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Chapter One




“How did I let her talk me into this?”  Ellie Roth mumbled to herself.  

As she sat in the office of Liaison, one of the highest rated escort services in New York that her friend Nina had recommended, she felt the butterflies that she managed to tamp down before her appointment flutter back to life.  Her body reacted in a way that brought heat to her cheeks when she surveyed the color scheme in the office and implanted images that were best left in the privacy of her own home.  She loved color in all forms, but the deep reds painted on the wall made her think of shirtless men, their skin glistening with a sheen of sweat, which led to thinking about sex, and she absently wondered whether the heavy oak desk would be sturdy enough for two people.

She shook her head to dispel where her thoughts led her and blew out a breath to shake off her embarrassment.  When that didn’t help calm her nerves, she brought out her sketch book from her messenger bag and opened to a fresh white page.  Her hand instinctively moved over the page as her eyes darted around the room, drawn to several pictures of the same couple scattered around the office.  Her focus moved from one picture to another, trying to get the right angle in her sketch, and before long, her nervous energy fled and she transferred it into her creation.  

She felt a twinge of envy as she glanced at all of the pictures, and for the first time in her twenty-five years, she yearned for something more than a career and her art.

She had one single goal when she lived with her parents.  Getting out.

Her parents were in their late forties when they had her, a very big surprise for two selfish people who had no clue how to raise a baby.  She learned early on that she had to depend on herself if she wanted anything in life, so at the age of sixteen, she graduated from high school and enrolled in college for the summer semester.  She made the decision to take the maximum amount of credits she could handle each semester, and within three years, she had a bachelors in graphic design and information technology.  At the age of twenty, she was hired to be one of the artists at Jones, Booth and Company, a large advertising agency in New York, and worked her way up to lead designer in a matter of five years.

She loved her job and the responsibilities that came along with it, but she felt a restlessness that she didn’t want to examine.  Her dating history was abysmal, with one relationship that had failed almost as soon as it began.  She didn’t have enough time to find someone who she could get to know and possibly fall in love with, so here she was at an escort service to find a date.  It was the one respectable escort service she could find, where you could hire men as dates to social functions and not for sexual encounters, which made her feel a little better about making the appointment.  But not by much.  

She knew that she would never ask a stranger to sleep with her, no matter how handsome he was, but the thought planted itself in her head and wouldn’t let go.  A once-in-a-lifetime encounter that neither of them would regret.  Nina had told her that some of the escorts slept with clients, but after they’d completed their date with the client, and both parties were discreet about their time together.  Her friend had told her that whatever happened between the escort and client, stayed between the two of them.  She wondered whether she was brave enough to ask her date to sleep with her, but shook her head.  She wouldn’t, would she?

She banished the sinful thoughts from her head and darkened some of the lines on the sketch, humming absently to herself.  She jumped when the door slammed open, and she couldn’t help but glance at who caused the commotion.

She watched as the woman, the one from the pictures surrounding the office, and a man she didn’t recognize, rush into the office.  The woman walked behind the desk, putting distance between her and the angry man.

“You’re being ridiculous,” a deep voice growled.

That voice sent a shiver down her spine, and the heat that simmered from the inappropriate thoughts she had since entering the office burst into flames and licked her body.

Holy crap.  His voice alone could send her over the edge.

She dropped her eyes and tried to concentrate on the lines her hand drew absently, but her eyes kept going back to the man’s large form.  

She’d been in New York for five years, but she had never seen a man as impressive and handsome as the man who stood a few feet from her.  He was well past six feet tall, imposing with a wide set of shoulders, a muscular chest, and a defined stomach that was emphasized by the white dress shirt he wore.  His dark hair was mussed, as if he ran his hand through it several times, but instead of messy, it looked spectacular on him.  She ran her eyes over his body and back up to his face and squinted to see what color his eyes were.  But he was busy glaring at the woman behind the desk.

“You need to take it easy.  You can’t be working sixty hours a week anymore.  Think of your health,” he growled.

Ellie couldn’t help but examine the woman in front of her, but to her, the woman looked healthy.  To be honest, she looked as though she glowed.  The woman smiled indulgently at the man who let out a low growl at her lack of response.

“I am, but…”  She stopped when she glanced at Ellie, who’d tried to remain invisible and failed.

The man glanced up when the woman stopped talking, a split second before his head swiveled in her direction as he followed the woman’s gaze.

She stopped breathing as his eyes traveled down her body and back up, as if they were alone in the room.  His eyes zeroed in on her braid, hanging over her left breast.  She’d had purple highlights blended into her natural brown hair, and as he stared at her hair, she wondered whether he was too straitlaced to appreciate the little splash of color.

At that moment, he caught her gaze, and she couldn’t bring herself to look away.  It wasn’t until someone cleared their throat that she blinked, breaking the connection between them.

She turned toward the woman, who was now seated behind her desk.  “Should I go?” Ellie choked out.

The woman opened her mouth to respond, but was interrupted by the man.  “No!”

“As you see, I have a client.”  The woman turned back to the man, waiting for him to leave.

His eyes found hers for a split second before she dropped her eyes to her lap.  Instead of walking out the door as Ellie expected him to, he walked toward the filing cabinet on the other side of the room and perched on the edge of it, his arms crossed as he faced both women.  

“I think I’ll stick around.”

The woman closed her eyes and pinched her nose for a minute before she shot Ellie a questioning look.

“I don’t mind,” Ellie said.  

Her voice was husky and soft, so she coughed in order to cover her reaction to the man.  She should have been embarrassed by the request she was about to make, but because of his concern for the woman seated across from her, she felt comfortable speaking to both of them about her request.  She also knew that Liaison had a confidentiality agreement, and they would never disclose information about their clients.

The funny thing was, he looked more like a banker on Wall Street—the power suit a dead giveaway—not an escort.  This was her first trip to an escort service, so she had no idea what a typical escort looked like, so she pushed back her judgment and took a deep breath.

She gathered her thoughts, but stayed silent when he shifted from one foot to another.

His eyes never left her face.

She stared at him, giving him a once-over that wasn’t as subtle as his own.  She’d never seen a man as handsome as he was, and wondered whether he was as intense in bed as he was just standing in an office.  At her inappropriate thoughts, she shook her head and turned to meet the amused gaze of the woman.

“I’m Rebecca Kane, the owner of Liaison.  It’s nice to meet you.”

“Ellie Roth.  Thank you for seeing me on such short notice.”

“It’s no problem.  What can I do for you, Ellie?”

“I need a date for a wedding in a couple weeks, but I’ll need to get to know him a little bit before we attend.”

Ellie watched as Rebecca’s brows drew down, and wondered whether her request was ridiculous.  There were no prices listed on the web site, but she couldn’t help but wonder whether her request would be expensive.

“Can I ask why you need to get to know your date beforehand?”

“I’m attending a good friend’s wedding—well, really, my ex-boyfriend’s wedding.  He’s a couple years older than me, but we went to college at the same time, and both of us had plans to move to New York from Colorado after graduation.  We lost touch with each other after our careers took off, and a year ago, we ran into each other and started dating.  Well, funny thing, I caught him cheating with my roommate, and broke it off with him after I caught them.  They have decided to get married and are trying to set me up on a date for their wedding, and I’d rather…not.”

She shook her head at the understatement of the year.  She hoped that it didn’t come out as pathetic as it sounded in her head.

“They mean well, but I would rather pick my own date, and get to know them before the wedding.”

“Why not a friend?”

Ellie shook her head.  The closest friend she had was Ben, but she grew uncomfortable every time she thought about asking him.  

“My friends don’t think I should have accepted the invitation in the first place,” Ellie said.

Rebecca nodded.  “Let me see what I have available.”  She started to reach for her mouse on her desk, when the man interrupted her search.

“Don’t bother.  I’ll do it.”

Ellie’s eyes found his, and she raised an eyebrow in question.  The corner of his mouth lifted, as if he found the look on her face amusing, making her heart flutter in her chest.

“You’ve got to be joking?” she asked.

His smile curved into a frown at her question, and she hated herself for wiping the smile off his face.

“No,” he said.

She did the one thing that she could think of; she burst out in nervous laughter.  She slammed her hand over her mouth, and her eyes widened as he straightened from the file cabinet and strode toward her.  When he closed the distance, she jumped out of her chair and put a hand out to stop his advance, making sure that she didn’t touch any part of him.  He stood about a foot from her, and she could feel the heat and anger radiating from his body, which sobered her.

“Sorry.  I didn’t mean to laugh, but people will never believe that we are together.”

“Let me guess.  It’s because you date computer nerds with no muscle definition.”  He sneered.

Embarrassment flooded her because he hit on the exact type of man she would’ve picked, but the stubborn part of her would never admit that fact to him.  She was about to let go with a snarky answer as soon as it popped into her head, but she was saved when Rebecca cleared her throat.

“Lucian, what are you doing?” Rebecca asked.

“Lucian—that’s your name?” she barked out.  

She groaned as she slapped her hand over her mouth, again.  She needed to learn to keep her thoughts to herself, but this man made her body vibrate and her brain turn to mush.  Despite her outburst, his name conjured thoughts of them in a king-sized bed and slick skin.  Of their own volition, her eyes wandered back over his well-toned body in the expensive suit, and she knew without a doubt that he could pleasure a woman in bed.

“Never mind—it fits you.”

Something inside her mind short-circuited when the smile lit up his face, and the word that popped into her mind that described him was gorgeous.  For the first time in her life, she couldn’t think of anything but the man in front of her.  She wanted to get to know him, but the logical side of her knew that it would end in heartache for her.  She was a romantic, as much as she could be considering she’d never been in love, but this man made her dream of happily ever after.

His eyes released her from his hold, and she blew out a sigh of relief.  

“You don’t have anyone else who can do this,” he stated.

“No one would believe that we’re a couple,” Ellie reiterated.

He turned back to her and pinned her with his moss-green eyes.  “Why not?”

“Really?  You don’t see it?”

“No.”

She blew out a frustrated breath.  “You’re, well, you’re…hot, and gorgeous, and probably dangerous.”

Rebecca laughed, and her mumbled comment drew another megawatt smile from him.

“So are you, love.”

She stiffened at the endearment as a wave of heat washed over her body.  That one word had affected her more than she would have thought possible.  Her heart pounded as her breath stuttered in and out with her rapid breathing.  She opened and closed her mouth several times before she could speak, and she grasped onto any argument she could make.

“You don’t look like an escort—you look like a Wall Street tycoon.  I’m an artist; we’re opposites.”

She noticed that his eyes darted to Rebecca and they shared a look she couldn’t decipher, before he turned back to face her.  She hoped that he realized that she was right, that they weren’t compatible, even as her heart kicked in her chest at the thought of him giving up.

“I don’t work on Wall Street, and I don’t think we’re all that different.”

She relaxed a fraction as relief passed over her.  It seemed that her body knew what it wanted, even though her brain couldn’t decide whether Lucian was a good idea or a bad one.

During her internal debate, he chose to move closer to her.  She didn’t retreat this time, and he stopped a few inches away from her.  His scent washed over her, and it reminded her of walking deep in the forest in the rain.  She wanted to lean into him and lay her head down on his chest, to hear his heartbeat and feel his arms wrap around her.  Her eyes raked up his body until she gazed in the green depths of his, drawing out a gasp from her, and at the same time, the rational side of her mind felt muted and slow.

“I’m not sleeping with you,” she whispered.

His hands landed on her shoulders in a gentle hold and as he laughed, the deep, happy sound reverberated throughout her entire body.  His touch spread warmth and sent sparks shooting up her arm and straight into her chest.  She had just gotten used to his hands on her, when he pulled her against him until her cheek rested right above his heart, and she noticed that it was beating as fast as hers was.  She was surprised that he wasn’t immune to her.  He pulled back slightly to look her in the eye.

“I’m your date, and Rebecca doesn’t allow escorts to sleep with her clients, so you don’t have to worry about that.”

“We’re too different.”

His brows drew down as she kept up with her faltering arguments.

“I’m a graphic designer, I have purple streaks in my hair, I’m shorter than you by at least a foot.  I feel that we won’t be able to find common ground before the wedding, and I don’t feel like explaining to everyone why someone as gorgeous as you would date someone like me.”

He gave her hard look.  “You’re grasping for any excuse, but trust me, it’ll work.”

She had never been as torn by a decision as she was at the moment, wrapped in Lucian’s arms.  It would be easy to give in and get to know him, but she had come to Liaison for practical reasons, not to give in to her attraction.  He had stirred something in her since the moment he’d walked in the office, and she didn’t know whether she was strong enough to deny him anything.

“Can I think about it?”

He backed up a bit more and scanned her face for a few seconds, before he nodded in agreement.

“Can I get your number?” he asked.

Hesitantly she admitted, “Rebecca has all my information.”

He nodded and stepped back to the edge of the large desk, crossing his arms and legs as he leaned against it and gave her space to get her breathing back to normal.

She relaxed the muscles she’d locked when he’d been near and looked down at her hands as they gripped her sketchbook.  She noticed that her hands shook a little as she reached for the sketch she finished before they entered the room.  She managed to remove it from the book, and feeling more in control of herself, walked toward the desk and handed it to Rebecca.

“I thought you might like this,” she said as Rebecca took the sketch from her.

Rebecca’s eyes widened as she looked down at the drawing and her eyes filled with tears.  Ellie scrambled around the desk and placed her hand on the other woman’s back, hoping to comfort her.

“I didn’t mean to upset you…” Ellie started.

Rebecca wiped away the tears before she set down the drawing on her desk and pulled Ellie into a crushing hug.  “Thank you.  Thank you so much.  It’s beautiful.”

Ellie patted Rebecca’s back and squeezed once, before she drew back with a smile.

“You and the man in the picture look so happy that I couldn’t help myself.  I’m glad you like it.”

“It’s perfect.  You have a real talent,” Rebecca said.

“Thank you, and thanks for all your help.”

Ellie stepped back and glanced at Lucian.  Heat flared in his eyes, making them shine like a banked emerald fire.  The intensity in which he looked at her left her shaken.  She walked around to the other side of the desk, to where she had left her messenger bag, and shoved her things inside.  She smiled one more time at Rebecca, but as she turned to exit the office, Lucian grasped her elbow.

“I’ll walk you out,” he said.

She walked out of the office and toward the elevators, aware of his slight touch on her arm and his arm brushing her shoulder with each step.  She felt as though she’d run a marathon by the time they arrived at the exit.  When she turned to say good-bye, he walked her back into the elevator until she was pressed back against the farthest wall.

After the doors had closed, he reached behind him and absently flipped the stop elevator button, which caused the elevator car to darken, giving him a more dangerous air.  She couldn’t decipher his look as he crowded her against the wall, but she could feel the constrained energy that pulsed through his body and into hers.  Instead of shrinking away from the effect he had on her, she held her ground.

“At least you’re not immune to me,” he murmured.

“I have a feeling that very few women are.”

He pressed against her, and she could feel the vibrations from his deep laughter pass through her.  She sucked in a breath and closed her eyes as she felt his taut chest, muscular and hard, as he leaned against her.  Her hands itched to travel up his stomach and caress his chest, and feel his hardness for herself.  Her eyes kept traveling along the length of his body, not caring how much time had passed.

“I never denied that I was attracted to you.  All I said was that I can’t see other people believing that we’re a couple,” she muttered.

He captured her gaze for a split second before he lowered his head and brushed his lips against hers in a touch so gentle, she thought she might have imagined it.  Without conscious thought, she leaned toward him, wanting more than a simple touch, but he cupped her cheeks in his hands and captured her gaze in his unwavering one.

“If we weren’t in an elevator, in a public building, I would show you how compatible we are,” he growled.

“We just met.  I would like to get to know you before I do something stupid, like dive in headfirst and have an affair with you.”

“It wouldn’t be an affair, love,” he promised.

“Do you call all the women you know love?” she asked.

He shook his head.  “Get to know me, and you’ll see how serious I am,” he growled.

She shook her head, but she didn’t know whether she was trying to deny his words, or whether she contemplated taking him up on his offer.  The sooner he realized that she wasn’t his type of woman, the sooner he would move on.  Her heart kicked in her chest, hard and painfully, at the thought of him with another woman.

The side of his mouth lifted, and her breath caught in her throat.  He wasn’t the type of man who would give up on something that he wanted, and at the moment, he wanted her.

She’d never been a cautious woman when it came to something she wanted, but wanting this man was borderline lunacy.  Her mind flipped back and forth, all while she kept her eyes on his.  She tried to clear some of the fog that had descended from his nearness, but he interpreted her movement as denial.

“I guess I’ll have to convince you then.”  He groaned.

Before she could figure out what he meant, he leaned toward her and captured her mouth in a kiss so decadent, she felt her knees weaken and her body shake with a need she’d never felt before in her life.

She gripped his forearms for support, and when she sucked in a breath at the hard muscles underneath her hands, he took advantage and deepened the kiss.  His tongue swept in.  As he tasted her, her hands crawled up his arms until she wrapped them around his shoulders and hung on.

She heard a ringing in a distance, and moaned a protest when he broke the kiss.  Her chest heaved with exertion, and when her thoughts solidified several moments after he’d pulled away, she realized that her arms were still wrapped around his shoulders.  Instead of pulling away as he would have expected, she laid her head on his chest and listened to the steady beat of his heart.

“That was easy,” she murmured.

“What was?” he asked.

“To forget where I was, and kiss a man I just met.”


Chapter Two




Lucian meant it to be just a kiss to show her how compatible they were together, but it flamed into an inferno that made him forget about everything but the woman in his arms.

Kissing Ellie was better than any other kiss, fantasy or reality, for him.

As she held on to him, he rubbed her back and smiled as she relaxed further into his body.   The sound continued to blare, so while he kept one hand open on her back and pressed her closer to him, his other hand shot out and silenced the alarm in the elevator.

She was jostled when the car started to move down, and he tightened his arms to keep her close.

He could hear her stuttered breathing and the rapid beat of her heart, and it took all of his control not to carry her out of this building and to his place, in his bed, and spend the rest of the weekend finding ways to pleasure her.

Instead of crowding her against the back of the elevator like he wanted to, he stepped back, giving them both room to breathe while he kept his arm around her shoulders.  He knew that if he pressured her, he would lose his chance to get to know her better, and at the moment, he wanted to find out everything about her.

“Lucian?”

“I didn’t mean to lose control like that,” he admitted.

“I know.  I didn’t either.”  She looked up at him with a yearning that reflected how he felt, and he clenched his hands to get control over himself.  He blew out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding, and before he could respond, the elevator doors opened and the doorman cleared his throat.

“Are you exiting, Mr. Cole?”

His eyes never leaving Ellie’s, he nodded at the man and placed a hand on the small of Ellie’s back, before he walked them toward the exit.  His hand never left her as he led her outside and hailed a cab.

As they waited, he glanced down at her face, and could see the light blush stained on her cheeks and the residual effect of their kiss on her swollen lips.  As much as he wanted to continue where they’d left off, he needed time to think, to figure out a way to convince Ellie that they should get to know each other, and not just for the sake of her friend’s wedding.  He kept his eyes locked with hers as the cab pulled up to the curb, and he absently reached for the handle and opened the door for her.  As she walked toward the open door, he reached for her hand and gave her a squeeze of reassurance before he kissed her on the cheek.

“I’ll see you soon, love.”

She nodded but he could feel her reluctance, so he leaned down and placed his mouth near her ear.

“I’ve never met a woman I want more than I want you.  You’re the most sensual woman I’ve ever touched,” he growled.

She stepped closer until her body was flush to his, and moved her face toward his ear.  Her breath brushed against his cheek, sending his temperature soaring.  

“It was a good thing you pulled back when you did,” she admitted.

His right brow drew up in surprise at what she revealed to him.  When the corner of her mouth turned up in a smirk, a groan erupted from deep in his chest.

“You’re going to kill me, love.”

“Hopefully not before I see you naked,” she stated.

Unable to stop his body from responding to her words, he slid his hand to the small of her back, spread his fingers, and pressed her soft body against his.

He couldn’t stop touching her.

He could hear people shuffling by and cars honking, but his full attention was focused on the woman he held in his arms.  He closed his eyes and focused on her soft curves, the stuttered breathing that had her chest rising and falling at a rapid rate, and her light scent that danced in the air.  She was the perfect combination of innocent and seductress.

He brushed his lips over her cheek before he stepped back.  “Soon,” he promised.

Her mouth opened but no sound escaped.  Instead, she nodded and slid into the back of the cab.

He forced himself to close the door and back away from the curb.  She met his eyes as the taxi pulled away, and the small smile she gave him strengthened his determination to get to know her.

He stood in the exact spot on the curb for several moments, until her cab disappeared in midday traffic.  Then he strode toward back into the building and straight to the elevators, determined to get Ellie’s information from Bec.

He found himself whistling as the elevator door opened on the floor that housed Liaison.  His thoughts replayed every moment since he spotted Ellie, and with a hurried pace, he walked through the reception area and into his sister’s office.

He knew that despite her surprise that he had volunteered to be her date, and her arguments that they weren’t compatible, their attraction was off the charts.  He had no idea what he’d been thinking, passing himself off as a hired escort, but one look at Ellie and all thoughts fled his mind, everything but his need to get to know her.

There was nothing about her that didn’t ring true.  From the streaks of purple in her hair, to the way his body responded to her in a casual pair of jeans and a plain white shirt that emphasized her curvy body, and her genuine smile.  When he spotted the sketch she created for his sister, he knew that all her success was because of talent.  She was beautiful, brilliant, and funny.  Everything about her intrigued him.  

He hadn’t wanted to deceive her about his identity, but the thought of her getting to know another escort, or another man, was unacceptable.  He wanted to tell her the truth from the moment he opened his mouth, but her arguments about why he wouldn’t be a believable date had stopped him from doing so.  She had seen the look that passed between him and Rebecca when Ellie questioned him about being an escort, but he was already invested in being her date, to get to know her, so he kept his mouth shut.

He wanted to have the chance to get to know her, and for the first time in his life, to have her get to know him as a man, not a successful business owner with more money than he knew what to do with.  He would be her date for the wedding of a man who failed to see the beauty of a woman who was becoming an obsession to him.

But he wouldn’t make the same mistake.

He just needed time to come up with a plan to tell Ellie the truth about him, and to convince her that they would be perfect together.

He strode into the office.  His focus was to find more information about Ellie, and he rooted around Bec’s desk for Ellie’s file.  For the third time that day, his focus had caused him to ignore everything and everyone around him.  It wasn’t until he found the file and he blew out a relieved breath that he glanced up to his sister’s smiling face looking back at him from across her desk.

He sighed as he tightened his grip on the file, walked a few feet to the chair that Ellie had vacated a few minutes earlier and sat down.  Her light scent of lemon grass and coconut still lingered, and his body tightened at the smell.  He focused across the desk, knowing that Bec would have questions about the way he acted, but he wasn’t sure how he was going to answer them.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

She shook her head and leaned back in her office chair, waiting for him to explain his behavior.

But for the life of him, he had no explanation to give.  He acted on instinct because Ellie had enchanted him from the moment he spotted her curled up in this chair, her braid draped over her left shoulder and her sky-blue eyes widening as his gaze raked over her.  What they shared in the few minutes they were together was beyond his realm of explanation, and until he spent more time with Ellie, he couldn’t explain it to anyone else, so he remained silent.

Bec blew out a breath before she smiled at him.  “I called Gabriel and told him what happened.”

Lucian growled at his sister.  He knew she and Gabriel had no secrets between them, but he hoped to understand why he reacted to Ellie in such an elemental way before they dissected his reactions.  He considered Gabriel to be as close as a brother, and he’d been happy when Gabriel and Rebecca acknowledged that they were in love.  But he didn’t need his love life examined by the two people who were the epitome of love in his eyes.

He knew that you couldn’t build a relationship on deception, but he knew that if he had told Ellie the truth of who he was, she would have rejected him outright and he would never have the chance to get to know her.  And he had to get to know her.

“Don’t look at me like that.  I’m happy that you’re interested in Ellie, but when she finds out that you’re not an escort, she’s gonna be upset, to say the least,” Rebecca pointed out.

He nodded to acknowledge the truth in her words.  But once he spotted Ellie, there was nothing that would discourage him from getting to know her and touch her.  He craved to know that whether her skin was as soft as he imagined it to be.

Her white buttoned shirt had exposed a patch of skin just below her neck, and he wanted to take her into his arms and kiss her there, to see whether it was as sensitive as it looked.  He loved the flare of color in her hair, but it was encased in a braid, and he wanted it loose so he could run his fingers through it, to know how it would feel against his naked chest.

Hell, in a matter of an hour, she had managed to make him think about nothing else but her.  And what surprised him the most was that he was happy to have his sterile existence turned upside down.

“I know that look,” Bec said.

He opened his mouth to deny it, but closed it without uttering a word.

He had seen Gabriel look at his sister with such affection that sometimes he couldn’t stand to be around them.  Not because he wanted to deny either of them happiness, but it reminded him of how incomplete his life was.

He realized that work was just that.  Work.  When he came home to his empty apartment, his loneliness would sneak up on him until it crowded out everything else.  He’d dated enough women over the years to know that most of them wanted him for his position or the money that he made.  He’d found out the hard way that money blinded people to what they wanted and who they were.  Instead of making him balk at relationships, it made him yearn for a real one.  One that he could imagine with Ellie.

Unable to stop himself, he opened the file and memorized her address and phone number.

“I’ve never known you to lie,” Rebecca said.

“She thought that I was out of her league, and if I would have told her that I wasn’t an escort, she wouldn’t have agreed to get to know me.  I plan to follow the rules you set out for your escorts, and I plan to tell her the truth, but after she gets to know me.”

“And if she chooses not to see you again?” Rebecca asked.

His heart jumped in his chest, but he kept his calm exterior, despite the rage that coursed through his body.  He knew that could be a possibility, but he would do his best to convince Ellie to explore their attraction.

He shook his head and ignored the question.  “I know what I’m doing.”

“I hope so.”


Chapter Three




Ellie glanced up as the cab slowed outside her apartment building.  She hadn’t realized that she gave the man her home address, but she pulled out a crisp twenty and slid it to him before she opened the door and stepped out.  She thanked him before she shut the door, and walked to the entrance of her building.  She absently nodded at Henry, the doorman, for opening the door, and she walked to the elevator, all without conscious thought.

She couldn’t stop thinking about Lucian and the kiss they shared.  She could still feel his arousal as he pressed her to his body, and she couldn’t bring herself to care less that the man was paid to get to know women and to know what they desired.  As she slipped her key in the door to her apartment, she shook her head in an effort to expel the images of Lucian in her mind.  But they refused to budge.

She let out a gasp as the door was opened from the inside, and she reached out and grabbed the doorframe to prevent the nosedive from the abrupt movement.

“Well?”

Ellie straightened and looked into the eager faces of her two best friends, Nina and Ben.  Nina was as beautiful as ever, dressed in a crisp black fitted jacket over a cream blouse.  Her matching pencil skirt ended just above her knees, with her makeup as perfect as it was first thing in the morning, even though it was late afternoon, and her sandy-blonde hair was bound in a tight bun.

Ben, who worked as the one IT guy in the entire firm, dressed in blue jeans and a blue V-neck sweater over a white t-shirt, but his hair was thoroughly mussed and his eyes sparkled with mischief.  He looked like a model, but his wicked smile, sense of humor, and his casual outlook on life made him one of the two true friends she had in her life.

“Work was great, thanks for asking.”  She skirted around her two friends, who had posted themselves as sentries in front of her door.  She pulled off her messenger bag and laid it on the couch, trying to keep herself busy so she wouldn’t have to answer questions she didn’t quite have the answers to.

Nina’s very un-ladylike snort brought a smile to her face.  “You’re such a bitch,” Nina moaned.

She couldn’t hide her smile.  “I love you, too, Neens.”

At the sharp intake of breath, she jerked her head up, and when she saw tears in her friend’s eyes, she felt horrible.  Today was a record for her.  She made two women cry, and she had no idea why.  She wrapped Nina in her arms and hugged her tight.

