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Sylvia may not be the perfect roommate, but her heart is in the right place. See where her heart leads her next in this sizzling short story. CLICK HERE to Download her story NOW for FREE!


BOOK DESCRIPTION

A dark pleasure competition. An enemy for an opponent. A woman who may be my match.

My absurd tycoon of an uncle is retiring. Finally, my dream of being CEO over his publishing empire, including his coveted BDSM website, is nearing reality. But Uncle Harvey won’t hand over the reins so easily. He’s pitted me against my enemy... my cousin.

Best man wins it all, according to ol’ Harv. Fine. Because the best man is going to be me.

But we can’t do it alone. For fun, Unc matched us with a woman.

He chose Ava for me. She’s sweet, courageous, sexy... and vanilla to her very core. Since I’m a Dominant, that’s a problem. I don’t compromise, but she has me twisting my commands into requests, and thinking of her desires before my own. As the competition advances, we’re both pushed beyond our limits.

Worse, my cousin has plans of his own. Has desires of his own. And he always desires what is mine.

He wants Ava, and when I see him touching her, the contest explodes into violence, with consequences I couldn’t have imagined.

*** This is a full length novel with a happily ever after, no cliffhanger, no cheating, and plenty of steam. Bonus content included. ***


CHAPTER ONE

Lucas

“Ahh, here’s the playboy now.”

My uncle sat behind his mattress-sized desk, king of his publishing empire. Harvey Huffman was a legend, and even at seventy-eight years old, his salacious blue eyes lit up when the door swung open.

My eyes did something entirely different. They narrowed into slits of disgust as my cousin stepped into the posh office, looking like a women’s porn magazine’s dream with his dark wavy hair and friendly sky-blue eyes. One year my junior at thirty-three, Mason’s gray Armani suit and lighter gray silk tie screamed swanky bachelor.

I gritted my teeth and adjusted my already perfect tie. Hopefully, this impromptu meeting wouldn’t take long. It wasn’t like Uncle Harvey to force us into such tight quarters together. He knew our history.

They said that blood was thicker than water, but in our case, blood just boiled.

Raised by my single-mother aunt, Mason had adopted his father’s ways — moving from one woman to the next, indulging in long vacations punctuated by fine wine and lots of females he was constantly helping out. He was a billionaire bad boy with a heart of gold, who hid his soft heart behind a long string of one-night stands.

I’d never liked him. And the feeling had been mutual.

Mason nodded as our eyes locked. A swift, silent communication passed between us as it only can with someone you’d spent time with regularly as a child, and was forced to reacquaint yourself with at every family function since adulthood. Neither of us knew what this unprecedented meeting was about. Both of us were expecting a big announcement. Both of us planned on being the last man standing.

My leg jiggled, and I forced my muscles into submission before I caused the fine china on Uncle Harv’s sideboard to rattle. Even with Mason present, I could barely contain my excitement. There was only one reason Uncle Harv could have called us both into a meeting at the same time — unless he was jonesing for a bloodbath. He was getting up there in years, and he had to step down as head of his conglomerate sometime. With every fiber of my being, I knew he was about to name me as CEO and wanted to control the inevitable fallout from Mason.

It was time to pass the torch. To me.

I barely registered Uncle Harv welcoming Mason and offering him a seat in the plush leather chair beside me.

Finally, I was going to be rewarded with the role I’d dreamed of all my life. I’d coveted the publishing enterprise. All of it. The fashion magazines, the news and gossip websites. But especially the online publication that catered to a naughty clientele. My cock pulsed as I thought of the fetishes, the bondage that the website was known for. I had groomed myself to take over, and finally, the time had come.

Uncle Harv settled back in his massive desk chair and linked his fingers over his portly belly, a huge grin taking up most of his face. “Well, boys, it’s good to see you sitting next to each other in such an amicable manner.”

Mason stiffened beside me, and the woody I’d been working on deflated. The last time I’d been this close to Mason, I’d been tempted to bloody his nose at the annual Thanksgiving gala. He’d hit on a woman I was going after. Not one I really wanted, but it was the principal of the thing. He’d forever been putting his capricious fingers on what was mine — my coveted model airplane set when I was a kid, my first car when I was a teenager. My mom’s attention and affection. Hell, when he’d charmed my sweet sixteen crush, Amber DeGrasse, into bed, it had been the last straw, and I hadn’t been able to let it go. We’d been at war ever since.

Unc’s smile faltered at our silence, and he sat forward. “I’ll get right down to it. But first, I have a question.”

We waited. The room was so quiet I could practically hear Mason sweating next to me. He was going to be pissed when Uncle Harvey named me as his successor.

“What do you call a virgin on a waterbed?” Uncle Harv’s blue eyes beamed at us with humor, waiting for one of us to take the bait.

I frowned. My uncle was famous for his dirty jokes. It went with the territory. When you were a tycoon with world-famous holdings ranging from fashion to tasteful men’s entertainment magazine to a guilty pleasure website, you were expected to behave somewhat lewdly.

The question could be a test of some sort, but I’d never been too good at jokes. While I was wracking my brain and Mason was shifting around in his seat, the answer dropped like a K-Y Jelly-filled bomb.

“A cherry float.”

Unc reared back in his chair and roared as nausea joined the nervous clenching of my gut. This bawdy man had been my father figure since my dad, his older brother, died when I was nine.

Mason rolled his eyes. “Ha ha. Like anyone has water beds anymore, Unc.”

That was funny, but I refused to laugh at a damn thing Mason said. Uncle coughed then and took a handkerchief, hacking into it. Did he look a little paler than usual? Could something be wrong?

Fear struck me numb so that I almost missed his next words.

“Now, I know you boys don’t go after innocent virgins.” Unc chuckled and shook his head. “But I’m sure you can curtail the skirt chasing for a little while for what I have in mind.”

“Anything for you, Uncle Harvey.” Mason’s jaw twitched.

Good. It was costing him as much as it was costing me to hold up under the suspense. He was about to be crushed, but he hadn’t worked as hard as I had in the business world. He was known to cut out early, take longer than planned holidays at exotic locations.

Uncle Harvey cleared his throat and took a long drink of water before leaning toward us, all humor gone. “I’ll be retiring, boys, stepping down.”

I held my breath.

“I’ve got two nephews and two potential heirs to my company, but neither of you — at the moment — are a perfect fit for the role as I envision it.” The words rolled off his tongue without a pause, impaling me like a spike to the gut.

“I thought, I’d…” I choked on my words, scrambling for the right ones.

His attention turned to me as heat bloomed in my chest and rose above my collar. “Yes, Lucas, I know you thought you’d be the one to run things here. I’m afraid you’d work yourself to death in under five years though, being the workaholic you are, never letting loose for some play.” His eyebrows jumped up and down, punctuating his meaning.

“You said neither of us…” Mason chimed in, his hands gripping the chair arms. “I just assumed I would be the one.”

What? My head swiveled toward Mason. He thought Uncle Harvey would give him the business? I snorted.

Mason threw me a glare, which I met with my own.

Uncle jumped in before we could get started. “I figured you’d both assume, and I’m sorry. I’ve grappled with choosing, but it would be a hard and perhaps unfair choice for me, and the both of you. So I’ve done the fair thing and created a friendly competition.”

“Competition?” Of course, the crazy old coot would conceive of a competition. Mason and I couldn’t be in the same room without competing for something.

A competition was no problem. My spoiled playboy cousin was no threat, never having had a stake in anything other than himself. This was going to be a no-brainer.

Uncle eyed us from behind his desk, his well-known greedy I-can-do-anything-I-want stance making me nervous. He owned a good chunk of the publishing world, a corporation that was worth billions. His next words would seal my fate. There was no wiggling out of this — I was gonna have to play or walk away.

“You’re not too old to run this company,” I surmised. “I expected you’d run the show until they dragged your dead body out of the boardroom. Why retire now?”

“A man can’t live forever. I’ve developed some health issues—”

Now it made sense. “Are you okay?”

Mason sat up straighter. “What kind of health issues?”

Uncle waved our concerns away. “Enough about me. You boys cooperating with what I have planned will go a long way in easing my concerns.” He’d always known just how to manipulate a person to his will.

I’d spent my whole life preparing to take over his corporation. Having been too busy running his empire, he and my late aunt never had any children. I knew I was the mirror image of my deceased father — disciplined, conservative, and no-nonsense. Perfect for the CEO position.

Mason, on the other hand, was a master of nothing except maybe defying the heights of his own ego. Uncle Harv’s younger sister, Marianne, raised Mason as a single mother after a bitter divorce from Donovan Carver, a rich real estate monger. Mason was a wild child who wasn’t grounded in any career, had started and abandoned several. His father left him a hefty trust that he came into when he was in his mid-twenties, creating a billionaire party boy who didn’t know when to quit.

The fact that Uncle Harv included Mason had me worried. Quality was the barometer by which Unc gauged all things. He maintained high standards, was fastidious. Had I been underestimating my cousin?

“I’m going to host a little competition, as I mentioned, for the position of Chief Executive Officer of Huffman International Publishers. Since I expect excellence on all platforms, I need to ensure that the man who replaces me not only does as fine a job as I have over the years but does the job better.” He pinned us both with his stern and emphatic gaze. “Considering the gravity of the matter, I’ve added an element that will make this serious contest fun.”

My insides melted into a mixture of fear and excitement. For the man sitting across from me, fun was a broadly defined expression — Uncle’s tastes ran from the exquisite to the extreme.

“An ad for a contest was recently featured on Hedon.com.” The website, secretly my favorite of all Unc’s ventures, was infamous for its diverse collection of sexual intrigues and deviance. “There will be two winners, women who will join you at my ski chalet in Vail, Colorado. You will each be partnered with one of the winners, and together, you’ll be expected to complete a set of tasks, and will be scored on your competence.”

I looked at Mason out of the corner of my eye as he chuckled. He was gloating, his smug face showing his delight at the prospect of a competition involving tasks to complete with a woman. Mason had never had anything but success with women, and he obviously thought he’d be running all my uncle’s businesses at the end of the contest.

I wasn’t a womanizer. I had a… different appetite when it came to women. I liked to dominate in all things, especially in the bedroom, and my sexual desires ran toward the extreme. I kept my passions fiercely private, and any woman who consented to be with me signed a lengthy agreement ensuring her discretion and absolute secrecy regarding our sexual encounters.

“So what does this competition involve?” I was equally the master in the bedroom as I was capable of being in the boardroom. But Mason had me beat when it came to smooth moves.

Uncle pulled two neat packets out of his desk, one for Mason and one for me. My stomach rolled.

Our mini war had not only disrupted the family but upset Harvey. Which was why, I assumed, he’d called the meeting and decided to pit us against each other to battle for the lead role in his publishing empire. A last-ditch attempt to coerce us into calling a truce.

“You’ll need to make arrangements to be away for a month, boys.”

He had to be kidding. “A month? I can’t be away for a day, much less a month. I have—”

“You will, boy…” the blue eyes turned cold as ice as they settled on me, “or you’ll forfeit.”

Forfeit? I’d never forfeit to Mason. I shot a glance at my rival, who was relaxed in his chair as he considered what I knew sounded to him like an effortless fling slash ski vacation.

My hands fisted in my lap. Glaring my rage at my uncle, I carefully unclenched my hands under Mason’s watchful gaze. Our eyes clashed and held. I hated how Uncle still referred to us as children when we were in our thirties and long past boyhood, even if I did want to take Mason to the floor and pummel him like when we were kids.

“You name it, Harv, I’m on it,” was Mason’s idiotic reply, and he had the audacity to sound excited.

I couldn’t leave my post at my investing company for a month. It would be mayhem.

Hadn’t my uncle — the man who had been interviewed for Forbes magazine five times over his thirty some odd years in business — considered this? Of course he had.

“I like the enthusiasm, Mason,” Uncle Harv said with a rousing, liver-spotted fist to the air.

“Uncle, I have meetings scheduled, client portfolios that need—”

“Always the pragmatist, Lucas,” my uncle scolded as he lifted the packets and laid one in front of each of us on his desk. “Do try to stretch your narrowmindedness a bit. You too, Mason. In the end, you’ll figure out why I’ve chosen the women I have for you.”

I frowned. When he stood, signaling our absurd meeting was at an end, I was shocked to notice that my palms had become damp.

Before turning to the door, Mason picked up his envelope and did a mock bow to me, a humorous glint in his eyes. “Good luck, cousin.” He chuckled on his way out the door.

I wouldn’t let Mason win. I picked up my envelope and exited, making my way blindly to my Jaguar XJ.

I’d do whatever it took to win the title of CEO.


CHAPTER TWO

Ava

The one-hundred-year-old faucet made a gurk gurk gurk sound as I impatiently waited for the hot water to crawl its way up eight flights. When it finally hit the sink, I held my cold fingers under it, soaking up the warmth that eluded me in my frigid New York City apartment.

Well, not mine. Lance’s. Who was the most likely contender for asshole landlord slash roommate of the year.

The bathroom door creaked open, and my other roommate walked in without asking. Sylvia shuffled her feet across the older than the faucet black and white tile, her black, red-tipped hair sticking up in gnarls. When she reached the toilet, she dropped her pants and plunked down on the seat.

“God, Sylvia, can’t you wait until I’m done?”

In response, she murmured what sounded like, “Floofy cats,” and let out a masculine fart.

I grimaced and grabbed my toothbrush, knowing better than to forfeit the bathroom for any reason. Sylvia had been known to sleepwalk. She could potentially lock herself in the bathroom and sleep off last night’s late-night party in the bathtub until afternoon.

My stomach burned as the anger I was trying to tamp down gurgled up into my chest, and I bit down on my toothbrush. It was dangerous to wake a sleepwalker. Wasn’t it? Didn’t you risk giving them a shock? A heart attack or brain damage or something? I shot a look at Sylvia and narrowed my eyes, considering.

A foul smell hit my nose, and I covered it with my hand, trying not to breathe. Scrubbing my face quickly, I snatched up my hairbrush and made a break for the bedroom.

I just graduated from the New York School of Design and had survived several job interviews, but none were as prestigious as the one later this morning. I had two hours to be dressed in my latest thrift store designer finds and looking my best, and at the interview location for Chanel. A thrill ran through me at just the thought of Chanel, my blood pumping faster.

Making a quick trip to the kitchen for something to settle my stomach, I wrinkled my nose at the stench of smoke. Not entirely awake still, I padded to the fridge and opened it to find my low-cal organic yogurt had been replaced with the kind that had hormones and cancer-causing artificial sweeteners.

Clamping my jaw tight, I yanked it out of the fridge and turned, my eyes landing on the ruby red perfectly cut dress that was my best piece. I gasped. Now, my pride and joy featured two black circles drawn on the chest, with dots in the middle for bullseyes.

My heart stopped.

I dimly heard the plop-clank of my yogurt and spoon hitting the floor. My eyes flicked across the room, taking in my other creations — an aqua blue off-the-shoulder, a black and white jumpsuit with a lowcut back — dangling by their hangers over the room’s pictures on the wall, their protective plastic ripped off.

My breath came back, stuttering in my chest, as I searched for the cream-colored minidress I’d put my heart and soul into.

My eyes landed on a strange skinny man I hadn’t noticed before lying on the couch, snoring in soft snorts. The man who was wearing my heart-and-soul dream-cream dress that was the one I would have worn for my prom had I gone. But I didn’t date then, instead focusing on school and protecting my little sister. I still didn’t date, focused entirely on my career.

I must have screamed because the guy on the couch did a reverse arch, looking like a scared cat, and the door behind me bounced off the wall.

“What the fuck?” Lance Rowland, my asshole landlord slash roommate slash almost lover, growled from the doorway of his much-bigger-than-mine room. His sleep pants hung low on his hips, showing off the muscles that dipped low and all the cuts he worked so hard at to impress the women.

Sylvia lurched into the hallway as I pointed at the ruined clothes. “M-my… oh my god.” My throat closed up, and I slapped my hand over my mouth to keep from vomiting.

Lance’s eyes took in the living room in the calm way he did everything, and the heat in my chest ticked up ten degrees.

“You dumb fuck.” Lance scowled at the minidress stealer.

The guy gasped when he looked down, smirked, and turned red. He muttered, “Sorry,” and attempted to pull one arm out of a sleeve.

Ripppppp.

The sound was like a shot in the tiny living room/kitchen. My ears buzzed, and I thought for a moment I was going to pass out. Slowly, I turned and looked at my hungover roommates. My selfish, childish roommates.

“You.” I pointed my finger at Lance and took a step forward.

He frowned. It wasn’t like me to be confrontational, to be anything but the smoother-over-er.

I pointed at Sylvia next, and by her surprised blink, I could tell she was awake-walking now.

“And you.” I fought the head-spinning lightheadedness as I snarled at miniskirt guy. “Chanel. These,” I waved my hand, encompassing the living room, “were for Chanel.”

Sylvia’s eyes bugged out, and her mouth popped open like she was just now processing the carnage. “Oh my god.”

“Don’t you ‘oh my god’ me.” I took a step toward her, rage burning a pit in my stomach. “You were part of the party last night. The one that didn’t break up until four this morning.” I swung around and directed my words at Lance. “You couldn’t just leave them in the coat closet? You had to ruin my best chance just because you’re still embarrassed you couldn’t get it up?”

