolled to his feet and crouched by his bag, returning in seconds. “All set. Now where were we?”


    “We’ve done the spanking part already,” she said hurriedly. “You need to start at the kissing stage. You’re good at that.”


    The corners of his eyes crinkled, and his chuckle emerged laced with sin. With one quick move, he loomed over her, his arms holding his weight. Unafraid, she scanned his face, his chest, committing his body to memory.


    “You should go without clothes more often.” Charlotte lifted her hand and ran it across one pectoral muscle.


    “You make me laugh. I liked that about you from the moment we met.” Then before she could reply, he kissed her with rough abandon. His hands shaped her breasts, rolling one of her nipples between finger and thumb.


    She tore her mouth away from his, gasping, arching her body against his in a demand for more. “Please,” she whispered, reinforcing her actions with words. The ache between her legs was growing more insistent, and she wriggled beneath him, attempting to guide his cock right where she wanted it.


    Instead, he moved down the bed, the wet pull of his mouth at her breast distracting her.


    “That feels good, Ash.” An understatement. Each touch pushed a wave of warmth into the hollow of emptiness inside her. He made her feel special, important. He made her feel wanted. Needed even. And his touch. She hadn’t realized how much her spirit had craved physical contact with another person.


    He lifted his head with a faint pop as he released her nipple. His eyes were dark, his jaw shaded with stubble. Unable to help herself, she reached out in return, her trembling fingers smoothing across his cheek.


    “You’re going to spoil me for other men,” she murmured.


    His gaze narrowed, his body going taut. “I thought you liked me.”


    “I do.” She patted his cheek again, testing the stubble beneath the pads of her fingertips. “But you’ll get tired of me. Don’t worry. I’m not going to get clingy. We’re just having fun. I know that.”


    “You talk too much,” he snapped, and stymied any hope of further discussion with his mouth. His lovemaking took on a harder edge, but she gloried in his expertise. His hands forced hers to the mattress and stopped her from touching or responding to his strokes.


    They were both breathing hard when Ash reached for a condom. He made quick work of rolling the latex along his shaft and pushing strongly into her. Charlotte gripped his shoulders and cried out as he set up a rapid rhythm of thrust and withdraw. Each surge pushed at her, tossed her into a sea of pleasure, his grip holding her safe until a final hard stroke brushed her clit at the perfect angle. She cried out, shattering under his touch, her climax pulsing for ages until she drifted back down.


    Above her, Ash tempered his thrusts until she recovered. With pleasure lapping her senses, all she could think was how lucky she was to have met him at a time when she needed to find herself again.


    Ash started to move faster, buffeting her body with his controlled strength. His mouth closed over hers, and he drank in her cry when another series of spasms struck her out of the blue. A long, masculine groan filled the room, and he stilled, eyes closed, his face contorted in a mask of pleasure.


    Long seconds later, his eyes popped open, and they stared at each other. He smiled, smoothing the hair off her face. “That was worth waiting for.”


    She grinned up and him, and he kissed her tenderly before pulling out of her and disposing of the condom. He pressed his lips to her cheek, the corners of his eyes crinkling in silent humor when she yawned. “Why don’t you have a snooze?”


    Without waiting for her agreement, he swept back the bed covers and lifted her. He whipped the duvet over her, kissed her cheek again and said, “I need to make a couple of phone calls. Sleep because I intend to keep you awake late into the night.”


    


    * * * * *


    On Saturday, they left the villa and drove to the property owned by Ash’s client on the outskirts of Clare. As they rounded the corner and the house came into view, a gasp escaped her. “It’s beautiful.” She stared wide-eyed at the mansion nestled at the foot of a hill amongst trees. It wouldn’t have looked out of place in a documentary about English manors.


    “It’s breathtaking, isn’t it?” Ash glanced at her with a faint smile. “The Matheson family has lived here for several generations. The original Matheson came to New Zealand from England. The story goes he was a black sheep, and his family shipped him down here to avoid a scandal.”


    “He obviously came good,” Charlotte said in a small voice. Had she brought the right clothes? She’d gone with smart casual, but her wardrobe choices weren’t exactly limitless.


    Mature oak trees lined the drive up to the house and gave way to a huge gravel area. As Ash pulled up in front of the house, a woman appeared at the top of a flight of steps. While the house might have been traditional, the woman wouldn’t have looked out of place at an Auckland society party. Her white-blonde hair was cut in a structured bob. She wore a tight black skirt that struck her at mid-thigh and had teamed it with a matching black-and-white silky top. A pair of spiky black boots completed the look.


    “Who is that?”


    “Nicola Matheson.” Ash’s toneless voice dragged her attention to him.


    Charlotte’s brows rose. “Oh?”


    “The woman is a barracuda. Make sure you protect me.”


    “What? Auckland’s premier bad boy is frightened of a woman?”


    “Barracuda,” he repeated tersely. “She has a twin brother called David. I haven’t met him, but he’s meant to be here this weekend.”


    Charlotte climbed from the car and waited for Ash to introduce her. He slipped an arm around Charlotte’s waist and pasted a smile on his face—a charming one, but she noticed it didn’t reach his eyes. She was coming to know his expressions.


    “Hello, Nicola. This is my girlfriend Charlotte Dixon. Charlotte, Nicola Matheson.”


    “Ah, the mystery redhead,” Cassandra drawled. “You have the gossip sheets humming with rumors and speculation.”


    Ash didn’t comment, merely turning to the older couple who appeared at the top of the steps.


    “Come in,” the man boomed in a hearty voice. “Leave your bags. Nicola will organize someone to deliver them to your rooms.”


    Rooms? Charlotte had thought they were sharing.


    Nicola must have caught her look. “Daddy is a bit old-fashioned. Don’t worry. We have oodles of guests this weekend. I’m sure the passage will be full of sneaking men and women in the small hours of the morning.”


    Ash took care of the introductions. “Keith, Margaret, this is Charlotte Dixon. Charlotte this is Keith and Margaret Matheson.”


    “You have a beautiful house,” Charlotte said to Margaret as they were ushered inside.


    “It’s a money pit,” Keith boomed. “But it’s home.”


    Charlotte spent the afternoon exploring the gardens and having afternoon tea with Margaret and some of the other female guests while Ash and Keith secluded themselves in the study and took care of their business. The women were mostly older than her, but they were pleasant and went out of their way to include her in the conversation.


    “Do you have your outfit organized for tonight, dear?” one of the women asked.


    “I do. Ash and I went shopping when we arrived.”


    “A man who doesn’t mind shopping? Snap him up, my dear,” the woman said. “When are you getting married?”


    Charlotte smiled and shook her head. “We’re just friends.”


    “Oh, I thought—” She cast a quick glance at Margaret. “Ash has gone out of his way to keep you from the press. We thought it meant he was serious. He certainly has the signs of a besotted man.”


    He did? “We haven’t known each other long.”


    “Where did you meet?”


    Charlotte hesitated, not enjoying being under the conversational spotlight. Tell them you had a one-night stand with Zorro, Ms. Feisty suggested. Charlotte choked back a laugh then aware they were staring at her expectantly, she said, “We met at a recent charity ball. Our grandmothers are…were old friends, although Ash and I didn’t realize that then.” A sharp pang pierced her as she thought of Gran and her matchmaking. Who knew Gran’s pile of correspondence held such scheming. Charlotte had posted and collected the regular letters, never suspecting a thing.


    Thankfully, new arrivals interrupted the interrogation, and Charlotte escaped to her room and solitude.


    Ash tapped on her door half an hour later. “Come and see my room,” he said. “You’ll need to know where to find me later tonight.”


    “Are we going to share a bed?”


    Ash turned to her, expression serious. “Try and stop me.”


    “My dress is in your bag anyway. I might as well dress for dinner in your room.”


    “I have a large en suite,” he said. “We’ll save water and shower together.”


    Charlotte grabbed her makeup bag, fresh underwear and shoes before walking hand in hand with Ash to his bedroom. “Wow, you lucked out in the bedroom stakes,” she said.


    “As long as we’re discreet, there’s no reason we can’t share.” He unfastened the top button of her blouse.


    A surge of anticipation zapped south, frisking every pleasure point on the way. Her breath caught, and she stared at him wide-eyed. “Are we having that shower now?”


    He checked his watch. “It’d pay to multi-task.”


    They undressed each other, hands and partially removed clothes getting in the way. Her nipples pebbled in the air-conditioned room, heat stabbing her core as her excitement rose.


    Ash dragged her into the en suite and turned on the shower. He squashed her against the tiled wall and she yelped at the blast of frigid water.


    “Cold,” she squeaked, squirming to escape his grasp.


    “I’ll warm you up.” He sank to his knees, wedging her legs apart with his hand. His stubble grazed the tender skin of her inner thighs before he parted her folds and licked firmly across her clit.


    “Oh. Wow,” she said in patent understatement. Her hands moved restlessly across his shoulders before threading through his short, dark hair. Jolts of pleasurable excitement struck her with each rake of his tongue. One long finger pushed inside her, curling to stroke across a sweet spot. Hard and fast, desire whipped her, pushing and pulling her in every direction at once. The pleasure drove her high then dropped her abruptly as she shattered.


    Ash surged to his feet and grabbed the condom he’d set on the soap dish. Seconds later he was sheathed, and he lifted her, pushing inside her sensitized body, his lips seeking hers. She tasted her tartness on his tongue, felt the contrasting hardness of teeth. All she could do was hold on while Ash took, demanded more from her. Her heart leaped, pounded as he pushed deep. Her nerve endings vibrated as she clamped her thighs around his waist. He came with a long, low groan, holding her tightly for a moment before he released her and let her slide down his body. Gasping, they pressed their foreheads together.


    “That was hot,” she said.


    “I want to do that every day. It’s energizing.” His blue eyes were bright as he lowered his head and kissed her, a slow, tender kiss that made her heart twist with alarm.


    Temporary. This weekend with Ash was about fun and celebration. Gran would approve and Ms. Feisty sure as hell did, judging by her inner whooping, but there were no promises made between them, and she couldn’t expect them.


    “I guess we’d better get ready for dinner,” Charlotte said.


    “Yeah. Maybe we can sneak off early.”


    “How did the business go?”


    “Good. Everything is sorted. I’m glad I brought you with me,” he added. “I get the feeling Keith wouldn’t mind even closer ties between our families.”


    “Uh-oh.”


    “Yeah,” he said, grabbing the soap. “Turn around, and I’ll scrub your back for you.”


    The dinner and entertainment following were fun. Everyone dressed for the occasion and standing inside the ballroom was like stepping back into the roaring twenties with flapper costumes, feathers, white suits and slicked-back hair.


    “Have I told you how sexy you are in that dress?” Ash whispered against her ear. The warmth of his breath sent a pleasurable shudder through her and all she could think of was touching him again.


    “Can we dance?”


    “Can you do the Charleston?”


    “Nope,” she said. “But I bet you can, and I’m okay with making a fool of myself. I like to learn new things.”


    “You’re on,” Ash said, leading her onto the dance floor. He kept his polite grin intact while inside he was screaming in frustration. The odd remark from her made it clear she considered their relationship temporary. Damn it, he didn’t intend to let Charlotte walk away. Somehow, he had to prove they were good together—a matching pair. “What did you think of David?”


    “Is he gay?”


    “I don’t know, but he gives off that vibe.”


    “Maybe not,” Charlotte murmured, pointing with the tilt of her chin. “He’s smooching with the girl who sat next to him for dinner.”


    Ash showed her the steps and she picked it up quickly, laughing in delight whenever she messed up. After their dance, they both moved on to other partners. Charlotte danced with everyone, from bumbling teenagers to portly grandfathers, just as she had at the charity ball where he’d first met her.


    “She’s a lovely girl,” Margaret said when she caught him watching Charlotte. “Does she know you love her?”


    “Am I that obvious?”


    “Only to me. I was hoping you’d hit it off with my daughter, but she informs me she made a pass at you during your last visit and you politely brushed her off.” Margaret’s tone was wry, but her eyes sparkled with amusement. “I could have told her subtle would work best with you.”


    Ash barked out a laugh. “I do prefer to do my own hunting.”


    “Your parents must be very proud of you.”


    “There’s just my father, but he is pleased with the way I turned out. And I’d have to say he deserves the credit.”


    Margaret smiled warmly again. “I hope you’ll bring Charlotte to visit again, once you’re married.”


    “Maybe,” Ash said, knowing he’d have to persuade Charlotte first. Hell, he wasn’t sure why she thought he was only interested in a fling. Maybe it was his track record. He’d made a point of telling his girlfriends he wasn’t looking for a wife, but a couple of them had thought otherwise, hearing what they wanted to hear. With Charlotte—he didn’t know. All he could do was silently pursue her and let her realize that together they were a great team.


    Just after midnight, Ash sought Charlotte out, folding her in his arms and moving slowly to a waltz. “Are you almost ready to call it a night?”


    “Margaret said they intended to have supper soon. Perhaps we could sneak off then and no one would notice.”


    Almost as soon as she’d spoken the words, the song ended and the lead musician announced a supper break.


    “A mind reader,” Ash marveled, loving the way the grin spread from her lips and echoed in her eyes. Even better, it was all for him. She genuinely enjoyed his company, she was always happy to indulge him sexually, so why the hell was she running scared when he hinted at permanent? “Let’s pretend we’re going to wander around the gardens.”


    “You want to snatch a kiss or two in the dark.”


    “Of course, but we’ll wait for the good stuff until we reach my bedroom.”


    Keith Matheson intercepted them before they reached the door, and Ash swore under his breath. “Fate conspires against us.”


    “Why don’t I meet you in your room?”


    “Good idea.”


    She slipped into the garden, her apricot dress a slash of pale color against the dark background.


    Ash played nice, chatted with the gentlemen Keith wanted to introduce him to and offered a charming smile to the two women in the group when all he wanted to do was run after Charlotte. The women twittered like birds, their hands waving in illustration of their gushing. Their gazes flitted to his scars and away, eyes lowering until they ended up flirting with his chest. After half an hour of frustrating social chitchat, he managed to extract himself and made his way upstairs. As he turned the corner into the passage, he saw someone entering his room.


    Charlotte must have gone to her room first. His steps lengthened, eager to get to her and do some more subtle wooing. It was no hardship caressing her body and capturing her moans with his mouth. He opened the door, surprised to find the room in darkness.


    A feminine squeak of shock suddenly echoed through the air, followed swiftly by a male shout. Ash switched on the light, flooding the room with illumination.


    Charlotte sat up in the king-size bed, clutching the pale blue sheet to her naked chest. David Matheson, Keith’s son—also naked—stood by the bed, a pillow held in front of him to maintain his modesty.


    “Is this an exclusive party or can anyone join?” Ash asked.


    “I thought…I came… What is she doing in your room?” David asked, his voice gaining in strength with each word he spoke.


    Ash leaned against the doorjamb. “I invited her. What are you doing here?”


    “You’re gay. Nicola told me,” David said, searching Ash’s face and edging farther away from Charlotte. Ash lifted his brows and David’s face crumpled. “She lied to me.”


    “I’m sorry,” Ash said. “Your sister has been pulling your leg.”


    “You’re really not gay?” Obviously David wanted to believe he still had a chance.


    “No, I’m sorry.” Ash speared a glance at Charlotte before turning back to David. “Do you need a robe?”


    Scarlet flooded his cheeks. “I have one on the floor somewhere.”


    Ash saw a silky pile of tartan fabric and plucked it off the carpet, handing it to the young man. David awkwardly juggled the pillow while trying to cover himself.


    “Charlotte, shut your eyes,” Ash said. “David, I’m closing my eyes too. Put on your robe. Are you done?”


    “Yes.”


    “Don’t listen to your sister again,” Ash said, ushering the young man out of the room. He closed the door behind him and turned to survey Charlotte. “Are you okay?”


    “Speechless, more than anything,” Charlotte said. “He’d just arrived. I thought it was you. When I reached out to touch him, he didn’t feel the same.”


    “Good to know,” Ash said, studying her sheet-draped form. “Do you have anything on under that sheet?”


    “Not a thing.” Her saucy tone raised a smile in him.


    “Did he touch you?” Ash held still, uncharacteristic jealousy surging through him. The unusual emotion made him realize how hard he’d fallen, how much he cared for Charlotte.


    “Nope, I was the impatient one.” She fluttered her lashes at him. “After all, it is a dirty weekend and that should involve touching.”


    Ash laughed. He dragged the armchair that sat in front of the window and placed it hard up against the bedroom door. “That should stop any further nocturnal visitors,” he said and started to strip off. “We can be as dirty as you want.”


    


  


  
    [bookmark: _Toc353448352]Chapter Ten


    


    The flight from Napier to Auckland was full of screaming teenagers, excited about a school trip to the city. Charlotte winced at the harsh shriek from the seat behind them.


    “Headache?” Ash’s fingers curled around hers.


    “I get them sometimes when I’m tired.” She smiled ruefully and whispered against his ear. “It appears that dirty weekends can contribute to headaches.”


    “I’ll have you home soon. You can have an early night and catch up on your sleep.”


    “But we were going to talk about the campaigns.”


    “I’ll email you the details. Read through the notes. I have a busy day tomorrow, but I can meet you for dinner tomorrow night.”


    “Sounds good.” She tried not to recoil at the stab in her brain. “I’ll go to bed when we get home. Take a couple of headache pills.”