“How long have we known each other?” Nina mumbled as she pressed her face into Ellie’s shoulder.  Nina squeezed her before she stepped back, her face serious, waiting for an answer.

“Five years.”

“And it’s taken you this long to tell us you love us?” Ben shook his head, before he ruffled her hair.  “We love you, too, kid.”

She couldn’t remember the last time someone had told her that they loved her, and already feeling off-kilter because of Lucian, she burst into tears.  Ben wrapped her up in his arms, and surprised her when he kissed the sensitive spot underneath her ear.  She could’ve sworn she heard a low rumble deep in his chest but she pulled away from Ben, unsure why he kissed her, and turned toward Nina, wiping the tears from her eyes with the back of her hand.

Nina pulled her against her side, and Ellie threw them both a confused look as Nina glared at Ben.  Ben’s eyes were down cast, and she could feel the tension between the two of her best friends.

She detached herself from her friend’s hard grip and walked to the sink to splash water on her face.  The water soothed her heated cheeks, and after patting her face with a clean dish towel, she threw it aside and turned to see her friends.  After blowing out a breath, Nina turned her back to Ben and focused on Ellie.

“You never answered my question,” Nina said.

She walked around the kitchen island to the fridge, opened the door and hid behind it for a moment as she stared at a six-pack of beer that she kept for Ben and the bottle of white wine that Nina preferred.

She wasn’t thirsty, but the cab ride home wasn’t nearly enough time to figure out what happened at Liaison between her and Lucian.  She loved that her friends waited until she gathered her thoughts.  When she was ready to talk about it, she shut the door and turned to face both of them, her hands gripping the counter behind her.

“I told them I would think about it,” she said.

“Them?” Ben asked.

Ellie nodded.  Ben was a details man, and of course he would pick up the topic she didn’t want to discuss.  She could see that his fists were clenched at his sides, as if the entire subject disturbed him.

“Rebecca, the owner of Liaison, and Lucian, who offered to get to know me and be my date for Tim’s wedding.”

“Lucian?” Nina purred.

 She pulled herself up on the counter and crossed her legs, reaching for an apple in the bowl to her right.  She took a bite, enjoying the sweet tartness on her tongue, and debated for a split second on what to tell them.  She went with the entire truth.

“He’s like no one I’ve ever met.  He’s over six foot, broad shoulders, sculpted chest, a woman’s dream, but to me, he doesn’t look like an escort.”  She shook her head before she continued.  “Not that I know what an escort looks like.”

“Why would you tell him you wanted to think about it?” Nina screeched.  “You don’t want to go to the wedding alone.”

“He’s…gorgeous.  I would feel inadequate next to him.”  Ellie shrugged.

Nina stepped out of her killer heels and stepped up to the counter, reaching for Ellie’s arms.

Ellie wasn’t deceived by her friend’s pasted smile.  She braced herself and waited for her friend’s true feelings to show.  She didn’t have to wait long.

“Are you fucking kidding me?  You have breasts that I would die to have, your hair is beautiful, and your eyes are spectacular.  You have curves that drive men wild—just ask Ben,” Nina demanded.

Ellie’s eyes widened and she turned to Ben, who leaned casually against the island in front of her, nodding his head in agreement while his eyes raked down her body and back up.  She cleared her throat and looked down at her apple, not sure how she should interpret Ben’s perusal.  When Lucian had looked at her that way, her body flushed and she wanted to jump in his arms and nibble on his lips.  With Ben, she felt nothing.

“What aren’t you telling us?” Nina asked.

“That’s a leading question, counselor,” Ellie responded.

Nina blew out a breath and tilted her head back, not before Ellie saw the huge eye roll.  “Stop watching Law & Order reruns.”

Ellie laughed and finished her apple, hopping down and stepping on the pedal to open her garbage can, and threw the core away.  She returned to her sitting position on the counter, and her mind wandered back to Lucian.  

How could a man she’d known less than an hour color every thought in her mind?  

When he kissed her, he encompassed her in his large frame and for the first time in her life, she felt protected.  Throughout their encounter, he made sure that she was comfortable, and although heady, his focus was on her.  He never looked away from her, even when they reached the ground floor and were interrupted.

She had never known real affection before, not with her parents who treated her as a nuisance, or her casual dates.  Even Tim, who had known her since she was a child, never went out of his way to make her feel special.  With one look from Lucian, she had the strange sensation of being cherished.

“You’re blushing,” Nina stage-whispered.

Ellie opened her mouth, but the sound that escaped was a squeak.  She cleared her throat, and tried again.

“Have you ever met someone and instantly felt a connection that you couldn’t explain?” Ellie asked both of her friends.

Nina shook her head before she crossed her arms and leaned back against the counter.  Nina had never been interested in relationships, too busy building her career as a corporate tax lawyer to ever settle down with one man.  She had short affairs with men, whom she called distractions.  In all the years that she had known her friend, Nina had never had a fling that lasted more than three months.

When Ellie glanced at Ben, his brown eyes flared, and he jerked his head back and forth to her question.

“So you want him?” Nina asked.

“No…yes…hell, it’s more complicated than that.”

“There’s nothing wrong with wanting to get to know him.  You’re curious about him, attracted to him, and you’re both adults—why not find out if there’s more to it?” Nina said.

“He kissed me,” Ellie blurted.

Nina’s smile widened.  “And did you kiss him back?”

Ellie nodded, unable to find her voice.  She replayed the kiss in her mind, and her lips tingled and her body flushed.  God help her, but she wanted him to do it again.

Nina took Ellie’s hands in hers.  “I’ve never seen you so affected by a man you just met.  I think that you’ll regret it if you don’t see where this leads you.”

Ellie thought about it.  Her heart lurched at the thought of never getting to know Lucian, even if all that came out of it was a handful of dates and the memory of his kisses.

She lived with caution most of her life, never taking chances in her personal life, and concentrated on her career.  She pushed herself to work harder and to put herself in situations where she might not be comfortable, but if it propelled her to the top of her career, she was bold and courageous.  The more she thought about it, the more she wanted to take a chance and get to know Lucian.

“You’re right, as always.”  Ellie grinned.

“Good.  Now that it’s settled, let’s order in and have a movie marathon.  I’m going to change,” Nina said.

Ellie felt Ben’s eyes on her as she rifled through the menus they had collected over the years they’d known each other.  Whenever one of them had come across a new restaurant, they grabbed a to-go menu and they tried their food the next Friday night, unless one of her friends had a date.  She remembered Nina had picked up an Indian menu, and dug through the drawer for it.  She smiled at Ben in triumph when she found it, and he seemed to relax.

Ellie ordered a meal fit for an entire family, and went to change after Nina emerged from her room.  She pulled on comfortable yoga pants and changed into her favorite pullover, and settled onto the couch.

Instead of concentrating on the movie, or what her friends talked about, her thoughts kept going back to Lucian, replaying their entire meeting.  By the end of the night, she felt a little obsessed with him, and chided herself for becoming so enamored by a man she didn’t know.  But no matter how many times she admonished herself, though, her thoughts went straight back to Lucian.

She bid her friends a distracted good-bye and when she crawled into bed at a little past two on Saturday morning, she fell into an exhausted sleep and dreamed of him.


Chapter Four




Ellie moaned aloud as the edges of her dream faded away at the sound of light knocking on her front door.  She threw an arm over her eyes and ignored whoever wanted her attention so early on a Saturday morning.

She wanted the vivid dream to continue, where Lucian took his time running his hands over her body as he kissed her breathless.  Her body felt like a raw nerve exposed as she squirmed on the sheets of her queen-sized bed.  She tried to hold onto the images for a while longer.

Another knock came, louder this time, and her dream faded into blackness.  Her eyes popped open, and she turned her head to glance at her alarm clock.

She growled and whipped the blankets aside.  As she sat up and rubbed the sleep out of her eyes, she wondered whether she could ignore the intrusion.  But her mind reached for all the possibilities of catastrophe that could have happened last night after her friends headed home, and she rushed to the door, fumbling with the locks.  Another knock jolted her as she tried to get her fingers to respond to her brain’s command to open the door.

“Hold on a minute,” she grumbled.

A triumphant smile broke across her face as she unlocked the fourth, and final, lock.  As she opened the door, she wondered whether she was still dreaming, because on the other side of her door stood Lucian.

“Holy crap, I’m still dreaming,” she mumbled.

His eyes crinkled in amusement; when he smiled at her, her breath hitched in her throat.  She clenched her fists to stop herself from reaching for him and rolled her shoulders instead.  Several moments later, she was relaxed and drew a few deep breaths as her eyes wandered over him.

He was dressed in jeans and a sweater; a white collar of a dress shirt peeked up from his neck.  Even in casual clothes, he looked extraordinary.

“No, love, not a dream.”

She gazed down as the aroma of coffee assailed her, and smiled when she spotted the handles of the bag in his hand.  She opened her mouth to ask him what was in the bag, but a strangled sound came from his throat.  She noticed that his eyes widened and traveled down her body, taking his time, but when he realized the front door was wide open for all to see in, his mouth drew into a straight line and his face was a mask of anger.

When he lifted his head and glanced at her, his moss-green eyes flared to life.  She could have sworn she heard a growl erupt from deep in his chest.  Before she could figure out why, he stalked toward her as she scrambled back into her apartment.  She stopped a few feet away from the door, and watched him in surprise as he slammed the door and locked it before he set the bag and coffee on the side table by the door.

“Why are you mad at me?” she asked.

“What are you wearing?” he growled.

She looked down at herself and blushed.  When she went to bed the night before, she had on a pair of pajama bottoms along with the white tank top she was wearing.  Sometime in the middle of the night, she must have shed the bottoms, because she stood in front of Lucian in a pair of boy shorts and a tank top that left little to the imagination.

Her head jerked up at the sound of his loud steps on her hardwood floor.  Her first reaction was to back away from him, but as her mind replayed the conversation with her friends last night, and remembered the vivid dreams that she had awoken from, she tensed her body and waited to see what he would do.  When he reached her, his hands cupped her shoulders and squeezed for a moment before he rubbed his hands up and down her arms.

“I won’t hurt you, love.  You surprised me when you answered the door wearing practically nothing.”  His growl was back.

“I thought something happened to Ben or Nina.  No one visits me at seven in the morning on a Saturday,” she shot back.

His hands tightened on her shoulders, and he bent down until their eyes met.  “Who the hell is Ben?”

She didn’t know whether he spoke the words in anger or jealousy, but she ignored the question and peeked over his shoulder at the coffee he left near the front door.  “Did you bring me breakfast?”

He stood and blinked at her abrupt change in subject.  He scanned her face for a couple of seconds before he nodded.  “Are you trying to distract me?”

She shook her head and braced her hands on his chest.  Her movements were slow as she lifted herself on her tip-toes and kissed his cheek.  It was meant to be a simple thank-you, but once she touched him, her brain shut off.

She wound her arms around his solid shoulders as she smelled his faint fragrance of wood and citrus.  Her body reacted by moving closer to him, until she could feel his defined muscles pressed against her.  She snuggled her face into his neck and shivered when his hands roamed her back.  She smiled and kissed a soft spot on his neck, before blowing out a breath and settling in his arms.

“I like your way of distracting me.”

She laughed as he pressed her deeper into his chest, and for a few minutes, neither of them spoke.

When he leaned down and brushed a kiss against her lips, she pulled back and glanced at his face.  He was relaxed and a small smile played at the corner of his lips, so she leaned in and gave him a brief kiss before she walked toward the food.  Halfway across her large loft-style living room, she remembered what she was wearing and veered toward her bedroom.

“I’ll be right back.  Make yourself at home.”

She looked back at him before she walked through her bedroom door, and stopped in her tracks.  His hands were braced against the island that separated her living space from her kitchen, and he had his head bent down and his eyes closed.  She didn’t know whether he was affected by her affection for him so soon after they’d met, or whether he was still upset by the way she answered her door.  Either way, she took the opportunity to stare at his long legs, and up to his taut butt, his slim waist and his broad shoulders, and shivered.

Everything about him called to her.

She walked through her bedroom to the master bath, and cringed when she spotted the dark circles underneath her eyes.  The strands of hair that had escaped her braid that she had forgotten to brush out the night before were stuck up in all directions, and she couldn’t prevent a groan that escaped her throat at her appearance.

She flipped the handle to the faucet with more force than was necessary and scrubbed her face clean.  She loosened the braid and brushed out the tangles, first with her fingers, and then with a brush, leaving her hair cascading down her back.  After she brushed her teeth, she felt almost human.  She slipped on a white hooded sweatshirt and black yoga pants, and after a deep breath, she rejoined Lucian in the living room.

In her absence, he had found the plates and cups, and her stomach rumbled when she spotted the spread.  He had brought an assortment of bagels with several flavors of cream cheese, but the best of all, lox.

She glanced up at him to thank him, again, but the heated look in his eyes gave her pause.  Her mind conjured the dream from the night before, and as much as her rational side screamed for her to take their relationship as slow as possible, her body flushed with need.  All from a simple look.

“Lucian?”  She had no idea what she was asking him for, but she knew that he felt the same way.

Without a word, he pulled out a chair for her and sat close to her right.  A twinge of disappointment stabbed her chest, but she swallowed and relaxed back into her chair.  They were silent as they each created their breakfast, and when she brought a dollop of cream cheese to her mouth and licked it off her finger, she heard Lucian groan.

When she caught his gaze, he leaned forward and licked a small portion of cream cheese that she had missed.  Her entire body froze at the intimacy of his actions.  She wanted to lean into him, but confusion swirled at his actions, so she held herself in place and went on the defensive.

“You’re very good at this,” she said.

He sat back, looking confused at her statement.  “Good at what?”

“Making a woman feel wanted.”

“I do want you.”  His simple statement slammed into her with the force of a sledgehammer.

She gave him a sharp look when she felt a pang of jealousy slash through her chest.  She didn’t want to think about all those other women who he dated for his job.  She couldn’t stop thinking about him, so after her friends left, she searched Liaison’s web site for the escorts Rebecca had available.  But she couldn’t find a picture of Lucian anywhere.  The escorts were more along the lines of what she pictured when she had made the appointment to find a date.  Young, suave, and not even close to her type.

“Why are you up so early this morning?” she asked, changing the subject.

She watched, mesmerized, as his tongue darted out and licked his lips before he picked up his coffee and took a long drink from it.  She watched as his Adam’s apple bobbed as he drank and chided herself for being so fascinated by it.  She flushed as he sat his cup down and caught her staring at him.

“I’m an early riser.  I have another business that I own, and I spend time there on Saturdays.”

“You own your own business?”

“A small tech company.  We design software for business, but recently started a gaming division.”  

She looked down at her empty plate as she tried to wrap her mind around what he had told her.  “You moonlight as an escort?”

“Sometimes.  I help Bec out when she needs it.”

He stood and gathered the plates, walked to the kitchen and setting them down in the sink.  As he started rinsing the dishes and placing them in the dishwasher, she gathered the leftovers and followed him around the island into the kitchen.  When he finished with the dishwasher, he shut it and washed his hands, as she tried to gauge his mood since he’d gone quiet.  She heard him as he paced from one corner of the room to the other, and turned to find a frown marring his face.

“Bec is my sister.”  

The discussion that they had in front of Ellie yesterday snapped into place.  His concern was for his sister, not just a random woman.  He knew that she didn’t have another escort to spare, so he’d volunteered to help his sister.  She relaxed a little and slid onto the counter, crossing her legs, elbows on her thighs as she rested her chin on her hands.  She traced his easy movements for a few minutes before she spoke.

“That’s nice that you help your sister with her business.  I don’t know too many people who would date a stranger to help family out.”

“Don’t misunderstand.  Yes, I happened to be there to talk to Bec, but when I spotted you sitting there, I had to get to know you.”

She nodded in understanding because she felt the same way.  “I thought you were kissing me because it went along with the job, not because you liked me.”

When she looked up to see his reaction to her question, she was surprised to find him in front of her.  She leaned back and her legs dropped to hang off the counter.  Their bodies weren’t quite touching, but when he caged her in with his hands on the other side of her hips, she shivered at his closeness.

“I kissed you because I wanted to feel your mouth under mine.  It has nothing to do with a job.”  He paused for a moment.  “Why are you so hung up on me being an escort?”

“I don’t have a lot of experience with men.  I thought that we would get to know each other, but I didn’t think about the intimate moments between us.  I was unprepared for this.”  She pointed to herself, to him, and back again. 

“This, as in how I turn you on?  Or that you forget where we are when I kiss you?”

“Yes,” she breathed.

He brushed a kiss against her lips, and without a thought, she leaned farther into him.  His hands opened on her waist and pulled her closer to the edge of the counter, all the while he teased the corners of her mouth with light caresses.  When her hips brushed against his taut stomach, she groaned and wrapped her arms around his shoulders, needing more.

He kissed a trail to her ear, and when his deep, raspy voice spoke, she bit her lip to hold back the moan that threatened to escape.

“I want you and every time I touch you, I can feel and hear how much you want me.  Let’s forget about how we met and concentrate on getting to know each other.  You intrigue me.  Even before the kiss in the elevator, I wanted to get to know you.  Is that enough for now?” he asked.

She had never felt a connection with anyone in her life, but with Lucian, it seemed as easy as breathing.  If her dreams were any indication, she hadn’t stopped thinking about him.

She had already taken a chance with a man she had known most of her life, and he’d betrayed her in a way that should’ve devastated her, or at least shaken her.  But she felt nothing but a pang of hurt because neither her boyfriend nor her roommate could tell her the truth of their relationship before they were discovered.  She was happy for Tim and Amanda because they had found each other despite their relationship starting with dishonesty, and it was obvious to anyone that they were dedicated to each another and in love.

She had waited her entire life to have a man look at her the way Lucian did every time they were together.  He had knocked on her door first thing in the morning, and she hoped it was because he wanted to get to know her.  She found him intriguing; the most handsome man she’d ever met, and she knew that whatever followed, it would be worth it.

“It’s enough,” she said, her voice steady.


Chapter Five




Lucian stared down at Ellie’s beautiful face, relaxed in sleep, as he ran his fingers through her hair, loving the feel of her long, soft strands brush against his hands.  His hands stilled as she purred and burrowed closer to him, but when she relaxed back to sleep, he continued his movements.

They had settled on the couch in front of her huge curved TV, absently watching made-for-TV movies while he gave her details about his job and she told him about her current project at work.  Throughout their day together, he would find ways of touching her, kissing her, and for the first time in his life, knew that he was becoming obsessed with a woman.

He had woken up at six and had every intention of going into the office and getting several projects sorted out, but he had found himself at her door at an ungodly hour because he needed to see her.

She was a refreshing change from the women he had dated in the past; and if he were honest, his other dates paled in comparison to Ellie.

He had never been the man who chose his dates based on any criteria, other than his attraction to the woman in question.  Throughout the years, he’d found most women had shown an interest in him because he was the CEO of his own company or because he made billions from his ventures; none of them saw the man he was.

When he started his business, he hadn’t had the time to dedicate to a full-fledged relationship because of the long hours he put in to make Thomas Cole Technologies successful.  The past three years, with his business on a steady footing, he could’ve stepped back and worried about the overall details of the company, but he worked alongside his other employees to grow the business in other areas.  Because of that, they’d become one of the most successful tech firms in the country.  But no matter how many projects he took on, or how hard he worked, in the back of his mind, he found something to be missing from life.  Casual dating held no appeal.  He found himself looking for a woman who was attracted to him because of who he was, not what he did or owned.

He couldn’t explain, even to himself, why he needed to get to know Ellie, but he found everything about her refreshing.  She was successful and talented in her own right, but she was also self-effacing, funny, and oblivious of how beautiful she was.  When her blue eyes landed on him, he was drawn to her in a way that threw out all logic.  He knew that he would have to tell her the truth—the sooner the better—but until he could, he was going to stick as close to the truth about his life as he could.

He was pulled from his thoughts when she stretched her legs and groaned.  He glanced down when she turned onto her back and stared up at him.

“Hi,” she breathed.

“Hi.”

“What time is it?”  She sat up and rubbed her eyes, before she blew out a breath and glanced down at her watch.  The band had twisted the other way; she righted the face of the watch and glanced at it.

“I have no idea,” he growled.

She blinked at him before gracing him with a huge smile that lit up her eyes.  “You’re very sweet.”

He teased her with a growl before he cupped the back of her neck and brought her mouth close to his.  He nipped at her bottom lip and groaned when she slid closer to him on the couch, and deepened the kiss.  She cupped his cheeks and leaned into him.

When her tongue swept into his mouth, he pulled her onto his lap and took control of the kiss.  He devoured her mouth and loved the pinch of her hands when she grabbed his shoulders for support.  His hands drifted to her back and he rubbed his hands up her spine, feeling her body shiver as he continued his exploration.  He pulled her closer on his lap; when he felt her heat through her thin yoga pants, he pressed her hips down to brush against his hardness.

She ripped her mouth from his and stared down at him, her eyes round, filled with surprise.  “Oh, you feel so good,” she groaned.

He leaned toward her and blew out a breath when his forehead touched hers.  He noted that her lips were swollen, and she shivered with unrestrained need.  As he thought back to their conversations, he realized that his Ellie was innocent when it came to men.  He wrapped his arms around her and brought her into his chest.  He smiled as she laid her head on his shoulder.

“Do you have any plans for tomorrow?” he asked.

“Sleeping in.”  She laughed.

His fingers brushed over her sides and when she let out a squeal, he moved his hands to her back and caressed her until she relaxed against him.

“I would like to spend the day with you, so I was wondering if you had any plans?”

She pushed back just enough to gauge his reaction, and he brushed a kiss against her lips before he leaned back and waited for her answer.  He was a patient man, going after what he wanted when the time was right.  But he also realized that some decisions were out of his hands.

He found himself in an unknown area with Ellie.  They were attracted to one another, but he could feel her trepidation.  He would leave the decision in her hands, but he would try to convince her to give them a chance and stay close until she did.

“What did you want to do?” she asked.

“It’s a surprise.”

She pressed her lips to his, and when she ran her tongue along his bottom lip, he groaned and opened for her.

Their kiss grew out of control.

Several fevered minutes later, they pulled back and stared at each another, both of them panting as they worked to get their breathing back to normal.  He craved to lay her down on the couch and strip her, before he plunged inside of her, pleasuring both of them until they were sated.  Instead, he grabbed her hips and moved her to sit next to him, slinging his arm around her shoulders and pulling her close.

“How about we meet for breakfast at nine?”

He placed a quick kiss on her mouth and stood.  “The diner two blocks over?”

She nodded.  “Sounds good.  Are you leaving?”

He nodded and headed for the door.  “I have to get to the office, and if I stay, I know that kissing will lead to more.”

She jumped up and straightened her clothing before she darted around the couch and came to a stop in front of him near the front door.  For a second time that day, she rose on her tip-toes and kissed him on the cheek.

He held her gaze for several minutes; neither of them spoke.  He wasn’t in a hurry to leave, but he brushed a kiss against her mouth and pulled back before he reached for the door handle.

“Tomorrow,” he said.

She nodded and smiled at him.  He opened the door, and looked back once before he walked through it and closed it behind him.  He inhaled a deep breath before he headed toward the elevator, hitting the down button.

“Thanks for spending the day with me,” her voice called out from her doorway.

“It was my pleasure,” he said.

He stepped into the elevator, and when the doors started to close, her voice carried to him and heated his blood.

“Mine, too.”


Chapter Six




“You graduated high school at sixteen?” Lucian asked.

Ellie took a sip from her cup of coffee and nodded.  They walked around Central Park after meeting for a late breakfast, and for the first time in his life, he didn’t care what time it was or what work he had to complete; he dismissed everything else and relaxed as he walked next to her.

He thought back to their morning together, and wrapped an arm around her waist to pull her close as they continued walking.  It was a crisp fall morning, which allowed him to have her close, just where he wanted her to be.

He’d woken up early with the intent of getting some work done, which was his plan the night before when he arrived home from Ellie’s.  But his mind kept going back to her, and the day they’d spent together.  He thought that his need for her would wane as soon as he spent time with her, but the more he learned about her, the more he wanted to know all of her secrets.  

He’d arrived early at the restaurant and sat in an alcove at the back of the place in a booth with a scarred Formica tabletop and comfortable benches.  He had chosen that spot so they could have privacy.  He was on his third cup of coffee when he spotted her pulling open the glass and metal door, and couldn’t keep his eyes off her as she strolled into the diner, across the black-and-white checkerboard tile.  A knee-length black pea coat covered most of her.  Her eyes scanned the space before her gaze landed on him, and as she walked toward him with determination, she unbuttoned her coat, revealing a fitted pink button-down shirt and jeans that outlined her beautiful curves.

His heartbeat accelerated as he raised his eyes and spotted the smile that lit her face, and he reassured himself for the hundredth time since he’d met her that he’d made the right decision.

He watched her hips sway as she made her way over to him, and he was held spellbound by her smile and the light that sparkled in her eyes.  He had known that she was a sensuous woman, but he started to realize that she had no idea of her appeal.  He growled as he glanced around and found other men watching her.  But his eyes snapped back to her when she stood in front of him.

“Who are you glaring at?” she asked.

He opened his mouth to respond, but she took him by surprise when she hung her coat on the hook near the bench, and sat next to him and pushed her hip against his, an indication that he should slide over.  He enjoyed the contact and wrapped an arm around her shoulders to pull her closer to his side.

She smiled at him.

He wanted to lean in and kiss her, but she reached across the table, brushing her shoulder against his chest, and grabbed a menu.  She started humming to herself as she perused it.

“What’s good here?” she asked.

He shrugged; it was his first time here too.  She kept perusing the menu as the waitress walked over and poured her a cup of coffee, taking the time to refill his.

She looked up and glanced at the name tag on the apron for a split second before she smiled up at the waitress.  “Thank you, Molly.”

“You’re welcome, sugar.  Know what you want?”

She nodded as she slid the menu back in its place, and he held back a groan, although she had no clue her effect on him with her innocent touches.

“Full stack with a side of bacon and scrambled eggs, please.”

Molly wrote down her order and glanced over at him.  

“Denver omelet, thanks,” he said.

As soon as Molly left the table, Ellie turned back to him, her eyebrow raised.

“Do you make all women breathless?” she asked.

A loud bark of laughter erupted from deep in his chest that surprised him, but he couldn’t help it.  He had a feeling that he could spend the rest of his life with Ellie, and she would keep surprising him.  No woman had ever affected him the way Ellie seemed to in the short time that he’d known her.  Over his thirty years, he’d been attracted to and dated women, but none of them had the instantaneous effect that she had.  Everything about Ellie was wholesome and pure, and being near her was a breath of fresh air.

“Do I make you breathless?” he asked.

She pushed her shoulder against his and smiled at him.  He didn’t care about her answer as long as she kept smiling at him.  As a blush stained her cheeks, he found his curiosity rise.  He sat back so he could see more of her face, and when she looked at him with desire in her eyes, he felt his breath rush out.

“You know you do.  I can’t seem to stay away from you, even though you attract women like flies.”

He shook his head.  “I don’t care about other women—I care about you.  I love it when you turn your pretty ice-blue eyes my way.  And trust me, love, men are aware of you.”

Her eyes widened at his blunt statement, and it took her several moments before she responded.  “That’s why you were glaring when I walked in.”

He noticed that her eyes never wandered from his, even with the knowledge that other men in the restaurant were interested in her.  Again, it shocked him that she was unaware of her appeal.

“Yes,” he said.

She became quiet after that as she thought about his admission, until her food arrived.  He liked that she had a healthy appetite and she wasn’t shy about her love of food.  He relaxed his body as she snuggled into his side as they ate, and soon they were talking about anything that came to mind.  As they left the diner an hour and a half later and walked toward Central Park, the topic changed from books and movies to their families.

“I’m the middle child, Bec is the youngest, and my older brother, Trent, is married with two kids.  He’s an entertainment lawyer in California,” he said.

“And your parents?”

“My dad, David, was in real estate and my mom, Carol, stayed at home with us.  Dad retired a couple years ago and they moved upstate.  We’re still close with them, but they keep busy and try not to pry into our lives.  Other than an occasional hint about grandchildren.”