“Wha—” came from the dress thief, followed by a squeak and then a snicker from Sylvia.

She’d been the only one to know about that night. The celebratory day I’d received my diploma in fashion design and rocked the night out. And ended up in Lance’s bed. Which hadn’t rocked. Cause he couldn’t get it up. Thank god.

Lance just stared at me as his face turned a strange mottled color.

I hadn’t meant to say that. My control was slipping. My careful control that made me the nice girl. The sweet girl. The one who never said anything mean. My eyes burned, and I knew that girl was forever gone.

“I’ve put up with your all-night parties and your slobbishness.” I kicked a convenient crumpled up Taco Bell bag. I eyed the guy on the couch and lifted my chin. “And your trash.”

“Yeah, well, I’ve put up with your neatfreakness and niceness, your gushing about colors and fine stitch work and the way you put things where I can’t find them.” Lance shot a death stare my way.

“That’s called cleaning up, you-you—”

“You can’t even come up with a proper insult.” Lance made a gesture that encompassed my body, as if I were insufficient.

“You couldn’t get it up?” came from the couch. “That’s like the opposite of your name. Limp Lance.” Snicker.

“Shut the fuck up!” Lance yelled at him.

“I’ll help you fix—” Sylvia started.

I swung back around. “Help? You want to help now?”

Sylvia’s eyes grew even bigger.

“Can’t you see it’s all ruined? This was my shot, my best shot.”

“You weren’t going to get hired at Chanel anyway,” Lance snarled my way.

I stood in complete silence for a long moment, everyone staring at me, waiting. Then the words poured out, the ones I’d held in, been too nice to say. “Thanks for the confidence, Lance. You people need to grow up. I’m sick of the reeking stench of smoke, the trash everywhere, the stinking dishes piled in the sink, the rotting food in our room.” I blinked rapidly, refusing to cry in front of them. “I’m sick of the little things, like buying what I like and someone just using it, even my deodorant. I’m sick of the bigger things, like you, Sylvia, giving your pervert of a boyfriend a key to our apartment.”

Sylvia grimaced then looked guilty.

“And I’m sick of the total disregard and respect for what’s important to other people. I’m so sick of all of this!” My throat closed up then, or I would have gone on.

Lance disappeared into his room and returned momentarily with a folded paper that he placed in my numb hand. “Good, then this should make your day better.” He turned and went into his room, slamming the door.

The vibration of the door slamming caused Lance’s favorite bobblehead of the NY Beast’s Ace Newman to nod his head as if he agreed wholeheartedly with his leader.

I unfolded the letter and started to read… something that had the heading “Lease Termination Notice” and “Notice of Non-Renewal.” The heat in my body turned to ice.

Evicted.

I was being evicted.

Because my landlord and I had drunkenly fallen into bed with less than stellar results on his part, and he was ashamed to have me around.

Now, I was perpetually the chick-Lance-couldn’t-get-a-boner-with.

My hand, which felt suddenly like it didn’t even belong to me, picked up the bobblehead and hurled him at Lance’s door, where he smashed to pieces, his head rolling to a stop at the foot of minidress guy.

I dropped the letter and ran for my room, locking the door against intruders.

Sylvia immediately started banging on the other side. “Let me in, Ava. Please. I didn’t know they did that. They must have done it after I passed out.”

I didn’t answer as I fought to lower my heart rate back to normal and turn my brain toward somehow salvaging my eleven o’clock interview.

I need to get out of here. Like, for good.

Suddenly, I felt ages older than my roommates, even though Sylvia was only one year behind me in fashion school and Lance was a twenty-six-year-old perpetual frat boy.

I needed to get out of this cramped, two-bedroom apartment and start living like an adult. Chanel had been my best shot, and I knew my other creations would fall short. I’d put everything I had into the samples aimed at the high-end brand.

Drained, my knees gave out, and I plopped down on my daybed, taking in the plates of dried up pizza crusts that were encroaching on my side of the room.

Sylvia banged again.

Her side of the room was draped in dirty clothes, multiple glasses crowded together on the bedside table. No surface was visible.

I shuddered and moved my eyes back to my side of the room, which was pleasantly neat and dust free. I could almost hear the armies of dust motes from her side planning their attack.

A lone tear escaped my eye and ran down my cheek. Rapidly followed by more.

I need to get out of here, soon.

“Please, Ava, I have a plan, one that would get you a better place and help you start your business. If you’ll just let me in.” Sylvia sighed loudly and scratched on the door. “I know you worship Chanel, but don’t you want your own business? I know how you could get it.”

I snorted and rolled my eyes. Right. But her words seemed to stick in my head and became so tempting that I reached over and flicked the lock, letting her in.

“C’mon.” Sylvia’s hand ran across my back. “You have all kinds of creations. Let’s find what we can to replace the… um, others while I tell you about this contest.”

“Contest?” I blew air through my nose and took several deep breaths, knowing I had to do whatever it took to make it to the interview. To not be a no-show.

Sylvia grabbed my laptop and flopped down next to me on my bed, her many face piercings glinting in the early morning sunlight coming through the window, making her look like an over-stuck voodoo doll who had cried her mascara down her face the night before. Sylvia was the perfect fashion designer. We’d met in design school when she’d taken me under her wing, the too sweet country girl who was drowning in the overcrowded city of New York.

Sylvia knew about everything that was “in.” I didn’t know much about her home life before design school and New York, other than that she had a mess of brothers and her parents lived together on Long Island. She never went home and was always either going out with one of the hundreds of people she seemed to know or throwing a raging party on our rooftop, which was a ghetto utility space that housed wires and pipes that we were expressly forbidden to use. The property owners lived in Florida and never came to check on us or fix anything that was broken, so we had a leaky faucet and full rooftop access — not a bad trade-off, if it was your style.

Rooftop parties weren’t my style. Parties weren’t my style. Other than fashion, I didn’t have a style.

“There’s this contest on Hedon.com.”

“Hey what?” Didn’t hedon refer to pleasure? As in hedonism? Wasn’t that dirty or something?

“Just listen before you spaz out. Look.” She pointed a black fingernail to the contest link and clicked.

It was an advertisement for a contest of undisclosed requirements, other than the entrants had to be younger than twenty-eight — I was twenty-two — open to premarital sex, use of sex toys, and not object to the introduction to exotic fetishes.

Um. No.

Before I could open my mouth, Sylvia jumped in with, “The contestants get one hundred thousand dollars just to play and are competing for ten million dollars. You meet the age requirement.” Sylvia’s fingers flew across the keyboard. “The last day to enter is today. This could solve all your problems.”

A guaranteed one hundred thousand dollars just for showing up? Ten million if I won?

I shook my head, shaking the dollar signs away. “Yeah, if I was into promiscuous sex or didn’t mind… um… fetishes. Shudder. No thanks. Help me pick some other outfits for the interview. They won’t be—”

“Screw that interview. There!” Sylvia hit enter with a flourish. “You’re entered.”

“I-I’m what?” I sat bolt upright on the bed, sure she was joking. She hadn’t just entered me in a fuckfest?

“You have a great chance at getting in, and a hundred kay will go a long way to—”

“Are you out of your mind? I’m not entering that contest.”

She glanced back down at the laptop, then up at me and shrugged. “Looks like you already did. You’ll be getting a call from Harvey Huffman’s personal secretary if you make the cut.”

“The cut? Harvey Huffman? Of Gentlemen’s Review magazine? I won’t be answering.” I snorted as I went to the minuscule closet and yanked open the door. “Don’t help me anymore, Sylvia, please.”

Sylvia didn’t care about being famous or even recognized, she wanted to do as little as she could for the most money. I wanted my name known in fashion.

But now I’d screwed it up. All because I’d been drunk and high on graduating, and it had been so long since I’d had sex. The last time I’d been with a man was freshmen year. Now I had to find a place to live on top of finding a job.

My eyes scanned over the options I had to take for my interview. They would never do, but I had no choice.

This was a mess, and a hundred grand would go a long way toward fixing it. The Gentlemen’s Review was a tasteful one, even if it was a nude magazine. Hedon.com I didn’t know about.

Hearing the bedroom door open and close, I gave in to my curiosity and went back to my laptop, clicking on a link that promised visual delight. I recoiled when a video popped up of a darkened room in which a sexy as hell guy was running what looked like a leather thing with tassels down a restrained woman’s naked back. When he reached her bare ass, he paused, then slapped it with the tassels.

I gasped along with the woman and leaned in closer.

He did it again, bringing the leather slowly downward then slapping it against her bare skin. This time she moaned.

Heat built between my legs as he did it again, harder. My breath was coming fast, just like the woman’s… when she came, screaming her delight.

I shut the laptop with a snap. Shook my head, feeling like a voyeur. But what they were doing didn’t look bad or scary, or wrong. The woman was obviously enjoying herself, a hell of a lot more than I had been lately.

What if I did make the cut? Would it be worth it? Would it be like the video?

Would it harden me into the city girl I needed to be to survive here?

I needed to do Dhyana, the Hindu form of meditation my grandmother had taught me.

I jumped up from the bed. I didn’t have time to watch X-rated videos, much less meditate.

Barely had time to make it to the interview.

Going into the closet, I resolutely made my choices and got dressed to give Chanel a taste of… my second best.


CHAPTER THREE

Lucas

A week later, mid-January, I had signed the legal contract that bound me to my uncle’s game and was making myself comfortable in front of a blazing fire in the den at the Céleste Chalet in Vail, Colorado.

I’d accepted that I was a pawn in the game and arranged my life to fit in under a week, appointing a trusted colleague to oversee my business engagements. It would all be worth it in the end.

The chalet was massive and was beautifully decorated for the upcoming holiday season — if you like hearts and shit. Valentine’s Day… the day of love. Just the thought of it made me curl my lip.

A stiff butler, dressed in formal butler attire, entered the great room. “Your dinner is served in the dining room, sir.” His tone was so formal, it was obvious he’d gone to butler school to hone it to perfection.

The thought of sitting down to drinks and a light dinner with Mason was painful. Since this was day one of too many to get my head around, I decided to make the best of it. We were served salad, salmon with tarragon sauce, and Sauvignon Blanc and ate in awkward silence for a while.

“We have to live here with these women for a month and compete in god only knows what ways. You know I have more talent with women.” He took a bite of salmon with his fork facing downward — a European habit that got on my nerves. “I can take any woman I set my mind to away from you, Lucas. The past tells the tale.”

I bristled at his reference to Amber. Mason was trying to undermine my confidence. I laughed and hoped it sounded completely confident. “The old man is nuts. If he chooses total coo-coo brains, you might need me here to protect you.”

Mason huffed. “I’ve seen the women he puts in his magazines. I’d go a few rounds with most of them.” He threw his hands out and drew two curves in the air for the curves the women were sure to sport.

He was right about the magazine. The women Uncle featured in his magazines were gorgeous — all tits, tiny waists, fucking legs for days, nice round butts. Who didn’t want to get a woman like that on her back?

It was the other women I was interested in, the ones he wasn’t considering. The ones featured on the website with a streak of freak running through their blood. And if she had more than a streak, it was only a few weeks. Who cared if the one picked for me was wild if she had a ball gag in her mouth and her hands were tied to a post. I could deal with any kind of crazy for a short amount of time, especially since I was fairly certain we’d be having a fuckathon. Just thinking about it made my dick hard.

“You really think you’re going to spend a month with a centerfold?” I almost snorted through my nose. “More like you’ll end up at the submissive end of a bullwhip like some of the guys on the website.” Okay, so I was exaggerating, but Mason didn’t know that. I’d guessed correctly that he didn’t check out the website like I did.

Mason stopped chewing and looked up at me. “Uncle has a sick imagination, but he wouldn’t…” I could practically see his mind filter through all the extreme things he had heard about the site over the years. “Surely not.”

“You seriously think he picked a homecoming queen for you? Probably the opposite. You really think you can spend all this time with someone you don’t like? Someone who might want to handcuff you to the bed and use battery operated tools on you?” I made a zzzt sound as I bored a hole in the middle of my salmon steak with my knife.

He pointed his fork at me. “Shut up.”

I laughed. “Women are moldable, Lucas. If you had half my charm, you wouldn’t be worried about chains and whips.” I could so go two weeks with a girl in chains… where could I sign up for that? “There’s nothing wrong with a little chains and whips, cuz.”

Mason shook his head. “He’s the designer of this competition. Can you imagine what he’s going to have us do?” This was probably the crux of his worries, but I didn’t want him to know it was also mine. Even I didn’t want to imagine what my crazy Uncle Harv was planning.

I liked my fair share of naughty but having my uncle dictate it was heading toward creepy town.

“Yeah, that might get a little intense.” I took a bite to keep my mouth busy so I couldn’t say more.

“A little intense? Have you seen some of the shit on his website?”

“I happen to like Hedon very much,” I mentioned, leaving that fact there for him to digest.

He whipped out his iPhone and asked Siri to bring up Hedon.com. “Okay, here’s a recent headline for you: DIY… Do It Yourself Dildos for the Daring. The article shows how to make dildos the chick can shove up a man’s ass. But it mentions how she has to “toss the salad” first.” His voice rose a caliber. “You want to tempt this kind of crazy? You actually like stuff like this?”

“When on the island,” I offered as I lifted a piece of salad with my fork and slipped it into my mouth.

A spark of competitiveness lit in Mason’s eyes. Mason and I were about to go head to head against one another, what we did best. And my uncle, being litigious to a fault, had surely outlined rules for engagement which were almost unbearable.

As it turned out, I was right.

Uncle Harv joined us in the library for after dinner drinks. He’d just arrived and looked a little weary reclining in the old-fashioned wing chair, and I wondered again if he was feeling all right. Before I had a chance to inquire, he greeted us in his usual booming manner and moved straight to the topic of the contest as he ordered us to sit.

“Boys, I want you to realize that though the nature of your assignments will be almost entirely sexual in nature, you will be under strict rules and regulations.”

Almost entirely sexual?

Hearing these words come from my uncle’s mouth was disturbing but also a dream come true. An entire month of almost entirely sexual assignments. There really was a god.

“Your partners for the game will be here at any moment. Before you are introduced, I have a list of instructions that will need to be followed. Then the competition can begin.”

Mason smiled. “Then the game will begin tonight?”

My uncle frowned. “This isn’t a game, son. It’s a competition, yes, with the perks of two beautiful women added, but it’s serious. The end result will dictate who takes over the company I’ve spent my life building.”

“Yes, sir.” Mason nodded, and his expression took on a more serious look.

Uncle glanced at me, and I guessed he could tell I was ready. “Rule number one, it is forbidden to leave the chalet grounds without permission during the game, if you do so you will be disqualified. Also, you will be given clothing and won’t wear your own, and you will have to hand over your phones.”

I ached to stand and argue Harvey’s logic. I had a certain image I liked to portray. I adjusted my tie and hoped suits were in the new wardrobe. I’d been planning on making an excuse to go check on my business at some point, and my heart dropped as I realized I was truly stuck here for a month with no outside communication. With Mason. And a couple of bimbos.

“You will accept the woman I…” Uncle Harvey continued, “chose for you without complaint and agree to being filmed at all times, except in the bedroom. For sexual challenges, a rating card will be provided for the women that will weigh heavily in who wins that round. I assure you the strictest privacy is in place.”

I had to try. “About the cell phones—”

“Ahh, yes, I almost forgot. You are only allowed to use cell phones for the first week. After that, phones as well as computers, tablets, and other devices will be confiscated. If there is anything urgent, it will be screened, and the game will be paused to handle the urgent matter. However, barring any emergency, you won’t be allowed to communicate with the outside world at all until the competition has concluded.”

I could feel sweat gathering on my brow and beneath the back of my shirt. As excited about the entire arrangement as I was — a month of possibly unlimited secret pleasures with a woman as ready as I was to play — I was expected to hand over everything that made me who I was. It put me in a vulnerable position. But I couldn’t forfeit the game. The prize was so coveted. I needed to win at all costs.

“I don’t think either of you have been to Céleste Chalet since you were kids,” Uncle commented, bringing home the point that Mason and I had been at war for a very long time. “I bought the place because I loved skiing and making a profit on a passion was always a great sideline. We have closed the resort so we can host this little competition and will reopen after Valentine’s Day. I wanted my family to enjoy the chalet, which never really happened. Now, I’m forcing your enjoyment. One doesn’t live forever, I’d like to see it used as it was intended at least once.” He laughed, knowing something we obviously didn’t.

Mason and I looked at one another, united in our discomfort.

I felt the pressure mounting as my chest tightened and my breathing constricted. What the hell was I getting myself into? I wanted to run his empire, but not be “all his” in any scenario. I had shit I wanted and needed to do, and I didn’t want those things regulated by anyone.

“You’ve done a great job, Uncle Harv, letting us know what we can’t do, but can you give us an idea of what we will be doing?” Damn, my voice was shaking. I clenched my fists. I wouldn’t let Uncle’s shit unravel me.

There was a twinkle in Uncle Harv’s eye. He was actually getting off on seeing me squirm, crazy ol’ bastard. He’d put a lot of time and thought into this, which I soon discovered, as he took great pains to explain what our next few days would look like.