    The flight landed and transit through the airport went smoothly. Soon they sat in the rear of a cab, on their way to Remuera.


    Twenty minutes later, the taxi driver made the turn onto Charlotte’s street. He let out a disgusted sound and jammed on his brakes. “What the devil is that kid doing?”


    Charlotte gaped at the teenager who ran across the road waving a T-shirt in his hand. The cab pulled into the driveway of Elizabeth’s Remuera house. The door opened and Elizabeth carried out an armful of books. She dumped them on the ground beside a suitcase bulging with clothes and more books, and the crowd converged to paw through the items. Without a glance at the people milling around the driveway or their cab, she stomped back inside. An instant later she was back with another load of possessions.


    “What the hell?” Ash said. “I thought they were going to stay in Taupo for two weeks.”


    “Those are mine.” Charlotte jumped out of the cab and stormed to the door, meeting Elizabeth face-to-face when she emerged with yet more items. “What are you doing with my stuff?”


    “This is my house,” Elizabeth said in a terse, low voice. “I choose who I have living in it, and I don’t have to put up with you any longer.” She shoved past Charlotte, a music box teetering on top of her armful of jeans and sweaters. Charlotte gave a cry of alarm and grabbed for the treasure her mother had given her when she was six. Elizabeth ducked to avoid her, and the music box went flying. Tinny music played when the lid opened, halting abruptly when it crashed onto the concrete driveway.


    Charlotte cried out and fell to her knees. Her vision blurred as she picked up the lid and the tiny ballerina, cradling the broken pieces in her hands. Apart from the framed photo of her parents, the white music box was the sole item of remembrance she possessed.


    Ash crouched beside her. “Charlotte?” Concern layered his voice. “What’s going on?”


    Charlotte turned to him, a choked laugh squeezing past the tightness of her chest. “Elizabeth is kicking me out of the house.”


    “She couldn’t ring you to tell you? Discuss it in a civilized manner?” He shot a look of disbelief as Elizabeth disappeared inside the Victorian house and slammed the front door shut. “What if we hadn’t come along when she started throwing out your possessions?”


    “She doesn’t care.” The shock of defeat held her immobile. People still sorted through her things while others stared and whispered. Her shoulders slumped as she blinked back frustrated tears. Her head ached so much she could barely think. Overwhelmed, she picked up the rest of her music box and slowly turned to survey the remains of her stuff. “What am I going to do?”


    “We’ll rescue what we can and pack it into the cab,” Ash said, already stooping to pick up several art books and some paint brushes.


    “But I don’t have anywhere to go.”


    “Of course you do.” Ash squeezed her shoulder and sent her a comforting smile. “You can stay with me.”


    The front door flew open and Elizabeth lobbed a pair of battered boots, a red T-shirt and a box of tampons through the air. Tampons bounced in all directions, drawing laughter from the bystanders. Elizabeth ignored the amusement and raked a chilly glare over Charlotte. “That’s the last of your stuff. If you’re not out of here in ten minutes I’ll call the police and get them to remove you from the premises.”


    “Fine.” Somehow, Charlotte forced her frozen limbs to move and ignored the murmur of voices from the group of onlookers. She picked up the photo of her parents, favorite books given to her by Gran. Both Ash and the cab driver scooped up other belongings, piling them in the trunk. Heaven knew how many of her things had been picked up and spirited away before she arrived.


    “This is better than reality television,” a teenage girl said.


    Charlotte’s cheeks burned. She didn’t glance at the bystanders, but continued picking up her books while resigning herself to publicity and further humiliation.


    “Isn’t that The Beast?” a man asked.


    “It is,” an elderly woman said. “I recognize his scars. She must be the mystery redhead.”


    Phone cameras pointed at her and echoes of The Beast rippled through the group.


    “Is that everything?” Ash asked, his calm manner going some way to tamp down her growing despair and bitterness. She had done nothing to deserve this treatment from Elizabeth.


    “Yes, I think so.” Charlotte scanned the driveway and grassy lawn to the right. Tampons still littered the grass along with broken pastel crayons and spilled paints. Elizabeth had dropped a box full of oil paints on the driveway. Some of the tins had burst open on impact, dribbling bright blue, gray and yellow paint over the concrete. Luckily she’d had her most prized possessions with her—her laptop, her e-reader and few pieces of jewelry.


    Ash grasped her arm and tugged. “Let’s go then.” He led her to the cab and seated her in the rear, then slid in beside her.


    The driver backed out of the drive after Ash gave him directions to his house. Ash pressed her against his chest, his arms comforting and familiar. Yet Charlotte’s mind whirled, anguish bringing a wave of nausea.


    “I can’t stay with you. People will talk.” Despondent, she refused to meet his gaze. Her presence in his life would bring the publicity he loathed. Her head pounded afresh, sharp darts digging at her temple as she admitted the harsh reality. With little money and no job or home, she couldn’t afford to turn down his offer.


    “Newsflash, sweetheart. They’re already talking. Besides, I’ve suffered through their worst. Stay with me as long as you need.”


    “What about when you get sick of me? I don’t want to outstay my welcome.” He never dated the same woman for long. He’d tire of her soon, and what would happen then?


    “We’ll discuss the details when we get home.”


    Home. She didn’t have a home. Heck, she hadn’t felt comfortable in Elizabeth’s house from the day she moved there with her father. Silent and defeated, she closed her eyes, trying not to think about her future.


    When they arrived at Ash’s house, the taxi driver helped them carry her belongings inside. While Ash took care of the cab fare, Charlotte stood mutely in the hallway, unsure of what to do next.


    “Charlotte, I’ll show you to your room,” Ash said, taking her arm.


    The room was delightful with walls painted a fresh lemon. Accents of green in the bed coverings and in a set of plant paintings contrasted to produce a soothing haven. If she opened the balcony doors, she was sure the perfume of roses would waft up from the gardens below.


    “This is your room. If you require privacy, shut the door and I won’t bother you.” His fingers lightly gripped her chin, forcing her to meet his gaze. “But I want you to know you’re welcome in my bedroom day or night. I enjoy your company and will not kick you out of my life. Is that clear?”


    “Yes,” she whispered, but she accepted his words as an act of kindness, a promise made with invisible restrictions and terms—a temporary type of benevolence. The truth was she needed to forge her own way and create a future for herself. She was responsible for her own happiness, and it was what Gran had wanted for her.


    “Let me get you some headache tablets then I’ll leave you to sleep.”


    “No!” A shaky laugh emerged in her effort to appear calm. The last thing she wanted was to be left alone with her misery. “I’ll take the tablets, but I’d prefer to keep my mind busy. Maybe I could watch television.”


    “You don’t want to sort out your belongings?”


    Her second attempt at an untroubled laugh was better. “I’ll do it tomorrow.”


    Ash gave her a long look, his brows furrowed as if he saw through her bravado to the writhing mass of insecurities lying beneath the surface. Finally, when it felt as if his gaze were flaying her skin, he gave a curt nod. “I’ll be in the kitchen when you’re ready.”


    Once he disappeared, Charlotte sank to the bed. She scanned her things, piled in a heap on the floor and dresser. The clothes and damaged books appeared incongruous against the expensive furnishings in the chic room. They reminded her of Elizabeth and the calm fury burned into her features during their last meeting.


    Gran had said Elizabeth envied Charlotte’s mother and the bond Charlotte shared with her father. But her father had died years ago, and he’d loved Elizabeth or he wouldn’t have married her. He’d always treated Jenny and Rachel in the same manner he treated her—no favoritism in his household. She sighed and stood abruptly. Her life had turned into a tangle and her brain was too tired to unravel the knots.


    She scooped up her laptop and went in search of Ash. Despite her headache, she’d ask him about the campaigns. She’d need some sort of income, and this would be a start. Besides, work would help focus her mind on something else. She found him in the kitchen, rifling through the pantry.


    “What do you fancy for dinner? How about risotto?”


    She shrugged, uninterested in food. “Anything is fine. Do you know of any firms that are hiring? I don’t have experience, but I’m a good worker. Motivation has to count, right?”


    “I’m sorry we can’t afford to take on another junior,” Ash said, clear regret in his expression.


    “I don’t expect you to offer me employment. It’s not your fault I turned the job down.” After Elizabeth’s pleas. She’d thought her stepmother might have changed, but she’d wanted to manipulate her. Again.


    “We use freelance people sometimes. That might be a better way to go for you.”


    “But I don’t have any experience.”


    “No, you don’t, but you’ve stacks of natural talent. You don’t know the design conventions most people learn at technical colleges and universities and—”


    “I know,” Charlotte said with regret. “Maybe I should do some night courses and get a qualification. I could find a job of some description meantime.”


    “That’s not what I meant,” Ash said, handing her a glass of water and two tablets. “I was going to say because you haven’t done the formal training you’re not constrained by conventions. Your approach is original and it shows in your work. You won’t have trouble finding freelance work. I’m willing to help and advise you. All you need to do is ask.”


    “You’re not just saying that?”


    “No.” A flicker of what might have been frustration leaped across his face, but the expression faded so quick she wasn’t one hundred percent sure. “Even if we weren’t sleeping together, I’d still make the offer. I had help when I started out, people who believed in me. I want to pass on the baton. I believe in you, Charlotte.”


    She stared at him before nodding. “Okay.” It wasn’t as if she could fall any lower. Even if—no when—they broke up, she’d still have his help to that point. No matter what he said, people always ended up leaving her behind. It was better for her to embrace independence because she could count on herself. “I’ll need a job meantime. I can work on the campaigns in my spare time. Is that all right?”


    He skewered her with his blue gaze. “As long as you make the deadlines.”


    “I presume I’ll need to sign a contract?”


    


    


    “Yes.” Ash fought to remain calm. This wasn’t the time to grab Charlotte by the shoulders and shake the stupidity out of her. She’d had a shock and was still grieving Ivy’s death. He needed to make allowances, but it was damn difficult when he wanted to scoop her up and carry her to his bedroom. Somehow he needed to make her understand he was there for her, and he wanted her in his future. He wanted a partner and a lover. He needed her. “I’m going to make tea. Do you want one?”


    “Thanks.”


    So he went through the tea-making motions while talking about the two campaigns. Her face lit up with interest as he explained about the beauty salon and the motorcycle shop. She transferred files to her laptop, and they spent the rest of the afternoon throwing thoughts back and forth. By the end of dinner, they’d thrashed out several ideas for her to develop.


    “That’s enough for now,” he said, holding out his hand to her. “Come and watch a movie with me.”


    “No, I don’t think—”


    “It’s a motorcycle movie.” He dangled the info in front of her in the manner of a parent bribing a child to do their homework.


    “Motorcycles?” Her features lit with interest, and he sighed inwardly as she took his hand. Way to hack his ego off at the knees.


    At least she cuddled against his chest while they watched the movie about male bonding and shenanigans on a motorcycle trip. As the credits rolled, Ash yawned.


    “I might go to bed. Coming?”


    Her hesitation cut him—invisible slices through his confidence. Hell, if people knew, they’d laugh themselves silly.


    She chewed her bottom lip, tugging on it with her teeth. “I don’t feel like sex tonight.”


    “Who said anything about sex? I want to hold you. I’ve had a rough day. You’ve had a shitty one. I thought we could comfort each other.” His breath caught, in a strange—for him—surge of doubt. Words spoken long ago by his father flitted through his mind. Even if you want to hide in a dark hole, put yourself forward. Pretend you know what you’re doing and that’s half the battle.


    “Okay,” she said in a decisive manner. “That sounds nice. Which is your room?”


    “This way.” He felt his grin widening until it hurt his stretched lips. His pulse rate did a little shimmy when she reached for his hand of her own accord. Maybe the mountain between them wasn’t a range but a single peak.


    Ash showed her to his room. “Do you want something to sleep in?”


    “Skin is fine.”


    Half an hour later she lay in his arms, a warm weight pressed to his chest. Her soft breathing filled the room, the scent of flowers filling each of his inhalations. A lock of her hair tickled his nose, and it made him smile. He was the luckiest guy in Auckland. Now if only he could make this arrangement permanent.


    


    * * * * *


    It was strange standing alone in Ash’s house. He’d left for work five minutes ago, kissing her first before leaving his house whistling. She puttered around in the kitchen, stacking dirty plates in the dishwasher and wiping down the counters.


    After that she wandered into the spare bedroom and started making order out of her stuff. She folded and sorted clothes, most of which needed a wash. Some of her books were damaged, pages crumpled and spines broken. They went into the trash and she made herself a mental promise. When she had money, she’d replace them.


    Her cell phone rang. “Hello, Ash. You’ve only just left.”


    “Is that Miss Charlotte Dixon?”


    “Yes.”


    “This is Frank Batchelor. I’m a lawyer with Batchelor, Stone and Partners. Ivy McDougal informed me of your contact details after I visited the house to help her redraft her will, not long before she passed. She’s left you something in her will. There will be a reading at the offices today at two this afternoon. Are you able to attend?”


    “Yes, of course.” A dart of pain pierced her chest at the mention of Gran, and she took a hurried breath to maintain her equilibrium. “Could you give me the address please?” She grabbed a pen and scrawled the details on one of the torn book pages. “Thank you,” she said. “I’ll be there.”


    At one thirty she left the house on foot. As she walked past a parked car, a man shouted at her. “Hey, Red! Gonna give us a scoop about The Beast?”


    She turned to see a camera pointed at her. The bearded photographer who sat in the passenger seat focused it and started to feverishly click the shutter button.


    “What’s your name, Red?” the driver demanded. “What happened yesterday?”


    “Snow White,” she said and marched away.


    The rev of a car engine told her the men intended to chase and she increased her speed. They caught up, slowing the vehicle to keep pace with her.


    “Are you and Ash getting married?”


    “You’re driving in a bus lane,” she said. “You’ll get a fine if you’re not careful.” Stupid! Ignoring them was the best way. She kept walking until she reached a bus stop. Two elderly women sat on a seat inside the shelter.


    “Red, tell us about Ash,” the passenger of the car shouted.


    “Who are they?” one of the women asked.


    “I’ve no idea,” Charlotte said. “They’ve been following me and shouting questions.”


    “The bus is coming,” the other woman said. “If they don’t watch out, they’ll cause an accident.”


    The bus pulled up behind them, and the driver honked his horn, gesturing through the window. Frustrated, the driver of the car merged with the rest of the traffic to let the bus pull up at the stop.


    Safely on the bus, Charlotte let her shoulders relax. Ash coped with reporters and photographers every day. How he managed to keep so calm under the constant glare of publicity, she had no idea.


    The lawyer’s offices were in central Auckland and she alighted from the bus, entering the plush offices ten minutes later to find Elizabeth, Rachel and Jenny ensconced in the waiting room—a trendy space with chrome and glass, black leather couches and red accents. She checked in with the receptionist, a buxom blonde whose tailored gray suit did little to hide her curves. Her bright red lipstick was a nice touch—another perfect accessory for the waiting room.


    “What are you doing here?” Elizabeth demanded.


    “The lawyer asked me to come,” Charlotte said, dropping onto a seat on the far side of the room. Luckily the daggers Elizabeth shot at her were visual rather than physical. Charlotte picked up a magazine, pushing aside her discomfort. She’d dressed in her jeans and a cotton jumper. Elizabeth, Rachel and Jenny wore smart business attire, making Charlotte stick out like a weed in a flower garden. The reading material was years out of date, but she flicked through the pages, stopping at an article on school balls and another on a society wedding. Hmm, women from both groups would enjoy using a beauty salon.


    A phone buzzed a summons, and after a few brief words, the receptionist stood. “Ladies, Mr. Batchelor will see you now. This way please.” She indicated with a sweeping hand, the sun coming through the window catching the gemstones on her bejeweled fingers.


    “Ah, you’re all here,” Mr. Batchelor said, standing at their entrance. His bald head gleamed in the muted sunshine creeping through the blinds of his large corner office. “Good. Have a seat. You must be Ms. McDougal. I understand you retained your maiden name on your marriage, and you’re standing in for your brother and sister today.”


    “Yes,” Elizabeth said briskly. “That’s correct. These are my daughters, Rachel and Jenny.”


    “Which makes you Charlotte,” Mr. Batchelor said. “I’ll read the will for you and answer your questions.” He retrieved a pair of wire-rimmed reading glasses from his pocket and settled them on his nose. His voice was rich, his diction precise as he started to read.


    The first part of the will dealt with gifts to Gran’s favorite charities before he reached the meat of the content.


    “‘To my children, Elizabeth, Jacinta and Charles I leave my entire estate in equal portions. To my grandchildren Jenny and Rachel, I leave the sum of twenty thousand dollars each.’”


    “That’s wonderful,” Jenny blurted. “I can move into my own flat.”


    “Hush,” Elizabeth said. “Let the man finish.”


    “Thank you,” Mr. Batchelor said. “‘To my step granddaughter Charlotte Dixon I leave the sum of five hundred thousand dollars. During the last few—’”


    “No!” Elizabeth cried. “No, I won’t have it.”


    “Please let me finish,” Mr. Batchelor said, his urbane expression turning implacable at Elizabeth’s outburst. Silence fell and he continued reading.


    Charlotte stopped listening after she heard how much Gran had appreciated her company and the way she’d taken care of her during her last years. Tears of gratitude formed as she thought of what this money meant—security and the chance to follow a new path.