Her smile was wistful as he described growing up with two siblings and the trouble they used to get into.  He had to admit that he was the instigator, trying to get attention when his parents doted on his brother and sister, but when they grew up, they were closer than most siblings were.

“What about you?” he asked.

She shook her head and looked down, as if the memories were painful for her.  He reached out and squeezed her hand, and waited until she was ready to tell him.

“My parents were in their mid-forties when they had me, and both of them were professors and loved their careers.  They were brilliant, but had no clue how to raise a baby.  So when I was old enough to take care of myself, they pretty much ignored me.  I found early on that I enjoyed art and drawing so I taught myself, until I was old enough to take classes.  I wanted to get out of their house as fast as I could, so I graduated early and left for college.  I graduated with my bachelors at twenty, and moved here soon after.”

He tensed when a sudden rage washed over his body at the thought of her parents not showing Ellie love and affection as she grew up.  He couldn’t blame her for being wary about people and their motives, but he made a silent promise not to ever hurt her.  He needed to tell her, and soon.

“You are very talented.  Bec put the drawing in a frame and it’s sitting on her desk now.”

She beamed as he complimented her on her talent.  He felt as though he’d been given a gift, but as they walked in silence, he couldn’t prevent asking more about her relationship with her parents.

“Do you miss them?”

She shook her head.  “You can’t miss two people who were never around.  I miss Colorado from time to time, but I like my life here in New York.”

“Do you ever talk to them?”

“I send them a note when I get around to it, updating them about changes in my life.  They write back when they have time.  I received a postcard last Christmas, and they mentioned that they might retire soon, but not much else.”

He couldn’t understand anyone who met Ellie not liking her.  She was brilliant and funny, and she had a sense about people and liked to see the good in them.  He understood how you could get wrapped up in your career, but neglecting your child and relegating them as the least important part of your life made no sense to him.  Holding in his anger, he changed the subject.

“What about your friends—how did you meet them?”

They were so wrapped up in each other that the elderly couple who were talking, heads pressed together and laughing just ahead of them, took them by surprise.  They watched as the older gentleman leaned down and whispered something to his wife that had them both laughing and clutching on to each another.  Ellie smiled at the couple as they walked around them, and Lucian tucked Ellie closer to his side.

“That couple was sweet,” she whispered when they were a few yards away.

He nodded and smiled down at her.  He knew of no other woman who would pay attention to an elderly couple who were in love, and enjoyed the fact that she was a romantic at heart.

They passed several joggers and bicyclists before Ellie answered the question.

“I met Nina and Ben when I started; we work at the same company.  Nina’s a corporate lawyer and Ben, he’s great with computers, and happens to be the entire IT department for the agency.  We get together every Friday and have dinner at my place because it’s central to where they both live.  Despite working in the same building, we don’t see each other during the week.”

“Are they dating?”

Her brows drew down for a moment before she shook her head.  She stopped, struck by an idea, and smiled at him when he turned to her.  “I don’t think so, but I think that they would make a great couple.  I think I’ll mention it to Nina when I see her.”

He chuckled.  “Trust me, I mentioned it for purely selfish reasons.”

“You think Ben is interested in me?”

“Love, I think all men are interested in you.  What did he think about you getting a date from Liaison?” he asked.

“Well, it was Nina’s idea.  She had a friend who found a date through the agency, and gave her a recommendation.  Ben kept quiet when we spoke about it, and he’s not shy about voicing his opinion.”

“Did you tell them about me?” he asked.

“I did.”  She blushed and looked down.

“You told them about the kiss in the elevator?”

“I did, and Nina told me that I should go for it and see how it plays out between us.”  She paused and caught his eye.  “And I’ve decided that I want to do just that.”


Chapter Seven




Ellie tried and failed to unlock the door to her apartment.  After several attempts, she’d given up, dropping her arms to her side and moaning aloud.

Lucian distracted her by tracing his lips around her neck.  His expert touches sent waves of pleasure rushing through her; every nerve ending sparked as though they were exposed.  She drew in a sharp breath as he nipped at her shoulder before he squeezed her tighter against him, and she could feel the definition of his hard chest against her back.

“I’m never going to be able to unlock the door if you keep touching me,” she whispered.

She felt his breath on her cheek as he laughed.  She had never been so aware of a man before, but the more time she spent with Lucian, it was as though every part of her sparked to life for the first time.  She was aware of each touch of his hands, his lips, and craved it like nothing else in her life.  Her past boyfriends were shadows of the man touching her and who had consumed her thoughts since she’d met him.

He slipped the keys out of her hand and unlocked the door without difficulty.  Awareness of his open hand on her back left her holding her breath, and when he added slight pressure to his touch, she walked into her apartment and turned to watch him lock the door.  He shrugged out of his coat and stalked to where she stood stock-still, waiting to see what he would do.  She fisted her hands against her side to prevent herself from reaching for him, stripping him, and having her way with him.

“Let’s get you out of this coat, love.”

She nodded and then smiled when he reached for her buttons and took his time, loosening each one.  When he had unbuttoned the last one, she struggled out of her coat, breathing a sigh of relief when she draped it over the back of the couch.  She turned toward him and her breath caught as his intense gaze met hers.

She had no idea who moved first, but she found herself in his arms, his expert mouth drawing sensations that traveled straight to her core.

He captured her moans as he explored her taste.  He slid his hands to her waist and pulled her closer to his body, creating a delicious friction as she strove to get closer to him, wanting to feel his hot skin against her hands.

She gripped part of his gray pullover and jerked it up until her fingertips skimmed hot, smooth skin.  She slid her hands across his taut back, and found that he was a bit ticklish when she ran her hands from his back to his chest.  She smiled against his lips, and continued her exploration as her hands brushed against his flat stomach and hard, defined chest.  With each pass of her hands, his groans grew louder.  Each of his sounds of pleasure ran across her like a physical touch.

“Do you want me to take it off?” he asked.

“God, yes,” she breathed.

He reached behind him and grabbed a fistful of his sweater, and pulled it off in one swift movement.  She couldn’t pull her eyes away from the defined muscles on his chest and the smattering of hair that led down to below the waistband of his jeans.

The man was perfection.

Her fingers itched to reach out for him, but as an artist, her eyes roamed over him for several minutes as she appreciated how he was built.

“I love it when you look at me like that,” he groaned.

Her gaze haltingly moved from his firm stomach to his defined pectorals, taking time to appreciate the veins that stood out on his arms and biceps, before she reached his face.  His deep-green eyes shone with need, for her.  She wanted to reach toward him, but she had little experience with men.  She wanted her touch to elicit pleasure, but doubts swamped her and her body froze in place.

“Ellie, love, what’s wrong?” he asked.

“I don’t…I want to…I don’t know how,” she finished.

“All you have to do is touch me.”  He closed the distance between them.

When he reached her several torturous seconds later, although it felt like minutes, her breathing became stilted and rushed.  He grasped her wrists and raised her hands to his chest.  At the first touch of her skin on his, he closed his eyes and groaned, sending the sound shivering over her body.  He held himself still as she grew bolder, opening her hands and exploring the rigid muscles of his chest and stomach.  She moaned, unable to hold the sound inside, as her fantasy became reality.

In the next moment, his mouth crashed down upon hers, stealing her breath.  She opened for him, all the while aware of her hands caressing his naked back and her body pressing closer to his, begging for relief.  He pulled away before he buried his face in her neck; his hot, deep breaths reassured her that he was as affected by their attraction as she was.

He clutched her waist and walked both of them backward until he dropped onto the couch.  He peered up at her, his hands tightening on her waist, giving her a split second warning before he pulled her onto his lap.

As she fell, her hands shot out and landed on his chest for balance and her knees landed on the outside of his hips.  She locked her legs, preventing her from full contact, but his hands glided over her back and urged her forward until the distance between them disappeared.

“More—I need your mouth.”

She tilted her head and molded her mouth to his, this time using her tongue to explore him.  He tasted of citrus and mint, and his deep kiss sent a flare of heat through her.  Unable to control her need for him, she relaxed her legs and pressed her hips against his, feeling his erection against her core.  Her fingers ran through his hair, holding him close, aching to get closer, while her mouth tangled with his.

His hands slipped around her back, one hand holding her neck as the other caressed her back, and in a rush, her back was pressed into the couch and his large body loomed over her.  He wasn’t touching her, other than his mouth on hers.  Of their own volition, her hips shot up, striving to feel his hardness against her again, but he held his body away from her.  She growled into his mouth, letting him know of her frustration.

He pulled back, their breathing deep and harsh in the silence of her apartment.  Her brows drew down in confusion, wondering why he stopped, but as she opened her mouth to ask him, he placed a quick, hard kiss against her lips and levered himself off the couch.  There was a pinch in her chest—a small, innocuous thing, but it was there all the same.

She smoothed down her clothing as she sat up, her eyes downcast, not understanding why he stopped.

“Fuck,” he breathed.

“It wasn’t that bad,” she whispered.

In a split second, she was on her feet after he’d gripped her arms and lifted her until she was level with his gaze.  He looked angry, but his face relaxed and he pulled her into his chest, her cheek resting on his heart.  She could hear the staccato beat of his heart and wrapped her arms around him, content to be close to this man who made her feel wanted with just a kiss.

“I didn’t come over to get you into bed.”

“I know.”

“But once I kiss you, I can’t stop.  You taste so sweet, and you’re so responsive, that I took it too far.”

“I know.  I wanted you too, and if you didn’t stop, I wouldn’t have been able to.”

The growl that erupted from his chest rumbled through her body, and the heat that never dissipated flared hotter.  She closed her eyes and took and deep breath, trying to get her body under some semblance of control.  She didn’t want to push him too far and didn’t have enough experience to ask whether she could explore him further, with her mouth and hands.  His arms tightened as a tremor ran through her body at the direction of her thoughts.

“We have all the time in the world,” he said.

She nodded, relief washing through her at his words.

He dropped his arms and she stepped back.  Her eyes searched his to see whether there was any doubt in his words, but his smile and direct gaze told her that he was a man of his word.  He had shown her that he kept his word, and so she relaxed as he went in search of his sweater.  She almost groaned aloud as he covered his magnificent chest.

He stayed for another hour as they went back to their usual banter, talking about anything and everything that came to mind.

She couldn’t stop touching him.  She traced circles on his hand, caressing his cheek, pressing brief kisses to his mouth, and wrapping her arms around him to feel him close, to feel his body against hers.  With each touch, he didn’t take it further; he sat back and allowed her to explore.

He asked about her week, and she remembered the meeting scheduled for Monday morning with a new client.

“I might be a little busy this week.  We have a new client, and they always need a little hand-holding.”

He nodded, understanding.  “We’re working on a new software rollout for the middle of next month.  I would like to see you, though.”

“Yes,” she whispered.

She walked him to the door, and she paused, not knowing what to do or say.  He cupped her cheeks in both of his hands, and the kiss that came after was sweet.  He brushed his lips over hers, first kissing one corner before moving to the opposite side.  He licked her bottom lip and when she opened for him, his kisses weren’t rushed.  Instead, he explored her as though they were kissing for the first time.  Her knees felt weak, so she wrapped her arms around his waist and held on as each stroke of his tongue drew out different sensations.  When they pulled back several minutes later, her breathing came out stuttered.

“I’ll see you soon, love,” he promised.

She nodded, unable to find her voice.  He dropped a quick kiss on her forehead and opened the door.  He winked at her a split second before he closed the door, and she found herself alone in her quiet apartment.


Chapter Eight




Lucian typed the last line of code for the accounting software project, one of the many projects he and his team were working on, and blew out a breath.  When the beta testers had sent feedback, there were significant changes that had to be made.  It had made for a long week, and by the time he e-mailed the updates to the rest of his team and shut down his laptop, he was relieved the week was over.  It was the first time other matters took precedence since he started the company.  There would be tweaks that would be needed to be completed later in the process, but for now, he was done.

He glanced at his watch and shot to his feet.  He was going to be late for dinner with Ellie and her friends.

He walked to the bathroom attached to his office, and after taking a look in the mirror, decided to take a quick shower.  Her friends were important in her life, and he didn’t want to start off on the wrong foot before he even walked in the door.  His hand ran through the stubble on his chin.  He thought about taking the time to shave, but dismissed it.  

He hadn’t seen Ellie the entire week, and after what happened in her apartment last weekend, five days was excruciatingly long to spend without being able to touch her, kiss her.  They had spoken on the phone several times over the week, but they were hurried conversations that left him wanting.  She had spoken to him about a new client who found fault with every idea she and her team had come up with, along with details of her daily life.  He found himself awed that she would share her life with him, even if it was over the phone.

That was why he planned to surprise her with a catered dinner for four, remembering that she had a standing dinner with her friends every Friday, and it was the least he could do.

He was curious about her friends.

Ellie hadn’t answered his question about her friend last weekend, and he’d become distracted by her and never pursued an answer to his question.  But tonight he would see how her friend acted toward Ellie.

He dressed in a dark-green hooded knit pullover that covered a white tee, a pair of comfortable jeans, before sliding on a pair of his favorite sneakers and running his hand through his hair.  With one more look in the mirror, he grabbed his wallet and keys, and headed out.

The Friday night traffic was heavy, but he was able to flag down a taxi at the corner of Wall Street and Broad, and relaxed back in his seat as they turned on FDR Drive.  Before long, the driver pulled up to Ellie’s place.  He peeled off some bills for the driver as he exited the cab, and strode through the door as the doorman opened it for a couple who were on their way out.  He darted around the perfumed couple and made a beeline for the elevator.  As he pressed the button, he found himself tapping his foot as he waited for the elevator to her fourth-floor apartment.

The elevator ride felt like hours, but he took a deep breath as he stood outside her door.  He couldn’t help the smile as he heard her laugh, and he knocked, a little harder than he intended.

When she opened the door, his world had righted, because she was standing in front of him.  Her hair was up in a severe knot, and she wore a business suit that hid the vivacious woman he’d gotten to know.  He wanted to rip the pins out of her hair and run his fingers through it, but he settled on her beautiful face as a smile bloomed there.

She breathed his name a split second before she launched herself in his arms.  He caught her with ease, wrapping his arms around her and bringing her flush against his body, before he kissed her breathless.  He couldn’t remember who initiated the kiss, and at the moment, couldn’t bring himself to care.  She was in his arms, where she belonged.

He pulled back and buried his face in her neck, breathing her in.  His body hardened at her familiar scent.  He was amazed how much he missed her soft fragrance, her laugh.  He tightened his arms, reluctant to release her, even after he heard someone inside her apartment clear their throat.  He pulled back and smiled down at her, and she conveyed how much she missed him when she relaxed in his arms.  He growled when he spotted the flare of desire in her eyes.

“I think you can put her down now,” came a man’s voice, clipped and strained.

Without skipping a beat, she muttered, “I kinda like it up here.”

The smile on his face grew, and he leaned toward her to press his lips against her forehead.  He put her on the ground and raised a brow in surprise when she interlaced their fingers before she pulled him into her apartment.  He didn’t care where they were headed, as long as she kept touching him.

As soon as he crossed the threshold, a strong hand gripped his forearm and whipped him around.  A woman, beautiful but somewhat severe, smiled at him as her finger tapped on her chin.

“Hmmmm.”

Ellie stepped to his side and he slipped an arm around her waist, squeezing her.  He caught her eye, and hoped that he conveyed that his lone interest was in his arms.

“Nina, this is Lucian.  Lucian, one of my best friends, Nina.” 

Ellie eyed the two of them for a long moment, and it struck him that she kept silent because she wanted to see his reaction to her friend.  Ellie had played second tier to her friend at times, but this time, it was her turn for attention.  He nodded at Nina, and turned his focus on the man who glared at both of them from the across the kitchen island.  They stared each other down as Lucian sized him up.  The man was shorter than him by several inches, but the look on his face was of pure fury.  His look was laid-back, but Lucian knew that the other man had no problem attracting women, as long as it wasn’t Ellie.  She was his.

“And this is Ben,” she said, never looking away from his face.

Lucian nodded and Ben responded in kind.

He returned his attention back to Ellie, feeling the tension leave his body now that he was able to see her, be near her.  He could feel the tension in the room, but chose to ignore it.  With the silence becoming almost oppressive, a knock on the door spurred Ellie into action and she dragged him to the door with her.  He didn’t know whether she was protecting him from Ben or whether she was trying to keep him away from Nina.

He hadn’t known what to expect when he saw her again, but the gnawing restlessness clawing at his chest all week disappeared as soon as she touched him.  He half expected that she might have talked herself out of seeing him because of the time they spent apart. 

“I’ve missed you,” she whispered when they were out of earshot of her friends.

“I missed you, too.  I ordered dinner for all of us, if that’s okay.  I wanted to see you and meet your friends, although one of them hates me.”

“Well, I know you’re not talking about Nina because she’s too busy eye-humping you, so it must be Ben.”

His sharp laugh drew a huge smile.  When she gave him a smile, he felt as though he’d been given a precious gift.

She opened the door, and he chuckled at the expression on her face.  They stepped back to give the crew of five room to set up the dishes on the table, along with bottles of wine, soda, plates, utensils.  In less than five minutes, they were out the door—with a large tip from Lucian.  Soon the lids were removed from the containers, and the room was filled with the fragrance of garlic bread and other Italian delicacies.

Ellie snagged a slice of garlic bread and reached for his hand.  She indicated to her friends to start eating, but she pulled him near the cabinets and let go of his hand long enough to scramble onto the countertop.  She reached for him as soon as she was seated.  When he stepped between her outstretched thighs, he groaned aloud as he watched her small, pink tongue dart out and catch a drop of butter.

“I wanted to give them a chance to get some food.  How was your week?” she asked.

“It’s good now,” he stated.

“I’m serious.”

“So am I.  We were working on the software rollout, so it seemed to be a longer week than it was.  I finished coding about an hour ago.  My thoughts were elsewhere.”  He ran his hands up and down her thighs.

She finished the last bite of garlic bread and he held himself rigid, swallowing a groan.  He wanted to lick her lips, but he didn’t think her friends would appreciate it.  She scooted herself closer to him and wrapped her arms around his shoulders.  Instead of the kiss he expected, she laid her head down on his shoulder and sighed.  He curled his arms around her and rubbed his hands up and down her back, hoping to drain the tension that radiated from her body.

“So the client turned out worse than you described him?”

She turned her face and kissed his neck, before she took a deep breath and tightened her arms.  “I found out that the client delayed because he wanted to spend time with me.  He asked me out as I was leaving work tonight.  I told my boss what happened, and she dropped the client.  My team put in so much work, but he wasn’t serious about our business.”

“I’m sorry, love.”

She lifted her head and gazed into his eyes.  “I’m glad you came by.  I was feeling lost for a little while, but now I’m better.”

His heart swelled in his chest at her admission, and he hoped his answering look told her that he felt as intensely about her.  He pulled her off the counter and with a hand on the small of her back, steered her toward the food.  Tiredness radiated from her, and all he wanted to do was to take care of her, and that included food.

They settled at her dining room table, and spoke of general topics.  Ben glared at him while a dreamy look would cross the man’s face as he looked at Ellie, who was oblivious of the attentions of her friend.  He learned that all three of them were friends for the last five years, both of them befriending Ellie because she was new to New York and the company.  In that time, Ben had never asked her out, or even hinted that he had any feelings other than friendship, so Lucian didn’t feel as though he was treading on their possible relationship.

During dinner, he could feel Nina’s eyes on him, and it bothered Ellie each time her friend’s gaze turned his way by the number of times she squeezed his hand.  He knew Nina had questions for him—either to protect her friend or for her own curiosity, he didn’t know—but instead of asking what she wanted to know, she skirted around it by asking him whether he had seen Ellie’s art.

“She created a sketch for my sister, and I honestly don’t think I’ve seen an artist so talented at capturing someone’s likeness.”  He squeezed her hand underneath the table.  “But I would like to see your paintings if you want to show me.”

“Maybe she doesn’t,” Ben interjected.

Nina glared at Ben a split second before he heard the thud.  He smiled down at his plate when Ben grunted in pain and bent down to rub his shin.  Nina smiled at him, and he gave her a small smile back.

For the rest of the dinner, he watched Ellie and Ben.  Although Ben’s feelings were obvious, Ellie thought of Ben as nothing more than a friend.  She treated him as a brother, and the relief that washed through him made him weak in the knees.

“So, Lucian, do you like being an escort?” Nina asked.

He choked, hiding the sound with a cough.  Before he could respond to her question, Ellie glared at her friend and cut off the words that were stuck in his throat.

“It’s his first time,” Ellie blurted.

Ben let out a strangled laugh, Nina smiled at her friend, and Lucian brought Ellie into his side and kissed her on the top of her head.

He felt a pang of uneasiness as she defended him.  As he watched her blush, he became determined that he would tell her the truth about how they met.  It was unfair to lie to her in the first place, and the more he learned about her, the more he wanted her as a permanent part of his life.  There was plenty of time to think about that, after he told her the truth.  And that, he decided, would be tomorrow.

By the time her two friends left for the night, exhaustion was etched on Ellie’s face.  He lifted her in his arms and carried her into the bathroom, setting her down in front of the mirror.  He turned to leave but her cool hand on his stopped him in his tracks.

“Stay with me tonight?” she asked.

“I—”

“Please?”

“Of course.  I’ll leave you alone to get ready for bed.”

She nodded.  The look of relief on her face made him smile as he closed the door behind him.

He took out his wallet and keys, and placed them on the end table to the right of the bed.  His eyes were on the bathroom door as he sat on the bed and removed his shoes and socks, before he stood and shucked his pants and slid the shirt over his head, leaving him in a pair of boxer briefs.  Just as he was draping his shirt over the chair she had in the corner of her room, the bathroom door opened and his heart stalled in his chest.

She had loosened her braid and brushed her hair, the beautiful mass cascading around her shoulders.  She had changed into flannel pajama shorts and a white tank, similar to the one she wore when he had woken her up, and he clenched his hands to stop himself from reaching for her.

“Lucian?”

“You’re very…”

“So are you,” she breathed.

“Come here,” he demanded.

She moved to him without hesitation, and he reached for her hands, placing them on his naked chest.  She moaned at the first contact, and he smiled as his mouth sought hers.  In the back of his mind, he knew she was tired, so instead of deepening the kiss, he lifted her in his arms and laid her on the bed.  Without breaking contact, he slid in next to her and pulled her head against his chest.  Their legs became intertwined and his heart beat faster as she absently caressed his chest.  He rubbed her back with languid strokes, breathing in her light scent, as she settled against him.

“Good-night, Lucian.”

“Night, love.”

A few minutes later, her breathing evened out and her body relaxed against his.  It took several minutes for his body to relax and enjoy her touch, but as she mumbled something in her sleep and burrowed her head farther into his side, the heat flared and he grew hard.  He resolved to ignore it, and with thoughts on the woman at his side, fell into a restless sleep.


Chapter Nine




In the five years she had lived in New York, Ellie had never been inside the Metropolitan Museum of Art.  But as she walked down the front steps of the building, hand in hand with Lucian, she was grateful that she had waited.

Experiencing it with Lucian was both exhilarating and deeply satisfying.

He stood next to her as she explored almost every inch of the museum.  His strong, steady hand enveloped hers as she pulled him from room to room.  She spoke in hushed whispers, as if the statues and paintings would be disturbed by her if she spoke in her normal voice, and he responded the same way.  It was a brilliant day that she was able to share with the man who had come to mean much more to her than she could even explain to herself.  It was perfect.

“Wanna grab some dinner?” he asked.

“Thank you, Lucian,” she whispered as she turned to face him.  She slipped her arms around his shoulders, and right there on the busy sidewalk, she kissed him with all the passion that they had built from day one.

He wound his arms around her waist and lifted her into his arms, until her chest was flush to his, and he proceeded to kiss her until her body grew hot and achy.  She wanted to be alone with him, to explore this heat between them, but she was shaken from her fantasy when someone called her name.

“El?”

Lucian lowered her to her feet, and she smoothed out her clothing, not taking her eyes off him.  Her body vibrated from the devastating kiss, but when she peeked up at him, the fierce expression on his face made her pause.  He was scowling at someone, and when she turned to see who it was, she jerked back when she spotted Tim and Amanda standing so close to them.  Lucian hauled her close, a protective arm around her shoulders, and she relaxed into him.

“Hi, Tim, Amanda,” she said.

“Hey, El, I thought that was you,” Tim said.

She flinched at the nickname she hated, but the smiling man took no notice.  When she looked at the couple in front of her, she found that there were no lingering feelings for him.

Because of them, she was with Lucian, who made her feel beautiful and comfortable in her own skin.  Tim was embarrassed from the way she dressed to the way she styled her hair, and although image didn’t matter that much to her, it became a big obstacle in their relationship.

Amanda was perfect for him because she fit the mold of what he wanted.  Tall, blonde, stunning, and dressed the part.

As her eyes shifted to Amanda, Ellie noticed that the other woman couldn’t take her eyes off Lucian.  A surge of rage rushed through her, and she felt a growl rise in her chest.  She chanced a glance up at Lucian to see what his reaction was to another woman staring at him, but he wasn’t paying attention to her old roommate.

“It’s so great to run into you.  You know the wedding is just over a month away, and I wanted to introduce you to Steve before the wedding,” Tim said.

“She has a date,” Lucian growled.

“Oh, oh, I see.”  Tim shifted from one foot to the other, and reached for Amanda’s hand in reassurance, but she ignored him altogether.

Without thinking, she blurted, “Amanda, why do you keep staring at Lucian?”

“We have a history,” Amanda said.

The strained silence between the four of them was palpable, until Ellie threw her hands up and shouted the first thing that came to mind.  “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

She pulled away from Lucian, and without conscious thought, walked away from the three of them.

She didn’t care who Lucian had dated in the past, because his past was his business, but she was tired of women, including her own friend, being mesmerized by the man.  Jealousy clawed away at her chest as she continued walking—to where, she didn’t know nor did she care.  

When she first met Lucian, she thought that they would look incompatible as a couple, but now, she knew her reasons had changed.  Between kissing in the elevator to their day at the museum, her feelings for him were growing.  Without knowing when it happened, she allowed herself to hope that something between the two of them would develop into something more.

But reality set in.  No one had ever wanted her—not her parents, or Tim—so the hope that something had started to grow was both dangerous and stupid.

Every time he touched her, kissed her, her mind shut down and she let instinct take over.  She found herself plastered to his body, craving more than what they had already shared.  She was crazy, and he wasn’t the man for her.  And the sooner she realized it, the better off she would be.

After walking for close to a half an hour, her mind swirling with hurt and anger, she stopped in front of a coffee shop and stared at the people milling inside.  She spotted an empty overstuffed chair in the back corner and pulled open the door, heading toward the back.  She plopped down, pulled her legs up, and laid her head on her knees.  She closed her eyes, and let the soft murmurs and slow jazz wash over her until she relaxed.

She didn’t open her eyes as familiar arms scooped her up, pressing her close to his chest.  He sat back down on the chair, and she curled herself against him.  She couldn’t help herself from seeking comfort when he offered.  He pressed her face against his neck, and although part of her wanted to revolt, she relaxed into his arms.  His hand soothed her, gliding up and down her back, while his other arm kept her firmly against him.

He broke the silence several minutes later.  “My assistant had set me up on a blind date with Amanda, several years ago.  It was a disaster.  She was drunk before we reached the restaurant, and after flirting with every male in the vicinity, I put her in a cab and haven’t seen her since.”

“I told you this wouldn’t work out,” she mumbled.

He jerked at her harsh words, before his voice became low and dangerous.  “It will.  I told them we were engaged.”

She leaned back until she could see his face, but she couldn’t decipher his look.

“Don’t let them ruin our day.”  He paused before he added.  “What did you see in him, anyway?”

She shrugged.  “I think it was the hope that since we’ve known each other since we were kids, that maybe there would be something more, but I was wrong.  He was demeaning, and called me ‘El’ when I asked him not to.  Oh, and he slept with my roommate.”