“The game will consist of twelve tasks, six I have devised and six the two of you will come up with individually. You must create these tasks by thinking of ways you can challenge yourself, each other and the women who’ll be playing with you. Each team will have to complete all of the tasks together in order to stay in the game and move on.”

Mason interrupted with another resounding note of confidence. “Now you’re talking, Uncle Harv.”

I rolled my eyes. These two were from Mars. Who did this shit in real life? Unless you were on “Survivor” playing for a million dollars with a camera crew and a nearly scripted experience… And then it dawned on me. The filming, the CEO position — this was “Survivor,” just of a different variety. Would Uncle Harv be turning this into a reality show? The question bothered me.

“What kind of tasks are you thinking of exactly? And this won’t, by any chance, be made public, will it?” I asked for clarity.

“Well, as far as creating tasks go, just choose anything that isn’t criminal, won’t cause any lasting bodily injury, and won’t make the women you’re playing with want to pack up and go home. The sky’s the limit outside of the rules already mentioned. The challenges should include sexual play, fantasy, and alternative lifestyle choices. They may even veer into the darker realms of sexual exploration, but again, don’t scare off the ladies. And yes, why wouldn’t some pieces of this game be made public? Everything within reason in that sphere of taste I think would be appropriate.”

“Does it have to be whips and chains?” Mason asked.

What’s wrong with whips and chains?

“Certainly not, son. Whatever you deem worthy of a challenge… could be knitting, I don’t care. It just has to fit within the guidelines.” He gave a lecherous grin.

“What parts of this are going to be broadcast?” I had to ask, my heart was palpitating so fiercely. I’d been so careful to keep my sexual appetite under wraps. Would my reputation suffer from my Uncle’s twisted sense of humor?

“The appropriate parts, none of the naked bits, I assure you,” Uncle said, nodding as if he knew exactly what was bothering me.

Excitement built in me even as trepidation rose higher. I could tell by Mason’s questioning he was not comfortable with BDSM, or the dominant, subservient sexual lifestyle, but I thrived on it.

I knew the good looks and powerful persuasion I possessed was enough to convince any woman to try whatever I wanted and push her to the very limits my expertise would allow. Mason, on the other hand, would be challenged beyond his ability and would most likely fail — after I wrote challenges that he couldn’t win.

I had the upper hand. Excitement shot through me at what was to come.

As I glanced over at Mason, he looked as if he felt the same way. He even had the audacity to smirk at me. He had no idea what I was going to hit him with.

“Bottom line is, I need one of you to win this and both of you to come on board as soon as possible. The more family I have in this thing, the better.”

I was ready to move on, but the idea of handing over the reins of my investment business to a manager was a shock. I liked having control over everything in my life. Even thinking about giving up the lead in business I’d started was hard.

“Surely you don’t want us to give up our own enterprises?” I asked incredulously, knowing my cousin had nothing he had to worry about.

My uncle’s voice took on compassion. “I understand your concern, Lucas. You have built a commendable business of your own. I’d suggest you find a way to marry them. Find a trustworthy successor as I am doing with the two of you and lock it in with some cross trading. I’m sure there’s a thing or two my company has to offer that is of interest to your investors.” He winked at me in his signature style.

Uncle Harv was an interesting man. One moment he seemed button-downed and by the books, then the next his devilish side and his sexual interests popped out. It was hard to believe a man of his age still had them, and even veered toward the deviant.

“I’m all on board. I’ll create my share of the challenges tonight.” As I said it, I held Mason’s gaze, making sure I communicated that they would be challenges he would not win.

“Very good. My secretary will be staying here at the chalet to ensure the challenges are met. A host of other staff will be arriving shortly. Trust me, your needs will be well met.” Our uncle gave us verbal reassurance, but his expression was surly and conniving. “Have you any last questions?” I could tell by the look on his face, we weren’t going to get any straight answers.

Mason raised his hand. What was this, kindergarten?

“What if we don’t like who you choose? I mean, there’s a lot riding on this competition, don’t you think we should choose our own partners?” He was being his typical cocky self, and I loved it. Go ahead, Mason, piss Uncle Harv off.

“No. You can’t be trusted. I’ve spent my whole life creating the most successful publishing empire in the world, I’m not letting a cocky little shithead and a control freak fuck it up. I’ve got my reasons for doing things this way. I don’t care if you dislike who I choose for you because I’ve chosen a woman I think both of you need.” I watched as Uncle Harv smirked and wondered if there was more to his concocted competition than met the eye. “Hey, what did one boob say to the other boob?”

Mason slid his eyes sideways to me then back to Uncle. “You’re my breast friend?”

“Impressive,” said Unc, gesturing toward me, “but say it to him. You boobs need to be each other’s best friends before this is over.”

Mason blanched, his face turning a light shade of gray.

We’d both been dressed down well enough that when my uncle excused himself to meet the incoming women, Mason and I were left speechless.

“What the hell is he thinking?” Mason finally asked, so incensed his face was now turning red.

“Like he said, it’s his business, his rules. You don’t have to compete if you don’t want to.” How great would it be if he just ditched now before we even started?

Before I could continue on that subject, the door my uncle exited from opened again, and a long-legged beauty stepped in. Then another.

I stood, barely breathing, forgetting the hope that Mason’d throw a tantrum or storm out. Instead, my interest and his both focused on the women.

I barely registered the first, only to note that she was centerfold worthy. My senses homed in on the second, the one with long chestnut hair and hesitant blue eyes. Despite the fact that the blonde was more my usual type, I felt drawn to the other. She was beautiful and had a timidness about her that I liked. She didn’t seem to be the take-charge girl the blonde presented herself as being.

The brunette looked artistic, quirky — softer, more vulnerable. Out of her element. My mouth watered. And entirely not my type. She was a little too bohemian for my tastes but had beautiful natural tits and a tight stomach. Something about her made my pulse speed up, made me want to get to the challenges my uncle had dreamed up in hopes that I could taste her.

God, I wanted to put my mouth on that long, graceful body and feast.


CHAPTER FOUR

Ava

The opulence of the ski chalet took my breath as I followed the butler to a large library where Mr. Huffman stood waiting.

From the website, I’d learned all about the two lavish penthouses on the top floor. The lower floors held family suites, couples’ hideaways, accommodations for groups and single rooms. Throughout the rest of the chalet were great rooms, dining rooms, a playroom, and a media center with several full-size theaters and a dance hall. It also had its own ski runs and chairlift. And it was sparkling with hearts, red roses, and tiny white lights everywhere you turned.

After Lance had terminated my lease via thirty days’ notice, I had absolutely no place to go. I could barely afford the eight hundred a month I paid for my half of the room. Anywhere was better than there. So here I was. Sylvia had promised to pile my stuff on her side of the room if Lance made noise about tossing it out. After the competition, I would have enough money to get another place and start my own business.

If my reputation survived unscathed. Which I didn’t see how that was possible, seeing as parts of the competition would be uploaded to Hedon.com.

But if anything was true, it was that I was in desperate need of a good roll in the sheets with a man.

It wasn’t that I had anything against dating or even casual sex. I was just busy, and no man had sparked my attention enough to drag me away from my sewing machine. And that was sad in itself.

As Mr. Huffman led me into the library, I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.

Hedon was best known for bondage, leather, whips, chains, implements, and toys, and everything you could do with them. And since some women who appeared on it were such obvious bimbos you could pretty easily suss out their life goals, the normalcy I’d witnessed here so far was comforting. I wasn’t into naughty and hoped I possessed enough of an adventurous spirit to make it through and win the competition.

The only positive to Hedon in my book was that it had an open forum to discuss relationships on all points on the spectrum, from gay to straight, vanilla to blood sport. I found those articles interesting and helpful. Which helped to convince me to say yes when Mr. Huffman’s secretary called.

Another thing that’d had me leaning toward a yes was not the money — and I really wanted that money — but a picture of one of the most handsome men I’d ever seen. Followed by a picture of another equally handsome man.

I needed to expand my world a little after so much time focused on school only. The money, combined with my need to climb out of my safe little box, topped off with those two billion-dollar faces had sealed the deal.

At the heart of the dot-com and the entire publishing business that ran Hedon was a respect for women. It was a place for women to have an outlet for their sexuality. Therefore, a lot of the videos were actually women’s fantasies of submission, dominance, and romance.

Standing before me now were two real-life fantasies. The one with dark hair who was the tallest looked intense, his sharp gray-blue eyes taking in every detail of me. The other, barely an inch shorter, looked a lot more friendly, his warm blue eyes meeting mine with a smile.

The temperature in the room rose as flashes of the videos I’d watched played out in my mind — of women reaching the peaks of their orgasms — before I forced my attention to the older man I’d interviewed with. He was an old perv, but he had tremendous personality.

Another woman had been escorted in before me. A blonde who was several inches taller than me and looked like she should be strutting down the catwalk in the clothes I had sewn together. Tough competition.

It made me size up the men again, wanting to get first pick.

I felt drawn to the taller man, Lucas, as I knew him from a Google search — he had a darkness about him that intrigued and terrified me at the same time. He was very handsome and completely in command of his space. I liked men like him from afar, they were beguiling and a bit intimidating.

Mason, on the other hand, was the kind of guy who could have talked me away from my schoolbooks. Gorgeous, laid back, well-traveled by the looks of his Italian shoes and Mexican necktie. He was the man who would appreciate art.

“Welcome, ladies.” Mr. Huffman stepped forward. “Please make my chalet your home for the next month.” He introduced the men then announced that we would go into dinner and he would see us after.

Mason stepped forward and lingered over the blonde, Isabella. She had such a classic beauty coupled with the perfect measurements, I felt intimidated. But it didn’t matter. He could fawn over her all he wanted. I was here for the money, not the thrill of the chase.

“Are we it? The four of us?” Isabella looked around as if expecting an endless filing in of knockout women, like on The Bachelor. Her forehead creased into a frown.

The heat in Lucas’s eyes when he glanced from the blonde to me left no doubt in my mind what he had been hoping was next. His ice-gray eyes searched mine as if looking for agreement and my breathing came faster, my underwear dampened.

I was now finding it difficult to breathe and wondered how I could possibly eat anything with this intense man’s gaze practically devouring me. Which was what I suddenly wanted, for him to devour me until there was nearly nothing left.

Lucas strode to me, did a half bow, and took my hand. “Congratulations on being chosen. I’m sure I owe you and Isabella many apologies if you interviewed with my uncle. He doesn’t hold back much.”

My knees went weak like in the novels when his skin brushed across mine as he took my hand. I chastised myself. I wouldn’t unravel just because I’d been worked up by all those videos.

This was my chance to spread my wings and move past my fears. I wasn’t a little girl crouched in a corner listening to my parents fight anymore. I was a thriving fashion designer, a caring person.

Before Lucas could lift my hand to his lips, I twisted mine in his and gave him a firm shake. “I can handle your uncle. Congratulations are in order to you too. You’re bumping shoulders with the next big name in fashion.” Or uglies, whichever came first.

“Ahh, so I can say I knew you when.” He nodded appreciatively.

I had been worried I was in over my head. However, Lucas behaved like a gentleman. He escorted me to dinner, which was located in a subdued and scarily impressive dining room that was heavy with old, impossibly expensive furniture. I suppressed my urge to chatter and make small talk to fill the void.

A server went around and filled our wine glasses. Wine, which at this point, I needed desperately.

“So, Ava,” Lucas leaned in, “is your outfit an Ava Durant original?” He’d nailed it. I was a walking billboard in my turquoise and black dress that was cut to leave a little to the imagination.

“Yes, this is a brand-new creation I am trying out tonight. Fashion is like art. And one aspect of the art is making it wearable for the customer.” I wanted Lucas to know right away that I wasn’t some gold digger wanting to lounge for the rest of my days. I was a seriously hard worker.

“I have an… appreciation for the arts.” This was said in a way that translated into the promise of pure pleasure, punctuated with a dashing smile.

“Oh, that’s good.” That’s good? That’s all I could come up with? “And you? What are you into?” Besides making panties everywhere go wet? I fumbled with the tongs as a gorgeous cranberry and walnut salad was held out for my benefit.

“Well, this at the moment. You. I did run an investment business, mostly properties, but it looks like I’m in publishing now.” He unfolded his napkin across his lap, a playful expression on his face.

Did he just say he was into me? “Do you like publishing?” I was coming off as the most boring person on the planet.

“I do like it. I think my uncle has built an incredible brand. I have to admit, I like some of his publishing products more than others.” He gave a devilish wink.

Oh shit.

I had a pretty good idea of what he was referring to. I had to up my game, or this thing was only going to be about the kink.

On the plane, I surfed a little and tried to wrap my head around the kind of sex the site catered to. It was a smattering of everything, so vanilla players could get their freak on, but mostly it was kink, fetish, and bondage play that seemed brutal to me that dominated the site.

Could I do that? Could I be bound or flogged or… have sex so hard I hurt the next day? I vowed on the plane, I could, and this would be my strategy.

Be tough, cool, and above whatever they threw at me.

I needed to know right now what fueled this man’s drive.

“What about this competition intrigued you most?” I had to do better than that, but it was a start.

“I want to run my uncle’s company. And I like sex… hard, intense, and frequently,” he said, his face and deep gray eyes serious as they penetrated mine.

I choked on my sip of wine.

Nope… I was never going to be able to do this.

I nearly got up from the table right then to call it quits.

But he laughed, and it was a sound so delicious I wanted to sit there until he did it again. “Don’t worry, I could tell from the moment you walked into the room, you wouldn’t have the appetite I do, and that’s okay.”

For some insane reason, I felt safer.

Dinner was served, and Mason became quite talkative and filled us in on all the fascinating places he’d been lately. Many of them were places I would love to go one day — Egypt, Peru, Thailand, Kenya. He had such interesting stories to share.

I didn’t want to regret Mr. Huffman’s choice in a partner for me, as he’d said they were very deliberate choices in our interview, but Lucas was a lot to take on. All during Mason’s storytelling, Lucas eyed me in an I-can’t-wait-to-get-you-undressed sort of way. Innocent and deadly at the same time, like I was a dessert he was memorizing for optimal enjoyment later.

I tried scolding him with my eyes, but it only earned me more laughter.

When dinner was over, my heart beat in erratic thumps as Mr. Huffman entered the dining room.

Puffing out his chest, he took a seat at the table. “Now that you’ve been given an opportunity to get to know each other a little, I don’t want to stand on pretense. We have a lot to accomplish in the weeks to come, and it’s best we get right down to it. I’m sure you’re curious who I’ve chosen for you. I hope by the end of this competition you will discover the reasons I’ve made these choices. But, before I get started, are there any questions?”

I only had about a million, but I was anxious to move this along, so I bit my lip.


CHAPTER FIVE

Lucas

I had no idea who’d be on the receiving end of my passion, could only hope it would be Ava and that she was up for some rough play.

For some reason, I wanted Ava and not Isabella. I couldn’t wait to see Ava’s bare ass bent over the bed with her arms and legs shackled to the posts. Oh, what I’d do to that tight, round ass.

She seemed nervous, though, which troubled me. Most subs, if nervous, knew what they were getting into, and more importantly, wanted to get into it. Their nerves were for show, part of their submission, all well-crafted to arouse their dominant partner. Ava seemed genuinely uncomfortable, which was never a good sign

I wanted to ask if we could refuse the partner Uncle Harvey chose for us but thought better of it. Ava swallowed hard, most likely thinking the same thing, as I’d been ogling her like I was the wolf and she was Little Red Riding Hood. Mason was literally sitting on the edge of his chair, and Isabella looked relaxed and centered.

“Okay, looks like no one has questions so, first I want to say, I’m happy you’re here and that all of you have agreed to do this crazy thing. I’m aware of how unconventional I am, but I have my reasons.” Uncle waggled his eyebrows suggestively and laughed, his belly shaking a little. “So, I want to reiterate. From the moment we all leave this room, the game has begun. There’ll be no turning back unless it’s to forfeit your position in the game and therefore accept losing this competition. I’m sure you are all very interested to know who I have selected as your partner, and so I’ll no longer drag this out.”

He looked around the room as everyone held their breath, visions of ball gags and whips dancing in my head. “Lucas, I’ll go with you first since you’re the oldest.”

My heart raced. Both women were excellent choices, and I could easily serial fuck either of them. But some irrational stubbornness had suddenly surfaced, and I felt like no one but Ava would do.

I rolled my neck to release the tension and tried to silently talk my nerves into going back to their usual calm state.

“Lucas, I’ve chosen Ava for you. Mason, Isabella will be your match.” My uncle paused as there was a quiet moment of acknowledgment.

The couples had been formed. I was almost giddy.

I locked eyes with Ava and flashed a smile, my physical sign of approval, as the tension unwound in my chest.

A small smiled curled her lips, and I hoped she wasn’t disappointed. I hated to think I wasn’t the one she wanted to be with, but Mason was the one women always seemed to want between the two of us.

My first priority would be to woo her, then tame her. I could tell by her handshake she wasn’t a submissive. I’d need to have her compliance too, so drawing the desire out of her until she was ready to beg for my touch was my first order of business.

In the corner, Mason was making his acquaintance with Isabella.