    Mr. Batchelor finished reading and removed his glasses, setting them on his desk at a right angle to the will. “Any questions?”


    “Yes,” Elizabeth said. “How do I contest the will?”


    


  


  
    [bookmark: _Toc353448353]Chapter Eleven


    


    The scent of roast chicken wafted on the air when Ash walked through the front door. A multitude of feelings assailed him—pleasure, hunger because he’d missed lunch, and above all, contentment because Charlotte was waiting for him. He set his laptop bag by the door and went searching for her. He found her perched on a stool at the breakfast counter, peering at her sketch pad. A frown of appraisal creased her brow as she chewed on the end of her pencil. A wave of rightness tightened his chest, drawing him toward her. When she looked up, he pressed a kiss on one pale cheek.


    She cocked her head, a lock of red hair falling over one eye. An impatient hand brushed it away. “Is that all you’ve got?”


    A bark of laughter escaped him and he lifted her off the stool, ignoring her surprised squeak to dip her, his lips firm and hungry against hers. When he set her back on her stool, she was breathing hard.


    His gaze lingered on her breasts before lifting to survey her kiss-swollen lips. “How was that?”


    “A very Zorro-type move,” she said with approval.


    “I do my best.” Ash debated relocating to the bedroom then decided the top of the kitchen counter would work for what he had in mind.


    “Don’t you get sick of the reporters and photographers standing in front of the house? Shouting nosy questions?”


    And maybe hot sex wasn’t on the agenda. Bloody reporters. Concern flooded him as he brushed the errant lock of hair behind her ear. “Did they hassle you?”


    “They snapped my photo and followed when I went out earlier. The lawyer called about attending the reading of Gran’s will, and a reporter and photographer chased me to the bus stop.” She paused the rapid-fire summary of her day to take a quick breath.


    “But you’re okay?”


    “Yes.” She sighed, a flash of something indefinable causing her forehead to furrow. “Gran left me some money, but Elizabeth is contesting the will.”


    “Why does that not surprise me?” Ash reached for her hand and linked their fingers. “Are you okay? What are you going to do?”


    Charlotte shrugged and tugged her hand free. “Nothing in life is easy. Why should this be any different? I’m cooking roast chicken for dinner.” She took measure of his expression and scowled. “Don’t feel sorry for me. I’m not complaining. I’m speaking the truth. Listening to the lawyer reading Gran’s will reminded me of her fighting spirit. Even though she suffered from the lupus, she never gave up. She always tried to see the best in everyone. It’s not a bad way to live.” She sauntered to the pantry and pulled out half a dozen potatoes and two kumara.


    “You don’t have to cook for me.”


    “You know I enjoy cooking. Besides, it’s the least I can do to repay you for taking me in.”


    Some of his good mood faded. He didn’t want her gratitude. “I have a party to attend on Friday night. Would you go with me?”


    She hesitated before replying. “I don’t want to appear in the gossip papers.”


    Words of reassurance rose to his lips, but he bit them back. This was his world, and she’d need to accept him, warts and all, for their relationship to grow. As much as he wanted he couldn’t protect her from everything. “Sorry. Comes with the territory. Do you need help with dinner?”


    “No, the veg won’t take long to prepare. I suppose I could go to the party.”


    “I need to shower.”


    


    


    His back was stiff as he strode out of the kitchen. Charlotte frowned after him, aware she’d upset him. In truth, one date wasn’t much for him to ask of her. She picked up a kumara and peeled away the purple skin of the sweet potato. Yes, she could face reporters and photographers if he stood at her side. She owed him that much at least.


    In the distance the shower switched on. She finished the vegetables and checked the chicken before returning to her laptop.


    “How does this look?” she asked when Ash entered the kitchen.


    He rested his hand on the back of the chair, his breath stirring her hair as he leaned over her shoulder. “This is good, but it’s too pink.”


    Charlotte studied her pink design. “But beauty salons are for women. Women like pink.”


    “Pink and women together is a stereotype.”


    Maybe he was right. “What about blue?”


    “Try red or green, or you could go gold and black.”


    Charlotte clicked her mouse, turning her motif into gold and black. “That’s it,” she said, excited by the simple changes. Now the motif appeared sophisticated and drew the eye. She turned in her chair and threw her arms around his neck. “Thank you.” Her lips met his, and she nibbled and licked, using tongue and teeth. When she tried to deepen the kiss, he pulled back.


    “I don’t need your gratitude.” Ash stalked across the kitchen and stared out the window before turning around to face her. He folded his arms across his chest, his mouth pulled to a tight line. “I don’t need sex if you’re only sleeping with me now out of a sense of obligation. Damn it, I’m not desperate.”


    “No, it’s not like that,” she said.


    Ash stomped to the fridge and pulled out a beer and a bottle of white wine. He poured a glass of wine and handed it to her. “Make me understand because I’m getting the impression you feel obligated to cook for me, offer sex and go out with me in exchange for living here.”


    “No!”


    “Okay then. Explain,” Ash said. “Because from where I’m standing that’s what I see. I’ve had men and women offer themselves in exchange for favors from me—dates, photo and business opportunities in exchange for sex with The Beast.”


    “No, Ash. I like you. You. Not your money and position.” His expression didn’t shift. “Damn it. I slept with you the night we met when I had no idea who you were. I’ve never done that before. Doesn’t that tell you anything?”


    The buzzer went off, and Charlotte jumped to her feet to check on the chicken.


    “Is that all?”


    “No. Ash. You’re funny and sweet and sexy. Why wouldn’t I want to share your bed?”


    “I have burn scars on my face and chest,” he snapped. “No one can honestly look at me and say they don’t want to look away. I’m The Beast.” He raked her with a harsh glare.


    “Of course I see your scars. I’m not blind, but I see your kindness, your smile and so many other great things.”


    Ash sipped his beer, his gaze slicing and dissecting. “Okay,” he said, but his tight jaw indicated his real opinion on the subject.


    Well, damn. That sliver of mistrust went both ways. She was a penniless nobody and would remain that way if Elizabeth had her way. Why was he interested in her? Offering her help? There were invisible strings somewhere. Charlotte wanted to demand answers too, but instead she added the vegetables to the roasting dish and returned the chicken to the oven. “Tell me about the party. How dressy will it be? Will my flapper dress work?”


    Despite his protestations, she did owe him, and going to a party was a small way to repay his kindness.


    


    * * * * *


    “Where have the reporters gone? The photographers?” Charlotte asked as Ash drove them to the party later that week. “All week they’ve jumped out of the bushes whenever I poke my nose outside.” They’d made her feel caged.


    “We’re in luck,” Ash said. “Rita Brooks, the soap star is filming a movie here. Most of the reporters are chasing her and her current boy toy while she’s staying in Auckland.”


    “I wish I could shake her hand and thank her in person.” Charlotte wondered how famous people coped with the constant glare of publicity even as she experienced a wave of relief. The tension between them had dispersed with each passing day, and they seemed to be friends with benefits again.


    Ash aimed a wry smile at her before pulling up for a traffic light. “Their absence does make a change.” He paused and shot her a glance before accelerating. “You realize the reporters will learn your name tonight.”


    She shrugged, pretending the notoriety didn’t bother her. “I figured someone would spill details soon anyway. Tell me more about the party. Is there anyone I should try to impress?”


    “No, be yourself and have fun. Dance with me and let me cop a feel in the dark corners.” When he pulled up at the next set of lights, he leaned over to brush a kiss on her cheek. She breathed in the clean scent of him, the aftershave she’d opened and sniffed in the bathroom when she was feeling lonely during the day. Not that she’d ever confess her silliness to him. It would make her seem tragic and clingy. Not the impression she wanted him to receive.


    Instead she flashed a grin. “Funny. Will I know anyone there?”


    “I doubt I’ll know half the people,” Ash said. “But I’ll introduce you to my friends. Don’t worry. You’ll have fun tonight.”


    Charlotte spotted a familiar face on entering the hotel function room. Jenny. She was with a date, a man Charlotte hadn’t met before. Her stepsister wore a strapless blue gown, the perfect foil for her blonde hair. She paused when she recognized Charlotte before turning away in a pointed snub.


    Her date had no such qualms. “Ash, how are you? I haven’t seen you at the gym for weeks, and I can see why.” He shot a swift glance at Charlotte. “Are you going to introduce me to Red? I’ll get to tell everyone I met her first. Jenny, come and meet the famous mystery woman.”


    Ash shot Charlotte a quick look as if asking for direction. Ms. Feisty gave Charlotte a swift kick in the ribs. Do something! she screeched.


    Charlotte winked at Ash, and his smile became more natural. She stuck out her hand. “I’m Charlotte Dixon. Jenny and I already know each other since she’s my stepsister. And your name is?”


    “Jason, my dear,” he said. “I’m pleased to meet you now that Ash has let you out of his lair. Jenny, you didn’t say anything during the ride here.”


    Jenny shot her the look, the one that was half stink eye and the other part promising retribution if she didn’t zip her lips. “I didn’t realize Charlotte was attending the party.”


    “Excuse me, Jason. I see our host and hostess. I’d like to introduce them to Charlotte and wish them a happy anniversary.” He tucked his arm around her waist and guided her away. Lowering his head, he whispered, “Your stepsister looked as if she’d taken a bite of Snow White’s apple. Someone should tell her she’ll get premature lines if she keeps up the scowls.”


    Charlotte laughed. A camera flash went off nearby, rapidly followed by another. “I don’t think I’ll ever get over their incessant need for photographs.” She hastened her pace, until the photographers were safely behind them.


    “Gerard, Maria, happy anniversary,” Ash said. “I’d like you to meet my date, Charlotte Dixon.”


    “Ah, the mystery Red,” Maria said in amusement and offered her hand in greeting. “I’m pleased to meet you.”


    “Where has Ash been hiding you?” Gerard asked.


    “No hiding, but I am staying with Ash for a few days.” He’d tire of her soon. She was sure of it.


    “I see. You look lovely,” Maria said. “I love the way both of you have dressed tonight. Everyone will be copying the look by the end of next week. Mark my words.” She stared so hard Charlotte started to wonder if she had a wardrobe malfunction. “Have you done any modeling?”


    “No.” There wasn’t much call for modeling while she’d looked after Gran.


    Maria cocked her head then prowled in a circle around Charlotte. “Perfect,” she said finally. “I’m hosting a fashion parade at the Malbrook Hotel. One of my models has the flu. I don’t suppose you’re free tomorrow night and would be willing to donate some time for an Alzheimer’s fundraiser?”


    “I—”


    “Maria has already conned me into buying tickets,” Ash said. “I was going to give them away, but if you’re modeling, I’ll attend.”


    Everyone focused on her, waiting for her reaction.


    Let’s do it! Ms. Feisty jumped up and down in strident demand, and Charlotte found herself nodding and smiling, a bit like a puppet guided by a puppeteer.


    Maria seized Charlotte’s hands and squeezed. “Thank you so much. This fashion parade means a lot to me because my mother suffered from Alzheimer’s. It’s such a terrible disease.”


    “I’m happy to help,” Charlotte said. “Do I need to try on outfits or something beforehand?”


    “I’ll need you to come to the shop tomorrow morning. Can you manage that?”


    She glanced at Ash, and after seeing his quick nod, said, “Yes, I think so.”


    “I can drop you off in the morning,” Ash said. “I was going to suggest you visit Maria anyway. We have business dinners and balls on the calendar. Charlotte needs suitable outfits.”


    Charlotte opened her mouth to argue, but this wasn’t the place.


    “We’ll leave you to greet the rest of your guests,” Ash said.


    “I’ll see you tomorrow, Charlotte,” Maria said. “And thank you. You’ve saved me a sleepless night. I thought I’d have to take to the catwalk myself.”


    “Nice to meet you,” Charlotte said, letting Ash guide her away.


    “Sorry to spring that on you,” he murmured against her ear. “I need a date at some of these events, and you make them fun. Will you let me buy you some dresses in exchange for sitting through a few boring dinners?”


    “You’re a sneaky man,” Charlotte said. “Of course I’ll go with you, but you’d better let me do the cooking when we’re at home.”


    “You’re going to deprive me of one of my hobbies,” Ash said.


    Charlotte flapped her hand in dismissal. “I won’t let you play me every time, you know. You can buy me dresses this time, but in future I prefer to do my own shopping.”


    Ash nodded. “Deal. Let’s waltz. I see a dark corner at the far end of the floor.”


    “You’re impossible,” she said, but she took his hand and let him lead her toward the other dancers.


    


    


    He held her close, content to feel her breasts and legs brush against his and to smell the light floral scent she wore. Charlotte fought him at every turn, so unlike the women in his past who’d accepted his gifts without a quibble.


    Apart from her laptop and e-reader, she didn’t own gadgets, and she seemed to enjoy the simple things like eating fish and chips on the beach or licking an ice cream. She’d even helped him in his vegetable garden. Most of their outings consisted of free things—concerts in the park, walking around little known reserves where people didn’t bother them. He found the entire courtship of Charlotte liberating and refreshing, and the nights they lay in his bed, arms around each other, just talking were a revelation. Charlotte Dixon was a woman in a million.


    “Where is this dark corner?” She leaned closer. “Did I mention I’m not wearing panties?”


    His groan slipped free unbidden. “You’re a minx.” A contrast of shy and daring. Intelligence and humor. Sexiness. She was the perfect woman for him. “We have a perfectly good bed at home.” His breath caught as he heard himself—the naturalness in the way he combined them into a couple.


    “You’re right,” she said with regret. “There are too many people around. The last thing I want is a photographer snapping a photo of my bare butt.”


    His hand slid lower to rest on her ass. “My eyes only.”


    “Did you put a Zorro tattoo there when I wasn’t looking?”


    He drew back to meet her laughing gaze, unable to resist a quick taste of her lips. “I’m not telling.”


    “Is Maria nice? Can I trust her not to have a photographer perched inside a cupboard?”


    Ash barked out a laugh. “They’d need to watch out for her broomstick. Maria doesn’t put up with any crap. This fashion parade is her baby. She’s held it every year since her mother died, and she won’t stand for anything reeking of scandal if it might overshadow the event.”


    “Good. I liked her, but I’m a bit wary of trusting my intuition.”


    “You have good instincts. You hooked up with me, didn’t you?”


    Charlotte pressed back against his chest. “So I did.” Her voice was muffled, and frustration tore at him. How long would it take her to realize he wanted her in his life on a permanent basis? That he’d do nothing to hurt her.


    “After this dance I’ll have to speak with some acquaintances. I can introduce you to a few people, so you can chat and dance while I’m doing business.”


    “Can I come with you? I like listening to you wheel and deal. You’re a shark and most of the men are too stupid to see it.”


    The music finished with the band taking a break. Ash guided her off the floor, nodding at various acquaintances without stopping.


    “They’re curious about me,” she whispered into his ear.


    A now familiar quake rippled through him, one he was becoming used to while in Charlotte’s proximity. All she needed to do was touch him, glance his way and lust swelled in him. The strange thing was she didn’t even suspect the sway she held over him—the power to inflict pain.


    “Let them be curious,” he said lightly, shoving away his ruffled thoughts. She wouldn’t hurt him on purpose. He knew it with the same certainty he knew they’d appear in tomorrow’s paper. “They’re used to seeing me with a different woman at each event I attend. I’m behaving out of character and everyone is wondering what this means.”


    “Maybe you should date someone else and throw them off the track.”


    Aha! “So you think there might be a scent to our game?”


    “I said I liked you.”


    Like was such a wishy-washy word. He wanted love, and his subtle herding of her toward acceptance of the idea was driving him to impatience. “The men I want to chat with are at the bar.”


    Ash guided her in that direction, using the excuse to place a hand at the small of her back. She looked beautiful tonight in her simple apricot gown and her red hair worn in some sort of an updo. The style suited her, but he preferred her braid or when she left her hair loose to swirl around her shoulders. Long golden earrings swung from her ears, catching the light while subtle makeup highlighted her features. He witnessed the interest in his business friends as he and Charlotte approached and scowled inwardly at their subtle measuring of her assets.


    “Ash,” a man from a rival advertising company said. “Introduce us to your charming companion.”


    Charlotte took Ash’s arm and pride built in him at the understated way she made it clear they were together. Ash made the introductions and soon the men were chatting about various functions they had attended and the upcoming design awards.


    “You must be finding this very boring,” one of the men said, his cheeks red from excess alcohol.


    “Not at all,” Charlotte said. “I’m doing freelance design work for Ash and find the advertising business fascinating. I hope to learn as much as I can and increase my experience in the field.”


    “What campaigns have you worked on?” The man cocked his head, losing some of his indulgent air.


    “I don’t have much experience,” she said. “Only one campaign behind me for a local bakery, but Ash is mentoring me.”


    “Lucky Ash,” the man drawled.


    “I think I’m the lucky one,” Charlotte said. “What ad campaigns have you worked on?”


    The expression on the man’s face made Ash want to roar with laughter. His business rival thought everyone knew him, knew of the work he’d done over the years, but with a few artless words Charlotte punctured his ego. Ash could literally hear the air escaping through the holes in his rival’s self-esteem.


    But the man didn’t take offence, and Ash felt free to pursue his business enquiries once he heard his acquaintance answering Charlotte’s questions about some of the more technical aspects of one of his famous ad campaigns for a running shoe.