His laughter comforted her, and she couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled up her chest.  She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, laughing until tears streamed down her eyes, and for several minutes, it felt wonderful to let go with him.  She cuddled into his chest and blew out a breath.

“You’re assuming that this will end in a disaster, but it won’t.  And from this point forward, I will tell you the complete truth.  I need to make a confession,” he said.

“Is this where you tell me you’re married, or gay, or a serial killer?”

“I’m not an escort,” he said flatly.

“I know,” she said.

His right brow crooked up in question.

“Lucian, you’re a very successful businessman.  I looked into your company, and wow—just wow.  There is no way that you would be an escort.  You have no problem attracting women.  You made my friend drool, and she mentioned to me that if I screwed this up between us that she is willing to step in.  Her words, not mine.”

“I’m going to ignore that, and trust me, love, I have no interest in your friend.  Are you angry at me for telling you I was an escort?”

She shook her head.  She wasn’t.  “Is Rebecca your sister?”

“Of course she is.  Her husband, Gabriel, is my best friend, and he wanted me to try to talk to her about cutting down her hours because she’s three months pregnant.  She works more than I do, and I was trying to convince her to cut back.  Gabriel was delusional to think that I had any influence over her.”

She nodded, knowing that he was telling her the truth.  She had found over the last couple of weeks that when he was adamant about something, he wouldn’t take no for an answer.

“What I don’t understand is why you would pretend to be an escort, of all things?”

“Because of you.  I was enthralled the first moment I spotted you.”

She groaned and pressed her face against his chest.  “I hate it when you say things like that.”

He was still for a long moment.  “Why?”

“It makes it harder to stay away from you.”

He held her in the silence and worried about her words.

She didn’t believe them, but there was one place their relationship would lead, and in the end, she would be hurt when he moved on.  Each time she saw him, like the night before when he had knocked on her door, surprising her, she would forget that they weren’t dating.  The logical side of her brain would shut off, and she led with her feelings.  Everything in her craved the man, and each moment they spent together made her awareness of it palpable.

“I don’t want you to stay away from me, because I have no intention of staying away from you.  You’re a beautiful woman, and on top of that, you make me laugh and forget about everything else in the world but you.  I want you, more every day, but I needed you to know the truth before we went any further.”

“You have to forgive me, but I don’t have the greatest track record when it comes to trusting other people.”

He nodded.  “I understand, and we have all the time in the world to get to know each other.  I’m not going anywhere, love, I promise you that.”

She would have to wait and see, but for now, she was content to spend as much time with him as she could and let tomorrow sort itself out.  She stood and smiled, reaching for his hand.  He interlaced their fingers, and they walked out of the shop together.

“I’m starving,” she muttered.

“So am I,” he growled.

Shivers skittered throughout her body, and she wanted what his voice promised.  She stopped in her tracks and caught a flash of emerald flames as his gaze dropped to her mouth.  Her tongue darted out, brushing against her bottom lip, and he reached for her, pulling her close.  It wasn’t until someone bumped into her that the spell was broken.  He reached for her hand again, walking up the street.

“It’s dangerous to look at me like that.”

“You started it,” she breathed.

He hid a smile behind her hand as he lifted it to brush his lips against her skin, and continued to lead her through the crowds on a busy Saturday night.

“Did you tell Tim we were engaged?” she asked.

He stopped in his tracks and when he opened his mouth, she thought that he was going to deny it.  She braced herself for the answer she didn’t want to hear.

“Yes.”

She blew out a breath.  “Well, that complicates things.”

“Why?”

“Because Tim knows both Ben and Nina, and the man could never keep his big mouth shut.”

“Are you worried because it’s going to hurt their feelings?” he asked.

“No.  Nina will hound you until you marry me, and Ben…”  She shrugged.  “I have no idea about Ben.”

Ben had a huge problem with Lucian, and made his hostility known the night before.  She had never thought of her friend in any other way, but the way he acted, it was if he claimed her for himself and Lucian was poaching on his territory.  She had two huge problems with that.  One, he had no right—even as a friend—to dictate who she dated, and two, if he wanted to ask her out, he had five years to do so.  She would have turned him down, because she didn’t want to destroy their friendship.

Until Lucian, she never felt this longing to be with a man, and to never let him out of her sight when they were together.  What she had felt for Ben went no further than friendship.

“And Nina isn’t the best keeper of secrets.  Before long, the entire company will know.  Your name is an easy Internet search away, and who knows what will happen then.”

“You’re worried about me?” he asked.

She nodded her head, wondering why he wasn’t.  “Of course I am.  You own a giant tech company, and people think that any connection, no matter how distant, is a connection.  I don’t want you being harassed by someone who thinks our engagement is a stepping-stone to bigger and better things.”

He pulled her into a small alcove, away from the sidewalk, and proceeded to kiss her breathless.  If he hadn’t been holding her up, she would have sunk to the ground.

“You are an amazing woman.”

“That doesn’t solve our problem,” she said.

“There is no problem, love, no problem at all.”


Chapter Ten




Of course, Ellie was right about people’s reaction to the news that she was engaged to Lucian Cole, the owner and founder of Thomas Cole Technologies.

First thing Monday morning, her office was flooded with visitors asking about how they met, when they were getting married, why she didn’t have a ring, and other private questions that she ignored.  She spoke to people in departments she’d never met, all because of one infuriating man.  Her life was flipped upside down, and she spent more time fending off the sudden interest in her, all because of Lucian.

She couldn’t regret meeting him, but she had no idea why he would tell anyone they were engaged.  Each time she spoke to Lucian, he would remind her that the attention would die down, and they would soon move on to other things.  Whenever he would reassure her, she would growl at him and he’d laugh.  His laughter and reassurance made it somewhat bearable.

After barraging her with questions that were none of their business, people she hadn’t even met, much less worked with, went on to ask her whether she thought Lucian would be willing to fund a project for them, or help them start their own business, or whether he would hire them, because they expected Ellie to put in a good word for them.  She was polite at first, but by the end of the day, she had shut her door and jammed a chair underneath so no one else could disturb her.

The one group who hadn’t questioned her relentlessly about Lucian was her team; they wished her all the best and seemed happy for her.  They became her guards, so when she barricaded herself in her office, her staff had to tell people that she was busy and wasn’t to be disturbed.  She had grown close with her team of five, and was grateful that they supported her, as her work life was turned upside down.

After a quick glance at her watch and noting it was after eight at night, she unlocked the door and flipped on the light near the entryway, and tossed her keys into a ceramic bowl that sat on her long hallway table.  The table, found in disrepair, had great potential so she had brought it home and taken the time to sand the rough spots, fix the hinges, and re-stained it, and finished it by painting the three drawers in pastel colors.  Unlike the look of her modern apartment, she had furnished most of it with eclectic tables, comfortable furniture, and throws that she had knitted herself.  As she surveyed her home, she leaned against her front door and blew out a breath, happy that the day was over.

One more day—she had one more day—and then she could spend the weekend with Lucian and forget about this week.

She hung her coat up and placed her messenger bag that contained her laptop, on the rounded wooden table, another project she had completed when she moved in.  She thought about finishing up a couple of things for work, but dismissed the idea.

She rounded the island and headed toward the refrigerator, happy that she could warm up leftovers from the night before, too tired to cook.  As she removed the lid from the plastic container and placed it in the microwave to heat, there was a knock on her door.

Her brows drew down as her gaze landed on her door.  Lucian had called her on Tuesday to let her know he was out of town until Friday night, because he was looking to acquire a struggling tech company.  She strolled to the door, taking the time to peek through the peephole, and spotted Ben on the other side.  His face was marred by a frown, and she wrenched the door open, thinking something happened to Nina.

“Ben, is everything okay?” she asked.

He looked up, and his features smoothed out.  “Yeah.  Oh yeah, sorry, I didn’t meant to freak you out.”

She blew out a breath, and opened the door wider and waited for him to walk through.  She closed it and headed back to the kitchen as her food had finished reheating.

“Would you like some pasta?”

He shook his head and seated himself at the island.  She couldn’t remember ever having Ben in her apartment alone.  He picked up Nina, before the two of them came over, so she set aside her plate and faced him, ready to hear what he had to say.  She didn’t have to wait very long.

“I heard that you’re engaged to Lucian.”

It was a statement, not a question.  She couldn’t tell him the truth, that no, she wasn’t engaged to Lucian, but the hardheaded man made her promise to go along with it.  The reason he made the ridiculous claim was the same reason she had agreed to go to the wedding.  They didn’t want Tim interfering in their lives.  The best way, Lucian thought, to stop Tim from fixing her up with a date to his wedding was to make a commitment to each other.

“It’s complicated.”

Ben blew out a breath and glared at her.  “Complicated, how?”

“Who did you hear it from?”  She avoided the question.

“Everyone in the office knows.  I found out Monday morning, but I was hoping it was a mistake.  You can’t be serious about getting involved with an escort, even if he is a successful, rich one.”

“He’s not an escort.  He just said that so he could get to know me.  He told me the truth last weekend, but I already knew.”

“So, you’re okay with him lying to you?”

She shook her head, refusing to have this conversation with him.  The three of them never talked about who they were dating, unless it was in passing, but this time, Ben wanted to know everything.

She wanted to keep her relationship with Lucian private.  She couldn’t explain why, but sharing information, even with a friend, felt like a betrayal to her.  Until they defined their relationship with each other, she wouldn’t discuss it with anyone else. 

There was never a moment where she thought Lucian was lying to her.  She knew that he wasn’t an escort from the first moment she met him, but the more time they spent together, the more she wanted him in her life.  Her friend meant well, but this was none of his business and she refused to discuss this with him.  Whatever happened between Lucian and herself, she would keep her thoughts and memories private.  

“What’s this all about?”

“You’ve known him less than a month, and now you’re engaged to him?”

She felt as though she had known Lucian her entire life.  He was an integral part of her, and even though they’d known each other a short while, she instinctively trusted him.

He would never hurt her, but she was also smart enough to know that whatever was between them would burn out and he would move on to the next woman he was interested in.

In all of her years, she’d never been so attracted to a man that her body became aware of him whenever he was near.  But at the same time, he made her laugh, appreciated her quirkiness, and still stuck around.

“Ben,” she chastised.

He shook his head and paced around her kitchen.  In all the time she’d known him, he never let anything get to him, and he was never agitated.  But as he continued with his silence, she started to worry.  When he broke away from his path and turned to her, she had no idea what was coming.

“Ellie,” he groaned.

She held herself still as he strode toward her, caging her in with his body and the island behind her.  He bent to gaze into her eyes, and his next words stole her breath.

“I love you, Ellie.  I always have, and I want you to choose me.”

She jerked back as if he’d struck her and her eyes widened.  Her breathing sawed in and out of her throat as she tried to process what he’d told her.  He couldn’t love her.  They’d been friends for five years and he never let on once that he felt anything other than friendship.  She shook her head, adamant that he was mistaken.

“You don’t.”

He moved so fast that she didn’t see his hands until they cupped her cheeks.  He didn’t give her any time to deny him before his lips were pressed against hers.  She pushed against his chest.  He refused to budge and she refused to open her mouth to his kiss.  Her knee was about to make contact with his balls, when the pressure released from her mouth.  She gazed around.

Lucian held Ben about six inches off the ground, his face a mask of pure rage and hatred.  Lucian had about four inches and several pounds of muscle on Ben.

For a second, she couldn’t take her eyes off the man who had become her entire world.  She didn’t want to let it show, but the relief of seeing Lucian made her body sag against the counter.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Lucian growled.

Ben paled as he glanced down at the angry man.

She worried about Lucian.  He vibrated with anger while he waited for an answer.  Her chest hurt when she thought about what he walked in on.  She had to make him understand that there was nothing going on between her and Ben.  But first, she had to get Ben out of her place.

“Lucian, please put him down.”  Her voice was as soothing as she could make it.

He lowered Ben slowly to his feet.  The moment the other man’s feet touched the floor, she reached for Lucian’s hand and tugged him close, before she turned and faced Ben.

“I’m flattered, but I know you don’t love me, Ben.”

“But—”

“Did you feel anything when you kissed me?” she demanded.

The shock was evident on his face, but he refused to answer her question.  With one long look at her, and then Lucian, he walked out of her apartment and slammed the door behind him.

The numbness spread throughout her body as she realized that in a few moments, she lost one of her closest friends and there was nothing she could have done to prevent it.  But knowing that Lucian had witnessed it made her heart ache in her chest.  Within seconds, she was in Lucian’s arms, and could hear his steady heartbeat as she laid her head against his chest.

“If he ever touches you again…”

“He won’t.”  Hurt made her voice come out low and shaky.

He warmed her as he rubbed his hands up and down her back.

“What happened?” he asked.

“He wanted me to choose him over you.”  She shook her head.  “He never gave any indication that he was interested in me.  And when he kissed me, it felt wrong, but he wouldn’t let me go.  I didn’t kiss him back.”

“I’ve never felt such rage, and when I realized that you were trying to push him off…I should have beat him to a pulp.”

His voice was strained, and at the moment, she understood that he meant what he said.  She leaned back and glimpsed his face; despite the week that she’d had, she had missed him.

His teeth ground together as his arms tightened around her, and she knew that his anger hadn’t dissipated.  Confusion and sadness swamped her, but she didn’t realize that she’d been crying until he sucked in a breath and bent to kiss her tears away.

“I know he’s your friend…”

“It’s not that.  It’s been a hell of a week.”

“That’s my fault.”  He wiped the rest of her tears with his thumbs, and she relaxed in his arms.

“I thought that you weren’t coming home until tomorrow?”

“I missed you,” he said.

Her heart swelled at his simple, yet heartfelt words, and she cupped the back of his neck, pulling him down for a kiss.

This was right—his lips on hers—in a way that she’d never experienced before.

The kiss grew out of control, and when he lifted her onto the counter, she smiled against his mouth.

Everything else was forgotten when he was near.

She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and brought him closer, until she could feel his hardness against her stomach.  The moan that escaped her mouth spurred something deep inside him, and his hands slid to her waist and jerked her until her core pressed against him.

She ripped her mouth from his.  “Yes, Lucian.”

“I love it when you moan my name,” he growled.

When their mouths collided, heat shot straight to her core and she surged up to brush against his hardness, begging him for what her body craved.  In this moment, she wanted him deep inside her, until they became one and erased the ache that had become a constant.  She brought her body closer, until they were pressed together from chest to hip, and wrapped her legs around his waist.

“Please, I need you,” she begged.

His groan rumbled through her body, but instead of picking her up and carrying her to the bedroom, he lowered his forehead to hers and blew out a frustrated breath.  He pulled back and met her gaze with his heated one.  The silence stretched for several minutes as their bodies cooled.  The loudest sound in the room was their breathing.

“Now isn’t the time, love.  I need to take care of you, and when we do make love, it’ll be without any distractions.”

She couldn’t bring herself to regret her response to his closeness.  As she sagged back against the counter, she had to acknowledge that he was right.  She was exhausted, and she wanted to savor the moments with Lucian, not rush them in an attempt to forget about the week.

He must have spotted something in her expression, because he gave her a quick kiss and rounded the counter, right to the refrigerator.

She watched him in a daze as he threw together ingredients for an omelet, his movements efficient as he moved around her kitchen.  Soon, he slid the plate in front of her, watching her until she ate every bite.  When she was finished, he rinsed the plate and slid it into the dishwasher, before he turned to her and lifted her in his arms.

“Time for bed, love.”

“Will you stay?”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

The bathroom light was flicked on, and she squinted at the brightness, hurrying through her bedtime ritual of brushing her teeth, washing her face, and looping her hair into a bun.  He was beside her, brushing his own teeth, and the act was somehow more intimate than what they had shared on the counter in her kitchen.

He led her to the bedroom and stripped her until she stood in her bra and panties.  She spotted a flare of heat in his eyes, but instead of touching her, he reached for the tee he’d left the last time he spent the night and slid it over her head.  Boldly, she watched as he stripped down to his boxers.  Her eyes traced every muscle on his chest and his stomach before her eyes slid down to his strong legs.  Her eyes moved back up his well-built and sexy body, memorizing as much as her tired brain would allow, and met his eyes with a feeling of breathlessness that he’d brought out in her.

The right side of his mouth curved up in a hint of a smile before he stepped toward her.

“Hop in.”  The covers were pulled down and he stepped back to give her room.

She crawled to her side of the bed, and the bed sank as he lay down next to her.  She rested her head on his chest and closed her eyes, content for the first time that week.  His chest moved underneath her head as he reached for the lamp to switch it off, and they settled for the night.

“I missed you, too,” she whispered.

His kiss on the top of her head was the last thing she remembered before she drifted off.


Chapter Eleven




The painting in Ellie’s makeshift studio captured his attention from the moment he walked into the room, and hours later, he couldn’t pull himself away from it.

It was standing on an easel in the middle of the room, depicting a couple in love, walking hand in hand through Central Park in the fall.  The woman wore a beige pea coat, her hair worn long and, because of the breeze of the day, it wafted behind her to reveal her lovely features as she looked toward the man next to her.  The man wore an expression of such affection that Lucian’s presence seemed like an intrusion into their private moment.  He had seen her talent firsthand, but nothing could have prepared him for the mingled emotions swinging from awe to utter amazement at her talent.  A swell of pride surged in his chest.

He’d been out of town for two days, and after intense negotiations, he’d reached a settlement with a small gaming company that created games for phones and tablets.  He didn’t want to dismantle the company, or move it.  His main motivation was to own the company with potential, but with it hemorrhaging money, the prospects for the company being around in a year was slim.  Of course, the executives were hesitant to sell, and with much discussion, had come around to saving their business, even if it meant having Thomas Cole own seventy percent of the company.  

Relief washed over him when he landed at JFK, and settled in the back of a cab, on his way to her apartment.  For years, he had concentrated on work and developing his company into something that would challenge him on a daily basis, but it wasn’t until Ellie that he realized what he was missing.  He enjoyed being near her, a sense of knowing that he was right where he was supposed to be.   

He knew that she wasn’t expecting him until the next day, but he had found that he missed her more than he thought he could.   He’d heard mumbling when he arrived at her door, but what he’d found when he opened the door had caused rage to course through his body.  She was struggling to escape Ben’s arms, and without thought, he acted as the building anger clouded his vision.  Ben hadn’t hid the fact that he wanted Ellie, but he didn’t think the man would pressure her into anything. The reason he didn’t attack the man after he pulled him off was Ellie’s request for him not to, and he would never do anything to hurt her.  But hours later as he stood in her studio, he was still fuming.

He’d come so close to claiming her tonight, to stripping her down and carrying her to bed, and kissing every inch of her sweet body, before sliding inside and bringing them both to release.  Their encounter on the counter of her kitchen grew out of control because it was the first time that she had touched him with intent.  It had taken most of his control to pull away when he did, and his body screamed to take what they both had wanted.  But he couldn’t, not when she was so tired and exasperated by her friend.

When he had spotted another man kissing her, his brain screamed one word.

Mine.

She was his, and he was the one who would touch her, make love to her, and satisfy her.  He knew that she trusted him, and he would’ve never touched her with intent until she knew the truth about him.  But with that obstacle out of the way, he could think of nothing more than to bind her to him in every way.  She was his; he had no doubt about it.

“How long have you been up?”

He shivered at her raspy, sleepy voice, and turned to see her rub the sleep out of her eyes.  He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, trying to get his body under control.  Slowly, he opened his eyes to catch her sleepy gaze, and grew concerned with her fatigue.  He strode toward her and scooped her up in his arms.

“I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“I rolled over, and the bed was empty,” she said.

“I had some things to work through, and I saw the light on in this room.  You have a real talent.”

“Thanks.  Do you want to talk about it?”  She yawned again and snuggled closer to his warmth.

“I had a feeling that Ben might start something after the dinner we had together.  I’m angry with myself for not being here.”

She shook her head.  “It’s not your fault.  Ben’s not a timid man.  I’ve seen the women he dates, and they are nothing like me.  Trust me, if he had any interest in me, he would’ve told me before now.  He thinks our friendship is threatened, because he’s seen how happy I am with you.  And I didn’t feel anything when he kissed me.”

He relaxed a fraction when she confirmed what he suspected, that she had no romantic feelings for her friend.

“And what do you feel when I kiss you?” he asked.

“Everything.  I ache, but I feel as though I can’t get close enough to you.  I forget about everything but your mouth on mine.”

He groaned as he dropped his forehead to hers.  “I forget how innocent you are.  You’re mine, love, and when you catch up on your sleep, I’ll show you just how much I want you.”

Her cheeks bloomed in a soft pink tinge, and he smiled as he tucked her closer to his chest and carried her back to the bedroom.  They both had to work in the morning, and with the added pressure of their engagement, along with her friend’s confession, the stress was starting to get to her.  She had mentioned that she hadn’t slept well since he’d been out of town, confirmed by the dark circles under her eyes.  He had kept busy and fallen into an exhausted sleep while he was away, and he still dreamed of her, missing her each day.  

As he neared the bedroom, her breathing deepened, and he could tell that she was already asleep.  He slid in bed with her still in his arms and pulled the covers over both of them, and then settled her next to him.  She murmured something in her sleep and cuddled against his chest, and he tightened his arm around her.  

Tonight, he had planned to give her the ring he ordered online the day he’d come up with the engagement, but Ben’s impromptu arrival had spoiled the moment.  He wanted to claim her in front of her friends and everyone else, announcing to the world that they belonged with each other, but he would wait until this weekend to give it to her.

His mind wandered back to her collection of paintings in the next room, and he knew that she would be successful if she showed her work.  He thought about bringing up the subject of a show that he could fund, but he didn’t want to add to her already full schedule.  There would be time to mention a showing of her work.  He would have to bring it up when he had a chance.  She was exceptionally talented, and it evoked such emotion that he knew that she would be successful.

A low moan brought him out of his thoughts.  He tucked the comforter up to her chin and brought her closer against him, and she settled back into a peaceful sleep.  As he closed his eyes and was about to fall asleep, a surge of wonder filled his chest as he thought about how lucky he was to have met her.  He pulled her closer.  After two days and nights without her, he was right where he wanted to be.


Chapter Twelve




Ellie sensed Lucian a split second before his lips brushed against hers, and without opening her eyes, she slid her arms around his shoulders and pulled him closer.  Feeling brave, her tongue darted out and licked his bottom lip, drawing a groan from deep in his chest.  When he used his lips to open hers, she took him by surprise and darted her tongue inside to taste him.  She tilted her head to deepen the kiss.

When he draped his body on top of hers, he caught her loud moan in his mouth.  His fingers speared through her hair as he plundered her mouth, and she loved the small tug on her hair as he dominated her, body and soul.

His mouth trailed down her neck and burrowed just below her ear, taking a deep breath before he pressed a kiss to one of her sensitive spots.

“Breakfast,” he said.  He tried to lift her into his arms, but she pressed back onto the bed.

She shook her head.  “I want you first.”

Her eyes opened to his shocked face, but she could see his green eyes flared with desire.  She smiled at him and took advantage of the momentary distraction, pushing him onto his back, before she crawled up to sit on his stomach.

Two nights ago, she had allowed the stress of the week to overwhelm her.  When she made love with him, she wanted to be aware of every caress.  She wanted to feel him deep inside her, as they both found pleasure that they’d been dancing around for weeks, and this Saturday was the perfect time.  She had no clue how to please him, but she figured she would try anything, and see what he liked and what he didn’t.

She followed his gaze when they wandered to her skimpy tank that showed several inches of her stomach; his eyes wandered lower.  She shivered at his heated look, still not quite used to him seeing her as desirable.

He closed his eyes, and she took advantage of his momentary distraction and slipped her hand underneath his tee.  As she slid forward, she lifted the shirt higher with her movements, revealing a hard chest and stomach and a smattering of hair that led to the button of his jeans and below.  He lifted his arms and bent closer, so she could slip the shirt over his head, leaving him bare-chested.

Her breath caught in her throat and her mouth went dry, as she stared at him.  “You’re so sexy,” she whispered.

Her eyes zeroed in on the taut skin of his stomach, and without a thought or any experience to lead her, she bent her mouth down and placed a kiss near his belly button.  As his groan shivered along her body, she grew bolder as she kissed her way up to his chest, taking her time to savor the taste of his skin as a light sheen of moisture developed from her innocent touches.  As she buried her face in his neck, she inhaled the fresh smell of soap and his masculine scent, a faint smell of wood and citrus, and shivered with need.

“Ellie, love.”

She met his eyes as she rose to sit up, holding most of her weight on her legs.  Without breaking eye contact, she removed her tank and threw it somewhere behind her, forgotten the moment she released it.  She raised her hands to her hair and loosened the bun, letting her hair flutter down past her shoulders, loving his reaction when his fists clenched at his sides and his face became pinched in concentration.

A sudden growl that erupted from deep in his chest sent a spark throughout her body and straight to her core.  Absently, she pressed her core against his hardness, drawing moans from both of them.  She dropped down onto his chest and pressed her lips to his, striving to feel his hard chest pressed against her naked one.  The silence was shattered by her gasp as she clutched him closer.  Her eyes closed as she savored their first contact without any barriers.

Without a sound, he flipped her onto her back, and she wound her arms around his neck, afraid that he would stop at the moment when her body craved his the most.  Instead, his right hand skimmed her breast, down her side, until he reached the top of her boy shorts.  His fingers lingered there for several agonizing seconds.  Without a thought, a small sound of frustration pushed past her lips.

“That first morning when I knocked on your door and you were wearing your small tank and these shorts, it took all of my control not to strip you and take you on the floor of your living room.  You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met.”

Her movements stopped at his confession, but as she opened her mouth to reply, his fingers brushed against her core and all thoughts and sounds scattered.  The outside world ceased to exist with his first touch.  As he explored her, she wanted nothing but this man and his touch.

“Please.”  She had no idea what she was begging for, but she needed him to touch her, to end this aching need that built with each faltered breath.

She arched toward his fingers, and sucked in a startled breath when he sat back, out of her reach.  He removed the rest of her clothing with one solid tug and dropped them next to the bed, but it was when his eyes roamed over her nude body that the fire blazed out of control.

“I need to taste you.”

“I’ve never… had anyone—”

“That’s what makes it so sweet.”

His voice had deepened so much that the shiver that ran through her body became a constant quake, waiting for his touch to end the ache that threatened to drag her under.  Her moan exploded out of her throat as he dragged his hands up her calves, her thighs.  When his thumb brushed against her clit, her hips surged to meet his touch.  One brush, and then another, sent her reeling.  At the same time, she sought more of his touch and the astonishing responses he drew from her.  

When his tongue touched her core, she couldn’t form words to describe the sensations that crashed against her.  His hands anchored her to the bed, wrapping around her thighs and holding her hips down when she tried to move away from his talented tongue and mouth.  As his movements centered on her core and her release, his groans added to the ecstasy that threatened to pull her under.  Her hands clenched by her side as she moaned his name, over and over for the next feverish minutes, unable to absorb all the pleasure, but at the same time, wanting more, wanting everything he could give her.

“Lucian,” she cried out as her first orgasm swept through her.  Her body arched against his mouth, the small movements of his tongue extending the bliss that he’d created.  Her body shook with the aftermath.  When his face moved into view, she buried her face in his neck, unable to express her tremulous emotions stirring deep inside.

“Are you okay?”

The words lodged in her throat, and she was unable to tell him how much it meant for her to have her first experience with him.

She leaned back to catch his eye, and what she saw stalled her breathing.

His bright-green eyes sparked brighter than she’d ever seen them, but it was the way he looked at her.  His eyes were concentrated on her and intense, as if he had discovered his sole reason for existing.

She pulled him in for a kiss and moaned as she tasted herself on his lips, enjoying when he delved deeper, tasting every inch of her mouth, in a desperate need to get closer to her.  What she wanted was to give him pleasure, and feeling his erection pressed against the inside of her thigh gave her the courage to explore him.

As the kiss intensified, she nudged him onto his back while letting her hands roam over his chest and arms.  When she broke the kiss, he reached for her, but she danced out of reach.

“My turn.”