My attention snapped to my uncle at his next words. “Now, we’ll start with a few rules. Each day a set of instructions will be given to you. They will define the day’s activities and the challenge you’ll need to accomplish. Tonight, however, I’ll give you the task verbally, since I have you all here. This evening, you’ll be escorted to your shared living quarters, which have been specifically designed for this competition. This first unofficial and a pre-challenge of sorts is simple: you may not, under any circumstances whatsoever, fornicate with one another this evening. You’ll be sleeping in the same bed, but are forbidden to have sex, touch, kiss, fondle, caress, or have any physical contact in any way with one another. If any of you violate this first challenge, it’ll be a very very short competition.” His face was stern and serious.

I’d never been forbidden to fuck. Wasn’t having sex the point of this whole thing? A series of fucking challenges. Literally. I realized my mouth was hanging open and snapped it shut. It was just like Uncle and his sick sense of humor to jack up the sexual tension then forbid us to fuck. Old bastard.

“There is no wiggle room or tolerance for any kind of violation of the rules or the challenges. I’ll never budge on a challenge unless I have a very good reason to do so. This first challenge is simple, you’ll sleep together, you’ll share each other’s rooms, you’ll be in the presence of one another, but you may not do anything that our cameras or our judges, namely Lucy, would consider sex, sexual exchange, foreplay or any other kind of predecessor to fucking. No touching whatsoever. Is this understood?” He gave a hard glance to each of us.

This must have been Uncle’s task. Even Mason wouldn’t come up with sleeping with a woman and not touching her.

“Got it,” I chimed in first.

“Yes, sir,” Mason added.

Isabella was next with a question. “I’ve no problem with this first challenge, but are we going to receive anything else to wear? I was told to leave all clothing.”

“Yes, we have a competition specific wardrobe provided for you in the closet of your rooms,” my uncle answered with a devilish glint in his eye.

Oooh. I can’t wait to see what Ava will be wearing.

“Is Lucy one of the judges?” Ava asked quietly, twirling the edge of her shirt in her fingers.

I’d have to work hard tonight to loosen her up.

“Lucy is my personal secretary and is the head judge in this competition. If there is a decision to be made, the responsibility will fall to her. I’ll be judging parts of this, but certainly not all. I might be into kink, but I stop at family. Lucy will be watching the footage shot from the cameras, which will run at all times in the house and living quarters. Everywhere except the bedrooms.” Uncle Harvey got up and went to the door, sticking his head out in the hall and motioning to someone.

He was really playing game show host now. He must’ve been getting off on all of this, crazy ol’ coot.

Lucy entered, and as usual, was dressed in bright colors that clashed with her red hair and looked twenty years younger than she actually was. Uncle’s eyes followed her, and for a moment, I wondered if he was boinging his secretary.

After Lucy’s introduction, Uncle closed the meeting down with, “Alright, enjoy your first night. I need to get back to work, but I hope you have fun and I look forward to seeing you all again soon. Take advantage of the celibacy to get to know each other.” Uncle Harvey quickly had a private word with Lucy, then they exited the room together.

I beelined for Ava and took her hand.

“I’m extremely pleased to have you as my match,” I said with a kiss on her soft knuckles.

This gesture was met with a slight frown. Not a good start.

“And I’m pleased also to be matched with you,” she said as she pulled her hand delicately away from mine.

We were met at the dining room door by a woman who was wearing an elegant navy-blue pantsuit, her hair pulled back in a knot. She looked as if she belonged in an office building, not an exclusive ski chalet.

“Good evening, Lucas and Ava. I’m here to escort you to your room.” Her voice was singsong like a tour guide should be, soft and melodic, her face a pleasant neutral.

The packet had explained that the attendants and people monitoring us during the game weren’t meant to have names or personalities. This was to keep us focused on each other and the challenges.

“Shall we?” I motioned toward the door and offered my elbow to Ava, which she could hardly refuse. She nodded and placed her hand on my arm lightly, but I could feel the heat of her hand through my suit.

She would learn how civil I could be, and by the time I was done with her, my affable approach would excite her because she would know what came after.

The attendant took us to a bank of elevators at the end of the hall. “On the fourth floor are two penthouses. Each can be reached by a different set of elevators opposite one another so you won’t be meeting the other team in the halls. Each also has a different entrance.”

Perfect. I would only have to see Mason during challenges.

Our elevator led straight into the living area of our suite.

The ceiling was made to look rustic with heavy wooden hewn logs angling to a peak above us. The rest of the room was composed of windows looking out onto magnificent mountains and an expanse of snowy white.

My libido did a leap as I realized people might be able to see in those windows, especially at night when we’d be doing god knew what. A shiver sliced from my stomach up to my spine at the thought of what Ava and I would be doing in this room the next few days, the next month. I swallowed hard as the images dancing around in my head turned tantalizingly erotic.

The attendant waved her arm in an arc. “This suite has been designed with a lot of unique elements. The first you might notice are the floor-to-ceiling picture windows. These windows were created as an eco-friendly mountain experience. They are reflective glass on the outside that mirrors the beauty of the natural environment surrounding the chalet while giving penthouse guests a sense of living in the trees. This provides privacy during daylight and nighttime hours and is a perfect complement to the majesty that is all around us.”

“The glass is warm during cold winter nights and cool in the heat of summer,” I added, remembering now from a stay with the family when I was in college. That means your ass will be warm when I fuck you against them.

Ava gave me a smile but still looked a little worried.

Our guide moved on, and we followed her. I wanted to speed this up and tried to be patient as she showed us the kitchen. Next, she led us back into the living room and opened a nearly hidden door to a bathroom, which had an unexpected four-person Jacuzzi tub. “This is the master bath which is accessible from both here and the bedroom.”

Ava gasped.

“Hmmm, very nice,” I agreed with her reaction, thinking of the sore muscles we could soak in there… and other things. “It’s a good place for…” I eyed Ava with a purposely sinister expression to gauge where she stood, “getting wet.”

Her face froze, and her jaw gaped before she shut it quickly. Fuck, her mouth was sexy.

She took a deep breath. “Yeah and maybe add some bubbles or aromatherapy oils.”

I looked at her for a moment, silent, my face a stoic mask. “I was thinking more along the lines of bath paint and body oil.”

“Oh…” Her face froze, and she looked like she might bolt for the door.

I tried laughing, but it came out more of a guttural groan. “Kidding.” Not really.

“Ha-ha. You had me worried for a second there.” She laughed nervously, then stared at the tub.

“Have you ever even looked at my uncle’s BDSM pleasure site?” I asked, unable to keep the disbelief from my expression.

“Yes… um, on the plane, a few hours ago,” she confessed as her cheeks turned an attractive shade of pink.

“Why did you enter this competition then? Do you really need the money that badly?” I tried to keep my voice from coming out as patronizing, but I could tell by the timid glimmer in her eyes that I wasn’t doing a very good job at keeping the man I really was hidden.

Our guide shifted on her heels uncomfortably but said nothing.

“I didn’t apply to the competition, my roommate did it for me. She’s an avid fan. Your uncle convinced me to accept his offer, even after he discovered that she’d entered me in the competition without my consent. Honestly, I’m terrified of what I’ve gotten myself into.” Tears welled in her eyes, but she didn’t let them fall.

Dammit. I was a jerk.

“You have the option to leave anytime you want to. It’s barely started.” I held my breath. I’d love to teach Ava the finer points of my desires, but I didn’t want her unwilling.

“No.” Ava blinked a few times and lifted her chin. “I want to stay. I’m open to… whatever.”

Thank god.

It wasn’t like me to show or even feel compassion, so I shocked myself when I walked over to her and gathered her into an embrace, then held her tightly. The guide tensed but didn’t separate us, and I inhaled the sweet, fruity scent of her.

“It’s okay. Don’t be scared. I get where you’re coming from. Your fears are justified. You don’t know me, you don’t know the website hosting this craziness, and you’re smart to keep on your guard. A gorgeous woman like you needs to keep up her first line of defense.” I smoothed her hair away from her face, then let her go and held her at arm’s length. “I promise, I won’t hurt you. Anything I do… we do, will be strictly for pleasure. Okay?”

Shit, this was too Fifty Shades…

She took a deep breath. “Okay.”

“Shall we continue?” our guide asked with a note of caution in her voice then waved at the enormous shower and marble sink with two basins.

She discretely motioned to a door for the separate toilet area, and we went to the entrance area before moving toward the hall that led to the bedroom.


CHAPTER SIX

Ava

“Are you okay?” Lucas asked with a concerned lover look that had butterflies thumping in my stomach as we fell behind our tour guide.

“Yes.” It came out as a whisper so soft I knew he barely heard it. “Let’s see the rest of this place,” I said, mostly to distance myself from the attraction I felt every time I laid eyes on Lucas. It was obvious already that he was raring to go, and I wondered at my own capability to hold him off.

The guide led us down the hallway with doors on either side, each designated as mine or his with nameplates. I turned the knob of the one with my name and pushed it open. As the gap between the door and the jamb widened, the light clicked on. I gasped. A walk-in closet. I’d never had a walk-in closet, had always coveted them.

I walked inside, the guide following as I took in the bare necessities hanging from the rods. I was stunned to see the few garments hanging there. A pair of jeans, an expensive t-shirt, a purple ski outfit, a barely-there negligée nightgown, which made me shiver, and two garment bags with mystery clothes.

I was stunned until the guide handed me a red envelope with white-embossed vines looping into hearts running around the edges. I opened it and smiled at the instructions, glee filling my chest. I’d been hoping for something wearable with a little style, but this was even better.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Lucas peeking around the doorframe into my closet. “Whoa. There must be some mix up. You should practically have a closet full.” A hint of anger changed his face to an even harder countenance.

I knew I had to be glowing, but didn’t care as I waved the note in my hand. This was significant.

“What’d you find there?” Lucas asked, looking truly interested.

“I’ve been given my personal request.” A note of excitement rang through my voice. “I spoke to your uncle about it in my interview. I need to design my wardrobe by midnight. Six outfits. Two evening gowns, two cocktail dresses, one casual outfit and one outfit that one would categorize as… um, more casual.” Actually, BDSM. My face flamed and I hoped Lucas would take that for excitement too. The card said I’d be paid another hundred thousand if I could complete the items by midnight, so I couldn’t very well not do it because of some kinky outfit.

Lucas searched my eyes, surprise at the reflection of my happiness shining in his. “That seems like a tall order, but if it makes you happy…”

It was strange how I could read every emotion that crossed his face, and I wondered if it was just me, or if he wore his heart on his thousand-dollar suit and just didn’t know it.

Lucas turned to the guide. “Is there a similar envelope for me? A… um, request?”

“No, sir. This is personal for Miss Durant and is not part of the contest challenge from earlier.”

I lifted a shoulder. “All right.”

The guide motioned us along, and the next thing I knew, I was staring down at a king-sized bed strewn with rose petals and trying to control my breathing. I could feel his eyes on my back, and I struggled to hear our guide’s words.

“…three entrances to the bedroom, one through the hallway with your walk-in closets, one through the bathroom and another coming in from the main hall.”

I forced my attention to the vase of roses by the bed that was sitting next to a tray of chocolates, then ordered myself to check out the view from the window. The bedroom had the same lovely picture windows as the living room. Above the bed was a large skylight. You would be able to see the sky clearly while lying in it. Magnificent.

A scenario of Lucas and I, our limbs tangled as we rolled together on the bed under the stars flashed through my mind.

I stepped away from the bed just as the guide said her goodbyes. I was so hot. Was I coming down with something?

I ripped my eyes away from the romantic scene and zeroed in on the fabric of the drapes. It looked luxurious from here.

I’d become a fashion designer because I’d been swooped out of my ragtag living room by every season of “Project Runway” and saved my sparse allowance for fabric to make my own eclectic designs. In the small town of Witts Springs, Arkansas, I’d had the dreams of a city girl, but now, I felt like a country girl lost in a big city fantasy.

I was raised with my sister, sharing a bedroom and bunk beds, the walls weeping with peeling wallpaper, so the opulence was a bit overwhelming. I wished she could be here to see me now.

Except… I swallowed. There was only one bed. Which I would be sleeping in with Lucas.

Okay, scratch the wish she could see me now.

As the oldest, I needed to remember why I was here. No matter what it took, no matter what I had to do, I would procure what was needed to take care of her, make sure her belly didn’t growl from hunger and that she didn’t have to go off to a gigantic city all alone with nothing to chase but her dreams.

I looked down at the blouse I’d made to remind myself of the reason I was really here. I’d created fabric from my memory of the yellowing wallpaper print of our room as it juxtaposed to the cracked cinder block walls.

Taking a deep breath, I straightened my spine and turned to face Lucas.

I knew I was well protected in this game, trusted Mr. Huffman and his stellar business record. Still, I didn’t trust the man standing before me, and I worried that behind those marvelously beautiful eyes, there was something nefarious.

I’d agreed to do this, thought it would challenge every fiber of my small-town-girl being to be here. Toughen me up so I could come out more than just surviving the cutthroat fashion industry of New York. It’d all happened so fast. I’d been catapulted from a fairly normal existence… to this. Since we’d left dinner and the comfort of other people, even competitors, I recognized just how alone and isolated we were.

Alone. With a stranger.

A stranger who was studying me much the same way I was him. His dark hair was ruthlessly cut, his jaw not daring to show so much as a hint of five o’clock shadow. His shoulders were wide, and I’d bet his chest would be hard if I poked my finger into it. I wanted to… poke my finger there and run it downward, see if his abs stood out the way I thought they would, see if that was a bulge beneath his zipper or if I was imagining things. Had that website rubbed off on me?

He cleared his throat. “Would you like to tackle your project in the kitchen? There seemed to be good lighting there, and we can open a bottle of wine.”

“Oh, that sounds great. Thank you.” From what I’d seen of Lucas, he was very aware of his surroundings, and I admired a man who noticed what others would need or want.

I couldn’t help but be amazed earlier when the elevator doors opened to the wide expanse of space we crossed now to get to the kitchen. The living room space was easily four times the size of my whole apartment in New York. Surely we could stay out of each other’s way.

There was plenty of room for Lucas and me in this space, which made me feel more secure. Better. More like I had room to build a strategy. If I knew what the competition held in store.

Sitting with Mason and Isabella and making small talk had been hard, and most likely would become more difficult over time. I wanted to like them, be friends with them, didn’t feel comfortable being pitted against them. But I had to think of them as adversaries. They stood in the way of my dream and my sister’s future.

Continuing to be attentive, Lucas led me to the kitchen table and pulled out a chair for me, not stepping away until he was sure I was comfortable. I was a sucker for a gentleman and forced down the sigh that automatically came into my throat.

A wine glass clinked onto the table as Lucas sat it in front of me. “Have you always wanted to be a fashion designer?”

I smiled, remembering the botched outfits I’d made for Barbie out of things I’d salvage from the clothes boxes we’d get from the church. “Since I knew what a skirt was.” He smiled and sat down across from me, looking interested, so I continued, “I learned to design clothes that were wearable for my sister and me by practicing on my Barbie dolls. Barbie came out quite fashionable, but I’m afraid I lost interest in Ken early on. He’s probably still bumbling around in trousers that could fall off any minute due to faulty stitching.”

That made me think of Lucas with his pants off, and my face grew hot. I had to stop thinking this way. I would have to sleep next to the man tonight, keyword being sleep.

Lucas smiled and looked down at the formal dress my hand was practically sketching on its own. Because most of my focus was on him and I couldn’t seem to break it away.

“I’m sure your pants stay up now. Or do for a time.” He winked, and I didn’t know whether to laugh or be offended. But before I could decide, he jumped right in. “Tell me, is money a motivator for you?” His face was serious and stoic.

A rock bottomed out in my stomach, and my brain scrambled around the things it wanted to say in response. I shot a sideways glance at him, afraid I couldn’t keep the how-could-you-be-such-a-dumbass look off my face.

“I saved for years to go to New York School of Design, as I intend to own my own fashion boutique and brand one day. I’m pretty sure most women who enter this type of competition do so for the money.”

He agreed, and for a second, looked mildly embarrassed as if he hadn’t realized money could be a strong motivator. He probably had never needed to do something he didn’t want to do for the money.

Guilt wanted to stab me and shriek, you’re nothing but a prostitute, taking money for what is obviously going to involve sex with a stranger! But in the end, I could have mine and my sister’s dreams in my hands. And besides, wasn’t sex with a stranger a hot genre in the romance market? Hell, maybe I’d write a book — a fiction romance — so no one would know it was actually the truth.

“Any other aspirations?”

“In the spring I’m going to audition for “Project Runway.” I’ve been watching it for years, and it really built my confidence in being able to succeed in an industry so competitive. I’m not the most competitive person.”

“Oh. You don’t seem to be the Hedon.com type. Am I right?” He seemed genuinely interested.

“I can’t say I completely disapprove of Hedon. I mean, everyone has their outlet for stuff, and I’m glad it offers people a chance to get their freak on, but that’s not really me. I believe in love.”

“And you think people who get their freak on, don’t?” It didn’t seem like he was judging, just asking.

“Maybe not in the same way.” I danced around the insult, trying to lessen the sting since I was picking up on that maybe he was the Hedon.com type. I was also trying to think around my brain screaming for me to run.

“In what way do you see love?” He leaned closer, his eyes in the overhead light looking as deep as a crystal clear well at twilight. I could fall into them and never surface.