    Three hours later, they left the party, and Ash knew he was the envy of his friends and business acquaintances. Charlotte had made an impact with her stunning simplicity of dress and her intelligent conversation, and he was certain his male friends were wondering if the fire in her hair equaled a passionate nature. He was a lucky man and clever enough to realize he and Charlotte belonged together. He’d keep trying to convince her.


    


    * * * * *


    Charlotte squeezed into a corner of the dressing room, trying to keep out of the frantic chaos of dressers and other models. Feminine voices cajoled, bossed and one sharp voice on her left edged sharply toward a tantrum. She felt like a sparrow again, thrust into a nest full of skinny cuckoos. Why had Maria picked her for a replacement? Her heart hammered with apprehension, her mind spinning circles. She scanned the crowded room. Although she’d never considered herself fat, she wasn’t model skinny.


    This was for charity. Too late to change her mind now. Biting her bottom lip, she changed into her first outfit, lifting the gown over her head and taking care not to get any makeup on the scarlet fabric. The dress should have clashed wildly with her hair, but it was the perfect foil and made her hair appear darker.


    “Want me to zip you up?” the brunette woman beside her asked.


    “Please.”


    Cool hands worked the zipper up and flicked the fabric of the dress in place. “You’re Ash’s girlfriend, aren’t you?”


    “Yes.” Charlotte blinked at her instant reply. She hadn’t hesitated and that worried her. She was becoming too comfortable in Ash’s world.


    “I went out with Ash twice,” the woman said. “He’s a lovely guy, but he doesn’t date the same woman for long.”


    Charlotte weighed the woman’s expression and relaxed. She wasn’t being bitchy, although her words could be construed as a warning. “So I hear. How did you cope with the press popping out of the bushes?”


    The woman laughed and turned to present her back. “Are all the buttons fastened? I tried to do up most of them before I wriggled into the dress. I think there’s more interest in you because you’ve lasted so long. And then there’s the fact that you’re living with Ash. That hasn’t happened before.”


    Charlotte ignored the silent question. “No, you’re good. How many outfits are you modeling?”


    “Three. You?”


    “Four. Maria suckered me into wearing the wedding gown. I couldn’t say no by the time she’d finished with me.” Her appearance in the white lacy confection was going to cause a kafuffle. She just knew it. Her life was out of control. She was dating a man who attracted public scrutiny. He resided in her thoughts way too often, and the barricades protecting her heart were in danger of crumbling. On the positive side, her freelance work was going well and her social life had amped up several levels since meeting Ash.


    Her thoughts slid to Gran and Elizabeth, and she almost smiled. Elizabeth would hate every moment of her success.


    “Girls!” Maria clapped her hands and the changing room fell silent. “I want to thank you for donating your time to this event. You know what to do since we ironed out the problems at rehearsal. I want you to go out there and have fun. Do me proud.” She paused, cocking her head as a blast of music came from the other side of the curtain. “That’s my cue. Line up while I’m doing the introductions. Remember to smile. Flirt with the audience and sell these outfits.”


    Once Maria walked onto the stage, the hum of anticipation behind stage ratcheted sharply upward. Nerves swirled inside Charlotte’s belly, making her glad she’d declined an early dinner. She took her place in the line—second to last—and waited, recalling Ash’s words of encouragement. If you get nervous, pretend I’m the only one in the room and show off the gowns to me.


    Maria finished her words of welcome. The music started and it was show time. One by one the models strode through the curtains and along the catwalk before returning to make a rapid garment change.


    Charlotte sucked in large breaths, her hands curled to fists. Then it was her turn. She inhaled, exhaled, then pinned on a toothy smile and strode onto the catwalk. There were so many people, rows and rows of faces. They’re here to see the gowns. She searched for familiar profiles and found Elizabeth. Her stepmother wore surprise, and this swiftly converted to a disapproving mask. Ms. Feisty took over at that point and Charlotte surrendered to her. She slowed to a saunter and waved at Elizabeth. Next, she flashed a smile at one of the men she’d met earlier in the week and winked at Ash when she located him. The last of her lingering nerves faded as he returned her wink.


    You’re a goner, Ms. Feisty said with an inner cheer.


    Charlotte feared she was right. Somehow Ash had wriggled past the boundaries she’d set around her heart. This can’t last, she reminded herself. Don’t get too attached.


    “Hey, Red,” someone shouted.


    She automatically turned toward the voice, flashing a smile. A camera light exploded, she pivoted and resumed her saunter along the catwalk, making sure she did the gown justice. When she passed Ash again, she waved. Several people in the front row snapped photos.


    With a final cocked hip and a twirl, she was through the curtain and backstage. A volunteer helped her with a rapid-fire change into a denim mini skirt and a skimpy pale blue T-shirt with strategic gashes.


    “Just as well nerves are keeping me warm,” Charlotte said.


    “You look great,” the volunteer said. “You have a beautiful figure.”


    Flaunt it, Ms. Feisty instructed when Charlotte stepped onto the stage for her second turn. Charlotte strutted to the flirty music, grinning at Ash. He laughed and shook his head. She pouted and pretended she was angry at him while her stupid heart fluttered. She really liked him. The realization knocked hard at her equilibrium. What do you expect? He’s male chocolate, and you know how we love chocolate, Ms. Feisty purred.


    Charlotte modeled the last of her street outfits and then it was time for the wedding gown, a strapless confection with billowing white skirts and a lacy veil.


    “Beautiful.” Maria twitched the veil into place. “Simply stunning. The audience will love you.”


    The other models stood around in their final outfits, waiting for the end parade.


    “Ash is gonna swallow his tongue when he sees you,” someone said.


    Everyone else murmured agreement.


    “I’m as jealous as hell,” a pretty blonde said. “You look gorgeous.”


    “Virginal yet sexy,” a skinny brunette agreed.


    “Are you ready?” Maria asked.


    Charlotte took one final calming breath and nodded. The music changed to the traditional wedding march, and she stepped onto the catwalk. A collective sign went through the audience as she walked serenely down the catwalk, merely smiling and letting the gown take center stage.


    As she reached Ash, his sexy smile faded a fraction. They stared at each other, and in that moment she knew. Her feelings were returned. Her heart swelled, and she swallowed at the sudden lump in her throat. With a misty smile, she blew him a kiss.


    And that was when the cameras and the crowd went crazy. They startled her from her dreamlike state. She forced herself to walk the length of the catwalk when she craved the safety of his arms.


    When Charlotte reached the curtain, Maria made a go back motion with her hands. So she did, this time her smile tremulous while uncertainty and a trace of panic wriggled around inside her.


    “When are you getting married?” a young woman shouted.


    Everyone who heard laughed, but the suggestion propelled Charlotte’s stomach into the beginnings of queasiness. She noticed Ash speaking to the woman sitting beside him, their heads close together in intimacy. Punch her in the nose!Ms. Feisty ordered.


    Of course, Charlotte didn’t do anything of the sort, and merely continued her walk down the catwalk, working to keep her smile tacked in place. Ash wasn’t doing anything wrong. But seeing him chatting with another woman made her mind rush with apprehension. What if Ash did change his mind about her? Maybe she should make a move for independence soon.


    Just in case.


    


  


  
    [bookmark: _Toc353448354]Chapter Twelve


    


    The click of the cameras continued, and Charlotte smiled until her jaw ached. It was half an hour before the models left the catwalk.


    Maria was delirious with excitement. “A success,” she kept saying. “The best show ever.”


    Charlotte traipsed back into the changing rooms, glad to don normal clothes again. Maria had asked the models to mingle after the show and stay for refreshments. On exiting, the first person Charlotte glimpsed was Ash. He grinned widely and held out his arms. Forcing her doubts aside, she hurried into his embrace.


    See, Ms. Feisty said with a trace of smugness. I know what is best for us. Charlotte wasn’t so sure. She stiffened, and Ash’s brows rose.


    “A bit overwhelmed,” she whispered.


    “You’re a star,” Ash said, kissing her cheek.


    A female reporter tapped her on the shoulder. “Can we do an interview?”


    “No, sorry,” Charlotte said. “If you want an interview, you’ll need to speak with Maria.”


    “No, I want to talk to you about your relationship with Mr. Marlborough.”


    “I don’t do interviews,” Charlotte said, smiling to mute her blunt words. “My private life is confidential.”


    “Would you like a drink?” Ash asked.


    “A glass of Champagne sounds lovely,” she said, and they sauntered away, leaving the reporter frowning after them.


    “How did I do? Hit me with the truth,” she said.


    “I wanted to jump onto the catwalk and carry you away so the other men couldn’t ogle you or take photos with their camera phones. I didn’t realize my jealous streak was so wide,” he said with a wry smile.


    “It’s the same way I feel when women eat you up with their eyes.” Yep, that brings on the self-doubt, Ms. Feisty muttered.


    “My bank balance, you mean.” Ash grabbed two glasses of Champagne from a passing waiter. “Some women can’t see past my scars. It frightens them, but when they hear I have buckets of money, they develop tunnel vision.”


    “Someone hurt you,” she said.


    “We all have scars. Mine are more visible than most.” He shrugged aside his past with his usual good humor, but Charlotte imagined he’d suffered during his childhood and teenage years. She admired him so much and would like to meet his father, the man responsible for his positive attitude.


    Charlotte glanced at two elderly women who were listening to their conversation. “Walk with me through the hotel. I could do with a breath of air.”


    When they reached the reception area, they sat on one of the squishy settees.


    She reached for one of his hands. “Tell me about the woman who was horrid to you.”


    “It was nothing,” he said. “I’d made my first million and asked my girlfriend to marry me. She said yes, but I soon discovered my money was the attraction. We argued, and she sold a story to the magazines a few weeks later saying she couldn’t live with someone who resembled a beast. That’s where the nickname originated.”


    Charlotte leaned over to kiss his scarred cheek. He gasped, his hand tightening on hers. “When I look at you, I see a swashbuckling Zorro with his swirling cape. I see a sexy man.”


    Ash stood abruptly. “We’re going home. We’ll find Maria, say our goodbyes.”


    “Why, Mr. Marlborough. I like the way you think.” Even though she was setting herself up for a huge fall, she couldn’t refuse him. Maybe this time would end differently.


    The taxi ride home didn’t take long. Home. She thought of Ash’s house, of Ash as home. Cripes, dangerous thoughts, yet when Ash held her, she couldn’t summon the energy to run.


    Inside, he took her hand and led her through the darkness to the bedroom. Unerringly, he switched on a bedside lamp, flooding the room with subtle lighting.


    “Let me undress you,” he said, removing the simple shift dress Maria had insisted she keep. The zipper whispered as he slid it over her hips, the cool air sending a tremor through her body. She used him for balance while she stepped out of her dress and shoes. The rest of their clothes seemed to disappear, and they fell to the bed. Their naked bodies slid together with exquisite friction. She breathed in his familiar scent and clutched his shoulders. This was right. He was right.


    She ran her hands over his hair, holding him to her when he nuzzled her neck. His muscles flexed and rippled while his cock prodded her hip. She thought he’d hurry their lovemaking. They usually ended up frantic for each other, coming in explosive climaxes and gasping for breath. Somehow, they couldn’t help themselves—they set each other off. But tonight was different. Ash made love to her with each touch of his hands, each brush of his lips. One by one her nerve endings flared to life, ignited by his caresses. The gentle suction of his mouth at her nipple amplified the empty ache in her sex.


    “Ash,” she whispered.


    She wriggled, moisture pooling between her legs, each breath emerging on a ragged gasp. When he settled between her thighs, she was more than ready for him. Once again, he surprised her, settling his mouth on her needy flesh, slipping along her folds and taking her to the edge of control. He licked from her wet center, spearing his tongue into her. Clawing tension had her digging her heels into the mattress, forcing her hips upward, but he kept up his soft, tormenting strokes, dragging out every last sensation to torture her. A whimper escaped her, hips bucking against his mouth in frantic need.


    “Ash.” This time his name was a protest, a plea to haste.


    He added his fingers, probing her damp heat with a steady thrust.


    “I love touching you,” he whispered. “You make me happy.”


    For an instant, her breathing stalled. She’d thought he was going to say he loved her and a sense of disappointment zapped her. Weird. She didn’t want a man in her life, not yet, when she was still working out her future. What about time to enjoy her newfound independence?


    Yeah, yeah. Ms. Feisty waved a hand in dismissal.


    “Are you still with me?” Her juices shone around his mouth.


    “Yes,” she whispered. “We’re doing the beast with two backs.”


    He let out a snort of laughter. “You make me laugh. Sex should be about fun as well as pleasure.” That said, he raked his tongue across her clit, and she gasped at the tightening sensation deep in her womb.


    “You make me feel special.”


    He paused to grin up at her, sultry passion burning in his blue gaze. The earthy scent of sex swirled around them. “Time to get serious.” And he used his tongue to do some precision work on her clit. Sensual energy coiled tight. She moaned, long and loud as the taut sensation blew apart in a white-hot conflagration of pleasure. Sobs, whimpers she couldn’t contain filled the room, the walls of her sex pulsating for long seconds.


    Ash lifted his head, grabbed a condom and was inside her in seconds flat. He moved in hot, easy glides, his mouth closing over hers. Their kiss was laid-back, a meeting of mouths and sharing of breath, her heat flowing into him and boomeranging back. Each lazy kiss was in time with one of his thrusts. She went liquid deep inside, entranced with this change between them—to their lovemaking.


    He consumed her, dominated her with his body while his sinful mouth twisted her into sensual knots. So, so good. The sweet burn between her thighs blossomed again, and she tightened her inner muscles, trying to ease the build of desire.


    “Ah, Charlotte,” he murmured after tearing his mouth from hers. Increasing his pace, he powered into her, a man who knew what he wanted.


    Her. She couldn’t help but bask with pleasure at the knowledge.


    After a series of erratic digs of his cock, Ash sank deep again and stilled, their sweat-slicked bodies pressed together as shudders tore through him. Soon his breathing slowed, and he pulled out of her to dispose of the condom.


    “Wow.” His voice sounded husky and sated.


    Yeah, Ms. Feisty sighed. Charlotte kissed his chin and stretched, her entire body relaxed and heavy. A yawn broke free before she could contain it.


    “Tired?”


    “I didn’t sleep well last night. I was nervous about the fashion parade.”


    “It didn’t show when you prowled along the catwalk.” He tucked her against him and sighed in contentment. “This is nice.”


    It was comfortable, and she’d quickly become used to sharing a bed with him. “I should get up to clean off my makeup.”


    “In a minute,” he said. “Let me cuddle for a bit longer.”


    “Guys aren’t meant to enjoy cuddling.”


    “So shoot me,” he murmured. “Who wants to be a sheep?”


    


    * * * * *


    Charlotte kissed Ash goodbye the next morning, chuckling when he took advantage of the opportunity to cop a feel.


    “What are you going to do this morning?” he asked.


    “I’m going to work on the motorcycle campaign. Maria asked me to have a cup of coffee with her this afternoon at her boutique.”


    “I shouldn’t be home late. Do you want to go out for dinner?”


    “No, I’d prefer a quiet night with you and a movie.”


    He snuck another kiss, his eyes gleaming when he pulled back and looked down at her. “I love you, Charlotte.”


    A distinct jolt went through her. “But—”


    Still smiling, he placed a hand across her mouth. “No, don’t say anything. We can talk tonight.” And after another quick kiss on the tip of her nose he left.


    He loved her. Charlotte tested the words, spinning them through her mind, searching for flaws, for insincerity. No, he’d meant the sentiment. A spark of warmth burst to life inside her. The sensation spread, heating her through, and she realized she was smiling—the type of joyous smile that lit a person from within.


    Way to go! Ms. Feisty pumped a fist and did a victory dance with much whooping and hollering.


    Ash was an experienced man, and he didn’t go through life telling women he loved them. His words meant something. She could count on one hand the people who’d loved her. Her mother who’d died when she was young. Her father who’d died in a car accident, and Gran. Her throat tightened when she thought of Gran, of the promises she’d made to strike out on her own. Independence. Some of her joy started to disperse. As much as she attempted to ignore the gossip in the magazines and local papers, public opinion stated Ash never stayed with one woman for long.


    Ash won’t do that! Ms. Feisty stomped her foot in clear frustration.


    Charlotte sighed. It wasn’t as if she had much to bring to their relationship.


    Sober now, Charlotte walked through to the kitchen and started the dishes. When the kitchen was spotless, she opened her laptop and went through the notes she and Ash had made as they brainstormed.


    A pretty girl on a bike or even a man was so trite and had featured in countless ad campaigns. She chewed on the end of a pen and stared at her sketchpad. She drew it closer, doodling on the corner while she thought motorcycles. A bike formed on the page, simplistic but recognizable. She drew a figure astride it, cape streaming in the wind as he rode. A sudden grin bloomed, and she added the final touches—a black mask and a motorcycle helmet emblazoned with a large Z.


    Inspired, she swapped her pen for a pencil and designed a comic strip. A female figure joined Zorro. She was dressed in a frothy gown and clutched Zorro’s waist. Her motorcycle helmet bore a small crown. Once she was finished, a strip of Zorro and Princess’ adventures, she titled it, One Night With Zorro.


    Exultant, she stared at the rough doodles. This was it—the perfect idea for the motorcycle shop. She’d redo her Zorro, turning him into a super hero specific to the motorcycle shop. Yes! She could hardly wait to share her proposal with Ash, to see if he saw the same spinoff possibilities for additional ad campaigns.