He dropped back, using his forearm to cover his eyes, and groaned aloud.  She took this as permission, and her mouth soon followed her hands as she traveled down his impressive torso.  His entire body tensed as she drew closer to his erection, and she rubbed her hands against his arms and chest in an effort to get him to relax.  Instead, his breathing increased and his hips arched up, brushing his hardness against her stomach.  She settled between his legs, taking the time for her gaze to travel over this gorgeous man, primed and ready.  She held her breath as her fingers reached for the waistband of his boxers, before lowering them down his legs, inch by excruciating inch.  Each gasp and moan that she drew from him encouraged her to continue.

He moved his free hand, effectively trapping both of hers against his hot skin.  “I’m not going to be able to last with your mouth on me,” he groaned.

She leaned toward the patch of hair that trailed from his chest down to his manhood, and licked several inches.  She rubbed her cheek against his hardness, loving his choppy breaths and the groans he couldn’t contain.

“Lift up.”

He paused for a moment, debating whether her shaky voice was hesitation or need, before his hips rose.  She shimmied down the bed, taking his jeans with her, revealing what she had long suspected each time he had touched her.  When his impressive erection sprung free, she couldn’t hold in the gasp of surprise at the sheer size of it.  She paused, his boxer briefs trapped in the middle of his thighs, as she looked her fill.  Her hand reached for him, and when she encountered silky skin, she moaned, feeling for the first time the power that it held.  Her hand flexed, and his groan of delight told her that she gave him a fraction of pleasure he’d granted her.

She gazed in wonder as a small drop of liquid formed on the tip of his erection, and she wondered how he would taste.  After a quick flick of her tongue, she moaned at her first taste of him.  That little taste wasn’t enough to satisfy her curiosity.  Acting on instinct, she leaned in closer and licked the length of him, starting with the base and stopping at the tip.  Her head snapped up and she met his eyes as he uttered her name as if he were in pain.

“Am I doing this wrong?”

Their eyes met, and he shook his head.  “I’m trying not to lose control, love.”

His statement brought a smile to her lips.  But she hadn’t forgotten about his pleasure, and squeezed the base of his erection at the same time her tongue darted out and brushed a lick over the tip.  His answering groan gave her courage to continue, knowing this time it was pleasure, not pain.  She pursed her lips and started a light suction, and groaned against his hot skin as she took more of him inside her mouth, concentrating each time she made him gasp or groan in satisfaction.

He was bigger than she expected, despite the minutes she stared at him as though he were a display in a museum.  Her hand wrapped around the base of his erection and parroted the movements of her mouth, to compensate for his size.  With each movement of her mouth, her hand would follow as she set a rhythm that made his breathing stutter and his groans grow louder.  The rhythm, along with the taste of his salty skin, made her strive for more of his essence.  She increased the suction of her mouth, and soon, she could hear a plea in his voice as he spoke to her.

“Move your mouth,” he breathed as her rhythm increased.

She had no intention of moving anywhere.  Lucian was her first touch of sex, of love, and she wanted to experience every moment, every sound that came from deep in his chest, how he moaned her name as he enjoyed the pleasure she was giving him.  Once more, she increased the pressure and sped up her movements, until his hoarse shout reverberated around the room.  

She was reluctant to pull away, savoring his taste and touch, when he reached for her and settled her close to his side.  She closed her eyes and savored his essence, as they both caught their breaths.  He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her closer, laying her head on his chest.  A smile bloomed as she thought about starting her day, every day, being able to touch him.  His kisses were potent, but the gratification he gave her was addicting.  

Her body started to relax, but her eyes popped open as he groaned her name and pressed her against the bed.  She watched as he inched his way up her body, savoring each graze of his skin.  Her eyes widened as she felt his impressive erection pressed to her stomach.  Her gaze raked over his naked body as she ran her hands over his tight stomach, and lower, to his straining thighs, before heading up to caress his chest.  She was becoming addicted to the feel of his body against hers, and under her hands.

He cupped her face, and with the first brush of his lips against hers, her body sparked fire.  They groaned as their mouths warred with each other, trying to get closer and deeper, while their hands and legs intertwined, becoming one.  He nipped her lower lip, and she tilted her head, craving more.  He tasted of mint, and also something that was uniquely Lucian.  She lifted closer to him, and for several feverish minutes, they fed off each other while their bodies strained just out of reach of the pleasure they both sought.

She ripped her mouth from his.  “Please, I need you inside me.”

His intense stare told her everything.

“Don’t hold back.  Forget your control, and take me.”


Chapter Thirteen




Lucian ran his fingers through her hair, savoring her curvy body beneath his, after she gave him the greatest pleasure in his life.  He gritted his teeth at her words, knowing that a small sliver of control was what kept him from plunging deep inside her and fucking her until they both screamed out in pleasure.  He wanted to savor their first time together, and try to convince her with his caresses and kisses that he treasured each moment they were together.  The part of him under control understood that he held his entire existence in his arms, and he was never letting her go.  

“I want it to be good for you,” he groaned.

She turned her expressive sky-blue eyes to his, and his heart stopped in his chest.

Throughout his years, work had been his refuge, the place where he thought his true happiness lay.  Women were a distraction.  Not one of them had ever touched his heart, or led him to believe that there was anything between them, other than a few satisfying occasions in bed.

He could trace his drive to his family and their support; he also saw what it took to make a relationship successful.  His parents had been married for close to thirty-five years, and his older brother and his wife, close to six, and noticed that love grew between them, not diminished.

Until he’d met Ellie, he had no idea that he would ever experience a connection with another person, and he’d been content.  He never accounted for the restlessness that had set in, or the sense of something more that lingered whenever he went home to an empty apartment after a long day.  Because Ellie had come into his life without warning, he was taken aback when he realized that her happiness was tied to his.  Despite their chemistry, and his inability to keep from touching her, he’d waited for this moment, afraid that their connection would be broken if the moment wasn’t right.  But the look in her eyes told him that she trusted him implicitly.

He brought his mouth to hers, and without telling her aloud all the emotions rushing through him, he conveyed them in a kiss that stole their breaths and left them both aching for more.

“I waited for this, for you, my entire life,” she whispered.

 A rumble started deep in his chest, and without wasting one more second, he lowered his hips and brushed his cock against her wetness.  He caught her shocked gasp in his mouth as he rubbed himself up and down, sending electric shocks throughout his body and preparing her for his invasion.

“Yes, yes, more,” she begged.

Unable to hold back, he bent his arms and lowered his hips a fraction, until he could feel her warmth radiating from her closeness.  He shifted his hips forward, entering her inch by excruciating inch, holding at each interval to watch her reaction.

Her head was thrown back, and each of her breaths made her breasts sway, enticing him to take her into his mouth; her hands gripped him, pulling him closer.

Gritting his teeth, he lowered himself farther, and when the head of his cock was surrounded by her heat, and he could feel a small barrier that told him what he’d suspected all along.  His control slipped for a moment, and before he could forget why he needed to take it slow and plunge inside her, he locked his elbows and lifted his hips.

Her inner muscles squeezed and a guttural groan rushed from his chest.  He slammed his eyes closed and concentrated on his breathing, trying to get a semblance of control.

At that moment, the decision to go slow was taken out of his hands.  His eyes snapped open when he felt her legs wrap around his waist, and in one surge, she drove her hips up, and impaled herself on his cock.

“Fuck,” he shouted.

He pressed her down with his hips, not trusting himself to pull out of her, in case he’d hurt her with the swift movement.

His gaze met hers.

Although he expected to see pain etched in her face, he instead found pure ecstasy.  Her hips wriggled under him, but he savored the moment where he had become the first man she trusted with her innocence.

“Move,” she demanded.

Instead of giving her what she asked for, he slammed his mouth on hers and kissed her with a ferociousness that jolted him.  His control had fled the moment he was seated deep inside of her, and all he wanted was her pleasure.

She caressed his chest with her hands, tantalizing him into a near frenzy, until he broke the kiss and encased her wrists in his hand and held them over her head.  His lips moved over her cheeks, her chin, until he buried his face in her neck.  Only then he pulled out, using his right hand to hold her hips down.  She breathed his name as he plunged back inside, groaning with each movement, loving how her body clenched to hold him inside.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Oh, God, you feel so much better than I dreamed you would.”

Unable to answer for a few moments, he repeated his thrusting, finding the right angle that drew out a cry or moan.  He could feel her body shivering each time he pulled out, and her scream each time he drove inside her, and savored each of her reactions.

Their mouths met in a tangle; he increased his pace, sensing that she needed more from him.  He bent her right leg, until her knee was close to her chest, and lifted her hips with his other hand, driving deeper and deeper until her inner muscles squeezed him once, as a warning.

“Come for me, love,” he ground out.

One plunge, and then another, and she flew apart in his arms.  Her head snapped back, as she moaned his name in mindless repetition.  Her muscles clamped down on his cock in a pleasurable pain that had him plunging several times before he shouted and emptied himself inside her.

His breath stuck in his chest as his body relaxed, trying to hold on to the bliss that only Ellie could give him.  He rolled onto his side, pulling her close, as he wound his legs with hers.  A possessiveness that he’d never known surged, and his arms tightened in what should have been a crushing hug.

“Are you okay?” she whispered against his chest.

He opened his mouth to respond, but the words were stuck in his throat.  He hugged her closer and listened to her breathing, until he was relaxed enough to speak.

“I’m fine.  Did I hurt you?” he asked.

The smile that blossomed on her face told him all he needed.

“Is it always like that?”

He turned to face her, not able to help the glare that was plastered on his face.  “You’re mine, love.  There will be no experimenting with other men.”

She sucked in a startled breath.  “I wasn’t…I didn’t mean…I asked because you have experience, and I wanted to know if sex is always that breathtaking.”

He groaned as a flash of pain passed over her face.  She hid her face against his neck, but he wanted to explain his behavior, and he wanted her to look at him while he did.  He cupped a hand under her chin and lifted her face to his.

“I was jealous at the thought of another man touching you.  I didn’t mean to growl at you.  But to answer your question, making love with you was a million times more pleasurable than having sex with another woman.  I have a connection with you that I never had with anyone else.  I think that’s why I reacted so strongly then.”

She opened her mouth, but the words stuck in her throat.

“And it was making love, between you and me.  Never doubt that,” he added.

She nodded.  “I can see what you mean by jealousy.  You don’t have to tell me about the other women you’ve been with.”

“There’s nothing to tell.  I want you.  When I’m not with you, I want to be.  Trust me on that, love.”

Before she snuggled deeper into his chest, he reached for the comforter and covered them both.  He pulled her until she was draped over his body, and kissed the top of her head.

“Sleep, and when we wake up, I’ll feed you.”

A giggle escaped her, and she pressed a hand to her mouth as red bloomed on her cheeks.  He smiled down at her, amazed that Ellie was lying in his arms.  It had been several weeks since he’d met her, yet she’d colored his entire world, and he was grateful that he’d met her.  More than grateful—he was one lucky bastard.

“I think I tackled you when you came in here.”

“If you want to make love, don’t be embarrassed.  Just know that I want you, too.”

She sobered and laid back down on his chest.  His arm flexed against her, wanting to reassure her that he wasn’t going anywhere.  He had plans for their future, but he didn’t want to go too fast and scare her off.  

“The other women in your life must’ve been stupid to let you go,” she whispered as her fingers traced against his chest.

“Before you, work and the company were my life.  I realized how lonely I was when I met you, and there was no way that I would ever let anything come between us, not even my company.”

She was silent for several minutes, but when she snuggled closer and closed her eyes with a sigh, he relaxed his tense body.

With her childhood, and people like Tim and Amanda, he supposed it was hard for her to trust that he would want her.  But he would show her in small and big ways that he wasn’t going anywhere.

As he drifted off, he started to formulate a plan to integrate her further into his life.  He’d make a call on Monday, and with the help of his family, he would be able to convince Ellie that not everyone leaves.


Chapter Fourteen




Ellie scrambled around her apartment, searching for her messenger bag while trying to scarf down a bagel for breakfast.  She glanced at the clock.  She was now an hour late for work, but she couldn’t drum up any anxiety over it.  

Lucian had woken her this morning by kissing every inch of her body.  But what stole her heart was the way he made love to her, as if they had all the time in the world.  Each day, he would show her in different ways that he’d meant what he said.

He wasn’t going anywhere.

He’d even moved his clothes, both work and weekend, into her walk-in closet, along with other essentials, and she smiled each time she caught sight of his shampoo in the shower or his favorite coffee mug in the kitchen cabinet.  Each item reminded her that they were in a relationship, and happiness swelled to the point of bursting.

Although the weekend with Lucian was as close to perfect as she could’ve imagined, work was turning into a headache.  She had two new clients, both demanding and competed for what little time she had in the day, which left her little time for actual work.  Along with the rebranding of a long-running client’s company, a project that took precedence because of their tenure with the company, she had to pick the same week to have a crisis of faith in her work as a graphic designer.  It’s not that she lost her love for her job, but the chaos of dealing with too many clients as lead designer left her missing the art and her ability to be creative.

The one bright spot of those long days at the office was knowing that her nights were to be spent with Lucian.

For the past two weeks, they had spent every free moment with each other, and while he had continued to pleasure her in ways she never dreamed, they also spent a lot of time talking about their lives and their dreams.  He had encouraged her to continue painting, even lugging in a comfortable chair from the living room and sitting in the corner, as she spent hours losing herself in paint and canvas.  She was aware of him in the room, but instead of putting her on edge, a sense of peace enveloped her when he was near.  She had even painted a present for Rebecca and Gabriel—a landscape of New York, including dozens of people milling about.  Lucian had looked amazed at the painting, reassuring her that his sister and her husband would love it.

The ringing of her cell phone pulled her out of her daydreams about Lucian.  As she glanced at the clock on the wall, she groaned at the time.  She thought about not answering, but when she spotted the caller ID, she picked up.

“Hello?”

“Ellie, hi, it’s Rebecca.  How are you?”

“I’m great, thanks for asking.  How about you?  Oh, congratulations on your pregnancy.  Lucian told me several weeks ago, but I forgot to send you a card.”

Sniffling came from the other end of the line, and Ellie cursed herself for making her cry, again.  “I’m sorry if I wasn’t supposed to know, and I haven’t told anyone, I promise.”

Rebecca’s soft laugh came through the phone, and Ellie breathed a sigh of relief.  She hadn’t hurt her feelings after all.

“You’re so sweet.  I’m emotional all the time—I cry at the drop of a hat.  But enough about me.  I was wondering if we could get together for lunch today?”

Ellie had no idea how to respond to her request.  She could make time for a long lunch—it wasn’t as if she took any vacation or sick time over the last five years—but she didn’t have enough experience to know what it meant when the sister of the man you were seeing invited you for lunch.

It was a risk to her, getting to know someone close to Lucian.  Their relationship wasn’t a long-term proposition, and getting to know his family, whom he had a close relationship with, could be crossing a line with him.

Based on the first time they met, Lucian was protective of his sister, and she had no idea whether he wanted to keep his relationship with her separate from the one he had with his family.

She must’ve been silent for too long because the sniffling came back.

“I understand if you don’t want to—”

“No!  Sorry, I didn’t mean to shout.  I didn’t know what to say because, truth be told, I wouldn’t want to do anything that would make Lucian uncomfortable.  And I’ve gone and made you cry again.”

Rebecca chuckled, and again, Ellie released the tension from her shoulders.

“Lucian hasn’t stopped talking about you, and I wanted a chance for us to talk.  I would’ve suggested dinner between the four of us, but Gabriel and Lucian can be quite overwhelming when they get together.”

Tears now welled in her eyes at the thought of meeting and being part of Lucian’s life outside of their relationship.  Rebecca wanted her to be comfortable, before they got together as a group, and her heart kicked at the thought of being included in something as private as Lucian’s relationship with his sister and her husband.  Other than her two friends, who lived lives separate from their Friday night get-togethers, this was the first opportunity she had to be included.

She made it a point not to think of a future with Lucian, tried to think about their relationship as a one day at a time sort of arrangement.  But if she got to know his family, it would make it that much harder to let go when he left.

Shaking her head to dispel the negative thoughts, she responded to Rebecca without a thought to self-preservation or the future.

“I would like that.”

“Great.  Can you swing by my office, and we’ll pick something near here?”

“Sure, I’ll see you soon.”  Rebecca said her good-bye and hung up before Ellie could change her mind.

For a long time, she stood in her living room and thought about what she had agreed to.  She quelled the panic that threatened to bubble up, and spotted her messenger bag on the coatrack by the door.  She smiled as she remembered how organized Lucian was, and knowing him, he had placed it there on his way out the door.

She remembered the painting at the last minute, and doubled back to get it.  With a smile as she thought about Lucian, she slipped on her coat, slung the messenger bag over her shoulder, and locked up her apartment.

When she arrived at work, she was inundated with one thing after another, leaving her thoughts on nothing but work.  She was grateful for the chaos, until a client had called to make an appointment, her fifth in less than two days, to let her know that the designs that she and her team had worked on would be all be scrapped and they would have to start over from the beginning.  She couldn’t help the frustration pouring out of her when she slammed the phone and screamed in frustration.  

She turned to the wall behind her and stared at the two peaceful works that hung on the wall across from her desk, waiting for the calm to wash over her.  But today, she had to get out of the office before her frustration bubbled over.  Glancing at her watch, she remembered the invitation from Rebecca for lunch.  Without bothering to put on her coat, she grabbed her messenger, along with the painting, and left the office.

“Susan, I’m going for a long lunch.  I’ll be back by three to meet with Mrs. Morris.”

Her assistant nodded, and she practically ran to the stairs, not bothering with the elevator, and headed down five flights to freedom…and lunch with Lucian’s sister.

She left her mind purposefully blank as she hailed a cab to Liaison.  She wondered for a brief second whether she should call Lucian and tell him about meeting with his sister but she disregarded it; she would tell him tonight when she got home.

After paying the cabbie, and waiting for what seemed to be a long elevator ride up, she walked into the offices of Liaison and was greeted by Rebecca.  Ellie noted that Rebecca’s stomach was a little rounder than when they’d first met, but her glow of happiness was the same, and that put her at ease.

“I’m so glad you made it.”

Ellie’s smile was genuine.  “So am I.  You look beautiful.”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell her,” came a gruff voice from the doorway of her office.  The man who emerged looked to be a runway model, and she knew that the pictures of him in Rebecca’s office didn’t do him justice.  When he smiled at his wife, she could see the love they shared, and had to look down, feeling as though she had interrupted an intimate moment.

“I’m Gabriel Kane, Rebecca’s husband.”

Ellie looked up to find that the couple had moved closer to her.  Although Rebecca smiled, Gabriel seemed to be assessing her in a way she didn’t understand.  Her hand shot out, and when Gabriel’s warm hand encompassed hers and shook it once before letting go, she forced herself to relax.

“Ellie Roth.  Oh, before I forget, I wanted to give you this.”

She turned the canvas over and held her breath as they assessed the painting.  She had fussed with it for several weeks before she thought it was perfect, even after Lucian had assured her that they would love it.

There was a sharp intake of breath.  Rebecca placed her hand over her mouth, and Ellie spotted the tears that welled up in the other woman’s eyes.  She was about to reach for her, but Gabriel laughed, pressing his wife closer to his side.

“Lucian said you two loved New York, and I wanted to capture that for you.”

“It’s perfect,” Rebecca whispered.  She handed the painting to her husband and stepped up to Ellie, wrapping her in a hug that brought tears to her eyes.  Ellie, not used to so much affection, was slow to hug her back, but when she did, the other woman gave her a reassuring squeeze and stepped back.

“Thank you so much.  I’m going to put it in my office and lock it up, then we’ll grab some lunch.”

“Sounds good.”  Ellie noticed that her voice caught and cleared her throat.

Gabriel watched his wife as she walked toward the office with slow, measured steps.  “She’s getting over the worst of the morning sickness, but she still has bouts at the strangest times.”

That startled Ellie.  “Should we be going out to eat?  I don’t want her to be in any pain.”  Ellie had no idea what came along with pregnancy, but if she did anything to make Rebecca uncomfortable, she wanted to avoid it.  She looked up to see Gabriel’s assessing eyes on her, and she still had no idea what he was searching for.

“I can see why Lucian likes you,” Gabriel said.

“Oh, um…”  She trailed off, unable to form any reply to his statement.

“Ready to go?” Rebecca asked.

“Are you sure you’re up for it?  I can run down to the nearest place and bring back some food.”  She glanced at Gabriel and back to Rebecca.

“You are the sweetest.”  Rebecca pulled her in for another hug that squeezed the breath out of her.  Although Ellie wasn’t used to such affection, she thought back over the last month or so.  Each time she and Lucian were together, he made it a point to touch her and kiss her.  His family must be very affectionate.  When Ellie hugged her back this time, Rebecca giggled and gave her another squeeze.

“I’m sure.”  Rebecca said before she turned to her husband.  “I’ll see you in a few hours.  I love you.”

“I love you, too,” Gabriel replied.

Ellie’s thoughts drifted to Lucian, and again, the thought of him calmed her.  She knew that each moment she knew him, she grew closer to falling in love with him.  She still had no clue how it would work between them, but each day they were together made her more hopeful that it would.


Chapter Fifteen




Ellie had taken a sip of her iced tea when Rebecca’s blatant statement caused her to gasp, and her free hand lifted to clap against her mouth.  She swallowed without choking and set down her glass full of iced tea.  She made a shocked noise and widened her eyes when she remembered where they were.  The upscale American Fusion restaurant was half-full of late lunch patrons, and she breathed a sigh of relief when no one paid attention to her.  Her eyes drew back to Rebecca, who sat across from her with a smile.

“What do you mean?  You’ve never met any of Lucian’s girlfriends?”

Rebecca shook her head and snagged another French fry off of Ellie’s plate.  Ellie absently pushed the rest of her fries across the table toward the pregnant woman, stunned.

Through their many conversations, Lucian had told her how close he was to his sister, even more after she’d married his best friend, so this bit of information came as a surprise.  She imagined that Lucian dated many beautiful, sophisticated women who fit into his world.  But even if he did, apparently there wasn’t anything serious between him and any other woman.

“What about Gabriel?  Has he met any of them?”

“Lucian kept most of his dates casual, for events or fundraisers that he was required to go to, but he’d never had what you would call a relationship with any of them.  I know he’s not a saint, but he never cared about any of them enough to introduce them to me or Gabriel.”

Ellie couldn’t have been more surprised by what Rebecca was telling her.  She knew that he was dedicated to his company, but he made it a point to arrive home at the end of the day before she did, and they would talk and laugh as they cooked dinner together.  When he was with her, he didn’t even talk about work, unless she asked him about his day or had questions about what he did.  She loved learning about his life, what he was passionate about, and he’d even taught her some basic coding and other shortcuts that came in handy with her graphics programs.  She had found coding difficult, and respected him more for his ease and ability with it.

He shared everything with her, no matter how personal the question was, but she’d never ventured to the subject of his past girlfriends.  She didn’t want to know, so she’d never asked.

Ellie looked up and caught her eye.  “We’re not…serious.”  She choked on the last word.

Rebecca squeezed a dollop of mustard onto the plate, and dipped a fry into it before she popped it into her mouth.  Rebecca tossed her head back and forth, before her narrowed gaze caught hers, while she held up a finger to indicate that she needed a moment as she chewed.  As Ellie watched her eat, she couldn’t help a small smile that emerged.

“I’m glad that you’re feeling better.  I was worried about you back in your office.”

“Don’t change the subject.”  Rebecca sighed.  “The doctor said that I should have been over the worst of my morning sickness by now, and they want to prescribe pills to help reduce it, but I refuse.  I won’t even take an aspirin when I have a headache.”  She rubbed her growing belly protectively.

“I can understand that.  Gabriel is worried about you, though.”

A smile bloomed on the other woman’s face as she thought about her husband.

Ellie had seen firsthand the love that they shared, in just one look.  Despite knowing that her relationship with Lucian was temporary, she had allowed her mind to wander from time to time, dreaming about their lives together.  But she knew that was dangerous territory to tread.  Her life had cautioned her that no relationship was permanent, no matter how much you wished for it.  For the first time, she wanted Lucian for herself.  She was willing to sacrifice much in her life, but the decision wasn’t hers to make.

“Are you saying that you’re not serious about him?” Rebecca demanded.

Ellie sucked in a breath as tears filled her eyes.  “No, I am.  It’s complicated.”  She took a deep breath.  Even though this was their second meeting, Ellie knew that Rebecca could be trusted.

“I don’t trust myself.  My parents treated me as an annoyance, and during school, I never made friends because they were intimidated by me.  When you spend most of your childhood alone, and your parents are college professors, you read as much as you could get your hands on to keep yourself busy.  My nanny, when I was three, taught me how to read, and from that point on, I devoured any written material I could get my hands on.  It wasn’t until high school that I realized I had artistic talent, and that was another escape from being alone.  None of my relationships, other than my friendships between Nina and Ben, ever lasted.  At this point, I’m not even sure Ben would consider me his friend.”

Rebecca squeezed her hand, and Ellie was warmed by her concern.

“Lucian is too good to be true.  He cares if I eat, how much sleep I get, and knows automatically when something is bothering me.  On top of that, he makes me feel loved for the first time in my life.  I don’t want to interpret his feelings wrong if he thinks of our relationship as temporary.”

“There’s something between you.  I can hear it when I talk to him.  He’s happy for the first time in his life, and that’s all I’ve ever wanted for him,” Rebecca said.

Ellie wanted to believe her, but there was a small part of her that still held herself back from believing.  She opened her mouth to reassure Rebecca that she would never hurt her brother, when she caught a familiar head of blonde hair heading their way.  She couldn’t help the groan that escaped her throat.  When Rebecca glanced at her, she had just enough time to warn her.

“Amanda’s coming this way,” she whispered.

“Rebecca Kane.”  Amanda’s high-pitched voice carried over half of the restaurant.

Rebecca flinched and rolled her eyes, causing a short burst of laughter from Ellie.

Amanda’s attention focused on Rebecca, effectively turning her back to Ellie, but she didn’t mind being ignored.  Right then, she appreciated the fact that she wasn’t in the vicious woman’s cross hairs, but she was prepared to defend Rebecca if need be.  She would never allow her to be hurt.  To prepare for the possibility of a quick exit, Ellie slipped her credit card in the folder and handed it to a passing waiter.

“How are you, Becky?” Amanda asked.

Rebecca glared at the woman without a word.  Ellie was hoping that Amanda would take the hint and leave, but the woman was as ignorant as she remembered.  A nod was the response Amanda received.

Ellie’s mind wandered, thinking about calling Lucian when she arrived back at the office just to hear his voice, but groaned at the thought of going back to work.  She had thought about taking a few weeks off, but the timing always seemed to be off, so she’d waited.  But if she didn’t take time for herself, she knew she would burn out and do something that she would regret.  As the voice she’d rather forget droned on and on, she made up her mind to request time off that same day.

“And if it wasn’t for Ellie trying to get Tim to cheat with her, we wouldn’t have never realized how much we loved each other.”

Ellie’s head snapped up.  As she opened her mouth to defend herself, she found that she was too late.

“Amanda,” Rebecca sighed, looking distressed a split second before a blooming smile lit her face, “you’re such a bitch.  Ellie is going to be my sister-in-law, and if you ever talk about her in that way again, I will have my husband and my brother sue you for slander.  Do you understand?”

Amanda’s hand flew to her throat.  “Well, I never.  If she’s engaged to your brother, why doesn’t she have a ring?”

Rebecca laughed before she answered.  “I don’t think that it’s any of your business.  Now go…away.”

The poisonous woman scrambled toward the exit, and Ellie’s eyes darted back to Rebecca.  She didn’t think that Lucian had told her about the engagement, but she was wrong.

“He told you?”

“Of course he told me.  He asked for advice on how to pick the right ring.”

Ellie’s throat clogged up with emotion as she thought about how adamantly Rebecca had defended her.  She couldn’t care less what Amanda or Tim thought about her, but she didn’t want Lucian, Rebecca, or Gabriel involved in something that could be damaging to them.