“I guess love is being attracted to the other person, of course, but beyond that, it’s accepting faults as well as the things that make us fabulous. It’s allowing ourselves to be vulnerable to the unknown together. If a couple can brave the inevitability of life with each other and still want to get crazy in the bedroom or travel to Peru when they’re ninety, then I feel that’s love.” I was babbling, so I shut my trap and reached for the humor I usually got through life with.

“Very astute, Ava Durant. Who did you learn that wisdom from?”

“Ken and Barbie. They’re very in love and share all things. They also travel a lot in their RV.”

Lucas’s eyes lit with delight, and I found I wanted to make them do that again and again.

The truth was, that’s what I wanted love to look like. The light shining there in Lucas’s eyes.

“I like it. I hope Ken and Barbie make it to Peru. I can see you’re grappling with the context of the contest, and I’m interested in what you have to say. I find your ideas refreshing. Please don’t think I find your motivation distasteful. It may look like I don’t know anything other than this lifestyle, but I do.”

I felt myself flush and put more concentration into the evening gown I was sketching. I had to be more careful to guard my judgments, he’d obviously seen right through me.

“Sadly,” Lucas continued, “just before my father died, he made a bad business deal which left my mother and me nearly destitute. Uncle Harv gave us a great deal of ‘get back on our feet money,’ but my mom objected, so she put it into a trust for me. I didn’t have a spoiled brat upbringing like Mason did.”

“Oh?” That caught my interest. He thought Mason was the spoiled brat. I was suddenly glad I’d been paired with Lucas. I detested spoiled brats, and if Mason was even more spoiled than Lucas, then good luck to Isabella. “What did you do with the money? If you don’t mind my asking.”

“Of course not. The reason Uncle ordered us not to copulate, I’m assuming, was to force us to get to know each other. I used that money when I was twenty-nine years old to start a small investment banking business, which I’ve been running for four years now.”

The clear, bottomlessness of his eyes clouded until it seemed as if a shutter snapped shut in them, not allowing me to see something he’d hidden deep.

Suddenly, I wanted to get to know him, wanted to draw him out until he trusted me enough to share his deepest, darkest secrets.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Lucas

I had an almost impeccable public reputation, which I’d spent a lot of money to maintain, so I couldn’t let my darker side out of the box just yet. Not before I knew what this intriguing, beautiful, original woman was made of. She didn’t seem the sort to blab for the sake of flapping her jaws, but like she’d said, she was in it for the money. I’d learned from being a part of a prestigious family never to leave anything to chance when it came to reputation.

“How old were you when you lost your father?”

Her question shocked me. Had she not read all the tabloids? Mason and I were practically the poster boys of rampant gossip for the publications.

“Nine,” I said almost before I realized I was forming an answer. She was just so easy to talk to. I’d have to watch that. “My father, Uncle Harv’s older brother, Ronald, died of cancer at the age of forty-five. My mother, Gloria, raised me alone. I became the man of the family at an early age and thus grew up way before my time.”

“So, you didn’t have money growing up.”

It was something we had in common, I realized, and I liked her even more for her strength in following her dream. I knew it couldn’t have been easy. Sitting here with me not knowing whether I would ravage her couldn’t be easy either.

I smiled and shook my head. “Mason is the only one here with a golden spoon in his mouth. Uncle Harvey wasn’t raised wealthy. In fact, my grandparents were what could be considered poor. Mason’s mom, Uncle’s sister, married a man from an extremely wealthy family who thought she was beneath their son’s station, but since Marianne was so pretty, they made an exception for her.”

Ava nodded her agreement with a rueful look. “Beauty can buy a person a lot.”

She looked like maybe that lesson had been learned the hard way, and probably in school. Future fashion queens could probably be pretty cutthroat.

“The trade-off was, they owned her life. She couldn’t say or do anything that violated their strict upper-class etiquette. Any problems Mason had led to finger-wagging and blame pointed at her and her low-born family. The tragedy in her case was that to retain the lifestyle for her son, she watched her husband cheat with other women. To cope, she focused her love and attention on Mason. Then she didn’t really have anything left over for herself when he finally divorced her. And Mason ran wild with her trying to compensate for his father’s lack of attention. His only steadying influence was my mother.”

“So you were raised very differently. Still, you must be very close.”

I barely stopped myself from laughing. Time for a change of subject.

I knew what I wanted to ask, but didn’t know why I was practically shaking from the inside out. Was I really this nervous? I felt electrified, as if I’d already gotten into this game and wanted to push her until she’d reached her edge.

“Under what circumstances, if any, would you agree to engage in a sexual activity that was beyond your comfort zone?” My voice portrayed my careful consideration of the question, but I’d been so overly anxious I’d forgotten to lead her in.

Ava’s eyes widened, and she dropped her pencil.

Oops.

She recovered quickly, picking up the pencil and threading it back in forth in the fingers of both hands. Her mouth opened and closed a couple of times before she said, “I don’t think I’d enjoy engaging in any activity that was out of my comfort zone.”

I could’ve sworn my heart detached from my chest cavity and plummeted into my stomach. “Oh.”

She looked directly at me then. “However, if my partner was a person I cared for deeply, I might consider making sexual concessions for him if he really needed… what was beyond my comfort zone. That said, I’d prefer that the act not be debasing or demeaning to me, because if you can hurt someone you love… well, it isn’t love, is it? I guess, if it was a way of sharing love with my partner I might consider doing something I otherwise wouldn’t have tried.”

My muscles relaxed. When they did, I realized how important it was to me that she approve of what we would be doing. Like it, even. The thought of her crying out for more had me rock-hard in an instant.

I smiled as if I didn’t have a stellar boner jutting up under the table. “Thank you for your candor, Ava. Again, I find it delightful.”

And there was no way I was going to stop now, this had just gotten fun.

“May I use one of your pages? Torn out, please. My uncle gave me a bit of a challenge earlier, one I could work on while you concentrate on your designs.”

My dick tingled just thinking of all the toys and contraptions I’d order for us to use during the challenges I’d design. Three tasks were all I needed to win this, three that I knew there was no way Mason could accomplish. I was excited to try them out on Ava and watch her stretch her boundaries. Without seeing them, I knew Mason’d design mundane tasks that would have my cock wilting. Champagne and strawberries, picnics in the great outdoors, dancing the electric slide… whatever the man planned, it was bound to be boring.

I commandeered one of Ava’s pencils and jotted down the first challenge that came to mind. I wasn’t one to play games. I didn’t have the head for a “social game” strategy. I was just me. With a bit of an unconventional bedroom appetite.

But Ava seemed so innocent.

Holy fuck. Had Uncle Harv matched me with a partner who knew nothing of the lifestyle? My underarms were suddenly damp, and I was pretty sure my dress shirt would be a sweaty mess when I took off my jacket. How could Uncle do that to me? From what I’d observed, she was a total and complete innocent.

Maybe she hadn’t even had sex.

That would be the absolute worst situation for me. To be hooked up with a woman who abhorred my desires. I tried to play it cool and not let my disquiet show as I worked on the second challenge, but dammit, how was I going to play this game with a woman who could and probably would bolt the minute she was restrained, or god forbid, flogged?

If that happened, I was a goner… there was no way I was going to win this thing with Ava.

I could see my uncle’s work in this. In the end, you’ll figure out why I’ve chosen the women I have for you. Thanks, old man, I can see it clearly. He got me a vanilla girl… to tame me? Or could I turn the table, tie her to it and spice her up? It would be a challenge. I loved challenges. The third and final challenge appeared on the paper almost of its own accord.

I had to know more, and there was only one way to find out. My mind was a turbulent firestorm, yet I kept it all neatly bundled under a let’s-play-nice face.

“Ava, are you a virgin?”

Her face immediately turned beet-red. “No! I mean, I don’t have a lot of experience, but it’s been a while and I…”

I couldn’t keep the grin off my face. As long as she wasn’t a virgin, it occurred to me that with her artistic flair she might be willing to learn all sorts of things.

In a graceful move, I stood and faked a yawn. “I’m ready to get into something a little more comfortable. Why don’t you join me?”

Ava immediately gave her attention to the sketch pad. “I need to finish these tonight, get them turned in.”

“Sure. But why not finish them in the comfort of the bed.” She swallowed, the sound audible in the quiet kitchen. “You can gaze up at the stars through the skylight while you create. Do you have a skylight in your apartment?” That was cruel but necessary for my cock’s well-being.

“No.” She slowly laid down her pencil.

“There are no cameras in the bedroom.”

She glanced up at the electronic eye that stared down at us from its mount in the corner and seemed to make a decision. When she stood and began gathering her supplies, I topped off her wine glass quickly before she could object.

In the bedroom with the lights low, I thought of how the king-sized bed positioned right under the skylight so we would be looking up at the stars wasn’t just a nice touch, it was a blessing.

Brittle with nerves, Ava’s amazing smile still lit up her face as she stopped at the foot of the bed and gazed up at the twinkling stars. “The way this room looks out on the sky, both from above and the windows, it reminds me of a tree house.”

“Me Tarzan, you Jane,” I said as I went to pick her up with the idea of tossing her onto the bed to loosen the mood.

I skidded to a halt when her blue eyes reflected fear. Dammit. The female aspect was supposed to be the fun Uncle had thrown into the competition. I wondered if Mason was fairing any better in that regard.

“Lucas, I’m sorry, but Harv has expressly forbidden any contact today,” she said with a fun-killing face. “I would hate to lose the contest the first night.”

She was right, and I’d just about blown it. “Arggh,” I groaned and flopped on to the bed. The sky was nothing but stars. “Wow, it’s really beautiful.” I was sort of shocked. I never took the time to look up at the sky and the New York City lights drowned them out, made you forget they were even there for a while.

I liked Ava. She was unique, innocent, introspective, creative. This might be a lot of fun… breaking her in. My cock certainly thought so, as it started inflating the moment I got close to her. I casually slid to the side of the bed and laid my arm over the assaulting member and thought about anything horrible that would come to mind.

Dead puppies, slugs, traffic school. That did it.

When I stood, I noticed the large deck, which I remembered wrapped from the bedroom to the living room. I went to the door, thinking a bit of frigid air would do me good. Maybe I could freeze my libido into submission so I could even contemplate sleeping next to her with no touching.

“Are you sure there are no cameras in here?”

I nodded, torn between listening to her voice and doing the equivalent of jumping in a cold shower. “None. You didn’t sign a consent for recording of sexual acts, did you?”

She shook her head with a quick snap.

“Neither did I, and don’t worry, there wouldn’t be. Otherwise, there’s too much of an ethical and legal risk. The ones we do have will be dismounted when the game has ended.”

She stood there clutching her sketch pad, seeming pale and unsure.

I had to admit, I felt the slightest bit daunted, so I understood Ava’s change in temperament. I was feeling it too, but for the opposite reasons.

I waved toward the bed, offering it to her. “I think you should start on those and get them done, so you and I can spend some time getting to know each other. I’ll look over the movies ol’ Harv has on offer. I figure, we have to do something, and that’s the only thing I can think of that’ll keep my mind off of your amazing body.”

At my mention of her body, her eyes flickered and caught mine, and then swept all the way down to my Salvatore Ferragamos. My chest swelled. At least she found me attractive, which was a start.

I could go slow, and it might be fun to teach her everything from scratch. I’d never been with a woman who hadn’t known at least the basics of my lifestyle.

I wanted her to know that soon, maybe not tonight, but soon, I’d own every single inch of that gorgeous frame. As I let my thoughts become apparent in my intense gaze, her nipples peaked under her t-shirt. So she was responsive. That was so fucking sexy.

“Great idea,” she said, blowing off her attraction to me and getting comfortable on the bed I’d vacated.

It was going to be so easy to get her where I wanted her.

I went over to the TV, which waited with a note from good ol’ Uncle Harvey.

I read it out loud to Ava. “Welcome Lucas and Ava to your new home for the next four weeks. The television has been programmed for your enjoyment. Enjoy.”

I fired up the TV and cringed when an Elvira-looking chick popped up on the screen and announced that she would be teaching us the basics of BDSM. The graphics made it look like she slapped the screen with a tasseled whip, making my cock leap. Shit.

I turned to look at Ava, whose eyes were bigger than I’d seen them yet. If I wasn’t careful, I was going to lose her before the fun even got started. I clicked off the TV and redirected her attention. Focusing on the sketches that showed her raw talent, I said, “Your sketches look impressive. Can I take a closer look?”

She hesitated, as if she were hovering over a decision. “Actually… would you mind helping me with this one?”

She pointed her pencil toward a sketch that was basically a faceless woman with bare arms and legs and no firmly outlined torso.

“I have a list of outfits, but… I’m not sure what I need for the last one.” She handed me the list.

I read each item, and when I came to the last, I had to give my uncle a mental high-five for such incredible forethought.

A BDSM outfit.

Like this chalet, which I knew took years to construct to his exact specifications, Uncle had planned well with this game. I might not be able to touch her now, but waiting would be worth it.

I couldn’t wait for the real game to begin.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Ava

When Lucas only stared at me and didn’t answer, I had to summon up the courage to ask outright. “Will you help me create a BDSM outfit? Do you know anything about them?”

When he still didn’t answer and his eyes kind of glazed over, for some reason my eyes were drawn down to his crotch. He had a giant bulge in the front of his pants.

I ripped my eyes away and immediately locked gazes with him, feeling the way the sitting duck must’ve felt when it was, um… sitting. Or about to be ravaged by the much more dominant male duck.

His hand shot up into his hair, and he combed his fingers through it, mussing it and changing his neat appearance to frazzled.

I’d made Mr. Got-it-together frazzled.

“Sorry.” He grimaced, and his gaze darted around the room. “You can’t really ask a guy for that kind of thing without a reaction.”

“Oh. Sorry.” The worst thing happened then, a snicker came out of my mouth, and I clamped my hand over it.

“Apology accepted. By one of us.”

That drew my attention to his other member, which hadn’t changed. I gulped and laughed nervously. Was I ever going to be cool enough to play this game?

“Start with the “Hunger Games” look, minus a few yards of leather.” Lucas turned away and gave a half laugh, half sigh. “Uncle Harv sure does know how to get right down to it.”

“Yeah, definitely, but didn’t you want to get right down to it?” At the heated look he gave me, I turned my attention back to the pad and started scribbling, then quickly changed the subject. “You watch a lot of movies?”

He flipped quickly through the titles scrolling across the TV. “I used to, but that’s a date kind of thing, and I don’t date.” He froze as if he’d revealed something he hadn’t meant to.

By the look on his face, I knew I’d completely turned him on with my request for help with the outfit. I’d kind of meant to. His expression had been a funny mix of bewilderment and strained concealment. He was hiding something, and I couldn’t help but want to know what. And now the “I don’t date” confession. Why would a man as obviously desirable not date?

“You don’t date? Why would you not date?” At the closed off look that immediately came over his face, I threw it in reverse. “Never mind. It’s none of my business. I don’t really either. Too busy.”

Lucas put his hands on his hips, drawing my attention back to his crotch. “We have to get to know each other if we’re going to win. So, there are things you should know about me.”

I had a feeling I didn’t want to know the things he was talking about.

I didn’t know much about him, just that he wanted to be head of his uncle’s company. Mr. Huffman had explained it all in my interview before I was chosen. He’d said to bring only my photo ID, cellphone, and my sense of adventure to the chalet. He also said I could back out anytime I wanted, at any point in the game. Mr. Huffman had sensed my uneasiness and vowed that if there was anything that made me too uncomfortable, I only had to say the word and it would be over, no questions asked.

There was the money to consider, but I was way out of my league, I knew. Maybe I should just walk before I had to spend the night with a strange man.

My heart twisted a little. Obviously, that part of me didn’t want to go.

The thing I couldn’t put my finger on about him suddenly stood out in his hard jaw and careful movements. The man had an iron restraint. Which was sexy as hell. Excitement made my fingertips tingle, and I wanted to know anything he would share about himself.

I made up my mind right then to stay. I needed this, needed to develop some of the steel that must have helped make this man successful.

I nodded in response to his statement. We did need to know more about each other. Then why did my heart decide to start pounding?

He opened his mouth, presumably to bare his heart, and my phone rang. Dammit.

It was Sylvia. She always sensed the worst times to call. I snatched it up, shot Lucas a quick, “‘Scuse me,” and slipped out the sliding glass door onto the balcony. Where it was freezing.

“Hi, Sylvia.”

“Hey there, million-dollar baby. How’s it going?”

“It’s going. I can’t talk long, we’re, um… getting to know each other.” I glanced back into the room to see Lucas begin to pace, running one hand through his hair again.

“Ooooh. Don’t let me interrupt that.”

“We’re just talking. And I’m designing some of my clothes for the competition.”

“Really! That’s awesome. What are you designing?”

I told her about them, including the kinky one. “You have to help me. I have no idea what to design. I barely know what one looks like.”

Sylvia laughed. “I wish I could be there to witness your naivety be stripped away. Woman, why do you think they gave you that challenge?”

“Because there’s some kinky stuff I’m going to have to do that I’ve mentally blocked out?”

“Yes, but they probably gave you the challenge with him there to make you work together, to navigate speedbumps together. If you’re going to win the millions, you’ve got to be willing to jump in with your BDSM boots on, Ava.”

“Oh, god, you’re probably right. I bet they’ve orchestrated every last detail of this thing.”