    After checking her watch, she decided she had enough time to bake and decorate some cupcakes. She went with theme, decorating them with tiny piped motorcycles, princess crowns and several with slashing Zs. They’d be perfect to take for afternoon tea with Maria.


    Maria’s boutique was on Nuffield Street in Newmarket. Charlotte studied the window as she walked into the shop. It was plain and similar to the displays in the neighboring and competing shops. The inside of the boutique was elegant without being too formal. With the scent of lavender and a hint of rose perfuming the air, the vase of pink orchids and the sensual vibe, most women would feel comfortable the minute they stepped inside.


    “Charlotte, you’re here,” Maria said, moving away from the woman who was frowning at her form in the mirror. Maria hugged Charlotte and pulled away to kiss her on the cheek. “Have you seen the papers? They’re full of photos from the fashion parade. I’ve been flat out today.”


    A group of three giggly women entered the store, all in their early twenties.


    “Will you help Jocelyn for me?” Maria lowered her voice. “I doubt she’ll buy anything. She’s lonely and wants someone to talk to.”


    She walked away before Charlotte could protest.


    Charlotte set her container of cupcakes behind the counter and walked over, putting on a friendly smile. “Hi, I’m Charlotte. Maria asked me to help you while she’s busy with other customers.” She studied the outfit Jocelyn wore. “Can I be frank?”


    “Of course,” Jocelyn said, but a miniscule furrow appeared on her brow.


    “The style is good on you, but the color is washing you out a little. You need a pastel to go with your coloring.” Charlotte searched the racks and pulled out several garments. “Do you have time to try on these?”


    “You’re the woman in the papers. Red.”


    “Guilty as charged,” Charlotte said, “although I haven’t seen the papers today.”


    “I’ve met Ash at several functions,” Jocelyn said. “He’s a business acquaintance of my husband. You’re a lucky woman.”


    Charlotte nodded, unwilling to confide private things when she didn’t know the woman.


    “I was at the fashion parade last night, which is why I’m here. I need a new dress for a business function next month. I don’t suppose you’re going? It would be nice to see a friendly face.”


    “I’m not sure. Ash hasn’t mentioned it. How formal is the event?”


    “It’s not formal dress, but most of the wives will go all out with their outfits.”


    “Try this one first,” Charlotte said. “Call me if you need me.” Charlotte loitered between the changing rooms and the interior of the shop.


    “Look! It’s Red,” one of the new arrivals shrieked.


    “I want the first dress she wore,” another of the women said. “The red one.”


    Charlotte took a deep breath. “It’s not right for your figure type,” she said. “You need something to emphasize your breasts.” She scanned the racks quickly, judging the woman’s size. “This red dress,” she said firmly. “I couldn’t wear this style, but it will look stunning on you.”


    “What about me?” the first woman asked.


    Charlotte skimmed the racks and handed two black dresses to the woman.


    Soon all the women were in the dressing rooms, trying on dresses and other garments.


    A smile tugged on Maria’s lips when Charlotte turned to her. The grin reeked of victory. “Ash told me you were looking for a part-time job and had an eye for color. The job is yours. When can you start? How many days can I have you?”


    “This was a setup?”


    “Not really. I wanted to have coffee with you and thank you for the show. The phone has run hot all morning and the money we raised beat our record.”


    “You really want me to work for you?”


    “I do.” Maria named an hourly wage plus the employee discount she’d receive.


    “Deal,” Charlotte said. “Would four half days be all right? I might be able to work more, but I’d like to see how things go.”


    “Works for me,” Maria said.


    A shout went up in the changing rooms, and they both went to help. Three out of the four women purchased garments.


    Jocelyn paid with her credit card. “It was nice to meet you, Charlotte. I’ll look for you at the next business function.”


    When all the women left, Maria said, “We’ll need to have coffee here.”


    “That’s fine,” Charlotte said. “I made cupcakes this morning.”


    Charlotte flicked through a tabloid, coming to a stop on the society page. She should set the paper down, but a huge photo of her, dressed in the wedding gown dominated the page. The headline screamed, Red Takes Center Stage. A smaller headline read, Will The Beast Take Red as His Bride?


    “Good grief,” Charlotte muttered. The story mentioned the details of fashion parade, gave a rundown of the gowns and the highlights, but the thrust of the article was speculation regarding marriage plans for her and Ash. A photo of Ash farther down the page snared her attention—his image looked as if it might step off the page, so great was his presence. She brushed her fingers across his face, her heart twisting with a familiar emotion. It was the same blend of feelings she experienced while thinking of her mother, her father and recently of Gran.


    Love.


    Sudden tears welled in her eyes, and she blinked rapidly.


    “The coffee is ready,” Maria said. “We can sit out in the kitchen area. It’s small, but we’ll hear if anyone enters the boutique.”


    Charlotte picked up her cupcakes and obediently followed Maria. Once they were seated at the petite wooden table, coffee in hand, Maria started chatting.


    “How do you keep so slim when you can bake like this?”


    “I do a lot of walking.” Charlotte didn’t think she should tell the truth—that her stepmother and stepsisters had often eaten everything she cooked, and some days she’d been so tired all she’d wanted was to fall into bed.


    “Have you walked in Cornwell Park?” Maria asked. “It’s beautiful during spring and summer. I always stop to watch the lambs playing. It makes me feel as if I’m in the country instead of living in the middle of a sprawling city.”


    “I remember visiting as a child,” Charlotte said. “But I haven’t been there for years.”


    “Get Ash to take you during the weekend. Go for a long walk up One Tree Hill and book to have afternoon tea at the kiosk. Very romantic.”


    “As long as we tire out the photographers first,” Charlotte said drily. “They chased me today until I got on the bus.”


    “The bus? Why didn’t you catch a cab?”


    “I didn’t have enough money for a cab,” Charlotte said without thinking.


    Maria’s mouth dropped open.


    Bother. “I’m not with Ash because of his money.”


    A wide beam wreathed Maria’s face. “I’m glad to hear it. Ash deserves someone who values the real him.” She reached over to grasp Charlotte’s hand and squeezed gently. “I’m so pleased for both of you.”


    “Ash is special,” Charlotte said, a weird tingly warmth spreading through her as she thought of him.


    Maria nodded. “Can you start work tomorrow?”


    “I can.”


    “Excellent. I’ll show you how to work the cash register before you go.”


    “I can stay for a couple of hours today,” Charlotte said.


    “Oh, good. I want to redo the window in a spring theme. I’ve been too busy to do it with the fashion parade looming.”


    A chime rang out, similar to Big Ben’s peals, but on a smaller scale.


    “That will be customers,” Maria said. “Stay and drink your coffee.”


    Charlotte finished her coffee and wandered out to the main boutique. An elderly woman limped into the store, her walking stick tapping on the tiled floor as she advanced.


    “I need an outfit for my granddaughter’s wedding,” she said. “Something comfortable that will keep me warm. I want something I can wear again, and I suppose I’ll have to get a hat. I hate the things.”


    “Hmm,” Charlotte said. “What you need is a dress with a matching jacket or maybe a skirt and matching blouse. Let me ask Maria what she has in stock. Come and take a seat. I promise I’ll only be a moment.” She walked over to Maria. “I need an outfit for a wedding to will suit an older woman. Do you have dresses with matching jackets? And a fascinator. I need a fascinator to match the dress, something conservative yet feminine.”


    Ash was already home when Charlotte walked through the front door. A burst of warmth filled her when he smiled—wide and genuine and one she didn’t often see in public. She found herself hastening to close the distance between them, drawn inexorably to him. He laughed, caught her in his arms and swooped in for a kiss. Intense and fulfilling, then lust swept in on the heels of his touch.


    He pulled away a fraction, issuing a groan. “I was going to suggest a barbeque for dinner, but I think we’ll go and have a wee nap. I’m feeling tired all of a sudden.”


    Charlotte nodded, and he lifted her off her feet, carrying her to his bedroom. Discussions of love didn’t enter the equation as they did decadent things to each other, resulting in much pleasure. They didn’t emerge for a long, long time.


    


  


  
    [bookmark: _Toc353448355]Chapter Thirteen


    One month later at Ash’s place of work


    


    Charlotte advanced the page on the screen, pausing to allow Ash and the tattooed biker client to study the cartoon strips she’d sketched in black ink. Between page turns, she wiped her palms down the legs of her black jeans.


    “I jotted down some other tie-in concepts.” She was talking too fast, nerves raising her pitch. Charlotte made herself pause for air and blew it out before she started speaking again. “I know it’s more than you requested in the brief, but inspiration struck.”


    The two men glanced at each other but didn’t speak, and the desire to flee rose in her. In the end, she’d given Ash brief details of her plans and left it at that, mainly because she wanted to present her suggestions and experience the good and bad of designing freelance firsthand. If the client hated her ideas, she’d scramble for another brainwave. She wiped her hands on her thighs again.


    “A super hero and a princess. That’s novel. Why?” The deep frown lines across the client’s forehead scrunched together.


    Heck, telling the client she’d done it on a whim while daydreaming about Ash didn’t come close to professional. Nausea tickled the pit of Charlotte’s stomach while her mind scurried for an excuse. “Not long ago I attended a fancy dress ball and saw Zorro on the dance floor with a princess. It occurred to me a super hero would appeal to both sexes as an action figure while the princess would contrast and appeal to girlie girls. The princess could help with scooter sales. I think the cartoon approach is different, and you’d be able to use it as an ongoing sales tool with the pair having different adventures.” As she advanced the page to show the client more cartoons, Ash squeezed her shoulder. She glanced at him, sucking in a breath at the approval glowing in his face. Her breath eased out and some of the fluttering in her stomach subsided.


    “Have you drawn more?” the client asked.


    Nodding, she handed over a poster-size page of cartoons drawn in vibrant color. She showed him the artist trading cards they could give away in the store.


    The client lifted his head, his frown lines smoothing out to mere creases. “This is better than I imagined. I was thinking motorbike photos, maybe with scantily clad models, but these cartoons have more scope. What’s the next step?”


    Ash took the lead, planning a schedule with the client and discussing other details from the checklist in front of him.


    When Ash showed the client out, another was waiting to see him.


    “Won’t be a moment, Ron,” Ash said. “Laura, can you ask one of the assistants to get us coffee please?”


    Charlotte’s phone rang. It was Mr. Batchelor, the lawyer. She agreed to a time to see him and hung up, scowling.


    “Something wrong?” Ash asked while closing the office door to ensure privacy.


    “The lawyer wants to see me again. It’s probably about the bequest from Gran. I’m sure Elizabeth has found a way around the legalities.”


    “Would you like me to go with you? I can shift appointments if necessary.”


    “Oh! Yes, please,” she said.


    Ash nodded, and she could tell he was satisfied with her response. “I want to talk about this campaign.”


    “Yes.” A note of caution crept into her voice. He’d liked her ideas—she was sure of it.


    “I’m not sure how I feel about my alter ego in an advertising campaign, but your idea is bloody genius.”


    “Really?” Pleasure filled her, and she wondered if she’d look silly running a victory lap of his office.


    “Really,” he said. “You have no idea how sexy I find your brain.” He drew close and tipped her gaze to his with a fingertip under her chin. “I love you, Charlotte.”


    The elation in her settled. Charlotte swallowed hard, yet this time his declaration didn’t scare her as much because each day, in a dozen ways, he demonstrated his feelings. Whether it was a caress or opening a door for her or sheltering her from press attention, she knew he cared for her. “How do you know I’m not after your money?”


    He barked out a laugh. “Please, I have to fight to buy you anything.”


    “I could be a good actress.”


    “I can tell genuine from faux. Besides, you’re always doing stuff for me. Don’t think I haven’t noticed the things you do around the house and garden. I know you care for me,” he said with supreme confidence. “One day you’ll give me more. I can wait.”


    Wordless, she stood on tiptoe and slanted her lips over his. Talking about love made her nervous. She crossed her fingers behind her back and shoved her foreboding aside. “The meeting with the lawyer is the day after tomorrow at ten.”


    “Tell Laura to mark it on my calendar and shift around anything that clashes. Are you working at the boutique this afternoon?”


    “Yes, it’s late night. I won’t be home until around nine.”


    “I’ll come and pick you up.” He snatched another quick kiss before opening the door to usher in his client.


    As Charlotte left via the main office, she couldn’t stop grinning—until she spotted Jenny. Her steps faltered. No, she wouldn’t snub her stepsister. She reformed her smile. “Hi, Jenny.”


    Jenny wrinkled her nose as if she’d smelled something bad. “What are you doing here?”


    “I needed to see Ash.” Instinct kept details of her meeting to herself.


    “Are you still living with him? I thought he’d kick you to the curb after the novelty wore thin.”


    Charlotte swallowed the snarky comeback trembling at her lips. Some things never changed. “Ash and I have a lot in common,” she said instead. “Are you enjoying working here?” Yay! You own the moral high ground, Ms. Feisty said.


    Enthusiasm replaced some of her stepsister’s superior manner. “I love it so much. I almost feel as if I should apologize for taking your place.”


    “I’m glad you like the job. Besides, I’m not sorry I spent time with Gran.” She rubbed her fist against the raw ache in her chest. “I’d better go or I’ll be late for work.”


    “Where are you working?”


    “I have a job in a shop in Newmarket,” Charlotte said. “It helps pay the bills.”


    Jenny nodded. “That’s good. I’m sorry Mum kicked you out of the house.”


    Because there’s no one to wait on her, Ms. Feisty said in a disgusted voice. Charlotte lifted one hand in a farewell. “See you.” Do we have to? Charlotte left without looking back. That was the best way. Forget the past, embrace the present, and let the future take care of itself.


    


    * * * * *


    “What’s he doing here?” Elizabeth demanded when Charlotte and Ash walked into the lawyer’s office.


    “He’s here as my support,” Charlotte said.


    “This is family only,” Elizabeth snapped, turning her displeasure on Mr. Batchelor.


    “I’m Charlotte’s fiancé,” Ash said smoothly.


    Elizabeth, Jenny and Rachel gaped at him. Charlotte feared her expression echoed theirs and hurriedly ordered her features to impassive.


    “Congratulations,” Mr. Batchelor said. “Shall we get started?”


    Ash guided Charlotte to a seat and dropped onto the one beside her.


    “Ivy instructed me to read this letter to you under specific circumstances. She asked me to wait for at least a month after her funeral. Since Elizabeth has requested me to proceed with contesting the will, it’s time to read the letter.” He cleared his throat and commenced reading.


    “Dear Elizabeth,


    “I am confident you will contest my bequest to Charlotte. While Charlotte isn’t related by blood she is a granddaughter in my heart. She sacrificed her plans to go to university to look after me when I became sick and did so cheerfully without expecting anything in return. You treated her as an unpaid slave, but she put up with it because she loved me. I am forever grateful for her youthful company and unfailing good humor. In life I decided it was time for her to take a new direction instead of looking after me, and in death, I want to give her this bequest. She should have the means to follow her dream. If you and your brother and sister attempt to thwart my last wishes, I have instructed the lawyer to donate my entire estate to the Humane Society. Charlotte will, of course, receive her original bequest.


    “Think hard before you act, Elizabeth, because this is not a threat. It’s a promise.


    “Ivy McDougal”


    “She can’t do that,” Elizabeth snapped, an unflattering red flooding her cheeks.


    “The letter is witnessed by a Justice of the Peace,” the lawyer said. “Either you withdraw your wishes to challenge the will or you forfeit everything.”


    Elizabeth jumped to her feet, her glare raking them with fury. “You’re a scheming hussy,” she spat at Charlotte. “Don’t think I’ll forget about this. Girls, let’s go.”


    Jenny followed her mother, but Rachel lingered.


    “I’m sorry,” she said. “Since you left home I’ve realized how much you did and how we took you for granted. Please accept my apologies. You deserve every cent of Gran’s bequest.”


    “Thank you.” Charlotte stood and went to her stepsister, and for the first time in memory, they hugged.


    “Thanks,” Rachel whispered and left to catch her mother and sister.


    “Are you okay?” Ash murmured when she sat beside him again.


    Charlotte nodded, fighting the press of emotion battering her. She missed Gran so much.


    “I thought Elizabeth would capitulate.” Mr. Batchelor handed over an envelope. “There’s a trust check inside. I’ll require your signature as acknowledgement of receipt.”


    


    


    Ash watched Charlotte take care of the formalities, aware of panic stirring in him. Now that she had the money, she could get her own place. What the hell was he gonna do if she moved out? Moved on?


    Charlotte rose, and he was aware of the lawyer standing too. The meeting was over. With anxiety clinging to his shoulders, Ash climbed to his feet.


    “What are you going to do with the money?” he asked as he maneuvered his car through traffic.


    “I’m not sure yet.” She cocked her head, seeking his gaze. “Can I keep living with you? Did you want me to move out?”


    “No, of course not.” Relief struck so hard, he closed his eyes for an instant. The honk of a horn startled him back to reality, and he stepped on the brakes to avoid the vehicle in front of him. “Hell. You okay?”


    “I’m fine.”


    With another curse, inward this time, he took the next left and drove along the waterfront to Mission Bay. He pulled up near the beach, and they stared out over the sea to Rangitoto Island. In comparison to the turmoil boiling in his gut, the sea was almost flat calm, the sails of a yacht flapping listlessly as the sailor attempted to maneuver it into a breeze.