Tim and Amanda had no idea how she’d met Lucian, but she would protect Lucian and his family from her old life, and anything vicious they might think about doing.  She knew Amanda well enough that the woman wouldn’t let the snub pass.

“You have to be careful with Amanda.  She’s has a vindictive streak and I don’t want to see you hurt.  She could also go after Lucian and Gabriel and their businesses.”

Rebecca grabbed her hand and squeezed.  “I’d like to see her try.  I’ll warn Gabriel, but I’m sure she’s not stupid enough to go after us.  I’m more worried about what she’ll do to you.”

She sat back as the waiter dropped off the check, and she nodded her thanks.  After leaving a large tip, she turned back to Rebecca.

“It doesn’t matter.”  She glanced at her watch and grimaced at the time.  She had twenty minutes before her meeting, but she found herself enjoying Rebecca’s company.

“It does matter.  You’re with us, and we always stick together.  Thanks for picking up the check, and sharing most of your fries.  The next one is on me, okay?”

Ellie nodded and smiled.  It was good to have another friend.

“Do you have to get back?” Ellie asked Rebecca.

“I’m taking the rest of the week off, and Gabriel and I are spending it locked at our place, with the phone unplugged.  I’ve delegated most of the work to my partner and her assistant, and I’m at the point where I don’t have to work so hard.”

“That’s great!  I’m sure Gabriel and Lucian are happy to hear that.  Unfortunately, I have a meeting with a client.  Can I call Gabriel and have him meet you here to take you home?”

Rebecca laughed as she stood.  “He’s already outside.  Ever since we confirmed the news that we were pregnant, he watches me like a hawk.”

“I’m glad,” Ellie said, and she meant it.

She stood, and they walked toward the exit side by side.  When Ellie spotted Gabriel, she smiled as he opened the door for both of them.  He swept his wife in his arms, and Ellie looked down as he kissed her roundly.  They were laughing as they broke apart.

“We’ll see you soon, okay?” Rebecca asked.

Ellie nodded, and was taken by surprise when the other woman pulled her in for a bracing hug.  Her arms settled around Rebecca, and gave her a quick squeeze before she stepped back and adjusted her messenger bag, grateful that she kept it at her back.  To her utter amazement, Gabriel was next to wrap his arms around Ellie, leaving her speechless.  Tears welled in her eyes at their easy acceptance of her, and she brushed her eyes as soon as he released her.

She watched the couple as they walked away, the picture of happiness.  At that moment, she decided that every minute she spent with Lucian was a gift, and she would stop wondering when it would end.


Chapter Sixteen




Lucian paced along the outside of the kitchen island, waiting for Ellie to come home from an appointment she’d scheduled the day before.  She hadn’t wanted to talk about it, because she had been afraid that she would jinx it, and he respected her decision.  But it had been three hours since she’d left for her appointment, and she hadn’t returned and her phone went straight to voicemail.

He’d never been a possessive man, and he’d remembered when he teased Gabriel about it when he’d fallen in love with Bec, never thinking that he would feel that way about any woman.

That was until Ellie came into his life.

Both protectiveness and possessiveness swelled in his chest, because he wanted her near him.  He wanted to demand that he go with her to her appointment, but he knew that would be overstepping.

He’d done plenty of overstepping already.  He’d lied to her about being an escort, and then he’d claimed her as his fiancée, something he would never regret for as long as he lived.  In fact, it was the best idea he’d ever had, but he had gone about it the wrong way.  The black velvet box burned a hole in his pocket as he thought about making Ellie his wife.  It had been surprisingly easy to pick the perfect ring for her, and after he slid it on her finger, he planned to keep it there.

He had to admit to himself, at least in the quiet apartment as he waited for her to come home, that he loved Ellie with a ferocity that scared him but at the same time, made him feel exhilarated.   He would convince her that they were perfect together, no matter how long it took.

Over the last week, they’d grown closer as they spent every moment together.  When she had put in a month’s vacation request on the same day she met his sister for lunch, he’d done the same thing the very next day.  He was between projects, so it was the perfect time to take off.

Each morning he woke with her in his arms, and they spent the day talking, laughing, and making love.

Each time they came together, it started off slow and tender, but soon after, their passion for each other grew until their lovemaking was intense, and each of them cried out for the other.  He was left breathless and sated, but he still couldn’t get close enough.  He whispered endearments to her when they were close, but kept most of his true feelings inside.  If he pressured her, or admitted his feelings too early, he might scare her off, and that was the last thing he wanted.

“Lucian?” Ellie called out.

He hadn’t even heard the key in the lock, or the door open, distracted by his thoughts, but he rushed to the door and calmed when he spotted her smiling face.

“Hi, love, how did it go?”  He pulled her close and pressed a kiss to her mouth.  What he meant to be a simple kiss raged into an inferno.  He forced himself to break the kiss, and pulled her into his arms, resting his chin on the top of her head.

She blew out a sigh before she moved back to remove her messenger bag and her coat.  As she moved to the coat rack near the door, his gaze fell to her hips.  Her black slacks emphasized her waist, and the white blouse she had on gave him a glimpse of the lacy bra she had underneath.  He wanted her.  The urgency never waned, and he knew it never would because she was perfect for him.

After she kicked off her shoes, she glanced at him over her shoulder and smiled.  She rushed toward him and leapt into his arms.  He caught her and snuggled her against his chest, smiling at her enthusiasm.

“Am I going to have to guess about your meeting?”

Her head moved back so she could catch his gaze and shook her head.

“I met with a gallery owner about showing my drawings and paintings.”

“Are you going to have a show?” he asked.

She nodded, but a shadow passed over her face.  “He would like to have it next Thursday night, incorporating new artists in one showing.  It gives me four days to choose seven pieces I want to show, and if it goes well…”  She shrugged as she trailed off.

“Do you not trust this guy?  Do you want me to check him out?”

“No, no, I’ve heard of him.  He’s one of the more popular owners in New York, and he likes to give new artists a chance.  I don’t do well with crowds, or being in the spotlight.”

He squeezed her closer.  “I’ll be next to you the entire night, but I know that people will love your work.  Are you putting them up for sale?”

She nodded.  “I was going to tell you if he gave me a show, but if this works out the way I’m hoping, then I can paint and sell my work.  I was also thinking about opening my own graphic design business on the side.  What do you think?”

“I think it’ll make you happy, to have control over what projects you choose to concentrate on, and you’ll have time to paint.  I will support you in whatever you want to do, love.”

“Promise?” she choked out.

He caught her eye and nodded, choked with emotion that she thought of him as she contemplated a change in her career.

A sudden need to comfort her, and maybe even himself, had his mouth seeking hers for reassurance.  The kiss blossomed into an all-consuming need to taste her, and within a few moments of their lips touching, he started to unbutton her blouse.

“I need you.  I need to show you how much I will always want you,” he groaned.

Her blouse fluttered to the floor of the kitchen, soon followed by her bra, before he brushed his lips against her breasts.  He slid his tongue against her distended nipple and licked her once, and again, before he drew her into his mouth.  The slight suction caused her hips to shoot forward, and she clutched his hips against hers.

“Lucian, more—I need more.”

He wrapped his arms around her waist, pressed her against his primed body and he headed for the bedroom.  He dipped his mouth to the sensitive area where her neck met her shoulder and licked the top of her collarbone, while he absorbed her shivers into his body.  As his knees hit the foot of the bed, he lowered both of them, his mouth still exploring her soft skin.

“You’re mine, love, all mine,” he growled.

She gasped as he moved his mouth up to the hollow of her neck, and with a need driving him to mark her as his, he latched onto her neck and used enough suction to mark her unblemished skin.  Her body arched toward his as she cried out at the feeling of his mouth.

“Yes, yours, Lucian.”

His hands dropped to her slacks, and after a quick flick of his fingers, he’d opened the button; without loosening the rest, he yanked her pants down and off her.  His movements stopped when he glanced at her lacy white panties, groaning at the sight of them covering her tanned skin.  The contrast was incredible.

“I’ll buy you a new pair,” he managed to say.

With a small amount of force, the panties tore and he launched them over his head without a second glance.  He opened his hands and caressed her bare skin, starting with her soft belly, down to her full hips, before they traveled up the contour of her waist, savoring each inch of skin.  When his thumbs drifted below her breasts, and moved to smooth over her rigid nipples, he heard her sharp intake of breath and needed to draw more sensations from her body, but she had other ideas.

“I have to feel your skin,” she moaned as she reached for the hem of his sweater.

He sucked in a breath as she pressed her cold hands against his stomach, but it did nothing to take the edge off the desire that had been with him since she’d come into his life.  He pressed his hands over hers, holding her steady against his chest while her hands warmed.

“I love it when you touch me,” he declared.

A bright smile lit her face.

He knew what she was thinking, but he shook her head, unable to control himself if she put her mouth on him.  “I need to be inside you.”

“You never deny me when I want to taste you.”  She sounded hurt.

Reaching for the back of his sweater, he yanked it over his head before he rolled onto his back, right next to her.  He pushed off his jeans, boxer briefs, and socks, before he reached for her.  His hands slid around her waist and lifted her onto his lap.  He opened his mouth, trying to convince her that she was all he could ever want in a woman, but she reached between their bodies and clasped his cock.

“Oh, God.”

For a few seconds, he waited for her to sink onto him, but she held herself over him, a scant few inches from paradise.  His hooded eyes met hers in a questioning look, and what he saw drove up his desire for her.  She was a goddess.  Her long hair draped over one shoulder, exposing one breast to his view, and her eyes were clouded with anticipation.  Her body flushed with need as her chest rose and fell with deep, concentrated breaths, and yet she waited.  Understanding dawned; she wanted to know why he’d denied her.

“There is a possessive beast inside my chest, and it’s screaming for me to claim you, to drive deep inside, until neither of us can tell where I stop and you begin.  I need you, love, and I always will.  Maybe in time, this driving need will wane, but I doubt it.”

Without a word, she sank onto him in one downward stroke, until he was surrounded by her wet, tight heat.  He could feel her rapid pulse beat against his chest, and he pulled her closer to him, unable to breathe without her near him.

His mouth found the sensitive spot near the hollow of her throat and nuzzled against her, as she found a rhythm that drove them closer to the edge.  His hands slid up her back, and as one hand cupped the back of her neck, he brought his mouth up to meet hers.  He captured her moan in his mouth and the small sound sent a surge of hunger through him.

Cradled close to his body, he flipped them until she lay on her back, her legs wrapped around his waist.

Unable to control his movements, he pulled back before surging inside her, over and over, until they were both breathless.

Her hands roamed across his chest, and every once in a while, gripped his ass to urge him to go faster and deeper.

His mouth continued to possess hers, as he reached between their slicked bodies and flicked his finger over her clit.  She strained to get closer, to drive him deeper, until he felt her body clamp down on his cock and her hot wetness wash over him.  He tore his mouth from hers, and with two thrusts, his body exploded inside her.

He shivered as his hips pressed her into the mattress, helpless to sever their connection.  Each time they made love, it was if they both discovered new nerve endings that cried out to be explored.  Making love to her was as close to heaven on earth as he could imagine.

As he pulled out of her and rolled to his side, bringing her with him, he told her some of the emotions swirling around his chest.

“The luckiest day of my life was the one where we met.”

She lifted her head from his chest, and he clutched her leg that was bent near his waist, not wanting to be separated from her, even an inch.  Her hand caressed his chest before she squeezed him.  She looked him in the eye to try to see the churning emotions he wasn’t able to hide.

“It scares me how much I want you in my life.”

Her simple statement stopped his heart.

“I will never be like your parents.”  He paused for that to sink in.  “I will never treat you as if you don’t matter in my life, because, love, you are the reason for my happiness.  Work is just that—work.  Before you came along, I was content with my life, but with you sharing it with me, I see everything in a different way and I’ve changed, because of you.”

Silence stretched between them, but it wasn’t uncomfortable.

“Rebecca told me that she’d never met any of your girlfriends before…”

“Because I knew that nothing serious would come from any of those relationships.”

“Would I have met her, or Gabriel, if we’d met under different circumstances?” she asked.

He placed a kiss on her forehead before he lifted her chin with gentle fingers.

“Of course you would have.  Bec is thrilled when I talk to her about our relationship, and she knows how happy I am because of you.”

“This is so new to me…”

“I know, love.”  He edged to the corner of the bed, reaching for the pocket of his jeans that he discarded on the floor.  When his fingers wrapped around the box, he blew out a breath and lay back in bed before he settled her against him once again.

“When you’re ready, I will propose in a way that is memorable and far more romantic than this, but for now, I would like for you to wear my ring.  I know words are just that, but if you give me time, I will prove to you that I’m not going anywhere.”

He watched as her eyes filled with moisture.  As one tear slid from the corner of her eye, he moved to catch it with his lips.  He wrapped her closer and waited to see how she would respond.  Tension gripped his body as he held his breath.

“I would love to wear your ring.”

With quick movements, he removed the ring from the box.  He slid the ring on her finger and brought her mouth to his in a slow, drugging kiss.

Minutes passed, and when they were both breathless, she opened her eyes and stared at the ring.  He had found the creative design with relative ease and thought that it matched Ellie to a T.  The band had an engraved scroll pattern with a round diamond at its center.  It had come with a wedding band that would be added when they wed.

“It’s so beautiful,” she whispered.

He lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed the ring, before he turned her hand in his, and kissed her palm.  There were no words that could describe the happiness when she accepted the possibilities that were between them, and he would prove to her, in big ways and small, that he would never hurt her.


Chapter Seventeen




Ellie glanced around to make sure that no one had been watching before she slipped away from the crowd and headed toward the back of the gallery where she had scoped out a hiding spot in advance if the show became overwhelming.  But the night turned out better than expected.  She needed a small break as things wound down, happy that nothing had gone wrong.  

When she had arrived on Lucian’s arm, the gallery owner, Drake Thompson, had introduced her to the other artists.  They had each been warm and welcoming, making her feel better about accepting the show in the first place.  She hadn’t told Lucian, but she felt a little like a fraud because she’d never been trained or schooled in the art.  She painted and drew whatever came to her, based on her emotions.  But the comments on the gallery’s web site, and the comments from her fellow artists, soon made her relax and she had enjoyed the night.

Lucian had kept his word, as she knew he would, and stuck by her the entire night.  She’d noticed that many women would try to start up a conversation with him, or blatantly flirt with him, but he ignored them, keeping his focus on her instead.  She smiled as she remembered how he would bring attention to her beautiful engagement ring, letting others know she was taken, and laughed out loud when she remembered how he wielded it against women who wouldn’t take no for an answer.  She thought that jealousy would flare when other women gaped at him, but the man she had come to know would never go out of his way to be deceitful and hurt her.  When he told her how he felt about her, she believed him, and it gave her the confidence to believe he would never cheat on her or hurt her.

“Hey, love, are you okay?”

She glanced up from the champagne flute she’d been staring at in her hand, and smiled as her eyes perused him in his fitted suit.

She watched, eyes wide, as he unbuttoned his jacket and whipped off his tie, shoving it in a back pocket, as he stalked toward her.  He loosened the top two buttons of his black dress shirt, which exposed the bronzed skin on his neck, and she licked her lips, knowing how his skin would taste.

She wanted to get him alone and explore every inch of him.

Before he could reach her side, she interlaced their fingers and pulled him closer until his chest touched hers.  As she wrapped her arms around his shoulders, she kicked off her shiny pearl high heels and lifted herself closer to him.  Her lips explored the open spot on his neck, before her tongue traced the same route, smiling against his skin when he sucked in a deep breath.

“I love you in a suit,” she whispered against his ear.

He pushed her against the sturdy wall, and for several excruciating moments, leaned into her but still managed to hold most of his body away from her.  She wanted to feel his chest against hers, the weight of his hard body against hers, but no matter how hard she pulled, he wouldn’t budge.  She growled out in frustration.

“Touch me,” she begged.

His mouth pressed against the back of her ear, before he bit her lobe, soothing it with his tongue.  A strangled gasp stuck in her throat and she shivered against him.

“I can’t wait to take you home, love, and strip this dress off you.  You are the loveliest woman I’ve ever laid eyes on, and this dress would tempt a saint.”

Deciding to go bold for her first showing, she had purchased a lavender embroidered lace gown that had been detailed with violet flowers and purple accents.  She had left her hair down in a mass of curly waves; the highlights in her hair and dress brought out the blue of her eyes.  When she had walked out of the bedroom to show him, the heat in his eyes almost had her retreating to the bedroom.  He had kissed her in a blaze of heat that left her breathless and shaking.

As she shook off the memories from earlier in the evening, her eyes met his, and she could see hesitation in his pinched face and the thin set of his lips.  At first, she thought it was something she had done that had warranted the look, but she had gotten to know him well enough to know that something else bothered him.

“But?” she asked.

“You have two guests who just arrived.”

She closed her eyes and leaned her head against his chest.  He pulled her closer, his protective arms surrounding her, and with his strength; she blew out a breath and nodded, ready for whoever came to her show.

He gripped her hand and they walked out, side by side, to the already fading crowd.

“You should have allowed me to hang the painting you gave us, but I can’t part with it.”  A soft voice came from her left.

Ellie turned with a huge smile on her face, and squealed as she spotted Rebecca, beautiful as ever, standing with a very regal Gabriel.  She had to admit, although to herself, that he looked great in a suit, but Lucian had him beat.

She reached for the pregnant woman, who seemed to grow bigger each time she saw her, but hesitated.  “Is it okay to give you a hug?”

Rebecca didn’t even answer as she swept her into a hug that brought tears to her eyes.  She allowed herself to enjoy the enthusiastic hug before she pulled back and smiled at the couple.  Again, to her surprise, Gabriel swept her into a bear hug that left her momentarily breathless.  When she heard Lucian’s low growl of protest, she stepped out of his arms, and turned, giving Lucian a smile of reassurance before she laced her fingers with his.

“Thank you so much for coming.  I’m so happy you received the invitation.”  She glanced back at the couple who were coming to mean a great deal to her.

Rebecca looked up and caught her husband’s gaze, and smiled at him.  “We’re your biggest fans—well, apart from my brother—and we wouldn’t miss this for the world.  I’m finally over my morning sickness, so my husband doesn’t worry so much about me.”

Gabriel’s snort was short, and to the point.  He would always worry about his wife, whether she was pregnant or not.

Lucian slid his hand to cup her waist and pulled her into his side.  Rebecca told her about her latest doctor’s appointment, and she couldn’t help but smile at the soon-to-be new mother’s enthusiasm.  She could tell that Gabriel was excited by their new addition but he worried over her.  He’d moved the group over to one of the plush couches so that Rebecca could relax.

Ellie was awed by the other couple and the love they had for each other.  She couldn’t help but glance at Lucian, and knew that if she had a chance to love him, she would do it wholeheartedly and for the rest of her life.

He squeezed her hand, as if he knew what she’d been thinking.  

As the two couples sat around, talking and laughing, Ellie could feel her body relax, and with her friends with her, the night was turning into a very memorable one.

She was having a great time until she felt Lucian’s body tense against her.  Her arm tightened over his waist, asking a silent question, but his eyes were narrowed at a couple who had walked in the door.

Ellie almost groaned aloud when Tim and Amanda spotted them.  Amanda wore a startling low-cut dress that showed her ample assets, and when she started toward them, she could see the slit that stopped close to her hip.  When Ellie glanced at Tim, he had a look of surprise on his face as he allowed his fiancée to drag him closer.  The four of them stood as the new couple approached, and Ellie instinctively stepped in front of Rebecca, to protect her from any venom that Amanda might spew, and smiled up at Lucian as he stepped with her.

“Congratulations on your show, Ellie.  We’re so proud of you.  You look very nice.”  Amanda’s compliment came out as a sneer.

Ellie had no idea how to respond to Amanda, but knew that the woman had no power to hurt her anymore.  She couldn’t remember ever liking the woman; they’d become roommates because Amanda needed a place to stay, and Tim had talked her into it.  At the moment, she couldn’t even say whether she had ever been attracted to Tim, but it didn’t matter anymore.  Lucian wanted her, and she would never take their relationship for granted, nor would she believe there was an end date to it.  She believed that she was his, and he was hers, and everything else didn’t matter.

“Thank you,” Ellie said.

Amanda dropped Tim’s arm and started toward Lucian with her arms open, but he held out his hand, stopping her in her tracks.

“Don’t…touch…me,” he growled at the other woman.

The other woman’s eyes widened and she took a step back.  Tim gave her a harsh glare, and Ellie wondered whether he was starting to realize the type of woman he agreed to marry.

Instead of being deterred, her eyes fixed on Rebecca, but Gabriel’s heated glare stopped her in her tracks.  It seemed as though Amanda had wanted to turn Lucian and his family against her.  Lucian pulled her closer to him, and she rested her head against his shoulder and sighed.  He smiled down at her and she smiled back, lost in their own world for a moment.

“We’ll just…look around.  Congratulations again, Ellie,” Amanda mumbled.  She reached for her fiancé’s arm, and dragged him away.

Ellie kept her eye on the couple, but after a short walk around the decorated gallery, with wooden floors and comfortable chairs and couches where you could sit and admire the art, she noticed they discreetly headed for the door.  She breathed a sigh of relief once they had left and turned back to the other three.

“I don’t trust her.  She’s planning something for you, Ellie, and it’s going to be humiliating or hurtful,” Rebecca said.

Before she could respond, Lucian did.  “If she does, she’ll see how fast I slap her with a lawsuit.”

“And I have contacts who could find dirt on those two, and if need be, drive them out of town.  There’s no way they’ll mess with you, Ellie, not if we have anything to say about it,” Gabriel added.

Rebecca hugged her again, and Ellie was warmed by their adamant defense of her.

“Thank you, all of you.”

“You’re family—we protect our own,” Lucian stated.


Chapter Eighteen




After a restless night’s sleep, Lucian had been wide awake for hours, contemplating the ways in which Amanda would seek revenge against the woman in his arms.  Ellie snuggled in closer to him, her arm draped over his waist tightening, and intertwining her legs with his.  He pressed a kiss to the top of her head before he pulled her closer against his side and relaxed when her breathing evened out.

In a matter of months, she had become his entire world.  Not even work captured his attention quite like coming home to Ellie and the promise of spending time with her.  And the thought of someone hurting her for sport made him so angry he vibrated with it.

He couldn’t understand the hatred the other woman had for Ellie.  She’d gone out of her way to hurt his Ellie, sleeping with one of the people Ellie believed she could trust.

Even though Ellie wasn’t brokenhearted because of their actions, he knew that she couldn’t bring herself to trust another man not to do the same thing.

Their relationship had fallen into place because she was beautiful, inside and out, and he couldn’t stop thinking about her, wanting to be near her.  Her laughter, her smile—everything about her was seductive, and he was hooked from the first moment she smiled at him.  He wanted to prove to her, each and every day, that he was there for the long run.

The engagement ring wasn’t a gesture, or to squash rumors that they weren’t engaged; it was because he wanted to marry her.  The words had escaped his lips the day in front of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, and as soon as they were out of his mouth, he felt a sense of rightness that made him smile at the couple who stood in front of him, speechless and shocked.  He’d kept the smile on his face when he walked away from the couple.

But when he spotted the stiffness in Ellie’s body as she walked away, and the pain in her face that she couldn’t hide from him, he hated that she’d been hurt by the encounter.  He had walked behind her at a safe distance and watched as different emotions played on her face.  But as she entered the coffee shop, he needed to comfort her, to make sure that he hadn’t damaged anything between the two of them.

Despite her forgiving nature, he still stepped with caution, not wanting to press her into making a commitment to him, or even revealing how he felt, until she was ready to believe it.

He’d been overjoyed when she became friends with Bec, but what surprised him was the willingness of both his sister and her husband to protect her.  Lucian had never loved anyone as much as Ellie, and although it scared him to lose her, she had to come to the decision on her own.  And he knew that no matter how long it took, when she did commit to him, it would be because she loved him.  He needed her in such an elemental way that the thought of living without her caused him pain.

“Why are you tense?” her quiet voice asked.

He relaxed at the sound of her voice and leaned to kiss her, wanting to reassure himself that she was there next to him.

But nothing was simple, not when it came to his Ellie.

Their kiss soon grew out of control; she caressed his chest before winding her arms around his shoulders, and she pulled him toward her and deepened the kiss.  In the next few feverish minutes, clothes were strewn around the floor, and his lips skimmed every part of her skin as it was exposed to him.  Desire and need clawed at his chest, and he needed to claim her with his body.

“I never did strip you of that beautiful dress you were wearing last night.”  He smiled against her lips.

“You could make it up to me,” she teased.

His body slid to pin hers to the bed.  His chest cradled against her breasts as he tucked his head against her throat and nipped her soft skin.  Her moan unraveled the last of his control.  He lowered his hips, testing her wetness, and growled as he found her ready for him.

“Take me, now,” she demanded.

One quick surge, and he found himself firmly seated inside her.  Her quivering muscles urged him on, along with her husky moans of encouragement.  This time, their coupling was intense, both of them striving for something that was held just out of reach.

She brought his mouth to hers at the same time she wrapped her legs around his waist, lifting her hips to meet his, as pleasure hit as though every one of his nerve endings felt exposed.

As he plunged in one final time, she ripped her mouth from his, and whispered his name, as his body released with a paralyzing pleasure that took him several moments to recover from.

While he collapsed on top of her, she cradled him against her body and ran her fingers through his hair.  It was comforting, yet tantalizing at the same time, so he rolled over to his side and brought her close.

“My Ellie.”

She leaned away from him and captured his gaze.  He couldn’t decipher what was going through her mind, but he didn’t hide how he felt.  He couldn’t quite voice it, not wanting to scare her off, but he knew that she would be his soon.

“You can’t belong to someone,” she mumbled.

“I belong to you,” he said.

The silence stretched between them, and he wondered whether he’d pushed her too far, despite his own warnings.  It drove him to kiss her.  She melted against him, and kissed him back.  When they broke the kiss, they stared at each other until she moved toward him, to snuggle on his chest.

“I like that you belong to me,” she whispered.

His arm tightened against her, and they both relaxed.  It was early on Friday morning, and the next day, they would attend Tim and Amanda’s wedding, and he hoped for a smooth day.  He had tried to talk Ellie out of going after their confrontation at the gallery, but she had promised to go, and she wouldn’t back out on her word.  He would be at her side the entire wedding, and he would protect her, if need be.  

“What are you thinking about?” she asked.

“The wedding tomorrow,” he answered.

She leaned on her elbow, while her left hand traced imaginary lines on his chest and stomach.  He loved when she touched him, and as they grew closer, she grew bolder.

One night, he’d woken up to her kissing down his body.  When she wrapped her lips around his cock, he had come close to embarrassing himself within seconds of her touching him.

Every night, he held her as they slept and had woken with her cradled to his body.  He never thought he could be this happy.

“Are you still worried that Amanda has something planned for me?”

He nodded, but groaned when she trailed her fingers across one of his nipples.  “Gabriel thought about crashing the wedding, but he didn’t want to leave Rebecca alone.”

Her hand stilled on his chest.  Her brows drew down in confusion.  “Why would Gabriel want to go to their wedding?”

“He doesn’t.  He wants to be there in case something happens to you.”

Tears rimmed her eyes, and his heart stalled in his chest for a split second before she laughed, wiping at the tears that streamed over.  “Your family is wonderful.”

He wanted to tell her that they were her family too, but he’d slipped up once, letting her know what he’d thought of their relationship.  She needed time, and family was a concept she didn’t have a lot of experience with, much less a family who cared about your well-being.  He knew, as Gabriel knew, that both men would fight to the death for the other and their respective families.  Gabriel and Rebecca had already considered Ellie theirs, and there was nothing that he was going to do to discourage that.

“That reminds me.  I want to ask you a favor, but I don’t want you to be upset,” she said.

“Okay.”

“I wanted to invite Nina and Ben over tonight.  I miss my friends, and I wanted a chance to see how they react to each another.  I still think that they would make a perfect couple.”

He stiffened at the sound of the other man’s name, but he didn’t want to be unreasonable with the jealousy that surged through him.  So he forced himself to relax before he spoke.