“Damn straight.”

“Okay, game face on. I’m going back in… and will design a BDSM outfit with the help of sexy billionaire boy.”

“Is he as sexy as in the pictures?”

I looked back over my shoulder. He couldn’t see me watching him from out here in the dark, so I let my eyes wander over his slender yet strong form, his chiseled jaw, the eyes that flashed from ice to heat in an instant. It felt like a hand reached down into my chest, wrapped around my heart and pulled, yanking me in his direction. “Sexier. Much sexier.” He peered through the glass from the other side of the room. “Gotta go.”

After I got off the phone and shivered my way back inside and into the heat of the room and Lucas, I had a bit of Sylvia-induced confidence.

Aside from the glimpses I’d seen on the website, I really had no idea what a BDSM outfit might look like, but I had a pretty good imagination that didn’t take me to a very nice place. However, for a hundred grand, I’d design anything.

But wait. I was designing it for me. To wear. I’d be wearing a BDSM outfit? I’d been so caught up in Lucas’s reaction that it really hadn’t clicked. Holy mother of all that is made of whips and chains.

Millions, I told myself, this could be worth millions. Ten million, to be exact. This was a game, and I had to get my head firmly in it. I’d design a nice, not nasty outfit. Could this type of outfit be not nasty? My eyes flicked to Lucas.

Also in the envelope about my clothing challenge was an article on BDSM, which had pictures that didn’t impress me. But they would act as a good opener. I grabbed the envelope and waved it in the air at Lucas with a nonchalance and comfort neither of us had achieved yet. “Do you have a sec?” I was building a bridge.

“I apparently have lots of seconds.” His voice bordered on sarcasm.

“I’m really am struggling to create the BDSM outfit.”

Lucas crossed the room with quick, easy strides, his face lit up. “What do you want to know?”

“I don’t know anything about that type of thing. It would really help if you could describe it, like what’s the actual purpose of wearing it?” I was playing dumb, to an extent. I’d seen a few videos but had been more focused on the tools being used than the slight bit of clothing worn.

“You don’t know anything about the subject?”

“Not much, but it’d probably be best for you to start at the beginning.” His eyes were getting that hot gleam in them again, and I wanted to see what came next.

He looked down at the floor for a moment, and when he raised his head again, he’d obviously tapped into his iron will and locked down whatever it was he was locking down with a steel trap. “BDSM actually comes from three different acronyms sort of smashed together. B&D stands for bondage and discipline. D/s stands for dominance and submission. S&M stands for sadism and masochism.”

Well, I learned something new today. “Okay. That’s cool, except for the sadism part, that is.”

He grinned, and the movement of his face caused something deep in my belly to stir. “They mean different things to different couples. In our case,” his eyes flared hot again, “I would be the Dominant and you the submissive. The clothes one chooses to wear should give pleasure to both.”

My mouth went dry. Clothes. Pleasure. He was speaking my language now. “So, I can assume that I’ll be wearing said clothes with you in a bondage slash discipline minus sadism scenario.”

His meltingly gray eyes pierced straight into my being. “You can count on that.” Then he began talking fast, walking half circles around the bed like a wolf circling his prey. For a second, I could see why Little Red Riding Hood nearly fell prey to the Big Bad Wolf. He was probably very convincing. And sexy. “The texture of the fabric and the placement of that material is meant to cause a heightened sense of arousal in the wearer, while also giving pleasure to the Dominant. Most often, the submissive will wear things that exposes her erogenous zones or lashes across them so any move the wearer makes sends shocks of sensation through her system.”

He motioned me to the couch next to the patio door, and I moved there with my sketch pad. He pulled the pad halfway onto his thigh and held the corner nearest me so that his fist rested on my thigh. My “erogenous zone” noticed and immediately melted into wet heat.

“What did you mean when you said you didn’t date. You don’t date at all?”

He bit his lip. God that was sexy. I wanted to bite it too. Down, Ava.

“So,” he cleared his throat, completely ignoring my question, “in designing an outfit for yourself, you’ll have to make allowance for implements, such as rings for leashes.”

I couldn’t believe the casual manner in which the word leash rolled off his tongue.

“Oh, you’re hilarious. A leash,” I said with a sarcastic bite in my tone and gave a half snort.

“What’s funny about a leash?” He blinked his long eyelashes at me, playing at innocence. But in his lap, his thick, steely erection straining his zipper told another story.

Seeing his cock struggling to break free had my insides clenching. He obviously was very turned on by the lifestyle. I didn’t know what to think about that, or my response to him for that matter.

I shifted in my chair and refocused on the blank spot on my sketch pad. “Right. Nothing is funny about a leash, except the fact that you think I might let you lead me around on one. I’m not going to be dragged around like a pet like you’re playing Dungeons and Dragons.” I crossed my arms over my breasts.

“As the submissive, you only have to do what the Dom wants up to the point you can’t handle it. There’ll be a safe word you will use to signal when you’ve reached that point.” He took a deep breath, and there was a sound in his chest that reminded me of a groan. “I do, however, hope you let me push you past your comfort zone sometimes. I think you will like it exceedingly well.” He leaned closer to me, his head coming in like he was going to kiss me.

The air between us sparked. Millions. Had to concentrate on millions.

He breathed, “I just want to—”

“Don’t,” I whispered, wondering if the audio from the cameras in the rest of the suite could pick up our voices in here.

His lips curled. “I have more restraint than that, and we both have a lot riding on this competition. I was just imagining…” He tilted his head even closer until his lips were maybe three inches from mine. His warm breath caressed my face, and I breathed it in, causing a twisting feeling in my chest. “Imagining what it would be like to taste your lips. To pull you up against my body. Sink my teeth into that delicious looking full lower lip and make you moan.”

I whimpered. His eyes were nearly black, his pupils covering up all the grayish-blue. “Oh, god. Stop. Can anyone hear us? I mean, I know there are no cameras in here, but what about the other cameras? Could there be listening devices?”

“I don’t think Unc will try to get ahold of anything in the bedroom. It wouldn’t be advantageous, even in his world, to broadcast bedroom scenarios of the new CEO.”

I swallowed hard and nodded. He was being so reasonable, and it was obvious he liked the kinkier lifestyle. That made me wonder if it wasn’t as crazy as I thought, if maybe it was actually pleasurable.

I decided to play on his side of the fence. “Are you sure I’m going to be the submissive? You never know, your uncle might turn things around.”

Lucas looked up from the pad with an evil grin. “That’s never gonna happen.”

“Oh…” I halfway held back a gasp, my eyes widening at the realization that I was, in fact, going to be his submissive. The idea was scary — and exciting and erotic — so I put it away for later. I’d find a way to hold my ground. I always did.

“The BDSM-wear does need to have loops for other things. Metal rings. One at the neck, one at the waist, and I’d sure like one… between your legs.” He sounded like an overgrown kid with a Christmas list. My breath caught in my throat.

“Yes to the neck, no to everything else. My clothes, my design.” I placed my hand on my hip, letting him know I wasn’t afraid to defy him.

“Fine, but you can’t wear underclothes with the outfit. A leather strap should go across your ass to the front, and it’s essential to add leather bands for grabbing hold at the waist. Also, your breasts should be fully exposed.”

My mouth dropped open at his controlling attitude. No way, buddy. “Okay, I’m done with your input. I have an idea of what I’m doing now.” I ignored him and put pencil to pad, inspired by what not to create.

“You’re not gonna put any of those things on there, are you?” He was almost sulking next to me now. “How are we going to win this competition if we bypass things like this?”

“We’ll win it, but without a leather thong going up my twat.” I winked. “Unless you wear one too, Romeo.” I laughed and added the final touches to my work then held the design close to my chest. I knew what I had to do to win. “I’ll let you see what it is on one condition.”

He perked up with interest, but said, “It’s probably a nun outfit, just in leather.”

I gasped and hit him with the pad, and he grasped the edges, pulling it from my fingers.

I thought at first he did it to avoid my condition, but he held it to his chest without looking at it. “What’s the condition?”

His world scared me, yet was fascinating as well. I’d bring my own flavor to this, and whether we won or lost, I’d keep my dignity. But I’d have to give in too. “Will you push me? I want to know more, but I’m afraid, and if I chicken out we’ll both lose. I just… I don’t want you to hurt me. So would you push me and do the stuff that’ll hurt really fast?”

His entire countenance changed, like he’d melted then turned into a hard as stone Greek god statue. “Ava, part of the attraction is the pain, the way it amps up the pleasure. I’ll show you in a way that will push you to the next level on your own terms. And I promise not to hurt you. Ever.”

I gave him a slow smile because it was all I could manage.

He looked down at the sketch. I’d created a tailored, long leather coat that only fastened at the breast. For underneath, I’d drawn a velvet bustier with large clasps that were easily undone. They fully covered the nipple area yet offered up a lot of bust to anyone’s view. The bottoms were a pair of matching tap pants that left just enough to the imagination. I’d given the man his leather choker with a ring, and opted for Sanskrit writing on the lapels of the jacket using the symbols that meant “sacred” and “goddess.”

He stared at the design for a moment, then looked at me. “It’s BDSM light.” He said it as if he were a teacher giving my work a grade.

“Exactly. Is there such a thing?”

“Yes. What do these symbols mean?”

I explained, then unconsciously licked my bottom lip. When I looked up, he was staring at the place my tongue had been.

“Fuck, this is going to be a long night.” He stood and then flopped onto the bed.

“Don’t you want to see the rest of my creations?” I tried not to sound disappointed.

“On you. I want to see the rest on you. Rather, honestly, I want to see them off of you.” He looked at me and clenched his jaw, which for some reason sent bolts of electricity through me. “Come on over here.” He tapped the pillow beside him.

“You want me there?” I nearly squeaked. “I have to turn this in by midnight.”

“You have ten minutes. Go turn it in. We need to get some sleep. Somehow.” He stared up through the skylight. “No telling what Unc has in store for us tomorrow.”

I put the finishing touches on the last drawing and decided that since he would be pushing me to who knows what limits, it was my opportunity to do the same to him. “I’ve got to get dressed for bed,” I announced.

He groaned under his breath. “No, you’ve got to get undressed, so I can at least look at you.”

“That’s not going to help…” I looked pointedly at his crotch, “your situation there. But you’ll be happy to know the nightwear they gave me is barely-there nightwear, so you’ll be seeing plenty.”

“Score one for Lucas.” He raised a playful fist in the air.

I laughed and sauntered into the foyer to meet the guide from before, my hips doing an extra sway of their own accord.

Once I handed the drawings over, I realized that left us alone… for the whole long night.


CHAPTER NINE

Lucas

Damn Uncle Harvey. He knew what he was doing to me when he stuck Ava and me in the same room together with the no touching rule. My only consolation was that Mason had to be suffering the same way I was.

When Ava came back to the bedroom, all the breath was pushed out of me. Her hair was brushed into soft curls, and she wore a short, sheer nightdress that barely brushed the bottom of her ass. In the dim light, I could see the contours of her large, perky breasts beneath the gauzy material. I was so frustrated about not being able to leap up off the bed, crush her against my chest, and dive right into a kiss that would have her breaking any rule she needed to just to be with me.

Rather than kill any chance I had of achieving my lifelong dream, I grabbed a pillow and put it over my face. “Get in bed.”

There was silence, and I kept the pillow over my face, purposely constricting my air flow in the hopes the blood would return to my brain from my lower regions, until the bed dipped on her side. I felt her slide in beside me, then she peeked under my pillow. She was so near, I could smell her lavender body wash and the clean scent of her hair. I wondered if her pussy tasted as good as the rest of her smelled.

“What’s going on under there?” she teased as she lifted the pillow partially off my face.

“Get on your own side.” I was being playful, but it came out as a growl.

“Want a snack?” She held up two packs of Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups.

I wasn’t particularly hungry. My cock was though. He wanted a pair of melons with a side of clam. I ripped the pillow away from my face, wanting to have her under me so I could grind myself right into her deepest recesses.

I threw the pillow at her. “Where did you get these?”

“Out of a bowl in the bathroom. There’s like a bowl full of candy in there. Why would there be a bowl full of candy in the bathroom?” she asked, unwrapping a chocolate sphere.

I stared at her in disbelief. She was probably the most vanilla girl I’d ever met. “Well, there’s lots you can do with candy before you eat it, but you would probably end up with chocolate on the sheets.”

Her fingers froze, and she turned a cute shade of pink. “No!” She looked at her candy with a measured level of disgust. “Really? With chocolate? Not in… there?”

“In anywhere.” I smirked and licked my lips, just to freak her out and make her want to stay on her side of the bed. I couldn’t take much more of being this close to her. Soon, she would need to tie me up, leash me to the bedpost like the wild animal I was. That thought led to thoughts of tying her up. I was so fucked.

I was even more fucked when her eyes got big, then she shrugged and licked the inside of the peanut butter cup with her tongue. My cock shot straight into the air. It’d been a long time since I’d been this hard, and I knew I had to do something to turn the tide before I begged her to put where my brain currently was in her mouth too.

“It’s very yummy. I could show you how that works.” She stopped midlick, and I almost didn’t have enough willpower to continue. “But I think we need to learn more about each other. For the game’s sake.” Plus, I’d been about to share some things with her that I was reconsidering now, and I needed to know more about her before I spilled beans I couldn’t get back.

She nodded slowly, her eyes a mix of emotions, some I was sure were the same ones I was feeling.

“Tell me about you, like your upbringing, et cetera. Tell me about your family, what led you here.” I waited as Ava blinked a few times, like she was trying to clear her mind and focus. God, I hoped I was having the same effect on her as she was on me.

“Well, I’m from a very small town in Arkansas. My mom was a teenage beauty queen who fell for my dad, Dale Durant. We were — strangely — local celebrities as Dad’s dad, Grandpa Dick, ran his cheesy commercials for the family-owned car dealership. Until the day he died of a stroke on the used car lot.”

“Oh, Ava, I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay. It was a long time ago. But it only gets worse. You sure you want to know all this?”

“Please. I want to know what build you into the fabulous woman you are today.”

She smiled at that. “Grandpa was a local celebrity. I remember seeing his tacky commercials on television. Dad took over the lot but didn’t have the charisma or the drive, and sales fell. After Grandpa died, Dad ran it into the ground. He started drinking. A lot, like breakfast, lunch, and dinner.”

What a horrible way to grow up.

“He was always drunk, and my mom was never one to speak up, so she just cleaned up his messes and did her best to smooth things over. She’s his enabler. I love my parents, but I refuse to be like that. I had to get out. I got a partial scholarship, saved money working at the variety store in town and left home vowing to get my sister out and help her become independent.”

I knew right then that even if we didn’t win, even if we went no further than lying here in this bed with clothes between us, I was going to help her help her sister.

“How old is your sister?”

“Just turned eighteen. She graduates this year and has dreams of veterinarian school.” She sucked the chocolate off her fingers, making my cock pulse, and stared off into the distance. “I bet you grew up quite differently.”

“On the contrary, I can see a lot of similarities in our upbringings. About the time my uncle built his empire, most of my father’s life insurance was used to pay off a bad business investment and what little was left had run out. My mom needed to get a job, so she took the first one offered to her, fearful that she wouldn’t be able to take care of her family. She worked as a bank teller for a lot of years and refused most help. She was an inspiration to me, and I vowed that I’d make enough money one day to repay her efforts.”

“So you take care of your mom now?”

“She has wanted for nothing ever since my investment business started turning profits.”

“Wow. I’d like to help my mom that way.”

“Well, we’ll see to it that you will. I think we should get some sleep now.”

“You like to be in charge, don’t you, Lucas?”

Her words were like a double fist punch to my chest. I did. And when I wasn’t, my entire focus was on how I could change the situation to put me there. “I am in charge, just some people don’t know it.”

She rolled her eyes and snuggled under the covers so that she was peeping just over the edge of the sheet. “Aren’t you going to change into something more comfortable?”

I debated on how to answer that then decided on the truth. “I think it would be best for both of us if as many layers of material were between us as possible.” Besides, I had serious doubts about unzipping with this kind of hard-on.

She swallowed hard and pursed her lips.

I blinked, then I was practically swallowing a pillow. The little vixen had hit me with her pillow and caught me by surprise. As I was bent over, picking up the pillow from the floor, I felt a sharp thwap on my butt.

I glared at her, hoping to fake her out, then pummeled her with pillows to her delighted shrieks. We smacked each other and dodged until we were both out of breath and there were feathers floating in the air around us.

“Truce!” Her face was pink with exertion, and I could imagine that it would look something like that after I made her come.

I flopped back on my side of the bed, smiling. “Truce.” It had been a long time since I’d had even so few minutes of delirious fun, maybe since Mason and I were kids… back when we’d been friends. The thought sobered me.

When she raised her pillow threateningly, I said, “If you do that again, we’ll start this all over, and both of us will not get any sleep.” I punctuated that with my pillow raised over my head.

She fake cowered. “Okay, but this war is only paused, not over.”

I gave her a mischievous grin. “It won’t be over until I win.”

I turned out the light to punctuate my statement. She didn’t argue and didn’t emerge from under covers for the rest of the night. I listened to her even breathing as I stared up at the stars. I liked just being near her. I liked her smile. I liked everything about her.