    “I want you to stay. I meant what I said this morning. I love you. I want to introduce you to my father.” He speared her with his gaze. “Marry me, Charlotte.”


    His heart thumped so hard he wasn’t sure his chest would withstand the pressure. He’d asked one other woman to marry him, the engagement over a week later when he’d discovered—painfully—she coveted his money rather than him. He held no reservations with Charlotte, positive she didn’t care about his fortune, yet he had no idea if she’d say yes or no. The pause lengthened, his fears growing until they loomed over him in mythical monster fashion.


    “We haven’t known each other for long.”


    “My father and mother married after knowing each other for a week.” Please put me out of my misery. “I’m sure of my feelings for you.”


    Her measuring look made him damn nervous. After another long pause, she shook her head. “Ash, it’s too soon. I like you a lot, but I don’t want to get married.”


    Fuck. When did too soon tip over into the perfect moment? There was an irony here with dozens of women wanting him, and the one he chose didn’t want him in return. Damn, he refused to lose her. A sharp knock on the driver’s window jerked him around. Ash scowled at the man. A photographer—the two cameras hanging around his neck gave away his occupation. He opened the window. “What?”


    “I heard a rumor you and Red are engaged. Is it true?” His gaze zeroed in on her hands, clasped in her lap. “She isn’t wearing a ring.”


    “No comment,” Charlotte said. “Ash, I need to get to work to relieve Maria. She has an important meeting.”


    Ash nodded and shut the window. He backed from the parking space, ignoring the reporter to merge with the traffic. “Your family didn’t waste any time passing on the news.”


    “The press has speculated about an engagement since the fashion parade.”


    True, but they’d been wrong. He’d wanted Charlotte as his wife for much longer. Hell, there was no point dancing around the subject. “Have I spoiled things between us? What do you want to do now?”


    Charlotte reached for his hand and squeezed briefly before releasing it. “Do we need to change anything? Couldn’t we continue just as we are?”


    Relief tore through him briefly before his mind started to pick holes in her words. Old fears rose to cuff him before he could parry them. Charlotte was the one for him. He hadn’t mucked up totally and he wasn’t about to quit.


    Back at the office, he scanned his messages. “Laura, I need to make a phone call. Make sure no one interrupts me for half an hour. After that, I’ll start the internal meetings.”


    With his office door shut, he rang his father who lived in Wellington. “Dad,” he said when his father picked up.


    “I was going to call you,” his father said. “Who is this Red stirring up the press? Why haven’t you rung me about your engagement?”


    “Because she’s not my fiancée.” Determination straightened his shoulders. “Not yet.”


    His father paused. “I see.”


    Ash heard the understanding in his father’s voice and that was all he needed for his lingering fears to settle.


    “When am I going to meet her?”


    “Are you free this weekend? We’ll fly down for a visit.”


    When he opened the door later that night, he discovered Charlotte in the kitchen. His breath hissed, relief making him lightheaded. Two steps into the room he came to an abrupt halt.


    “Why, hello,” she purred.


    The long line of her leg, encased in fishnet stockings drew his gaze and pumped up his confusion. When she bent over to retrieve a pot from a drawer, her short black skirt flipped up to reveal smooth, pale skin and a lack of panties. His mind groped to catch up. “Is this a special occasion?”


    “Sir,” she said, smoothing her frilly white apron. “You’re looking very tired after your long day of work. Let me help you relax.”


    His gaze roved up and down her form. “A sexy maid costume will not lower my blood pressure.”


    She shot a sly glance at his groin. “Or other parts of your anatomy.” Taking his hand, she led him to the bedroom. She loosened his tie, and unfastened enough buttons to press her lips to his nipples. A few deliberate scrapes of her teeth and his cock swelled.


    Her nimble fingers unfastened his belt and lowered his zipper. He caught his breath, his pulse racing as she scooped his shaft out of his boxer-briefs. After a sassy grin, she kneeled in front of him and took his cock into her mouth. The heat was heaven, the flicker of her tongue across the underside of his shaft like yanking a livewire within him. His legs trembled, and he gasped. A wave of love and desire constricted his chest while her lips and tongue hurtled him toward orgasm so fast he trembled. She took him deeper, sucking, licking. Massaging his taut balls.


    “Aw, Charlotte. Yeah, like that,” he murmured, his hands fastening on her shoulders.


    She didn’t reply, merely quickening her pace, flinging him into a world of sensation. Unable to remain still, his hips jerked. The tip of his cock hit the back of her throat before he pulled back. Not hesitating she ran her tongue over the tip, licking away pre-come, then she sucked hard and his body slipped his restraint. He exploded into pleasure so hard he saw flashes behind his closed lids.


    Her tongue licked lazily across the mushroom head, and when she pulled back, her eyes appeared dark and mysterious, holding secrets he wished he understood. “What do you think of dress-up now? Does it work for you?”


    Ash nodded dumbly, lightheadedness making it difficult to think. She didn’t want to marry him, yet hadn’t moved out, and now she’d blindsided him with sex. This wasn’t the way this courtship was meant to run.
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    “I love your father,” Charlotte said. “I might marry him.”


    Ash let out a loud raspberry, attracting the attention of a hovering stewardess. The seat belt sign went on and a voice on the intercom informed the passengers the plane would land in ten minutes. Ash clasped her left hand, his thumb stroking across her naked ring finger. “Too bad I saw you first, sweetheart.”


    She’d been right to refuse his proposal. Eventually Ash would change his mind and move on while she applied herself to a career and travel.


    Ms. Feisty lashed out—a pointy boot kick—jerking her thoughts from the past. This sort of thinking is sabotage, Ms. Feisty reminded her. Ash is honest and true and deserves a chance.


    Ash curled his fingers around hers and winked at her when she glanced at him. The woman sitting across the aisle stared at him, her greedy thoughts obvious. Ash didn’t even notice, his attention centered on Charlotte.


    You don’t deserve his kindness, Ms. Feisty said. Charlotte bowed her head, admitting her inner dragon spoke the truth.


    The trip back to Ash’s house didn’t take long. They rounded the corner onto Ash’s street and the cab slowed. A crowd loitered at the house gate. When they saw the cab approach, they straightened. Cameras obscured faces and lenses pointed in their direction.


    Ash sighed. “We knew this was coming, sweetheart. I just wish they weren’t staking out the office as well. One of our prospective clients rang to cancel the other day because of the recent publicity.”


    What he was too charitable to mention was that her family had spread the news. She gulped, uncomfortable in the spotlight. To date, she’d managed to ignore ninety-nine percent of the stuff in the newspapers and magazines. “I’m sorry.”


    Ash squeezed her fingers, the stroke of his thumb across the back of her hand sending a surge of heat thrumming through her veins. “We can ignore them or we can make a statement telling them the announcement was premature.”


    Charlotte searched his gaze and saw he’d do that for her. She could imagine the speculation a denial would generate. More comparisons to Beauty and the Beast and cruel comments about his scars. Stories about how she couldn’t face touching him, let alone jump in bed with him. Do something, Ms. Feisty snapped. “Or you could tell them we’re waiting for the resizing of the ring before we make a formal announcement.”


    The blaze of hope in his blue eyes, the explosion of joy. The heat. The expressions told her his answer. They stared at each other while her heart beat a rapid tattoo, and she gave him a wobbly smile, hoping she was doing the right thing.


    “Done deal,” he whispered. “Don’t worry. The announcement won’t take long. We’ll be inside with the gates locked behind us in less than ten minutes.”


    “Promise?”


    “Yes.” His certainty eased the stirring of panic in her. Gran had approved of Ash, and Charlotte loved him. She was sure of it, even if she couldn’t say the words out loud.


    The gates swung open and the cab drove through. When Ash helped her from the vehicle, nosy questions hit them in a gigantic wave. Once their bags were unloaded and the driver paid, Ash and Charlotte turned to face the hoard together.


    Reporters fired questions. Like a precision weapon, the questions went for the kill.


    “Where is the engagement ring?”


    “Can we see it?”


    “Are your families happy about your relationship?”


    “When will you get married?”


    Ash waited them out and laughingly held up a hand to silence their clamor. When the noise subsided, he started speaking.


    “Charlotte and I are engaged. The ring is at the jewelers for resizing. We haven’t set a date for the wedding yet, but our friends and family are thrilled for us. We’ll pose for some quick photos now and then we’d appreciate it if you’d respect our privacy.”


    “Do you intend to do any interviews?” a woman called.


    “No,” Ash said decisively.


    “Charlotte, do you love Ash?” someone else shouted.


    “Are you ready for the photos?” Ash brushed the reporter aside. He drew her against his side, his warm strength helping her to face the yappy press. He whispered a bit of nonsense about the nearest photographer’s big ears, and she smiled up at him. Camera shutters clicked nonstop with shouted requests for them to shift positions.


    “Thank you. We’re going now.” Ash ignored requests for more photos, ushering Charlotte up to the house. The gates slid closed, leaving them in privacy.


    “Wow.” Charlotte moved on trembling legs, away from the mass of hovering people. “I don’t know how you stand the kafuffle.”


    “They’ll lose interest once we’re married.” He reached for her hand. “I have a bottle of Champagne in the fridge. Let’s celebrate.”


    She forced a bright grin to hide the uneasy emotions bouncing around inside her. Ash was a good man, and she was very lucky. “I hope someone else claims their attention.” But in her heart she realized their engagement was new, and the press wouldn’t give up any time soon.


    


    * * * * *


    Ash left the house later than normal, and Charlotte settled into her normal morning routine. Feeling conscious of the sapphire-and-diamond engagement ring weighing down her finger, she caught a cab to Maria’s boutique, doing her best to ignore the members of the press loitering outside the gate. When she arrived at the boutique, she had to force her way past the crowd at the front door. They lobbed questions, one after another, making her feel as if she were facing a determined tennis opponent without a racket to defend herself.


    “What do you think of the latest developments?” one fired at Charlotte.


    A blonde woman shoved a microphone in her direction. “Are you going to meet your father?”


    “Will this affect your engagement with Ashley Marlborough?” a man shouted from the rear of the group.


    “What does Ashley think of your father?” a woman asked. “Any conflict there?”


    Her father? Charlotte gaped at them, taking two half-steps back as they pressed toward her. Luckily Maria waded in to the fray, evicting the men and women from her shop entrance with threats of the police. She slammed the door after them, firmly turning the lock.


    “I don’t understand. My father is dead.”


    Maria stood in front of her, indecision written plainly on her face. Finally, she shooed Charlotte to the back of the store. “You’d better take a seat.”


    “Why? What’s going on?” Tendrils of apprehension rippled along her spine, leaving a rash of goose bumps. She fell onto a wooden straight-backed chair in the kitchenette, not taking her gaze off Maria.


    “I take it you haven’t read the paper this morning,” Maria said.


    “No, after I started dating Ash, I try not to read newspapers. I loathe the speculation and innuendo, and I hate them calling Ash The Beast. Ash is the nicest, most decent man I know,” she said hotly. “People who can’t see past his scars need glasses.”


    Maria’s smile was wide and encouraging. “I can see you love him. He’s a lucky man.” She sobered, turning to pick up a newspaper. “You’d better read this. I’ll go and see if it’s safe to open the doors yet.”


    Charlotte unfolded the paper, stared at the headline. She read the lead paragraph under the headline, her hands gripping the edges of the newsprint pages, her pulse roaring inside her head. She scanned the rest of the article, an interview with Elizabeth and Jenny.


    “They’re still out there,” Maria said with a trace of disgust. “I told them if they don’t move along, I intend to take action. It’s not right when they encroach this way.”


    “Do you think it’s true?” Charlotte stared at the black-and-white photograph accompanying the story. “Do you think Elizabeth is telling the truth?” The words sounded far away, as if someone else were saying them. The roaring in her head escalated, and she squinted at the grainy features of the man, trying to see her nose and eyes in his face.


    “I don’t know, dear.” Sympathy laced Maria’s words, her hand gentle as she squeezed Charlotte’s shoulder.


    Charlotte stared at the words until the letters blurred.


    Richard Dixon wasn’t her father.


    No, it couldn’t be true. She bounded to her feet. “I have to go out. I’m sorry. I don’t know when I’ll be back.”


    Maria grasped her arm, tugging her to a stop. “Why don’t you ring Ash?”


    Before she did anything stupid, Maria meant. “I…I need to think. I’ll ring him later.”


    Maria didn’t look happy, but she nodded. “All right. Leave via the back and walk along the alley.”


    “Thanks.” Charlotte scooped up the handbag she’d dropped on the kitchenette floor and headed for the rear.


    Outside, a bird sang in a nearby tree. The sun shone from a brilliant blue sky with not a cloud in sight. It heated her bare arms and the top of her head, yet ice chilled her from the inside out. She shivered and rubbed her hand up and down one arm. It did nothing to dispel the coldness encasing her.


    Lies.


    Her entire life had been a lie.


    A glance to her right told her the reporters and photographers were still hanging around, waiting for her to depart. Abruptly, she turned left and stalked along the street, trying to outpace her thoughts.


    Lies. All lies.


    Once she reached Broadway, she hailed a cab and sank onto the rear seat with relief.


    “Where to, love?” the elderly taxi driver asked.


    “Remuera,” she said, giving the driver the address of Elizabeth’s house. Jenny and Rachel would both be at work. Elizabeth too. This was probably a wasted trip.


    


    * * * * *


    Ash finished his meeting and ushered the client out.


    “Hey, boss.” Laura sent him a quizzical look. “You’re looking happy considering the stories in the paper today.”


    About to enter his office again, Ash came to an abrupt halt. “What stories? Something about the engagement?”


    “You’d better read this.” She handed him a newspaper.


    He scanned the story, his brows drawing together. Hell. He ducked into his office and grabbed his cell phone and car keys. “Laura, take care of my appointments for the rest of the day. Reschedule what you can and get someone else to see the clients you can’t put off. Give them my apologies and reassure them I’ll be back in the office tomorrow.”


    Ash strode from his office building, juggling his phone at the same time. He hit speed dial for Charlotte but the call went straight to voice mail. Next, he tried Maria.


    “No, she’s not here, Ash. She said she needed to think.”


    “Do you know where she went?”


    “I asked her if she wanted me to ring you, but she said no,” Maria said, her tone full of apology.


    “Thanks.” Ash slid behind the wheel of his car, thought for a moment and headed home. Two photographers lingered in front, but the house was empty. Damn it, where was she?


    Surely she wouldn’t go to face off with Elizabeth?


    He drew a sharp breath and let it ease out. That’s what he’d do if he were in Charlotte’s position.


    Ignoring the clicking of cameras, he sped from his driveway and turned toward Remuera.


    


    * * * * *


    Charlotte rapped sharply on the front door, impatience prodding her temper. When no one answered, she twisted the handle and, to her surprise, found the door unlocked. She stepped inside, listened for a minute and headed for the kitchen.


    Elizabeth, Rachel and Jenny were all there, but none of them noticed her arrival. They were too busy arguing.


    “I can’t believe you did this to Charlotte. And Jenny.” Angry color filled Rachel’s cheeks. “An interview with the press? Really? What has Charlotte ever done to either of you? She looked after Gran when none of us could tear ourselves from our busy social lives. Surely you can’t begrudge her the inheritance that much. Charlotte loved Gran, and she showed it every day, which is more than any of us did.” Her voice was thick with angry tears, her hands fisted at her sides as if she wanted to do physical damage.


    Charlotte remained frozen by the door, her throat and chest so tight it was a physical ache pounding in concert with the one at her temples.


    “Dammit,” Rachel muttered. “I’m proud of Charlotte and everything she’s achieved. Am I envious? Hell, yes, but it’s a healthy envy. Her new life and fiancé are things I aspire to, and I intend to get both, but not by cheating and sneaking around, not by selling out my family to the press for money. Charlotte makes me want to be a better person, and I’d rather be related to her than to the two of you. I’m leaving. I can’t bear to breathe the same contaminated air.” She swung around and came to a halt when she saw Charlotte. Rachel’s face crumpled and she ran to Charlotte. For the second time, her oldest stepsister pulled her into an embrace. It was a fierce hug, painful even, but the warmth and well-meaning in Rachel’s touch thawed some of the ice inside Charlotte.


    “I’m so sorry,” Rachel whispered. “I didn’t know.”


    “It’s okay.” Charlotte found herself comforting her stepsister.


    “It’s not all right,” Rachel said fiercely. “What they’ve done is despicable. Gran is probably rolling in her grave.”


    “She’s probably already here haunting them,” Charlotte said because she knew Rachel was right. Gran wouldn’t have condoned Elizabeth’s actions.


    “I hope so. I’m going to pack. My friend Julia keeps asking me to move in with her and share costs. I’m going to say yes.” Rachel hesitated. “Will I see you later? In the future, I mean? Could we meet for coffee or a drink sometime?”


    Instinct and past experience made Charlotte want to say no, but the silent pleading in her stepsister changed her mind. She gave a stiff nod.


    “Thank you.” Rachel glanced over her shoulder. “Give them hell.”


    “What are you doing here?” Elizabeth’s belligerence held a trace of defensiveness, as if she knew she’d stepped far from decency.


    “Is it true?” Charlotte demanded.