“Do you want to cook, or should we order in?”

She sat up with a gasp and threw her arms around him.  It had taken something so simple to make her happy.  If her friend could behave himself, then he could as well.

“Do you think that Rebecca and Gabriel would come, if we invited them?” she asked.

“I’m sure they would like that,” he said, relieved.  He’d mentioned what happened between Ellie and her friend to Bec, so she knew that Rebecca had talked to Gabriel about it.  He would feel better with his friend there, in case the situation grew out of control.  “I’ll call them after breakfast.”

“Speaking of breakfast?”  Her eyes roamed his body.  She ripped the sheet off that he’d drawn over them earlier, and took her time as her gaze perused his entire body.

He laughed and pulled her in for a kiss.

“You’re insatiable,” he mumbled against her mouth.

“You make me that way,” she growled and nipped his bottom lip.

It was several hours before they made it out of bed.


Chapter Nineteen




“She was so worried that her boss could have her fired for the highlights in her hair that she rushed into my office and slammed the door, hiding behind it and peeking out the window to see if she’d been followed.  I thought she was trying to get away from another amorous client, but she wanted to know her rights as an employee.  Turns out, her boss didn’t even notice that she’d dyed her hair purple, until both of us walked into his office and pointed it out to him.  He was upset by something a client said, and blurted out that he would fire the next person who rocked the boat, but he didn’t mean it.”  Nina laughed.  “It was a very entertaining day.”

Ellie laughed along with everyone at the table as she gathered the dishes and walked them to the sink.  “He was always complaining that my office was too colorful.”

As she gazed around, she loved that her loft was filled with the people she loved most in the world.  Rebecca and Gabriel had made it, and it took a few minutes before Nina’s outrageous comments got him to loosen up.  He never left his wife’s side, and she thought it was sweet.  Ben was the normal Ben—teasing her, laughing with her—so she knew that the confrontation before was a small hiccup in their relationship.  Nina was having a great time, and Ellie couldn’t help noticing how close Nina and Ben had become.  They sat next to each other, and he held her hand on his lap throughout dinner. 

“What do you mean, another amorous client?” Lucian demanded.

She turned and cocked her hip on the counter, dirty dishes still in her hands.  “That’s what you got out of the story?” she asked.

The room burst into laughter.  

“We’re very protective—you are going to have to deal with that a lot from now on.” Gabriel chuckled and elbowed his best friend in the side.  Lucian playfully punched him in the arm and growled again, not finding amusement in the situation.

She set the dishes in the dirty sink and walked over to where Lucian sat.  She wiggled between his thighs, and bent for a quick brush against his lips.  She pulled back and noticed that he was not appeased.  She sat in his lap and explained, “Nina makes it seem fun when middle-aged men get wandering hands as you’re trying to explain why peach should never be used on a logo because it clashes with green print.”

They chuckled again, and she noticed that Lucian relaxed, pulling her deeper into his arms.  As the conversation continued, she was happy to sit in Lucian’s arms and listen to the stories of her friends.

When everyone had accepted her invitation, she was thrilled.  With the six of them gathered, it felt like home for the first time since she moved in.  She wouldn’t have believed that she could find her place in the world, much less in such an expansive city as New York, but moving here and meeting the people who had come to mean everything to her, she appreciated every opportunity that led her to this moment.

“Hey, Ellie, can I talk to you for a sec?” Nina asked.

Ellie nodded as she received a quick squeeze from Lucian before she turned and kissed him, and she got up and followed Nina to her bedroom.  She closed the door, to offer them both privacy, and noticed the serious look on her friend’s face.  Nina was never serious.  “You okay?” she asked.

“Ben told me about that last time you saw him,” Nina stated.

The hurt that washed over Nina’s face gave her pause.  She never wanted to hurt either of her friends, but it seemed that inadvertently, she had.

“Nina,” she grabbed the other woman’s hands and pulled her to sit on the end of the bed, “he was afraid that our friendship would change because I met Lucian, and he was scared.  I love you two.  You’re my best friends, and I would never jeopardize that.  To be honest, I think that he’s in love with you.  I just happened to find Lucian and he reacted without thinking.”

Nina bent her head, and after a long moment of silence, looked up with tears in her eyes.  “I love him, so much.”

Ellie sucked in a startled breath.  “And you don’t think he feels the same way?”

A shrug of her shoulders, and Ellie became furious.  Before she could scream for Ben to get in the room, the door opened.

“And he loves you, too,” Ben replied.

Ellie smiled and watched several emotions wash over Nina’s face, before she jumped up and threw herself in Ben’s arms.  Without realizing it, tears slid down her cheeks as she watched the scene unfold between.  When Lucian slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her close, she giggled against his chest.

“Let’s go have dessert and celebrate,” Lucian said.

They filed out of the bedroom and sat back down at the table, but this time, she could see that her friends were happy, and everyone else was happy for them.

“I’m just glad I don’t have to kick your ass, Ben,” Lucian joked.

Ben swallowed.  “Yeah, that would’ve sucked.”  He turned to her.  “Sorry about that, Ellie.  I didn’t mean to cause you two any problems.”

“No problems.  I’m happy for you two.”

Things were settling into place, but as she thought about Ben and Nina and their declaration of love, she wondered whether Lucian could love her, in time.  There was no doubt that he was possessive and protective, but he hadn’t indicated that he felt more for her.

Every day, no matter how rational she wanted to be, she found that she fell more in love with him.  Part of her was terrified that he would move on, that his heart wasn’t invested in the relationship like hers was, but she tamped that down the best she could, and told herself to enjoy every moment she spent with him.  But sometimes, in the middle of the night, she worried that he would tell her the exact same thing her parents did.  She was worthless and that no one would love her.

Over the years, she had taught herself not to want anything for herself.  When she was hired at the advertising agency, she told herself that if she were to be let go, she could find something else—she was resilient.

When Nina and Ben became her friends, she thought she wouldn’t allow herself to grow close to them, but she had; although it would hurt to lose their friendship, she would survive.

But then she met Lucian.

He colored her entire world.  Whereas before, she lived in a black and white, tasteless, scentless, mundane place, he brightened her day, made her smile, and made her feel wanted.  He made her feel as though she was living her life for the first time, and she looked at the world differently and found herself more open to new experiences.

Her love for him made all the difference.

She knew that if she ever lost him, lost that feeling, she wouldn’t be able to put her life back together, because each and every second with him tied her to him inextricably.

As she listened to the conversation and laughter flow around her, she couldn’t shake the perception that something was going to happen, and whether it was good or bad, she didn’t know.  Whatever happened, she would remember nights like this.

Rebecca stood and pulled her attention away from her thoughts.  The beautiful woman looked tired, but she was still glowing as her belly grew bigger.  She rose from Lucian’s lap, and rounded the table to his sister.

“I’m so glad that you could make it.”  She wrapped her arms around Rebecca, pulling her in for a hug.

“Wouldn’t have missed it for the world.  Thanks for thinking of us.”

She squeezed once more before she let the pregnant woman go.  Although she was expecting it, Gabriel’s hug this time was a little more enthusiastic.  He lifted her off her feet and hugged her tight, before he pulled back and gave her a resounding kiss on her cheek.  An embarrassed giggle escaped her throat, which turned into a gasp as Lucian wrapped his large hands around her waist and pulled her against his body.  He kept his arms around her as they walked Rebecca and Gabriel to the door.

“Call us if you need anything,” Lucian said.

“You do the same,” Gabriel replied.

The two men shook hands before Gabriel placed a protective hand on Rebecca’s back and walked her to the elevator.  She smiled at the sight for a minute; she turned back to see that Ben and Nina had pulled on their own coats, ready to head out.  She smiled at their connected hands, happy that her friends found each other.

“Next time you’ll have to come up with more embarrassing stories,” she told Nina as she hugged her.

“Not a problem,” she said with a squeeze.

She hugged Ben next, but it didn’t last long with Lucian glaring at him.  Ben took her by surprise when his hand shot out, offering it to Lucian as a truce.  Lucian shook it, and Ben cracked a small smile.  They walked the new couple to the door and promised to get together soon.  As she shut the door, she turned back to find a heated look in Lucian’s eyes.

She smothered a laugh and sidestepped away from the door.  “Tonight was fun.”

His eyes traced her movements, but there was no smile on his face.  His look was purely predatory.

“I was thinking that they’d never leave.”

She edge close to the couch, putting it between the two of them.  “Why would you want them to leave?”

His growl had her biting her lip to prevent the smile from ending their little game.  He stepped closer, enough for her to see the hungry gleam in his eyes and the way his body reacted to their playing.

“You know why.”

She shifted farther away from him, and loved how his eyes narrowed at her.  Her eyes perused his body, and although Lucian in a suit was near perfection, tonight he’d dressed in worn jeans and a sweater that molded to his chest and arms, sending her heart into overdrive.  She loved that during dinner that he went barefoot.  When he shoved his sleeves up as the apartment became warmer, even his forearms turned her on.

“You are the sexiest man I’ve ever laid my eyes on.”  She licked her lips, anticipating being able to taste him.  But not now.  She needed to make him crave her more than she throbbed for him.

He darted toward her and hurdled the couch, but at that moment, she dashed for the kitchen island.  She rounded the corner, breathless and laughing, before she glanced to see where he was.  A squeal tore from her throat when he threw his arm around her waist, pulling her close for a kiss, but his lips stopped inches from contact.  She rose on her toes to get closer, but he prevented her from meeting his lips with hers.

“I don’t like it when you tease.”

“You’re teasing me now,” she whispered.

“No, I’m building anticipation.”

She opened her mouth to argue, and his mouth descended, shocking her when his tongue swept inside, taking control and drawing a moan from deep in her chest.  They kissed as though the other was the air they needed to survive, and he mastered her mouth as he lifted her to wrap around him.

“Need…you,” he managed.

Everything was forgotten as they came together in a rush, striving to get closer.  Clothes flew around the room, and they had managed to make it to the bed before he plunged inside her, causing everything to freeze with the sensations exploding within her.  He inhaled her breaths, as she did his, but the frantic need didn’t wane until her taut body pulled tighter and tighter, threatening to fracture the pressure surrounding her core and rack her body with pleasure.  They released at the same time; her body clenched a split second before waves of pleasure swelled, and broke against her.  Slowly, the waves lessened in their intensity, and she came back into consciousness.

“Are you okay, love?”

She reached for him and wrapped her arms around his shoulders, pulling him until his weight was on top of her.  He tried to pull back, but she wouldn’t allow even an inch between them.

“That was…”  She tried to explain, but had no words.

Several minutes passed before she allowed him to move next to her.  She buried her face in his neck, unable to process what had happened between them.  Making love to him had held an element of ferocity and emotion, but tonight, something had changed.  She’d made love to him knowing that she loved him, and it was everything.  This one moment in time would be seared into her memory.

She lifted her head and glanced at his worried face.

“I…”  She almost admitted her feelings, but something told her to wait.  She could taste the fear on her tongue, but she still couldn’t admit her feelings.  “I’m grateful every day that I met you.”

Some emotion passed over his face, but a split second later it was gone.  He pulled her onto his chest and cuddled her close to his chest, before he kissed her on the top of her head.

“That goes the same for me.”

She smiled and turned her face to kiss his skin over his heart.  Soon—she would tell him soon, and let the pieces fall where they may.


Chapter Twenty




As they walked to the reception area from the ceremony room, close to a half hour after they’d watched Tim and Amanda marry, the tension that radiated from Lucian was close to a breaking point.

Before they walked into the lavishly decorated room, splashed in colors of deep red and blue, he relaxed his shoulders and squeezed Ellie close to his side.  His eyes met hers, and he smiled a genuine smile as he led the way to their assigned table.  He stopped short when Ellie gasped and clutched his arm.

“He invited my parents,” she whispered.

By her reaction to seeing the older couple, silent as they sipped at their wine, he knew that the next few hours were going to be torture for her.  He bit back a curse, realizing why the older couple had been invited.

Amanda wanted to see her suffer.

Ellie’s relationship with her parents was known to be strained, and this was the perfect way to get revenge.  Ignoring the rage that burned in his veins, he turned to face her and he effectively blocked her from their gazes.  He gripped her hands in his and noted with alarm that she was shaking.

“We can find somewhere else to sit, or we can brave this together.”  His hands slid up and down her arms as he tried to warm her.  She was stunning in a dark-blue beaded chiffon dress, and he was proud to stand next to her as the man who loved her more than he’d ever imagined.

“You look stunning, by the way.  I’m honored to be here with you, and no matter what happens, I’m not leaving you.  Okay?”

Her stunned eyes met his, and he bit back a curse.  She thought that he would allow her parents, and her so-called friends, to influence his opinion of her.  But his course was solid, and he would never stray from it.  As soon as they had time alone, he was going to lay out how he felt, and there would be no doubt by the end of the conversation what his feelings were.  Unfortunately, they had to get through tonight, and then their future would start.

“Okay,” she whispered.

“That’s my girl.”  He smiled.

As they approached the table, he noticed the exact moment when the older couple spotted their daughter.  Their backs stiffened, and by the confused looks on their faces, they weren’t expecting to run into her.  When they noticed his arm around her waist, again, he saw that confusion marred their faces.  They glanced at one another, as if what they had seen made no sense.

“Hello, Professors,” she said, her voice strong.

“Ellie,” they both said, clipped.

“This is my fiancé, Lucian Cole.  Lucian, these are my parents, Professors Ruth and Chuck Roth.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” he managed, although what he wanted to say was on the tip of his tongue.

Without a word, they darted their glances between Ellie and him, as if they were trying to put together a puzzle and they couldn’t find that one piece they needed to complete it.  Her mother’s lips were compressed in a thin, disapproving line, while her father scowled at them, as if they were here to play a cruel joke on him.  He’d just met them, and he knew that they were the most selfish people he could ever meet.

He was grateful for his loving parents, who supported him and his siblings no matter what their venture was.

A fury that he couldn’t explain overwhelmed him, and he took a deep breath in order to calm down.  Ellie was his, and from now on, she would never want for anything, including affection and a family.

He held out a chair for Ellie, close to him, but the farthest away from her parents.

They were glaring at her, and he wasn’t sure whether it was the news they received about her engagement, or whether it was because she’d come to the wedding.  He didn’t care, and he couldn’t understand their hostility.  Ellie could never hurt anyone, and if she did, it wasn’t because she set out to do so.  She put others first, and sometimes that generosity bit her on the ass, such as her friend’s betrayal, but she was stronger because of it.  It felt as though she’d always been in his life, gifting him with her smile, her laugh, her kiss, everything that was Ellie—his Ellie.

They hadn’t taken their eyes off their daughter, who squeezed his hand but held her head high.

“Fiancé?  You’re engaged?” her mother screeched.

Ellie nodded.  “For close to a month.”  She turned to him and smiled.  “It was love at first sight.”

The world evaporated at her smile, and for a moment, it was the two of them in the gaudily decorated room.  He squeezed her hand in his and gave her a smile to reassure her.

“Who would want to marry you?” her father hissed.

Ellie flinched but didn’t release her hand from his, and her smile never faltered.  She didn’t answer his question.  As he was about to tell the older man what he thought of him, a shrill voice interrupted.

“What a wonderful family reunion,” Amanda said.

The glare of hatred he turned her way made the smile slip from her face, and she stepped back to grab Tim.  Her husband had the sense to look ashamed for what they had done, but this was Amanda’s turn to shine, and she was going to do her best to embarrass Ellie.

Lucian stood, unable to control his anger, but a small, cool hand on his stopped him from telling the happy couple what he thought about them.  He sat back down, wrapping an arm around Ellie’s shoulders, and pulled her in close.

The vicious woman took his silence as capitulation, and couldn’t help spewing more vicious words.

“Did you know that Lucian here owns his own tech company?  He’s loaded.  Billions, I think.  I dated him at one point, but despite all the money, he has a nasty temper, and I could never marry someone like him.”

The entire reception became silent at her words, and although he had no worries about Amanda attacking him, he knew that Ellie didn’t like to be the center of attention, and that was what they were getting with Amanda’s emphatic words that carried throughout the room.

He turned toward Ellie.

She surprised him again, and burst out laughing.  She wiped the tears that leaked from her eyes, before she hugged her waist.  He couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped as her tinkling laughter surrounded him and warmed him.  With words that were pushed through fits of laughter, she excused herself and headed toward the restroom.

Lucian, on the other hand, wasn’t so generous.  The smile dropped from his face after Ellie had stepped into the hallway, and he turned toward the newlyweds.

“You were drunk on our one and only date, flirted with every man in the room, before getting sick from the amount of alcohol you consumed.  That was forgivable, but sleeping with Ellie’s boyfriend, and spreading rumors that you were the one who was cheated on, is pathetic.  I wish you the best in your marriage, but stay the hell away from Ellie, or you’ll have to deal with me.”  He growled the last part.

He caught the shocked look of the new groom, and maybe this time, he would be able to control his new wife’s venom.  Without a care about those around him, he jerked to his feet and headed to where he last spotted Ellie.

As he paced back and forth in front of the doors, his heart lurched at how hurt she must be, and he wanted to put his fist through the wall.  He must’ve looked like a crazy man, because those who rounded the corner and found him skulking ran the other way.  That brought a smile to his face, but there was no way he would leave Ellie to fend for herself.

“Mr. Cole.”

His eyes closed and he bit back the groan of disgust that threatened to escape.  When he opened them, he found both of Ellie’s parents in front of him, with a look he knew too well.

How the hell did Ellie turn out to be such a beautiful woman, inside and out, with these two as her parents?

“Yes.”  His voice was curt.

“I was wondering if what Amanda told us was true.  About owning your own company?” the older man asked.

“Yes,” he said.  At this moment, he was unsure where this conversation was headed.

The couple peered at each other, and returned their attention to him.

“Why would you even look twice at our daughter?  She wasted her education on a worthless profession, and she’s a very disagreeable woman.  Despite what you said about Amanda stealing Tim from under Ellie, I think you have it the wrong way,” the older woman said.

An anger that he’d never felt before raged throughout his body; his mind clouded, making him mute for several seconds.  He knew that they wouldn’t share his opinion about their daughter, but he knew that he had to try.

“First of all, Ellie is the most precious person in the world to me, so watch what you say about her.  Second, if you ever took the time to get to know her, you would realize what an amazing woman she is.  Her talent is beyond measure, and the gallery showing she had Thursday was a smashing success.  She is in demand now because she worked hard and didn’t allow her vision to become compromised.  

“On top of being talented, she’s a great friend.  She worries about other people, even though it’s not her responsibility to do so.  She has a smile for everyone, and in her own way, makes those around her better for having known her.  She forgives without a thought to her own peace of mind, even when she shouldn’t, because she wants others to be happy.  There is not one time in our relationship where I felt anything but awe and love for the woman I’ve gotten to know, and there will never be a moment in my life when I will ever…ever…betray her.  You two have done nothing but treat her as an unwanted, unloved woman, and that’s your loss.  But I will spend the rest of my life making sure she has everything she will ever need, including me.  Is there anything else you wanted to add?” he asked through gritted teeth.

Quiet settled around them.  The clink of utensils on plates, and the occasional shout of laughter pierced through it.  His chest heaved with anger, but he couldn’t bring himself to walk away until they got the message.  Ellie shouldn’t have been discarded, and they should have never let her feel unwanted.

“You are very protective of her,” Ellie’s mother whispered.

“Yes, I’m a little ashamed that I’ve never defended my wife with such vehemence,” the older man said.

When he calmed down enough to assess the situation, he noticed that the disgusted look had left their faces, replaced by surprise.  If his words gave them any insight on their daughter, he would be grateful, but he wasn’t counting on it.

“Yes, I am.”

“How long have you known her?”

“It doesn’t matter.  We were meant for each other.  She’s agreed to marry me, and when we pick a date, I hope that you two will make it to the wedding.  But from this point on, you won’t do or say anything that will hurt her.  When you two have stopped blaming your daughter for whatever slights you think she caused, then maybe you could try to repair your relationship with her.  But I will never allow her to be hurt, by you or anyone else, do you understand?” he growled.

They both nodded, and it took him by surprise when they interlaced their fingers and stepped toward each other.  That was the first hint of affection between them.

“When I got pregnant, we had no idea what to do with a baby, because we were so involved in our careers and never thought about the possibility of having a child.  We cared about our careers, even more than each other.  By the time we retired, we realized how horrendously we treated Ellie, but the damage had been done.  It seems that whenever we do talk, the old hostilities come back, and we realize it is our fault.  We accepted the invitation as a way to try to make amends, but we’ve done more damage.”

Lucian shook his head, unable to wrap his head around the hostility back at the table, and now the regret they both felt.  “Why did you feel the need to insult her even before she sat down?”

“I have no idea,” her mother said, sounding defeated.

“We would like a chance to talk to her.  Do you think you can escort her back to the table, and we’ll try to explain,” Ellie’s father said.

“It depends on what Ellie wants, but I will talk to her,” he replied.

The couple nodded and shot him a look of hope, before they walked back to the assigned table.

He heard the door behind him open, and when he turned to look at her, he smiled as he watched her giggle through her hand that was clamped around her mouth.  Apparently, she was more amused than hurt.

“I’m sorry.  I couldn’t help but laughing.”

“I know, it was ridiculous,” he said.

That sobered her up.  “No, I meant it’s funny that Amanda believed that she had a chance of marrying you.  Other than the truth about your business, she has no clue who you are.  I think you’re the most handsome and generous man I know.”

He slid his arms around her waist and leaned in to place a kiss on her forehead.  This woman, his woman, was unbelievable.  He didn’t know how she would respond to her parents’ request, but he was about to find out.

“I had a conversation with your parents, and they would like an opportunity to talk to you.”  He kept his opinion to himself, not wanting to sway her one way or the other, because this was her decision to make.  She could interpret their words however she wanted, and he would be there for support.

“Do they want to catch up, or is it to criticize?” she asked.

“I think they want to know how you’re doing,” he answered.

She nodded, and he extended his arm toward her and smiled when she accepted.  They walked back into the room and returned to the seats they vacated several minutes before.  She glanced at him, and when he gripped her hand in his and brushed a quick kiss against her lips, she sighed and turned to her parents.

“How are you both?” she asked.

“It’s nice of you to ask, Ellie.  We are fine.  A little bored now that we’ve retired, but we’re content,” her mother said.

“I thought you were guest lecturing in England?”

“We missed Colorado, and we wanted to have the opportunity to see you once in a while,” her father said.

She stared at both of her parents, and it was obvious to everyone that she didn’t understand why they would want to see her.  Her eyes were wide, and he spotted the confusion in them that threatened to overwhelm her.  “I’m…I…” she stuttered.

“I know it’s disconcerting, coming from the two of us, but we have missed you.  It took us several years to realize it, but we regret how we treated you, as though you weren’t our daughter.  You need time, and we understand that, since we treated you so atrociously throughout your life, but we would like to try.”

Ellie wiped the tears that had started to fall and nodded emphatically.  “I would like that,” she whispered.  She squeezed his hand for reassurance, and he brought her closer to his side.

He stared at her in awe.  She hadn’t even hesitated—she’d given them a chance despite the years of neglect—and his chest swelled as he realized how proud he was of her.  He kissed the top of her head, and looked over to see tears in her parents’ eyes as well.  He knew that nothing would change overnight, but it was a start.

The rest of the evening was stilted, worried about stepping past a boundary that they had yet to establish, but they tried.  It was more than he ever thought could happen.  He kept her close, even when they parted.  Her parents weren’t used to affection of any type, but when Ellie reached for their hands and squeezed, they returned her affection.

She was alone with her thoughts as they drove home, but by the time they had undressed for bed, the silence overwhelmed him.

“What are you thinking?” he asked.

“I’m just confused.  One minute they looked as though they hated me, and yet they said that they missed me.  I don’t know what to believe.”

He nodded his understanding.  “You don’t have to figure it out tonight.  Only time will tell if they’ve truly changed, and we’ll deal with it together.”

When he glanced at her face and noticed tears in her eyes, he snagged her against him and squeezed her for comfort.  He hated when she cried—he felt helpless and bereft—but he understood.

“I think the hope they gave me tonight is worse than ignoring me.”

Her statement rendered him mute as the anger stirred in his chest.  He was the one who had talked to her on her parents’ behalf.  If they hurt her again, he wouldn’t be able to do anything about her pain.  He cursed himself as he held her, unable to do anything but be there for her.  No matter what the outcome, he would stand by her.


Chapter Twenty-One




As the days counted down closer to Christmas, Ellie found that she was happier than she’d ever been with Lucian, but they hadn’t talked about a future, or their feelings, and it was starting to wear on her.  Everything in her life was up in the air.  She knew that their relationship was strong, but she wanted something more.  She wanted the words.  

She had been staring at the blank canvas for hours, thinking about her life over the past few months, and finding herself unable to paint with so many emotions swirling inside her.  The light in the room had started to fade, and she knew that soon he would be home and her heart raced in her excitement to see him.  Normally, her emotions would be exposed in her paintings and drawings, but in her studio and the familiar supplies in front of her, nothing came to mind.

Lucian had gone back to work a week after Thanksgiving, but she needed more time to think about what she wanted for her future.  She had filed a leave of absence for another four more months to figure out what she wanted to do with the rest of her life.  The idea of starting her own business had taken root in her mind, and she had started to research ways to open her own graphic design business.  After crunching the numbers and putting together a solid business plan, she found the idea of going back to work less appealing every day.  She knew that she would have to decide soon.

Over the last month, she’d spoken to her parents a couple of times, but the strain that had been a constant part of their relationship was still present.  She had tried to act happy whenever they spoke, but she couldn’t help replay their words to Lucian at the wedding.  They criticized her choice of profession as well as telling him that they found her difficult.  But the ultimate hurt came when they called her a liar, and she felt a pierce of pain through her chest.  She had learned to deal with her parents’ criticism, but with Lucian in her life, she wanted to make a relationship work.  He was more than she could have dreamed of, and he showed her in small ways and large ones that he cared for her.

She heard the vehemence in their voices as they told Lucian that they didn’t believe him, which led her to believe that her parents thought her crass enough to sleep with another woman’s boyfriend.  She wasn’t worried that he might believe her parents’ opinion of her, but she was afraid that the vehemence of their opinions would plant doubt about her in his mind, and he would choose to move on from their relationship.  She wanted to fight for him, but if he changed his mind and didn’t want a relationship with her, she would have to accept it.

Nothing had changed between them since he’d met her parents, but something inside her felt different.  There was almost a desperation in her to get closer to him each time they made love, or even when he kissed her.  Their kisses soon grew into more, and she clung to him as they made love, not letting go when they were both breathless and spent.  He had to have noticed her desperation, each and every time they were together, but he hadn’t said anything.  He would talk to her until she calmed, but he wouldn’t let her go.  He held her in his arms—they reached for each other whenever they were together—but the desperation still gnawed at her.

One of the reasons for the desperation was because Lucian hadn’t spoken of his feelings, and she didn’t need the words, when his presence in her life told her all that she needed to know.  She wished that she could shake the feeling that something would change between them, but until it happened, she would have to wait.

She had never been in love, didn’t understand what love was, until she met Lucian.  He didn’t allow her to run away, or fight her attraction to him, and because of that, she was grateful that she’d met him.  He made her smile, made her feel loved, a genuine love for the first time in her life.  The more she thought about him, the more determined she became to tell him how she felt.  There would be no hiding anymore.  She knew their relationship would change, and she hoped that the tension in her chest would fade as she revealed her love for him.

Rebecca had been encouraging whenever they spoke on the phone, and although she came close to admitting to the other woman that she loved her brother, she wanted Lucian to be the first to hear it from her.  His sister had heard about the wedding, and told her that she should have been there to see Amanda’s face when Ellie laughed at her assessment of Lucian.  She called the day before to remind Ellie that her parents and her older brother and his family were coming into town for Christmas, and they wanted to meet her, which made the dread pull tighter against her chest.

“Ellie, love, are you home?” Lucian’s voice called out.