However this contest was going to turn out, it had begun. And though I had little control over it as a whole, I found myself caring less about that than discovering more about this amazing woman who slept within arm’s reach.


CHAPTER TEN

Ava

I woke up at some point in the night and laid there for a while listening to Lucas breathing in a deep, relaxed kind of way. I couldn’t believe either of us had fallen asleep with the sexual tension that hung between us even with him in dreamland. He was unlike any man I’d ever met. And I was more attracted to him than any man I’d run across. I wondered if the chalet had hidden diffusers, pumping out pheromones at an alarming rate, because my state of arousal was ridiculous. Because of it and because, honestly, I didn’t have the strength to deny my body after so long being abstinent, I decided I’d just go with the flow. Let this game take me where it would, and take the pleasure and money and walk away with everything I needed at the end.

After making my decision, I fell into a wonderfully restive sleep, and when I woke, Lucas was already out of bed.

Rising, I got ready for the day and went to find Mr. Dominant to see if he knew anything about today’s schedule.

“Good morning.” From behind the kitchen counter where he was brewing coffee, Lucas threw me a glorious smile that made me feel like I was up for anything today.

“Morning. Any word?”

In response, he held up a red envelope identical to the one I’d received last night.

“It was slipped under the front door. And there’s that.” Lucas gestured to a rack that had been wheeled to a stop near the service door. One that was filled with winter coats and layers of thermals and had a shelf on top overflowing with toboggans, scarves, and gloves.

“Oh. Well, at least we’ll be warm during whatever it is we’ll be doing.” Which I hoped wasn’t skiing. I’d never skied and preferred to keep my inabilities to myself for at least one day.

Lucas ripped open the envelope and handed the card to me. It read:

CHALLENGE #2

Good Morning, Ava and Lucas

Your first official challenge together:

Let It Snow

Shovel snow from the driveway

Breakfast immediately following

“Shoveling snow is our challenge?” I looked up to see that Lucas was frowning. “Don’t they have machinery or something for that? I mean, I know they just want to see how we work together but—”

“But shoveling snow is no picnic, and that’s a long driveway. It wraps around the whole place.” He still wore the frown as he looked me up and down.

He wouldn’t find me lacking, even if it was just shoveling snow. “I shoveled the drive at home in Arkansas all the time. My sister was too little to really help, so Dad and I took care of it. It was always as much fun as it was work.” I smiled at the memory of Dad “accidentally” shoveling in my direction and covering me in snow. It was one of a handful of happy memories I had with my father.

“So, you ready to do it again?” His gray-blue eyes sparked as he looked down at me, the double meaning in his tone shimmering in the air around us.

I bit my lip, took a deep breath, and answered, “Of course.”

“Good girl. Now, let’s bundle up.”

We piled on winter gear, and both came out looking like really classy Abominable snowmen. Lucas looked as cute as he could be in insulated navy pants, wool peacoat with a scarf decked out in masculine snowflakes thrown around his neck.

We went down, and it seemed like Mason and Isabella had also embraced the adventure. They’d been tasked with shoveling the sidewalks.

“I guess you’re used to this living in New York,” I addressed Isabella, wanting to get to know her even if she was my adversary.

She grinned and slapped her gloved hands together. “I don’t usually shovel, but could use the exercise to burn off some tension.”

There was an underlying strain between all of us, the night of no touching taking a toll for all of us, I guessed. But the tension between the cousins was palpable, and I wondered about that.

At the door, the butler handed each of us snow shovels, and our task began.

Sunlight glinted off my bedazzled jeans as Lucas and I picked a spot in the drive and got started. After a few minutes, my muscles were screaming, and I remembered that I hadn’t done this in a few years. It seemed a lot easier back then. But I wasn’t going to let on to Lucas that he was right, this was such hard work.

I was trying not to pant, and we hadn’t even made a dent in the drive. I felt very out of shape even though I really was an active person.

“The altitude,” Lucas spoke between heavy breaths beside me.

“What?” I stopped shoveling, shoving my hat farther up my forehead when a snowball hit me on the side, and I shrieked.

“We’re so high up, it’s the altitude that’s making it hard to breathe. I think some snow just fell off that tree on to you.”

I half turned to give him the evil eye, then dove for a handful of snow, but Lucas was faster, and another chunk of snow bounced off my head. With snow flying and me blinking it away, I missed my first shot. I was about to get pummeled in the face with his next shot when a snowball from the side about took Lucas’s head off.

He looked stunned for only a second before lobbing the one meant for me at Mason, hitting him on the shoulder. Mason returned fire, and the boys were at war. When Isabella hit Mason on the side of the face with a small snowball to remind him she was there, the mood changed to a lighter one, and we launched snowballs as we ducked and dove for more ammunition.

Some animosity continued to hang between Lucas and Mason, so I took it upon myself to change the mood by shoving a handful of snow down the back of Lucas’s coat. He shouted and before I could run, tackled me and took us down into the snow.

I screamed at the soft, cold landing, but it was the heat and weight of the man suddenly on top of me that took my breath. I opened my eyes and looked up into his, which took on the brilliant blue from the sky behind him, making them different, more friendly and warm. His heated breath came in clouds of vapor that caressed my face as I breathed it in, and it seemed as if the tiny wisps of fog slipped into my bloodstream and set off tiny fireworks as it traveled all over my body.

I squirmed. God, I wanted him to kiss me, wanted to reach up, wrap my arms around his neck, pull him down… But I didn’t need to, because he was leaning in. Closer. His gaze focused on my lips, which tingled in anticipation. My tongue shot out, wetting them automatically, and I thought I felt a pulsating sensation against my thigh.

Was I turning him on?

God, I hoped so.

Now, his face hovered just over mine, and we had no other air except each other’s. Parts of my body were melting, and others just went numb altogether. Time stopped, and he leaned in, his lips millimeters from mine.

“Well done,” came a deep, cheery male voice ringing out over the expanse of snow. Harvey.

The sound had us jerking apart, wide-eyed.

“Damn,” said Lucas, his breath coming heavy again. “I’m not sure if the no touching rule is still in effect. We may have nearly blown it.” He paused, stared down at me with an unreadable expression and whispered, “And something tells me it would have been worth it.”

My heart leaped out of my chest as he pulled me up from the ground and we brushed snow from each other. We all clamored in the front door, tramping snow on the large rug that probably cost more than my college tuition. The butler appeared, his arms outstretched, and we handed him our wet coats and lined up our boots for him.

My jeans were wet and cold, and I shivered and wrapped my arms around myself as I wondered what our first official challenge would be. I wished I could go put myself back together again first.

“You are all expected in the dining room,” the butler instructed.

“Can we change out of our wet clothes first?” Lucas sounded irritated.

“Mr. Huffman would prefer you meet him in the dining room,” the butler said with perfect efficiency.

“Fine.” Lucas clamped his teeth together and motioned the ladies to go ahead.

My wet jeans were uncomfortable, and I was starving, but fatigue and discomfort were probably part of the game, to show the others just who you turned into when under stress and feeling miserable. I just went with it and put on a happy face as we followed the butler to the den. It wasn’t hard, being that Lucas had come so close to kissing me in the snow.

Harvey was standing in the dining room next to a roaring fire, and it made my heart skip a beat. I worried about what might be next, as I was already tired, wet, and vulnerable. My mind wanted to index through all the taboo things I had momentarily witnessed on Hedon.com, but I made it stop. Whatever the challenge was, I would win. It would be worth it.

“Good morning. How are both couples doing?” Harv asked as Lucas and I took a seat at the table across from Isabella and Mason.

Lucas grunted. And my stomach growled.

“Mr. Huffman, you have one incredibly long driveway.” I was trying to keep it light and friendly.

He laughed. “Call me Harv. And yes, I’m known for length, and I might add, impressive girth.” Harv laughed rowdily, and I cringed, not wanting to think about what the man carried around in his pants.

“Uncle!” Lucas objected.

“It’s a quarter of a mile long,” Harv continued as if he had been talking about the driveway all along. “We wanted to save the natural space, so we set the drive as naturally as we could for aesthetics. But it does get buried in the winter.”

“So do the sidewalks,” Isabella said with a sarcastic lightness.

Isabella and Mason looked just as exhausted as we were. Isabella offered a weak smile, which I returned.

“Well, before we give you some time to rest after this morning’s challenge, I wanted to let you know who won last night’s very first challenge. It’s impossible to know what goes on in the bedroom without invading each couple’s privacy, so we do everything we can to gauge mood, expressions, and the general vibe of each couple after a challenge like this. Considering all these things, the win goes to…” He let several agonizing seconds tick by before announcing, “Mason and Isabella.”

Lucas stiffened next to me, and while I was disappointed and wondered what Mason and Isabella had that we didn’t, he appeared unaccepting of the announcement.

“Now, I’ll give you a heads up on what your third challenge as a couple will be, so you have some time to prepare.” Harv was obviously enjoying himself, playing a badly behaved game show host.

The room was silent as we waited, and I hoped it had nothing to do with physical labor. I thought I heard Lucas grumble under his breath, something like, tricky bastard. And I was deeply afraid he was right.

“Challenge number three will be conducted here, by the fire in the great room. I think it’ll be even harder than shoveling the walkways and the drive,” there were groans around the table, “but I’ll let you be the judge. The challenge is simple. Tell a secret. Tell one secret — a big one. It can’t be anything small and has to be something no one else knows. The more unforgivable the secret, the closer you’ll come to winning.” He smirked. “I’ll meet you back here. Lucy and I’ll be present for the challenge. I’m looking forward to hearing your steamy secrets. Rest up everyone, and we’ll meet you in two hours’ time.”

We were all struck silent by the thought of sharing a secret that we didn’t want others to know.

Waiters brought out huge trays of food, placing them on a buffet table to be served family style. There were plates of bacon and sausage, eggs, pancakes, biscuits, pastries, and a huge platter of fruit. I was in heaven as we politely went to the buffet.

I was suddenly struck with inspiration. “Lucas, I’ll make your plate, and you make mine. Let’s try to guess what each other would want.” It was another way to try to get to know each other as fast as possible. Filling each other’s plates was also a way of rewarding one another for a job well done.

Mason and Isabella joined in on my game strategy and started doing the same. Each of us threw hints at the other partner as they neared our favorite foods, Mason growling, “Bacon,” under his breath, and Lucas elbowing me when I got close to the breakfast ham.

Back at the table, we were so tired and hungry that we just focused on eating and said very little. Lucas downed a couple of dark roasted espressos as I cradled my cappuccino in my hands like it was a lover. It was warm and comforting, the only thing that seemed remotely familiar, down to my underwear.

After we’d eaten and warmed up, we all felt a little better, but the nerves stirred up by the challenge returned, and an awkward conversation started.

“Shoving snow sucks. My uncle definitely has a mean streak. Sorry, ladies,” Mason said, nodding to Isabella and me. Mason was a hottie too, and seemed to have a fun-loving gleam in his gorgeous blue eyes at all times.

“It could have been worse.” Even though I didn’t say it, I felt the same way — that first task was a little mean. But at least we hadn’t had to do it nude.

“Some people have to shovel snow every day. We’re lucky we don’t have to,” Isabella added.

After discussing her comment, we realized we all lived in New York City, which was interesting as we knew some of the same turf. Isabella was more familiar with the places the guys knew well and had obviously been doing well in her field, which turned out to be a food blogger. She’d been born and raised in New York, so was in pace with the fast moving city.

She was right, we were very privileged not to have to shovel snow every morning as a lot of other people did in the winter. Many people didn’t have snow blowers or city workers to do this for them and had to dig their cars out. When you could afford to pay someone or didn’t own a car, life was easier.

“The snowball fight was fun,” I commented and took another sip of my cappuccino.

“Yes, it was.” Lucas flashed me a smile that told me he was thinking of lying on top of me in the snow, and a thrill shot to the place between my legs.

Mason and Isabella seemed to be as oddly matched as Lucas and me, and like us, they appeared to be working hard to make their team work.

Sooner than any of us wanted, the butler showed up again and escorted us to Harvey in the great room. On the side table was a tea and coffee service with light snacks, which gave the idea that we might be here awhile.

I was still undecided about what to share. What if I went too far? I was also deeply curious and excited to know even one of Lucas’s secrets.

“Before we get to the third challenge, I want to announce the winners of the second shoveling snow challenge.” Harvey did his pregnant pause bit again, smiling big at each one of us. “And the winners are… Lucas and Ava!”

I gasped, but Lucas remained calm as if he had been expecting a win.

“This was judged by Lucy, myself and three other judges not present who view video footage and who also don’t have any emotional attachment to players. The general consensus was that the near kiss took shoveling snow to a level that most of the judges had only experienced in titillating novels.”

Mason shrugged and gave an appreciative glance to his cousin, as if losing to him hadn’t bothered him at all, but Isabella wore a frown on her face.

Harv interrupted my musing by telling us the rules to the challenge. “Challenge number three, you will each tell a secret. That is, something you’ve held deep inside and never told anyone before. I know you all have one. After you divulge your secrets, we are going to vote on the worst one. That is, the most terrible secret. It will be a private vote, and Lucy and I will also be casting our votes. So, let’s get started!” Harv threw an enthusiastic fist in the air. “Lucas, you’re up first.”

I took a deep breath. I was nervous for Lucas, and for me. While my secret was the worst thing I’d ever done, I doubted it was so bad it would win a competition for the worst thing. What a weird competition, playing to see who had hidden the worst thing about themselves the best.

Lucas began his confession with a quick clearing of his throat, which made me wonder if he was feeling more worry than he let on. “I’ve never told anyone this secret because there’s never really been a reason to. I’m not proud of it, but I’m not ashamed either.” He appeared smug and aloof, which made me even more nervous for him. “Before I started my own investment company, I worked as a temporary employee at different firms while in college. I spent one day at a small firm with a huge portfolio and tons of room for growth. I was working as an administrative assistant to one of the partners, and I wanted to be in on the action. I’d overheard them talking about candidates for an investment banker with the partnership — one of the names I recognized as someone who attended my university the year before.”

Lucas paused and looked at his uncle, who gave him a nod. “Go on.”

“I hated the guy, He was amazing in business and slid through school effortlessly, which I guess irked me. So, I went to HR and gave them my resume for the job, which I bluffed on some of the work experience. I called a few of my friends I was tight with at school and asked them to pose as managers of the fictional private companies I’d listed. They didn’t know the magnitude of the job, so they agreed.”

Mason was watching him with an unsurprised expression.

“HR wanted me to set up an appointment for an interview with the classmate I knew. But I didn’t just not call him. Instead, I put my name in his interview slot and slipped my resume into the pile. I sent the schedule to HR, and they approved it.” Lucas jammed his hand into his hair. “That was the most nerve-racking part, because my boss was one of the partners and he had to approve the candidate list.”

When he was silent for a moment, Harv urged him on.

“I knew when I wasn’t questioned that he didn’t look at the list, just signed it. He was a busy man. He seemed a little surprised when I showed up to interview, but I impressed him so much that he didn’t really comment. I got the job two weeks later. It was assumed the guy from my university wasn’t interested because he never called them back.”

“That’s the end of the story?” Harv asked.

“I worked for Gary for a year and took most of his business with me when I started my own company. You gotta know how to work people.” Lucas shrugged off his scandalous offense.

The tingly attraction between us had fizzled as he spoke, and my heart sank. He was the kind of person I usually avoided, privileged and entitled with a slippery moral fiber. I didn’t want to let Lucas know that I was really disappointed in him for the sake of the game, so I put on a fake smile which I was pretty sure he saw right through.

Mason’s confession was funny, but awkward, about a frat party trick gone bad. Isabella’s was a bit more risqué and involved a motorcycle club.

Then it was my turn to confess. I stood, my palms slick with sweat, my mouth dry. “Well, when I was in college I was dating this guy, Donovan. I was so into him.”

Lucas repositioned himself in his seat. I wondered if his movement was the equivalent of a squirm. Was it possible he could be jealous of a guy I dated a long time ago? Was he attracted to me enough to have any real feelings? These were interesting questions. He was such a strange mix, commanding and uncaring on the outside, and yet kind, playful, and thoughtful on the inside.

“We lived in the same apartment building, and his parking spot happened to be right beneath my window on the fourth floor. Late one night, I heard his voice outside and looked out to see that he was with this incredible-looking blonde woman and they were going up to his apartment. I mean, she was so gorgeous, and the way they were laughing and joking with one another, it immediately got my blood boiling. Not only was he cheating on me, but this woman was amazing. I felt angry and inadequate.”

I reached for the fuzzy shawl draped over the arm of the couch and buried my fingers in it.

“So, fueled by rage and ridiculousness, I waited for them to come back out. When they didn’t, my imagination went wild with the things they could be doing. In a red-hot fit of jealousy, I went outside and keyed his new truck. He’d only had it a week, and it was shiny and black. I scratched my key from the front bumper to the back on the passenger’s side. I thought of it as akin to pissing on my side of his vehicle.”

Lucas was watching me with assessing eyes, and I realized that I wasn’t as squeaky clean as I thought I was.

“As soon as I did it, I felt great, but the next morning, I felt like a serial killer, especially when I ran into him in the hall later, and he introduced me to his beautiful cousin. Oh my god, I felt like such a shit, but I couldn’t bring myself to tell him. We continued dating, and I kept the knowledge of what I’d done to myself, though it was a stone around my neck. I knew he was angry about the keying because he talked about it every time we took his truck out. At first, it pierced my heart, and I almost told him, but ended up keeping my mouth shut.”