    “Charlotte,” a familiar voice said from behind her. A hand slipped around her waist and she sank back against Ash’s hard chest for an instant before stiffening and jerking away.


    She stalked toward Elizabeth, fury rushing up from her belly. It exploded from her like lava from a volcano. “Is. It. True?”


    Elizabeth backed up half a step. “You can’t come in here. This is private property.”


    “I am going to sue you,” Charlotte spat. “You can’t go around telling people—”


    Amusement burst from Elizabeth in a harsh laugh. “It’s true. Richard isn’t your father. After your precious mother died, he was stuck with you.”


    “He loved me.”


    “He loved Lisa. You were part of the package.” Malice coated the words, a sense of satisfaction.


    “Don’t listen to her poison.” Ash was a solid presence at her side.


    Charlotte focused on Elizabeth, stalking closer, intent on her prey. “What do you mean?”


    “Lisa had money.”


    Charlotte rejected the words instantly. She remembered her parents together, their quiet laughter and whispering. Yes, they’d loved each other, but they’d loved her too. Then doubt surged through her as other memories—long forgotten—flickered through her mind in a slow-moving film reel. Another man. Big. So big. Shouting. Weeping.


    She swallowed her escalating fears. “Who is my father? Where is he?”


    “Jason Humphries went to jail for murder. He died three years later in a prison fight.”


    Dead. Charlotte gasped for breath, struggled to maintain her composure, but it was like sucking air through a straw. Her chest tightened. Black spots appeared in her vision. She sucked harder and a little oxygen made it down the narrow tube. A wheeze escaped as she fought for another breath. A roar rushed through her mind. Panicked. Painful.


    She felt as if she were floating, untethered, without roots.


    She stumbled for the door, determined to leave before the tears welling in her eyes overflowed to dampen her cheeks. She came face-to-face with Ash, stared at him. Her heart twisted in anguish as another truth struck her over the head.


    Everything she’d thought of as truth was a big lie.


    And now the publicity would go crazy, even worse than it had been to date. The facts about her father’s history and the lie she’d been unknowingly living would be rehashed in the press. And Ash…no, she was only prolonging the inevitable. She yanked off her engagement ring and pressed it into his hand, evading his grasp, not stopping at his hoarse, shocked words.


    The publicity was hurting his business already, and she couldn’t live with herself if his clients deserted him because of his association with her. It was much safer to her sanity and her heart to leave now, before he left her.


    Charlotte walked out of the kitchen without looking back.
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    Ash stared at the sapphire-and-diamond ring in his hand, paralyzed by what had just happened. Charlotte wasn’t thinking straight. She was distraught. They’d work this out.


    A harsh laugh—one tinged with sly amusement—jerked him from his frenzied thoughts.


    “I’m not surprised,” Elizabeth said. “Considering her father’s instability, Charlotte’s behavior is not unexpected.”


    “Why?” For the first time in his life, Ash wanted to hit a woman. His gaze took in Jenny. “Why did you do this to Charlotte?”


    “Charlotte gets everything,” Jenny cried. “She got an inheritance from Gran, she lands a job when she doesn’t have any training, and you. She snared you. Charlotte gets everything and she doesn’t deserve it.”


    If they knew how carefully he’d wooed Charlotte, how he might have lost her because of their meddling. Instinctively he’d known something was broken in her, had recognized it because he’d felt the same pain battering him inside before, emotions fighting for freedom. The difference was the support he’d received from his father, his relations and friends.


    Charlotte had never had the same safety net.


    Ash sent Jenny a disgusted glare and turned his wrath on Elizabeth. “And you? What excuses do you have for your behavior?”


    “Excuses? Excuses?” Elizabeth screeched. “That girl has been a boil on my backside from the day we met. I didn’t want another child, but I put up with her for Richard. I loved him. I thought I could make him love me in the same way.”


    Ash gaped at her, shocked by her spite. Charlotte had been an innocent child. None of this had been her fault. He edged to the door, wanting to leave, before the filth in this house rubbed off on him. No. He needed to know everything before he approached Charlotte. In order to heal, she needed to understand the why of this mess.


    “None of this is Charlotte’s fault. She was an innocent child.”


    “She is the bloody key to every problem I have.” Elizabeth’s cool blonde façade melted into an ugly mask of resentment and anger. “All of Lisa’s money went to Charlotte. Richard had guardianship once Lisa died. I wanted him to get rid of her, but he refused. He loved Lisa and her daughter. Even when he was dying in the hospital, his last words were of Lisa and Charlotte. I loved him, and he cried out for her, for them.”


    “What happened to Lisa’s money?”


    “I spent it. It was easy since Richard made me Charlotte’s legal guardian.”


    Jenny gasped. “You stole Charlotte’s inheritance?”


    “Every cent,” Elizabeth said in satisfaction.


    “But it didn’t make you feel better,” Ash said. “You made her into a slave, playing on her soft heart. You made her into Cinderella.”


    Elizabeth shrugged and laughed lightly. “Can’t beat payback.”


    “You make me sick,” Ash said. “Stay away from Charlotte. If you so much as look in her direction I’ll have you in court so fast your head will spin. Understand?” He was tired of playing nice. “And you.” He whirled on Jenny. “Don’t bother coming into work again. I’ll ask Laura to give you a reference, but I’m only doing it so I don’t sink to your level.”


    “No. Please—” Jenny broke off under his furious glare.


    Ash strode out of the McDougal house, feeling in need of a shower. Outside, he couldn’t see Charlotte. He rang Maria, asking her to let him know if Charlotte arrived at the boutique. He made a quick call to Laura and told her to cancel his appointments for the next two weeks.


    “But I can’t reschedule everything,” she protested.


    “Do it,” Ash said in a hard voice. “You and John can take care of everything between you. I’ll be in touch on a daily basis, but I won’t be in Auckland. Tell clients I have a family emergency. I’ll be at home for the rest of the day. Ring me around five.” He hung up before she responded and drove toward home.


    Charlotte would have to go there at some stage, even if was only to collect her belongings. He’d wait until she arrived and make her listen to him.


    


    * * * * *


    Charlotte sat in the far corner of a café, staring into her coffee cup. The second she thought of Ash, the tears started again, raining down her cheeks. She bit back a sob, aware people were staring.


    An elderly waitress delivered coffee and cake to a neighboring table and returned to hand Charlotte several tissues.


    “There, there, dear,” she murmured. “I’m sure he’s not worth all these tears.”


    “Thanks,” she croaked.


    You shouldn’t have given back the ring, Ms Feisty snapped. Ash loves you.


    Charlotte wasn’t so sure. How could she trust her instincts when she hadn’t known the truth about her own family? Heck, she’d never suspected a thing.


    Ash loves you, Ms. Feisty insisted. He’s a good man. You need to talk to him, explain how you feel. He’s not a damn mind reader. And tell Ash you love him in return. You know you love him. You can fix this mess. All you need to do is talk to him. I don’t want to lose, Ash. Ms. Feisty stomped her foot, and the dull ache in Charlotte’s head intensified.


    She pushed away the full coffee cup, blotted her face with the crumpled tissues and took a deep breath.


    Ash deserved an explanation about why they couldn’t be together. He needed to learn about the nerves gouged raw by Elizabeth’s revelations. Maybe he’d even forgive her, and they could remain friends. All she needed was a little honesty, a smidge of bravery. Friends was best while she found her feet and regained some sort of equilibrium.


    Charlotte stood and left the café. She was at the stop for a few minutes before the bus arrived. Ignoring the hovering reporters and their hollered questions at Ash’s house, she opened the security gate and slipped through.


    Ash was at the door to meet her. “Are you okay?”


    She shook her head mutely, tears welling yet again, when she thought she’d cried every drop of moisture from her body already.


    “Aw, sweetheart,” he whispered. His arms wrapped around her, his warmth, his familiar scent and his smoky voice calming as he murmured words of comfort.


    When her sobs slowed to hiccups, he pulled back and led her into the lounge. He guided her to the leather couch and pulled her on his knee.


    “Tell me why you gave me back my ring,” he said.


    Charlotte hesitated.


    “You can tell me anything,” he said. “God knows, I’ve suffered plenty of insecurities due to my scars. I have no intention of judging.”


    Surprised, she pulled back, staring into his pretty blue eyes. He regarded her steadily, not a hint of anger in him. Puzzlement, yes, but he didn’t seem annoyed.


    Tell him, Ms. Feisty said impatiently. Procrastinating will make it harder.


    “Everything I thought I knew about my past is a lie,” she blurted. “I can’t…Elizabeth and Jenny with their story. I thought…I’ve brought you trouble, here and at work.” She sucked in a quick breath. “I can’t…” She trailed off, struggling to put her thoughts into words.


    “Elizabeth did it because she’s jealous of you. When Richard died his last words and thoughts were of your mother and you rather than Elizabeth. Jenny acted out of jealousy too. She thinks you get everything by clicking your fingers.”


    An incredulous laugh squeezed past her tight lips. “They’re jealous of me?”


    “Yes,” Ash said. “Charlotte?”


    The stern note in his voice forced her to lift her head. “Yes.”


    “I don’t care about your past.”


    She sighed tiredly, recognizing the serious flaw in his words. “The press will make it a big deal. This is only the start of this mess.”


    “All I care about is now and my future with you,” he said.


    “My real father was a criminal. He murdered someone. I feel as if I don’t know who I am anymore.”


    “You’re Charlotte Dixon, the woman I love,” Ash said, pressing a kiss to her cheek. “You’re the first woman I’ve met who sees the real me rather than my bank account. My scars don’t throw you. You’re the woman I want to marry. You challenge me with your clever brain, you make me laugh, and you excite me with your sexy body. Sweetheart, I can’t promise the publicity will die down soon. Life’s not like that, but I can promise I will treasure and love you with every part of me. Hell, I fell halfway in love with you at the ball, before I even knew your name. Nothing else matters apart from our feelings for each other.”


    Charlotte listened to the timbre of his voice, the passion in him and tendrils of belief unfurled deep inside her. He really didn’t care about the publicity or what people would say about her murderous father. “What happens if I’m not sure?”


    “We don’t need to hurry. I’ll woo you to my way of thinking, maybe tie you to my bed. I have enough money to buy a new bed especially for the purpose.”


    A faint smile curled her lips before she sobered again. “I need to prove to myself and everyone else that I can do things on my own. I don’t want you to smooth my way for me. I need this, Ash. After living with Elizabeth, I need to feel I’m the one driving my life.”


    Ash frowned before finally nodding. “I understand the need for independence, but could you meet me halfway? Keep up with the design work you’re doing or go to university. Whatever you like,” he said. “But, Charlotte, we’re good together. What do you say? Will you marry me? Please, put your ring back on and stay with me.”


    “I’m scared.” And it was true. Fear bubbled in the depths of her soul. Not rational but real all the same. The fear of losing herself again, her very identity.


    “It’s okay to feel afraid.” Ash tipped her head up so he could see her face. “It’s not all right to run away or stick your head down a burrow. Cowardice isn’t an option, not for the Charlotte I know.”


    “Maybe you don’t know the real me.”


    “Oh, I know the real you. You’re feisty, sometimes impulsive. You have a huge heart, and you’re capable of giving so much love.” He tugged on a tendril of red hair. “We can stay engaged for as long as you want. I know our relationship has happened quickly. We can move at our own pace.”


    “The stories in the papers won’t go away.”


    Ash sighed. “No, they won’t. The best thing is to issue a formal statement and ride out the attention until another story takes its place. I have an idea. Would you like to hear it?”


    Charlotte nodded.


    “You’ve almost finished the campaigns I’ve given you. I’ve cleared space in my schedule. Why don’t we go away for a week or ten days? Somewhere quiet where it’s just the two of us. Do you have a passport?”


    “Yes, Gran took us to the Gold Coast in Australia for a holiday a few years ago.”


    “How does a private bungalow in Tahiti sound? At one of the resorts where they’re used to dealing with guests who require privacy.”


    “We could do that?” What she meant was, would he do that for her?


    


    * * * * *


    Seven days later


    


    The waves lapped at the shore, and with each step Ash caught a whiff of the floral scent from the flower Charlotte wore tucked behind her ear. When he glanced at her, she smiled, the sexy grin sending a frantic message darting below his belt. He kept walking, the warmth from her hand wrapped in his a comfortable one.


    Away from media scrutiny, she’d relaxed. They’d talked about their pasts and what they hoped for the future. They’d talked about her need for independence within their relationship, and after everything she’d told him of life with Elizabeth, he understood her desire for freedom. They’d discussed Elizabeth and the theft of Charlotte’s inheritance, deciding to tell Elizabeth they’d ignore her theft if she refrained from giving further interviews. Charlotte excited him, fulfilled him. Most people would think it sappy, but she completed him in the best of ways.


    “This is nice,” she said, directing their steps into the water.


    He reached over to lightly tap her nose. “Someone got a bit much sun today.”


    “It will probably peel,” she said in a cheerful tone. “At least that’s the only part of me to catch the sun.” She scanned his naked upper body, browned by days of swimming and snorkeling. “You’re lucky you don’t burn.”


    Ash laughed, putting on a leer and directing his gaze to her chest. “It’s no hardship rubbing lotion on you. How far do you want to walk?”


    “Maybe a bit farther. What’s the time?”


    “About three thirty.”


    “Okay.” She huffed out a breath. It was hard enough to stir the collar of the long gauzy shirt she wore over her bikini. “I want to ask you something.”


    The serious note in her voice shoved the indulgent smile off his face. He noted her nervousness, the way she’d averted his gaze. The stirrings of foreboding caught him unawares. He’d thought things were going well between them. If she told him she wanted out of their engagement…


    “Sure, go ahead.” Settle, he told himself. Wait. Listen and panic then if necessary.


    She took a breath, more of a gulp really and lifted her gaze. A second breath made her breasts rise and fall, but he didn’t allow the distraction. She fumbled with the small bag she carried slung over her shoulder and pulled out something. For another instant, she hesitated, her brown eyes full of anxiety.


    A third breath whispered in and out of her before she held out her hand and opened it. In the middle of her palm sat a gold band. “Ash, will you marry me?”


    He stared at her, shock pummeling him. His attention drifted to the ring in her hand, and his vision blurred.


    “Um, you don’t have to. I mean… Damn, I’m making a mess of this,” she said in frustration. “I’ll start again. I love you, Ash Marlborough, and want to spend the rest of my life with you. Will you marry me?”


    The explosion of emotions inside Ash threatened to send him to his knees. She was amazing. His woman. And she loved him. Aware she was starting to look uncomfortable, he smiled so wide it hurt his mouth. “Yes. Yes, I’ll marry you.” He yanked her into his arms and kissed her, a possessive kiss. One with little finesse, but it contained every emotion that rioted around inside him.


    


    


    Charlotte curled her hand around the ring and kissed him back. You’re only half done, Ms. Feisty reminded her.


    She pulled back. “I talked to the lady at reception. If you agree, we can get married tomorrow. We can take care of formalities today and get married on the beach.”


    “Would you like that?” His smile told her he wasn’t averse to the idea.


    “I want our wedding to be special without publicity or turmoil. Do you think your father would mind?”


    “We can ring him and let him know,” Ash said. “I don’t think he’ll mind at all.”


    The next morning, Charlotte wore her apricot dress while Ash wore a cream shirt and black trousers. The sun shone against a blue sky, and the palm trees rustled in the tropical breeze.


    “I now pronounce you man and wife,” the male celebrant said.


    Ash’s kiss tasted of love with just a hint of lust, and she luxuriated in the feelings, the love she felt for this special man.


    Ten minutes later, they wandered hand in hand to their bungalow where a waiter served Champagne and the festive lunch Charlotte had ordered. After telling them to dial reception if they required anything else, the smiling waiter departed.


    “I love you, Mrs. Marlborough.”


    “I love you too,” she whispered. “Let’s leave lunch until later.”


    He scooped her off her feet before she could blink, and carried her through to their bedroom. Outside the faint whoosh of the waves sounded, ebbing and advancing again. Without haste, they disrobed, coming together when they were both naked.


    Each kiss seemed deeper, communicated more. Each touch of his hands thrilled her. She smiled into his eyes and pressed her lips to the scars on his face.


    One night of misbehavior would never be enough. She knew that now, accepted it. Their bodies moved in a sensuous ballet of love, and she wrapped her arms around him, holding Ash tight.


    Spending all of her nights with Ash worked much better.
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    Summer in the City of Sails


    Copyright 2005 Shelley Munro


    


    


    A noise woke Summer. One moment she was dreaming of playing rugby with the All Blacks and the next her eyes sprang open, the fine hairs on her arms prickling in silent alarm. She froze, exhaling slowly while she listened.


    There it was again—a muted sound that could be a footstep. Summer slid from bed, knowing she’d have to investigate or she’d never get any sleep.


    Voices whispered down the passage outside her room. Summer froze. A light flashed briefly then shut off.


    “Must be in one of the bedrooms.”


    The guttural whisper snapped Summer to attention. She crept noiselessly toward the window. The shutter clicked as she opened it. Loud enough that she froze again.


    “I’ll check in this room and the bathroom. You take the other two rooms.”


    “What about the girl?”


    “You heard the boss. Do whatever’s necessary to get the goods.”


    “Right.”