Her heart beat faster in her chest as she rose from her stool.  She removed her smock and practically ran to the front door.  Her eyes perused him; today his suit was dark blue with pinstripes, with a crisp white shirt, and a blue tie with an intricate square design.  When she ran her eyes up to meet his, his hot gaze made her body flush and her breathing accelerate.

“Hey,” she whispered.

“Hey, yourself.”  He walked toward her while he loosened his tie, his eyes never leaving her as he came closer.  When she could feel the heat radiating from his body, she felt the tug of a smile at the corner of her lips as he tossed the tie behind him, not caring where it landed.  She held her breath as he cupped her face, a split second before his lips met hers.  A deep, drugging kiss pulled her under his spell for several minutes, before he pulled back and smiled at her.

“What’ve you been up to today?” he asked.

“Thinking, mostly.”  Her eyes caressed his face, but she’d already memorized every aspect of his face, from his full lower lip, to the indention right above his thin upper one, his square jaw, and the sparkle of his eyes whenever he looked at her.  She loved him, and it was about time that she tell him.

He shrugged out of his jacket before tossing it aside, taking the time to unbutton the top button of his shirt.  He pulled her into his arms, and she laid her head on his chest, listening to the slow, steady beat of his heart.  She closed her eyes and shivered as his scent reached her.  She needed him, more than she needed anyone in her life.

“Lucian—”

His cell rang, and she recognized the ring tone.  He had programmed the specific tone for when Rebecca went into labor, but as she calculated the time in her head, she realized that the baby was a month early.  She didn’t let the fear show in her eyes when she watched as he hit the Answer button and pressed it to his ear.

“Yeah,” he said, clipped.

He listened, and she thought she heard Gabriel’s voice on the other end of the line.  It was a quick conversation, and when he hung up, there was fear in his eyes.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“They arrived at the hospital about an hour ago.  She had contractions that were three minutes apart, and after examining her, the baby is breach and they are worried about the umbilical cord around the baby’s neck.  Gabriel wants—”

“Let’s go,” she rushed out.

She grabbed her bag and coat, snagging his coat when he hadn’t reached for it, and sped out the door with Lucian close behind her.  She jammed the elevator button several times, sending up a silent prayer that the baby and Rebecca were going to be fine.  The next half hour was a blur of traffic and people as they hurried to Lenox Hill Hospital.  When they rushed into the maternity ward, Lucian vibrated with the tension that radiated off of him in waves and made her heart clench in her chest.  

She never had family to worry about—her parents wouldn’t have mentioned it if they were sick—and she had no siblings to worry about, but at that moment, her heart almost broke as she stared up into Lucian’s face as she saw the utter fear that he displayed in his eyes.  She did the one thing she could.  She reached for his hand and interlaced their fingers.

“Rebecca and the baby will be fine, I know it.  Your sister is a fighter,” she said.

She watched as he closed his eyes and swallowed the lump in his throat.  After a few deep, cleansing breaths, he looked into her eyes and nodded.  Again, she squeezed his hand to let him know that she was with him every step of the way.

When things settled down, she would tell him how much she loved him.


Chapter Twenty-Two




The panic that had been a constant since Gabriel’s call had him storming through the maternity ward, frantic for word about his sister.  He had Ellie tucked into his side and walked straight to the admitting nurse, who smiled at him.  For a moment, he couldn’t push the question from his throat, so he blew out a relieved breath when Ellie spoke up.

“Can you tell us anything about Rebecca Kane?  This is her brother, Lucian.”

The nurse typed into her computer, and he gripped Ellie closer when her mouth turned down into a frown.  “It looks as she’s in labor, but they are worried about the baby because he’s breach, so they are monitoring the situation.  If he doesn’t turn on his own, they will have to perform a C-section, but they will both be fine.”

He rose to his full height and was about to argue that he wanted to see her, but Ellie reached for his hand and squeezed.

“Thank you.  If you have any news, can you let us know?” Ellie asked.

The nurse nodded with a smile, and Ellie turned them toward the lounge.  There was nothing to do but wait.  The rational part of his mind told him so, but he couldn’t quell the panic that surged through him.

She walked toward a private corner, before she stood aside and indicated that he should take a seat.  He glared at her, but she smiled and waited until he sat down before she took a seat next to him.

He pulled her close.

As much as he wanted to demand to see his sister, he knew that there was nothing he could do about it.

Gabriel was with her.

He knew that if anything happened, his best friend would call, but he’d never been a patient man.  He gripped Ellie closer to him, grateful that she was beside him when he thought that he might lose his mind, but fear stole his voice.

“Rebecca and the baby will be fine.  The doctors here are the best in the world, and trust me, Gabriel will protect her with everything in his power.”

She placed her hand on his back and rubbed imaginary circles on his back in an effort to relax him.  If he could speak, he would tell her that her presence alone made him feel whole.  Up until this point, he’d thought about what he wanted from her, and he’d steamrolled her into this relationship with him.  She had jumped in with both feet and was with him every step of the way, but the way he wedged his way into her life had started to fill him with guilt.  He hadn’t even asked her to marry him.  He just slipped the ring on her finger and promised to ask her when the time was right.

“I’ve screwed up,” he groaned, sliding his hand down his face.

He noticed that the worry on her face changed to confusion at his statement.

“What do you mean?”

“I didn’t give you a choice in this relationship with me.  I took over.  I moved myself into your apartment, and I, shit, I didn’t even ask you to marry me.  I just promised I would propose properly later.  I’m such an ass,” he groaned.

She took him by surprise when she giggled and cupped his face.  “Lucian, I have been attracted to you since you stormed into your sister’s office and started demanding that she take it easy.  Every moment with you has been…well, I don’t remember my life without you in it, and I don’t want to find out.”

Her lips met his, and her soft, reassuring kiss went straight to his heart, and it kicked, hard, in his chest.

“I want a future with you,” he said.

“I want that, too.”

Some of the panic in his chest started to recede at her words.  He wanted to give her some time after the wedding to process the changes in her life, and to see whether her feelings for him might have grown stronger.  But he should have realized from the beginning that she hadn’t been anything but honest with him since he’d met her.  She told him her worries, and he should have known that it was to protect herself from the possibility of getting hurt.  She was essential to his life, ingrained so deep that he felt as though she was a part of him, and him a part of her.  He glanced down at his Ellie, and knew he was a moron for waiting even this long to tell her everything.

“Mr. Cole,” the nurse called from the reception area, “Mr. Kane has requested that you join them in their private room.  The birth went well, and they are all resting.”

Lucian nodded as he rose from the chair, his fingers gripping hers.  She gave him another reassuring squeeze and tried to disengage their hands, but he held on and strode forward.  The nurse didn’t question Ellie’s presence as she showed them down the long, quiet hall, until they reached the last room on the right.  The nurse knocked, and he heard Gabriel’s call for them to enter.  The nurse pushed the door open and stood aside for them, and what he noticed had him stand motionless near the door.

“Twins.”  Bec sighed when she glanced up at his startled face.  She was holding a girl, if the pink blanket was any indication, and next to the bed on the chair, Gabriel held his son, his eyes never leaving the small infant’s face.

Ellie beamed at both of them, but he stood, speechless, as he glanced at his new niece and nephew.  Then he remembered the complications Gabriel told him about, and that moved him forward into the room to stand next to his sister.

“How are you feeling?  How are the babies?  Are they healthy?”  He shot the questions in succession, without waiting for an answer.

Gabriel laughed, and he could’ve sworn that he heard the baby in his arms laugh along with his dad.

“I’m fine.  We had a little scare when our baby boy, Daniel Gabriel Lucian Kane, decided he wanted to come out feet first, but the doctor turned him and he slipped right out.”  Bec looked down at her daughter and the smile for the little girl was so tender, he felt the sting of tears in his eyes.  “But Grace Elizabeth was a complete surprise.  It turns out, her brother protected her and kept her from view.”

Bec smiled at both of them as the love for her new babies was evident in her tone and the way she looked at them.  He took note that his sister had used Ellie’s middle name as her daughter’s middle name.  He smiled down at his sister, grateful for his family.

He smiled down at his little Grace, and noticed Bec’s emerald eyes shining back at him.  It looked as though she smiled at him and he was unable to keep the awe from his face, if Bec’s smile was any indication.  He looked over at Daniel; the baby was reaching for his dad’s face.  In a sight that he never thought he would see, Gabriel leaned forward and made cooing sounds at his son, encouraging him to explore.

“I’m proud of you, Bec.  They are beautiful,” he choked out.

Ellie slid her arm around his middle and squeezed, another reassurance that everything was fine.  He pictured their own baby, with sky-blue eyes, dark hair, and a quick smile.  Their daughter or son.

As he looked at the two new parents, exhaustion etched on their faces, he knew they needed rest.  He rounded the edge of the bed and kissed his sister on the forehead, before he turned his attention to the little girl.  She gurgled when he ran his thumb over her cheek, and he couldn’t help the smile that bloomed on his face.

“This little girl is going to have you and her daddy wrapped around her little finger.”  Bec chuckled.

He walked to Gabriel and clapped him on the shoulder, letting him know without words, that he was proud of him, too.

“We’ll see you soon.  Don’t hesitate to call anytime, and we’ll be here.”  He looked at Ellie, who nodded in agreement.

“Congratulations to you both.  They are precious,” Ellie whispered.

Gabriel and Bec beamed at her, and Lucian interlaced their fingers as they walked toward the door.  The nurse opened it before they could reach it and announced it was feeding time.

With one last look into the room, they walked toward the lobby and out of the hospital.  They flagged down a cab.  As it weaved its way through the streets, they both were quiet, lost in thought.  He was thinking about the future, and instead of the restlessness that had overwhelmed him before he met Ellie, he knew he was happy.  He loved her more than he ever thought possible, and he would find a way to propose in a romantic and memorable way.  He just needed a little time to plan.

She unlocked the door while he was still deep in thought.  When she slung her arms around his shoulders, he became aware of her mouth inches from his, and he wanted to close that distance.  Need flared in his body, and he tucked her closer, closing the distance between them.

“I love you.”  Her voice was steady and strong.

The world stopped for a split second as he gazed into her eyes.  The words were on the tip of his tongue, but the words were caught in his throat.  Right then, he wanted to show her how much he loved her, before saying the words.  They broke apart long enough for coats and scarves to be shed and dropped on the floor, before they came together, gripping each other close.  He buried his face against her neck, sending shivers down her body and into his as he brushed his lips against the sensitive part underneath her ear.  His hands slid underneath the hem of her blouse, and when he encountered her soft, silky skin, he wanted to brand every inch of her with his touch, his lips.  He made quick work of the buttons, and when he met her eyes, hooded with need for him, he was lost.

“I need you, to be as close to you as I can get.”  His words came out scratchy and deep.

“Please,” she begged.

Her blouse fluttered away when his hands released the thin fabric to travel up her sides and cup her full breasts.  His mouth caught her moan as he unclasped her bra and slid his thumbs against her swollen nipples.  Their tongues tangled, driven by an urgency that wouldn’t relent, and the only sound in the apartment was their heavy breathing.

A loud groan reverberated deep in his chest as she placed her hands on his naked chest.  He’d been so caught up in her skin under his hands that he’d missed her unbuttoning his shirt.  Without moving his lips from hers, he shrugged out of his shirt and clutched her, naked, against his body.  He lifted her into his arms and marched them toward the bedroom.  His mouth never left hers.  She caressed him as they walked, tantalizing his nerve endings until he was driven almost mad by his need to claim her as his.

“You have too many clothes on,” she teased.

A growl, long and loud, was the one response he could give at the moment.  He glided her down his body, driving the desperation pounding at him into overdrive.  He reached for her, unbuttoning her slacks before he shoved them down her legs.  As he knelt before her, after casting aside her pants, he groaned as he spotted the pretty white lace panties.  Another groan, this one louder than the first, erupted from deep in his throat, as he leaned toward her and kissed her bare stomach.  He inched his way down, until her breathing was perceptible, and teased her, never quite reaching where she needed his touch the most.

“Lucian,” she pleaded.

His fingers slid under the edge of the lace, and he leaned in to place his mouth just below her belly button.  He hooked his finger into the side of her panties and ripped them off of her body.  He raised his right thumb, brushing it against her clit; his need flared out of control when she called his name.  With several more tantalizing brushes against her, he replaced his thumb with his tongue, and caught her as her knees gave way.

He settled her on the bed.  He scooted down her body, brushing against her soft skin, until he settled between her thighs.  As he held her legs open with his wide shoulders, he leaned forward and flicked his tongue against her bundle of nerves, growing harder as her moan echoed through his body.

He whispered her name against her sex, before he suckled her clit into his mouth, instinctively knowing how she liked to be touched.

For the next several minutes, he became lost in her moans and addicted to her taste as his tongue traveled down her lips and lapped up her sweetness.  Her shivers intensified, and he knew that she was close.  He brought his mouth back up to her clit and suckled hard.  As he felt her body tighten and snap, he watched as her head was thrown back in a silent scream as her pleasure washed over her.  He savored her taste for several more minutes, but he stood and shucked his boxer briefs and pants before he settled against her, his entire body primed and ready.

She wrapped her arms and legs around him, holding him close to her, as his mouth found hers.  Both of them were breathless as he lowered his hips, and entered her with one swift thrust.

“Oh, you feel so good,” she gasped.

He captured her face in between his hands and as his body moved in a rhythm that built tension, his mouth devoured hers.  Each movement was easy and meticulous, feeling as though he hit every nerve ending to find her pleasure.  She urged him to go faster by tightening her legs around him, but he refused to be rushed.

“This has to be perfect for you,” he said through clenched teeth.

“I love you, Lucian.  Every moment with you is perfect.”

His groan broke free at her words, and he slid his hands down to cup her bottom.  Each time he drove down inside her, he lifted her hips up to meet his thrust.  Her moans grew louder as she clutched onto him.  Their eyes met but their bodies kept striving for a release that threatened to set them on fire.

“Harder.”

His control snapped and all thoughts of holding back flew out of his head.  He wrapped her in his arms, his face buried into her neck, as he plunged inside her with abandon.  They both breathed the other’s name, pleasure overwhelming every sense, every thought.

With one last surge, he groaned her name as her inner muscles gripped him, and felt the moment her orgasm washed over her.  He held himself deep inside her as he found his release, knowing that his entire world was wrapped in his arms and she had stolen his heart the moment his eyes caught hers.

As he rolled to his side, pulling her until most of her body was draped on his, he waited for their breathing to slow.  He rolled onto his side, draping his leg over both of hers, as he slid his fingers through her hair, catching and keeping her gaze.

“I love you, Ellie.  I’ve been in love with you the moment we met, and there won’t be a moment in our lives together that you won’t know that.  I’m sorry it took so long to tell you what I’ve known all along.”

She laughed before she threw her arms around him, pulling him tighter and burying her face in his shoulder.  “I’m so happy,” she whispered.

“Will you marry me?” he asked.

“Whenever you want.  I would love to be your wife.”

“We’ll start planning tomorrow, and we’ll have the wedding you’ve always dreamed of.”

She shook her head.  “I’ve never thought about what kind of wedding I wanted, but as long as we’re together, I’ll agree to anything.”

He hauled her close, rubbing his hand up and down her back.  “I’ll love you forever,” he promised.


Chapter Twenty-Three




As Ellie stood in the master bedroom of Lucian’s lavish penthouse, nerves that had started early that morning still fluttered inside her stomach as she glanced at her reflection in the mirror.

She couldn’t believe that she was getting married in less than fifteen minutes.  A smile bloomed on her face as she glanced down.

Her eyes roamed over the wedding dress that Lucian handpicked, tracing over the delicate lilac and white flowers delicately sewn on the lace train.  The dress fit as though made for her, and as she straightened the tiny straps on her shoulders, her eyes glanced at the lovely fabric wrapped around her.  Her hands continued down to the delicate embroidered bodice, loving the feel of the dress on her body.

Lucian had thrown together their wedding in ten days, insisting that he had everything taken care of when she had offered to help.  They had spent all of their time at her apartment several miles from his penthouse, but this place afforded them the privacy they needed for a lavish wedding.

She tore her gaze from the dress and walked to the window, gazing upon the lights of the tall buildings that sparkled, a beautiful backdrop to the most important day of her life.

They had chosen to be married on the last day of the year that they’d met.  It had been Lucian’s idea and she loved how sentimental he was, and as long as they were married, she didn’t care when or where.  He loved her, and told her so as many times as he kissed her, and she repeated the words, enjoying being open with him about her true feelings.

A knock on the door pulled her out of her musings.  She turned to see Rebecca and Nina’s smiling faces.  They were both wearing lovely Grecian-style lilac dresses that matched the embroidery on her dress, and tears welled in her eyes.

“You both look beautiful.”

Rebecca hugged her first.  The glow from having two wonderful babies made her practically radiate happiness.  The new mother rubbed her back, a reassuring gesture that made her smile.  When she pulled back, Rebecca stepped back, and soon Nina had pulled her close, her eyes misty with tears.

“You make an exquisite bride,” Nina whispered.

“Wait until Lucian sees you,” Rebecca said.

“Thank you both for being a part of our wedding.  How are the babies?” she asked.

“Spoiled rotten.  My parents have them and refuse to let them out of their sights.”

All three laughed.  As she took in the scene in front of her, she realized how much her life had changed since she’d met Lucian.  His parents had been so welcoming, embracing her as if she were their own, that she felt comfortable with them from the beginning.  They flew down as soon as Lucian called them and told them about the wedding.  Unbeknownst to her, Lucian had told his parents all about her when they’d first met, and what Lucian left out, Rebecca filled in.  His parents loved to laugh and wanted their children to be happy, and were ecstatic to celebrate their wedding.  Ellie was accepted, and to her, it made their wedding day even more extraordinary.

She turned to Nina.  “You and Ben?”

Nina smiled and flashed her left hand.  The ring that Ben had picked out was beautiful, and Ellie pulled her friend in close to hug her.

“That’s wonderful.  I’m so happy for you two.”

Another knock on the door interrupted their small celebration, and when it opened, Ellie froze in place.  “Mom?”

Her mother hesitated near the door for a moment before she walked into the room, her head held high.  She was dressed in a pearl-colored pant suit, and Ellie thought she looked radiant, but still standoffish.  As her mother glanced at her in her dress, the corner of her mouth lifted a bit and she wrapped an arm around her waist, giving her a squeeze of affection.  She was shocked that her parents had made it to her wedding.

Her mom pulled away before she met her gaze.  “Congratulations.”

“Thank you for coming,” Ellie said.

“Lucian invited us,” was her mother’s explanation.

Ellie nodded, unable to form any words.  She refused to let this ruin her wedding to Lucian.  When another knock brought her head up, she watched as Gabriel walked into the bedroom and she sighed in relief.  She smiled when he glanced at his wife before his eyes found Ellie’s.

“Lucian’s getting impatient for the wedding to begin.  Are we ready?” he asked.

All four women nodded, and Ellie’s mother walked out of the room with another shy smile.  Nina and Rebecca hugged her before they headed downstairs.  She glanced at Gabriel, who hadn’t left with his wife.

“Aren’t you going downstairs?”

He shook his head and walked toward her.  “I thought I would walk you down the aisle, if you don’t mind.”

She threw her arms around him and hugged him tight.  It was the first time she hugged him first, and by his deep laugh, he thought it was wonderful.  When she pulled back, she gave him a watery smile.

“I would be honored if you walked me down the aisle.”

“You sure you don’t want your father—”

“No, you,” she insisted.

He nodded and held out his arm for her.  He walked them to the top of the staircase and when the wedding march started, he clasped his other hand on top of hers and they descended the stairs.

The nerves in her stomach disappeared as soon as her eyes found Lucian, standing near the window, the New York skyline as a backdrop to their wedding.  The smile that he gave her made her heart lurch in her chest, and she wished time forward so that she could be his.

As Gabriel walked her closer to Lucian, everything else faded away.

Gabriel placed her hand in Lucian’s and squeezed both of their arms before he released them.  She took the time to offer him a small smile and a thank-you.  He kissed her cheek, and took a seat next to his radiant wife.

Lucian walked her closer to the minister, his eyes never leaving hers.  When the minister cleared his throat, Lucian spoke.  “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

The ceremony began, and despite her fear of being the center of attention, she managed to say the right words when she was asked a question.  But it wasn’t until they were pronounced man and wife that the fog that surrounded her once she spotted Lucian in his tux faded.  A cheer rang through the room, and when Lucian cupped her face, she smiled at the happiness that radiated from him.

“Finally, you’re mine,” he whispered.

“I think I’ve always been yours,” she said truthfully.

His kiss took her breath away, and when they faced their friends and family, she knew that she found the one place where she belonged.

The rest of the night was a whirlwind of hugs and congratulations, and they topped off the night with a countdown to the New Year.  It was the best day of her life, and she was thrilled that she was married to Lucian.

As the last guest left, they shut the door to quiet, and she took a minute to savor the moment.  Closing her eyes, and listening to the silence of the room, and an occasional muted firework explosion as people continued their celebrations, she smiled.  I’m now Lucian’s wife.

He brushed a kiss across her lips, and she sighed as she reached her arms up, around his shoulders.

“Thank you for today.  It was perfect,” she whispered.

“It was for purely selfish reasons.  I couldn’t wait for you to be my wife.”

Without a word, he lifted her in his arms and dashed up to the same bedroom where she had dressed for the wedding.  When she met his eyes, the desire in them took her breath away.  She stood, shaking with need for him, as he unzipped the lovely wedding dress.  She removed the delicate material that wrapped around her like a second skin and stood before him in white sheer panties and bra decorated with delicate embroidery, and shivered when heat flared in his eyes.

“You look very handsome in your tux, husband of mine,” she whispered.

He ripped off the tie, unbuttoned his jacket and dropped them both at his feet.

She watched as his hands untucked his shirt, before he unbuttoned his shirt and tossed it aside.

He closed the distance between them and captured her mouth in a scorching kiss that left her breathless.  She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, and he tilted her head.  He delved in deeper, tasting her.  She captured his groan in her mouth when he slid his hands against the lace that covered her.  He pulled his mouth away from hers and he buried his face against her neck, inhaling deeply.

“Mine.  My wife.  God, I love how that sounds.  I love you, so much,” he growled.

She smiled.  “I love you, too.  Thank you for everything.  The day, flying my parents in, and arranging for Gabriel to walk me down the aisle.  But most of all, thank you for marrying me.”

He lifted his head and his heated eyes captured hers, and she couldn’t look away if she tried.  “It was my pleasure.  I’ll do anything for you, as long as it makes you happy.”

“You make me happy.”

A loud growl rumbled from his chest at her words, and when his mouth met hers, his hands were jerky as he removed the rest of their clothing.  He pulled back as his gaze wandered over her body, and he took a moment to appreciate her skimpy underthings before he unhooked her bra.  He brushed delicate kisses around her already sensitive breasts, giving both equal attention, and when she breathed his name in reverence, his hands traveled down and tugged, ripping the panties off her body.  His fingers teased her with light touches around her hips; he brushed against her core, sending a shudder of need throughout her body.  Everywhere he touched, her nerve endings flared to life.

“So beautiful, my wife.”

He removed the rest of his clothing, and her eyes wandered over his sculpted chest.  When she locked on his thick erection, she leaned toward him and licked the drop of liquid that had tantalized her.  She scooted her body closer, and as her hand squeezed around the base of his cock, she sucked him into her mouth, moaning at his taste.  To her, it felt as though he was growing larger in her mouth, and when a growl burst from deep in his chest, she sucked harder, needed his pleasure.  She clamped her legs together, moaning as the pleasure from her core shot through her entire body.

He slid his hand into her hair, and when she pulled out to tease the tip of his cock, he removed himself and tucked his hand under her chin, lifting her head so he could catch her gaze.

“Lucian,” she moaned.

He shook his head and captured her mouth in a kiss that made her melt against him.  Without removing his mouth, he slid one arm underneath her ass and moved her up the bed, laying her down before he broke the kiss.

“Please,” she begged.

His eyes flared with desire, and when he pressed down on her hip to keep her from moving, she gasped as she felt the head of his cock enter her.  He continued to torment her by entering her, inch by inch.

The love in his eyes took her breath away.

She relaxed her body but kept her arms and legs wrapped around him.  His mouth lowered to hers and kissed her with such exquisite tenderness that it brought tears to her eyes.  He chose that moment to plunge deep inside her, and he swallowed her gasp of pleasure as she felt him deep inside of her.

Each thrust was methodical, drawing out every pleasurable sensation.  His hands wandered over her breasts, down her sides, and lodged underneath her hips.  Sighs and gasps poured out of her throat, and she gripped him close, never wanting to let him go.  He seemed to understand the desperation clawing at her, because his next kiss was merely a brush against her lips, before he caught her gaze.

“I will never leave you, love.  You were mine from the first moment we met.”

“I love you, so much.”  Her voice broke as she tried to explain.

“As I love you,” he moaned.  

He kissed her and at that moment, her body tensed with a release so powerful, all she could do was cling to him and ride out the pleasure he pulled from her body.  She whispered his name, over and over, until his hoarse shout echoed throughout the room.  His release triggered another, smaller orgasm in her body, and she held on tight as he left her breathless.

It was several moments before she realized he had rolled to her side and held her close, her head cradled on his chest.  She absently traced patterns on his chest, loving his low growl that erupted whenever she brushed over his sensitive skin.  She smiled into his side.

“I never imagined I could be this happy.  I’m so glad that you never gave up on me.”

He nibbled on her lips.  “You make me happy, love, and I knew it from the moment I saw you.”

“I think I’m going to love being Mrs. Ellie Cole,” she whispered and yawned.

He growled and pulled her closer.  “I already love it.  Sleep, love.”

She closed her eyes, and couldn’t help the smile that remained on her face as she fell into a deep, dreamless sleep. 


Chapter Twenty-Four




Lucian heard Ellie’s voice as soon as he opened the door, his body always aware whenever he was close to her, tensed with a need.

Earlier that day, he’d headed to the office for an emergency, and finished up in the early afternoon.  He hated to leave her, more so on their first anniversary, but she insisted.  He knew that with her new graphic design business, and the steady stream of requests for her paintings and drawings, she had been busy this year, but she always took time for him.  She understood when something had come up at work, and when they were close to a software rollout, that he had to put out the fire.

Most of the time, he worked from home, promoting those who deserved it, and he’d also given shares of his company to his loyal employees for Christmas this year.  He loved his work, but he loved Ellie more, and being near her had driven his decisions.  His company was prospering, but Ellie remained the one person who controlled his happiness.

He loved that she’d grown close to his family.  Ellie had insisted on babysitting the twins whenever Bec and Gabriel needed time to themselves, and she had grown close to both of them.  His parents had dropped by on several occasions, both for the twins and because they loved Ellie.

She had a family, but he loved it when her focus was on him.  He loved to see his ring on her finger.

Their desire had grown, instead of waned.  Each time she kissed him, he felt as though he could carry the world.  She was his world, and he was hers.

He had picked up her present for their first anniversary, and wanted to surprise her before they headed out to Bec and Gabriel’s New Year’s party.  But what he really wanted was to spend time alone with his wife, locked in their apartment.  He hoped to convince her, and he knew that their family would understand if he was successful.

“Ellie, love?”

She rounded the corner from her office and leaned against the doorframe, dressed in a black sheer lace teddy, and he swallowed when he spotted her thin lace panties.  His arms stood frozen with his jacket halfway off, and he growled low in his throat.

“Happy Anniversary and New Year, Lucian,” she purred.

Without thinking, he lunged for her.  He pulled her against him, hard, and brought his mouth down to hers.  It was several minutes before he lifted his head, and when he spotted the desire in her eyes, he groaned.  His hands were shaky as he removed his coat and sweater, dropping both.

“I love you, so much.  You are perfect, Ellie,” he groaned.

“I love you, too.”  Her hands traveled over his hard chest, and he was lost.  He picked her up in his arms, and carried her to the bedroom, slamming the door behind him.

“We’re not leaving this room for a while, so I hope you don’t have any plans,” he growled against her lips.

“I plan on loving you for the rest of my life,” she whispered, smiling at him.

“So do I, love—so do I,” he promised.




The End
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