    Two of them. That didn’t sound good. Healthy fear made Summer spring to action. She shoved the window open wide, no longer worrying about attracting attention. Footsteps sounded right outside her door. The door handle grated as it turned. Summer slithered out the window feetfirst. The sill dug into her stomach while her feet dangled two feet above Uncle Henry’s prized rose garden. Not the best position to be in, but not as bad as being accosted by strange men in the middle of the night. Summer wriggled further over the windowsill and let go.


    Rose thorns sliced at her calves, her thighs. Summer bit her bottom lip. Shit! That hurt. Well that would teach her to wear a skimpy nightgown to bed rather than the flannelette pajamas her mother had packed. She extricated herself from the grip of Tom Thumb, Uncle Henry’s favorite rosebush, and limped toward Nikolai’s house. Pique made her grimace and think in curses. Just her luck. Her first night alone, and she needed help. A great start to her bid for independence.


    “She’s not here.”


    Summer glanced over her shoulder and once again cursed her nightgown. The pale material stuck out like a Jersey bull in her mother’s vegetable garden.


    “She must be here.”


    Summer changed direction. She’d have to go around the back of Nikolai’s house. She stepped up onto the verandah and almost fell through a broken board. Damn and blast.


    “The window’s open. Look out in the garden.” The intruders’ voices carried on the night air.


    An open window beckoned, the sheer net curtains fluttering in the soft breeze. The voices moved closer, and Summer didn’t hesitate. She dived through the window.


    Something tackled her, sending her flying. Summer landed on her back in the middle of a mattress. The air hissed from her lungs as someone pinned her in place.


    “Don’t move,” a harsh voice said next to her ear. A hand moved down her arm and across her chest, freezing when it came into contact with her breast. This time, the succinct Anglo-Saxon curse didn’t raise so much as an eyebrow. The body pressing her into the bed moved, but not enough for her to draw a good lungful of air. A bedside lamp switched on. She blinked at the surge of bright light.


    “You.” Nikolai glared down at her. “What the devil are you doing in my bedroom?”


    Summer swallowed. His hand was warm, and she felt her nipple hardening under his touch. Humiliation at her body’s betrayal made her tense even as she savored the spike of sensation.


    “Um…would you mind taking your hand off my breast?” The way her nipple was cozying into his palm—talk about a newsflash. Being this close to the man was unnerving, especially since he was the enemy. She refused to think about how good it would feel if he rearranged their bodies a fraction. Nope. She wasn’t going there.


    The furrow between his brows deepened. “Isn’t that what you’re here for?”


    The innuendo made Summer stiffen even more. “Someone’s broken into Uncle Henry’s house.”


    “Why didn’t you say so?” To Summer’s intense relief, Nikolai moved off her. “Have you rung the police?”


    “No. I…” Summer’s voice trailed off as she took in the broad expanse of his naked chest. Oops, naked all over. Her gaze jumped northward again, but the vision of masculinity remained seared to her retinas. He looked so much better without clothes.


    Nikolai rolled his eyes with the same masculine impatience her brothers exhibited when they thought she was acting blonde. “Never mind. Get in bed and stay warm. I’ll take care of things.”


    He yanked on a pair of jeans and limped from the room before she could tell him what she thought of his verbal pat on the head. No way was she staying in his bed and missing out on the fun. She sprang from the mattress. This was more adventure than she’d ever imagined, and it was only her second day in Auckland.


    Summer crept down the passage, feeling her way cautiously through the dark and unfamiliar house.


    “I thought I told you to stay in bed.”


    Summer jerked as his warm breath tickled her ear. Oh, boy. Who would have thought an ear was an erogenous zone? She bit down on her bottom lip, frowned then grinned as a brainwave struck. “I heard a noise outside the window.” Luckily, it was dark since she couldn’t lie to save herself. And her body was broadcasting lustful messages a blind man could decipher. Full participation in this adventure would give her something else to think about, help her gain a semblance of control—she hoped.


    “All right. Stay with me,” he ordered. He moved off, sliding through the darkness with the ease of a soldier on night maneuvers.


    Summer blundered after him and kicked a table leg. The clatter made Nikolai curse. She blinked. Another new one to save for later—wait until the next time her brothers tried to tell her how to live her life. She’d stun them with her brilliance.


    “Can’t you be quiet?”


    “I can’t see.”


    Another muttered curse. “Here.” He seized her hand. “Hold onto me. And keep up.”


    Summer felt a royal salute coming on until he attached her hand to the waistband of his jeans. When she touched warm masculine skin, every militant urge in her mind stalled. Her fingers curled about the body-warmed denim. She sucked in a deep breath, her senses reeling and her body humming—from toe-tips to the top of her head. Bits in between tingled and plunged, and swooped like a high-speed lift traveling to the ground floor. Oh, boy.


    Nikolai opened the front door and slid outside. Summer stumbled after him, her mind engaged on sensation, the way her silk nightgown caressed her curves, rather than the urgent need to reconnoiter. He stopped without warning. Summer didn’t, and her nose flattened against his shoulder blade. A soft whoosh of air escaped from between her parted lips.


    Nikolai’s hands snaked out, steadying and preventing her from falling. “Mind the step. I haven’t got round to fixing it yet.”


    The step? Her next intake of breath was a mistake. It was full of Nikolai. Sandalwood soap and Nikolai, and it was a very combustible combination. Who’d have thought?


    



    Lies and secrets have a way of returning to bite a girl in the butt…


    


    Tea For Two


    Copyright 2008, Shelley Munro


    


    Love at first sight. Sam Norville snorted and signaled the bartender for another beer. He didn’t believe a man and a woman could fall in love the moment they first clapped eyes on each other, despite his family’s evidence to the contrary. His grandparents, his parents, his older brother and, according to his grandmother, his great-grandparents as well. Only he dared to buck the happy trend, along with his twin sisters who, at twenty, were too young to marry. According to his grandmother, they were all safe until they hit twenty-five. After that, all bets were off.


    Normally he didn’t let family traditions bother him, but everyone had ganged up on him at the family dinner they’d had to celebrate his grandfather’s eightieth birthday the previous weekend. What they didn’t know was he’d already disproved the theory with Amber. He wasn’t about to put himself through the same hell again.


    Sam tipped back his head and drank, allowing the crisp flavor of hops to dance across his taste buds. He enjoyed his single status, refusing to toe the line and follow in his brother’s footsteps, meeting and marrying the woman of his dreams in mere days. Wasn’t gonna happen, not when he had more important things to do with his life. Like carving his niche in the business world and enjoying himself. So what if he’d turned twenty-eight last month? There were lots of beautiful, single women in London who liked to party and have fun as much as he did. Besides, he thought with a grimace, the local gossip magazines would suffer if he picked one specific woman. Quite possibly go out of business, according to his mother. Sam thought about it again and shook his head. Nah, wasn’t gonna happen, no matter how many dinners and lectures on family history and happy-ever-after he had to sit through.


    Turning to lean against the polished wooden bar, he scanned the interior of the crowded private room. The steady beat of Salsa music throbbed through concealed speakers, and on the makeshift dance floor several customers and his employees strutted their stuff. Normally, he loved to dance, but tonight he wasn’t in the mood. Sam’s attention strayed to study the occupants in the room. He knew the majority of them. A few, like the dark-haired woman sitting in the corner on her own, were strangers. Two women standing at the opposite end of the bar waved and started to thread their way through the crowd. Alarm skittered through him. Both were nice enough, but it was easy to see they wanted a permanent man. Without conceit, he knew his bank balance and family connections made him a valuable commodity.


    Not tonight. No, tonight he didn’t want to play the mating game. All he wanted was pleasant company with no commitments. No promises or obligations. A third woman stopped the two who had waved at him. As one, they turned to scrutinize him, clear speculation written across their faces. Determination. Sam knew what a wild animal felt like, trapped with nowhere to hide. His gaze darted back to the dark-haired woman sitting on her own, and he came to a quick decision.


    His savior—although she might not appreciate the fact.


    A soft smile played across sensual lips while she watched both the dancers and the people at the bar. There was an intriguing stillness about her, as if she were content with her own company, but that didn’t stop Sam from striding away from the bar, navigating the dancers on the floor, to reach her side. Up close, she had a quiet beauty with creamy soft skin and sapphire blue eyes surrounded by a mass of dark lashes. She wasn’t a woman who screamed, “look at me,” but her full curves appealed to him. Nothing worse than a string-bean woman with jutting hipbones and stick arms. No, he preferred someone healthy and robust, who didn’t look as if she’d break when he held her.


    “Hello, darling,” he said and he lifted her off the chair, hauling her into his arms. Before she had a chance to react, he lowered his head and kissed her. To anyone else, to the three women stalking him, it would appear like a quick peck between friends, but with this woman, something changed. Shock roared through him and he froze. He pulled back enough so he could stare down at her, trying to fathom the sense of possessiveness that had blindsided him without warning. Yes, her eyes were beautiful. Stunning. The freckles across the bridge of her nose were cute. She smelled of wildflowers, a light, natural scent that didn’t make his eyes water or bring on a sneeze.


    This woman was…


    No way. No how! Not possible. He wasn’t going to act on the instinct screaming through him. He’d traveled that road before. No, all he intended to do was chat, maybe dance and reassure himself that this love at first sight stuff really was a load of crap. And of course, avoid the three stooges stalking him at the same time.


    He released the woman and offered her a grin, the charming type his mother and sisters accused him of using whenever he wanted something.


    “Hello, I’m Sam. You don’t know it yet, but you’ve just saved my life. I can’t thank you enough.”


    “If you wanted an original pickup line, you’ve found it,” she said dryly, cocking her head slightly to the side to look up at him. Her voice was low and throaty. Seductive. And her mouth. Oh, yeah. Her bottom lip glistened, the plump pink curve highlighted with a gloss of some kind. Sam wanted to touch, but curled his hands to fists to halt the impulse.


    “You haven’t heard my best ones yet.” Sam held out his hand and waited for her to acknowledge his greeting.


    “Oh?” The beginnings of a grin twitched at the corner of her sexy lips, but didn’t go any farther. Slowly, she stepped back to put a more respectable distance between them. Sam’s heart thudded violently without warning, and he found himself wanting to make her smile. He could imagine her face lighting up and wanted to see if his imagination matched the truth.


    “How much will you charge me for a smile?”


    “You’re funny.” Slowly, she placed her hand in his. When she tipped back her head to study him and their hands touched, a sharp spark of desire flared up his arm. His sharp inhalation sounded loud, harsh to his ears, but the woman didn’t seem to notice. Her attention centered on his lips, in the same way he’d looked at hers. She seemed mesmerized, certainly as interested as he was in touching, tasting her mouth and making her smile. Suddenly Sam felt like he was back at school, a teenager with a crush on the most popular girl in his class. He wanted to swallow and shuffle his feet. He wanted to caress her mouth again in the worst possible way. This time he’d make the kiss slower. Deepen it. Explore. Conquer. The unwanted thought registered, and he frowned, drawing back and releasing her hand.


    “And yet I haven’t made you smile,” he said. “I can’t be as funny as you thought.”


    



    Warning: Condoms were tested and a few harmed during the writing of this story.


    


    Fancy Free


    Copyright 2008 Shelley Munro


    


    


    “Didn’t look like the condom type to me.” Sam Glengarry dropped his coffee cup on his saucer with a clatter. He stretched his arms above his head, groaning at the creak of bones.


    “Huh.” Harriet Te Whare snorted, her knitting needles clicking furiously as she worked on her current project, a striped scarf for her granddaughter. “You weren’t the condom type when Alicia approached us to help her raise the money to float the company. You’re sure as hell in favor of condoms now.”


    Sam puffed up indignantly, making James grin. They’d all gone to school with Alicia and settled in Sloan to have families. Now years later, they’d taken a risk with their investment in Alicia’s foolish idea to start up a condom company. Fierce pride filled James. Pity his mother wasn’t part of the same group.


    “Have we received the test results for the X-100?” Katarina Wilson asked.


    James nodded, thankful he seemed to have diverted a rundown of Ms. Knowall’s column. He didn’t particularly want to know which of his latest dates had hit the gossip column with him. No doubt he’d piece it together over the course of the day. “Yes, that’s what I wanted to discuss—”


    The door flew open and Glen Bellbooth and Alice entered. Alice. His new boss. James let his gaze travel down her body and back up. Curious. Once again, she’d arrived in disguise, a black skirt today with all-encompassing layers of fabric. James cocked his head, curious and more interested than he should be about the hidden curves.


    Did she have something to hide?


    “Morning all,” Glen Bellbooth said. “Coffee, Alice?”


    She nodded, her distraction allowing James to look his fill. His eyes strayed to the golden speckles on the bridge of her nose before his gaze drifted downward to the creamy skin at the base of her throat. Did she have freckles on her breasts as well? And what about size and shape? Hard to tell with the baggy clothes.


    A soft, choked sound brought a grin. He winked at her and frowned inwardly when she didn’t respond. Most women blushed or flirted back, unable to resist his charm and his sexy dimple. Miffed, he realized this woman had slipped stealthily into his mind yesterday and hadn’t left since. He was at a loss to explain his fixation. She wasn’t his type at all. James admitted it—he normally went for obvious. Long legs and big breasts, women who knew how to highlight their assets. He shot another glance at the new owner. The sleeplessness of the previous night hadn’t just been work related. This woman had intruded as well, in a graphic, sexual manner that left him hot and eager and desperate. A series of images flickered through his mind. Intimate images.


    James cursed inwardly. His body had no such qualms, suddenly tense in places that had no business reacting in the middle of a board meeting. Immediately, he redirected his thoughts to the more mundane and away from dangerous territory. When he added Ms. Knowall to the equation, his dick subsided immediately.


    “Have a seat.” Rita motioned to a chair. “I saved you some cake. You too, Glen.”


    James grabbed a pen from inside the folder, his mind on the future. He wasn’t staying in Sloan for much longer. Just the six months his contract stipulated, the six additional months he’d promised Alicia. Although his main objective remained, to catch the person responsible for the sabotage of the trials for the X-100, he’d agreed because of family. Stupid idea as it turned out. His mother disapproved of everything he did. Some things never changed. But Alice might create a welcome distraction and maybe he could discover the body beneath before he left…


    Richard Morgan, one of Sloan’s cops, nudged him in the shoulder. “Mind out of the gutter, boy,” he said gruffly.


    “What? I’m not doing anything.” James summoned innocent and wronged on his face as he turned to the older man.


    “Huh.” Richard gave a snort, half laughter but with disapproval too. “I’ve seen the same look on Luke’s face. Yours too in your younger days. You have mischief on your mind.”


    “My mind is on condoms,” James countered. “The X-100—”


    “Yeah, but not in a business sense. I wasn’t born yesterday. Don’t hurt that girl, James.”


    James scowled. “I don’t intend to hurt her. We have to work together.” But exploration of mutual pleasure wasn’t out of the question. No pain involved in a little consensual sex. He snorted inwardly. Probably the kick of male hormones. See a challenge and respond.


    Before Richard could add to his lecture, he changed the subject. The genuine care in the older man’s voice brought the rush of memories of lighthearted childish days spent roaming Sloan with his friend Luke Morgan. Richard and Luke were like family to him, more supportive than his own. “How’s Luke? I’ve talked to him a couple of times, but he seemed preoccupied. Muttered something about crime sprees and damned cults. At least, the demonstrations against Fancy Free have died down. I half expected a protest inside the hall when Glen read the will but they behaved for a change. I heard via the gossip vine that they accosted Alice briefly. Has the cult been up to something else?”


    “Yeah, rumor says cultivation of wacky weed. They’ve been baking it into cookies for sale to the local teenagers, or at least that’s what we think. We have to prove it first, catch the blighters red-handed. Yep, we’re busy at the moment. The newspaper story about mystical powers in Sloan has brought a new batch of weirdos into town. A few strange things going on.”


    “Is everyone ready to start?” Glen Bellbooth asked, interrupting the questions James had intended to ask. “Alice has agreed to stay for the six months stipulated by the will, which will work out well since James can show her the ropes before he leaves. Once Alice knows everyone, I think you can conduct your regular meeting and I’ll leave to prepare for my court appearance.” He nodded at Alice. “James will go through the day-to-day procedures with you later. Don’t worry. By the time his contract ends you’ll be an expert.”


    Sounded fine to James. He wanted to know what made the young woman tick. Time spent with her would give him that opportunity. A quick glance around the six board members confirmed their acquiescence. James conducted the introductions and opened the purple folder he’d placed on the table in front of him. “I want to talk about product development. The new condom design is complete and we’re ready to begin trials to test the X-100.”


    “I still don’t know why we need this new one,” Joseph Craig grumbled. “We’ve got glow in the dark ones, different sizes, flavored ones and who knows what else. Why do we need to develop more? Who wants another condom?”


    James sighed. Alicia had been able to explain everything to the board, discuss things in old-fogey terminology. The elderly board members didn’t like change. Sometimes he wondered how Alicia had talked them into their investment in the sex industry, although he had to admit they showed more interest and asked insightful questions these days. “Our opposition brings out new products on a regular basis. If we want to keep our market share, we have to do the same,” he explained in a calm voice. Some days he felt like a damned parrot.


    A cough attracted his attention. Alice’s face had turned bright red. “Are you all right?” he asked, although James suspected the reason for her unease. Her gaze focused on the photo of their newest condom design. Stretched out in all its glory over a fiberglass penis, the X-100 looked high-tech and very impressive.
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