I guessed it was the reason I wrote guys off for a while. Cause he really had been cheating in my face. I’d seen it and still gone on obliviously.

“About a month later, I saw him with another girl. This one was also knockout gorgeous, and also a cousin. It didn’t take me long to realize he was cheating on me, had been for a long time. And not with cousins. I broke up with him and moved out of my apartment. He never knew who keyed his car, but when I found out he was really cheating on me, it actually felt good that I’d done it. I’m horrible, I know.”

And there it was, the worst thing I’d done to anyone. Telling the secret felt like a load of bricks had lifted off my chest. When I looked up, the bricks smashed over my head as I stared at the blank faces looking back at me.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Lucas

I loved her breezy attitude toward things. She was a complete optimist, nothing daunted her. While she wasn’t solid in her assessment of me or the situation, she trusted herself enough to know when to stay or quit. I didn’t think she had any idea how strong she was, which made her more alluring and less like any woman I’d ever dated.

Confessing a secret was not fun, and my palms were still a little sweaty after the fact. Ava’s secret of a mild vengeance against an asshole made mine nearly criminal. Well, I guess it was criminal, but it was ten years ago — there had to be a statute of limitations protecting me at this point.

Needless to say, I wasn’t looking forward to Ava’s reaction after I’d confessed to being such a jerk. However, that one incident didn’t define me.

Okay, so there were other jerky things that did define me. I could see my uncle’s plan unfolding now and wondered what the endpoint of the whole thing would be. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. The one thing I did know, this wasn’t just going to be about the sex.

Riding up the elevator with Ava, I was silent, mentally torn between justifying my past behavior and pressing her against the wall and wrapping her legs around my waist. Did this damn elevator have a camera? I looked around, and by the time I was certain there wasn’t one, the damn thing stopped and Ava stepped off.

In our suite, sitting on the foyer table was a little box wrapped in shimmering red paper with a white bow. The card on the top read “CHALLENGE #4.” Sitting next to the box was a silver tray laden with a single red rose, a plate of chocolates, strawberries, and melted chocolate in a mini fondue.

Ava looked at me, her eyebrows raised. “A third challenge in one day? This is moving fast.”

We stared at it, neither of us too excited to rip into it and risk humiliation.

“Nothing, so far, has been as I’d expected.” Her blue eyes lingered on the box as if she could see through it for a peek if she looked long enough.

“Are you ready for this?” I tried to sound casual, but my voice came out tight, wound up. Like the rest of me. Please, let it say I can touch her.

“I think so.” Her note of hesitation told me the last challenge had erased the moment we’d had in the snow.

“About downstairs, the secret.”

Her eyes moved to mine, and it was as if I heard something deep inside me I didn’t even know was broken click back into place. I’d never been sorry for what I’d done, had moved through business ruthlessly, sometimes playing it just above illegal. With her looking at me, I suddenly wanted to be better than that. Wanted to be someone she would respect.

“It’s okay. We all do things we aren’t proud of.”

I stepped closer to her but kept my hands at my sides. “It’s not okay. Doing business in an unethical manner isn’t something I’ve reflected on much. I am now.”

Her eyes searched mine, and I could see tiny fragments of gray and gold in hers, like sparkles embedded in the irises. Beautiful.

She nodded. “I hope you know I’d never key your car.”

I laughed, delighted at the way she’d changed our serious mood to lighthearted. I’d have to watch it, or I could get used to being with her and not want to give her up when this was over.

“I trust you.” Did I? I wanted to. I nodded at the box. “Let’s do it.” She smiled, nodding her head at my double meaning, while I prayed doing it was exactly what we’d be tasked to do.

She handed me the box, which I ripped open. Inside, there was a card with the usual foo-foo hearts around the edges and a little red kitchen timer. I read the embossed words out loud:

CHALLENGE #4

Wine and Dine

I sighed, my body both relaxing and becoming ultra-aware of the woman standing next to me. I could smell her sweet scent, hear her rapid breaths.

“Is that it?” Ava squeaked.

I tilted the card so we could both read it.

The ladies will lead the seduction tonight. Dinner will begin at seven, after you’ve prepared it together. You’re forbidden to touch each other until after dinner.

Start the timer at seven to begin the two-hour hands off/seduction/dinner time. The women may seduce the men without touching them, and after the bell rings you may begin your evening together.

Have fun and good luck with this challenge.

Please place your vote for the worst secret in the envelope provided and slide it under the door.

When I was finished reading the note, I looked at Ava, but her eyes were lowered to the floor. As soon as she felt my gaze upon her, she lifted them and took a deep breath. I couldn’t think of anything I’d like better than watching Ava seduce me.

“Even though I think you had the worst secret, I don’t think you’re the worst person.” Her playful countenance was back, and I could tell that if she was nervous, she was also excited.

The tension that had begun winding up in my balls since the moment she entered the chalet gripped me in a tight fist. “Yeah, I’d be voting me too.” I dropped my head a little for effect.

“You should.” Her voice was scolding but playful. “I wonder if the worst one gets a prize or a punishment.”

I almost dropped the pen as I wrote my own name on the voting card. Knowing my uncle, it would be a punishment. Punish me, please. A fine sweat popped out on my forehead. “I’ll take the heat for you.” I sealed it in the red envelope along with hers and did as instructed.

“Hmm.” She looked like she was trying to imagine what kind of punishment it would be, and I knew without a doubt from the innocent expression on her face that she had never been pussy whipped with a tassel or restrained with her ass in the air. She most likely believed that good concurred evil and nefarious acts only happened in the movies and really bad neighborhoods.

“I’m not proud of what I did. I was ravenous for a great job, and I was stupid.”

“The best of us make mistakes. It’s what we learn from them that counts.” Her sultry lips tipped up into a smile as she took my hand in hers and gave it a squeeze. “What do you want to do now?”

Her question was innocent, but I had so many devious answers.

“Can’t do what I want to do, but how about we get out of these wet clothes and freshen up?”

“Sounds good.”

I took the bathroom in the utility hall and gave her the master. I wanted her in my shower, but it would be too tempting, and I wasn’t sure we could keep it down enough for the audio in the outer part of the penthouse not to pick it up.

“Just a few more hours,” I told my cock as I prepared him for tonight.

Dressed, I stepped into the hall to the sound of her laughter. Following it, I discovered her inside her enormous closet, wrapped in a fluffy white robe and rifling through a rack of garment bags. When she saw me, she held up a uniquely cut red down coat and a skimpy see-through nightgown and robe.

I felt myself swell as I imagined her wearing the nightie.

“I can’t find anything casual, but this is amazing! My designs, custom-made.” She sighed and clasped the nightgown to her chest, giving me a better visual with her standing there in a robe.

I gripped the doorframe to make myself stay where I was.

“This must be part of the challenge,” I muttered to myself.

She shook the see-through number. “This, you weren’t supposed to see.”

“I, personally, really like that.” I deliberately licked my lips, which had her diving deeper into the rack of clothes until she found what she needed. It was going to be fun to introduce her to my way of pleasure, watch her blush, then get over her embarrassment and beg for more.

My insides were in a knot as she skipped into the bathroom to change. When she reemerged, she looked beautiful and confident dressed in thick leggings and a sweater that kissed her ass. What a magnificent woman.

I had to admit, I was jealous when she’d mentioned a prior boyfriend even though it sounded like she’d moved on. There must’ve been other boyfriends, possibly even a current one. When this much money was at stake, a lot of women would lie about their relationship status, but surprisingly, Ava didn’t seem like the type to lie for money.

Since we had so much time to kill before touching was on the board, I figured I’d ask about the men in her life. We both grabbed our jackets and some hot tea and sat outside on the terrace, even though it was chilly, to enjoy the view of the mountaintops. I thought we were still a little worn out from this morning’s shoveling, and the fresh air felt amazing, the incredible view rejuvenating.

We could see the mountains from every angle from our position at the top of the chalet.

“So, you keyed a poor guy’s car.” I was joking but really wanted to know more.

“He wasn’t a poor guy, he was a schmuck.” She smiled and lifted her mug to mine in a toast.

“To schmucks.”

She laughed at my humor. I thought I’d do just about anything to hear that sound again. “He was so pissed though. Because he had this huge drooling dog that he thought should have alerted him. That dog was in the doghouse after that.”

“What about other boyfriends? You do anything to their cars or stuff? Should I be worried?” I was teasing, but you knew what they said about jokes being half true.

“You mean, am I a serial keyer?” She laughed as she sipped her tea.

“Or worse?” I inferred with a raised brow.

“No, Donovan was the only one I liked enough to hate. When I found out he was cheating, I went nuts. The only other guy was just an asshole, and I walked away as soon as it became obvious.” She was looking out at the mountains, having retreated to some distant place in her mind.

“The other one… just one other?” I had to make sure I’d heard correctly.

“Yeah, just one other.”

“Why?” My voice betrayed my astonishment.

“Well, I’ve been so involved with school and fashion. Relationships haven’t been on my radar the past few years. Having the opportunity to go to the New York School of Design was a dream come true.” Her expression was more energized than I’d ever seen it. This was the real Ava, the passionate Ava.

This woman, who had a couple failed relationships with assholes, and apparently hadn’t been with any assholes in “the past few years” was going to be hard to overcome. She was so unlike anyone I’d fucked, which was too many women to count.

The women I usually went for loved being dominated in the bedroom as well as in life. I unfolded incredible fantasies for them, but it didn’t seem like they were the kind of dreams Ava would want, which made her my greatest challenge in all of this.

“Right, what man could compare to fashion? Our species is doomed.” I wondered what the way to her heart would be.

“Not at all. There are good men out there who are just as scintillating.” Her gaze rested hard on me for a long moment. “They just need to take some lessons on how to treat women with love, respect, and a dash of fabulous. What about you? Any women in your life?” She asked this so innocently, it was like she wanted me to pour out my heart. But if I did, she’d probably leave immediately.

So I gave her the sanitized version. “I’ve had a lot of women. Men like me seem to filter through them pretty effortlessly.” You sound like a complete douche. “Like some men’s inability to properly appreciate a woman, some women are only after money and fame. They’re willing to overlook almost anything to get what they want out of a man. Unfortunately, I’ve dated these kinds of women in the past. However, my tastes are a little extreme.” I suddenly wanted to confide in her, tell her the secret that had been foremost in my mind during the contest.

“Extreme?” There were those big eyes and raised eyebrows again.

Get your head in this, Lucas. She’ll love being dominated. You’ll make her love it.

Ava was used to being in charge because she had to be, no one was there for her. She didn’t seem the type to sit back and let someone pleasure her. Instead, she seemed the kind who would pleasure herself and me at the same time, because she had to.

I could make her like this. No, I could make her want it.

“I like to offer pleasure in unexpected ways. Ways a woman may not know they like until they try it.” I flashed a smile. I didn’t want her running away before the fun had even started.

I was feeling that familiar tingle in my groin as my cock hardened at the thought of spanking Ava’s soft white ass. Or seeing the bite of leather cut into slim wrists as they dangled from the bedposts. My mind went to her slender legs, spread-eagle, her pussy just waiting for a gentle flogging as she moaned with desire for even more intense treatment.

I found myself staring as she wiggled uncomfortably, waiting for an answer to the question I hadn’t even heard because I’d been lost in my own fantasy. “I’m sorry, can you repeat that?”

She laughed uncomfortably. “I was just asking about what kinds of ways I might not expect to be pleasured, but on second thought, I don’t really want to know. I’ve only seen a few videos on the fetish and bondage site, or I guess it’s primarily that. My imagination’s pretty good, so I’m kind of freaked out right now. Can we talk about something else?” Her eyes started to water.

“Hey, hey,” I soothed, reaching over to pat her leg, “I won’t do anything that you don’t want, okay? I promise.” I hoped I wasn’t lying to her outright, as there were things I couldn’t wait to do to her, and I wasn’t sure she was going to like them… at first.

Heat rose into my chest like I had a mini furnace in my core. For the first time since the very first time I was with a woman, I was actually nervous.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Ava

Kind of freaked out was probably too mild a term for what I was feeling. Talking with Lucas on the balcony, an uneasy anxiety overtook all of my senses. I couldn’t think of anything other than being flogged and berated. I held myself together, but barely.

It was hard to get in the mood to seduce him when my mind ran wild with thoughts of beatings, hot wax, whips, and chains. Since I knew nothing of the lifestyle other than reading the first Fifty Shades book, I was getting way overworked about this. Although he’d promised to be kind, my trust issues were not to be subdued.

Sitting outside together was getting too intense, so I suggested we take a walk around the grounds. I’d seen a nice lake when the limo brought me in and thought a change of scenery would be really good for us.

He agreed, although I could tell that he’d gotten excited as we discussed the kinds of things that might happen this evening. I hoped walking would restore the equilibrium we’d enjoyed thus far.

On our walk, we spotted a deer with a fawn. It was just nature doing its thing, but I felt like I’d won the lottery seeing the deer in their natural habitat. I soon was so lost in nature, I’d nearly forgotten about the night ahead.

“Wow, this is so cool. I never see deer in New York City. I’ve heard of them in the parks, but it’s not like this.” I was so excited, I wanted to stay out in the cold, crisp air all day and watch them, but the mom and baby deer wandered off after a few minutes.

When we both got too cold to continue, we went to the main kitchen to see what we had to do to get ready for this evening. We were greeted by the head chef, who asked us to submit a grocery list for this evening’s meal.

One or preferably both of us were meant to cook. After seeing Lucas’s panicked face at the chef’s question about our cooking skills, I volunteered, “I’m not the greatest cook, but I can make a few dishes outside of pasta, toast, and oatmeal.”

I did have some more complicated dishes in my arsenal of culinary delights. “I spent a lot of time as a child at my grandmother’s house. My sister and I spent our summers with my grandparents in northern Arkansas. They lived in a tiny home in a beautiful rural area surrounded by mountains. My sister and I were always happy there.” Our family was so crazy and tumultuous at times, and the getaways were some of my fondest memories of childhood. “Grandmother Amelia was my mother’s mother, and she could be a firecracker, especially in the kitchen.”

“You have a secret family recipe, then?” the chef asked with a twinkle in his eye.

“Well, Mom usually only made dishes Dad wanted to eat, so dinner was often some kind of meat and potatoes.” I smiled at the chef’s upturned lip. “As I grew older, I stayed away from the heavy meaty foods and opted to make things I remembered my grandmother making.”

My grandmother had been portly and robust, but a little gun shy when it came to standing up for her daughter who was being abused by her dashing husband. She’d done everything she could for us girls. My grandmother was a delightful person, and I truly enjoyed being with her.

“Can I order anything? Even ethnic stuff?” I hoped he’d say yes. I really wanted to make Shahi Paneer, my grandma’s specialty. It was a warm, spicy, comforting dish that had a dash of the exotic — perfect for the chilly landscape. And which hopefully would arouse Lucas in a sensual way, so our sexual play might be fewer whips and chains and more love and laughter.

“That’s an Indian dish. Was your grandmother from India?” Lucas looked like he was sincerely interested in finding out more about my background.

“No, but Grandma was raised in Northern India. Her parents were English language teachers, and she adopted a lot of the culture. When she returned home to marry and have children of her own, she continued some of the traditions, especially making foods she loved as a child.”

Lucas smiled. It felt good to share what made me me with him.

“Yes, we can get anything you need as long as it isn’t too exotic. Anything we can find in Vail, so nothing that has to be ordered online.”

“If there’s an Indian food grocery nearby, it’ll have everything I need.” I quickly wrote out a list of things.

I watched Lucas as his eyes widened. Surely, with all of this money and lavish lifestyle, he’d had Northern Indian food before.

“We’ll have your items to your penthouse at six o’clock,” the chef said with staunch professionalism.

Back in our penthouse, with two hours to kill until our Wine and Dine task began, I wasn’t sure what we’d do.

I immediately thought of the rack of clothes I hadn’t had time to properly pilfer.

“A fashion show!” If Lucas thought he could just tie me up with some straps and have his way, he had another think coming. There was more than one way to tie a lover up. “You stay here.”

I left him on the living room couch and went to the closet, where I squealed at the sight of my very own designs come to life.

There was a handwritten note I hadn’t seen before pinned on one of the bags. It was from Mr. Huffman. The note read:

Ava, I have to say, I was very impressed with your designs. I hope you don’t mind that I copied a few of the prototypes. I have plans for them, but I’ll get your permission before moving forward.

Barely able to contain myself, I dressed in a slinky number I’d whipped up just last night. It was hard to believe that it was possible to have custom-made garments this fast, even with all the money in the world to work with.

“This is so exciting.” I twirled for Lucas, my smile feeling like it was going to crack my face.

“Very.” He made himself more comfortable on the couch. “Shall I play some music?” He seemed almost as excited as I was.

“Yes, let’s do this right. You find the music while I change.”

I loved everything. It had all turned out so beautifully. It was the first time my designs had been assembled by someone other than myself. I was moving up in the world.

As I paraded around in my outfits, Lucas was growing more and more interested. I made sure I’d created things that loved my body, and as he reacted to the clothes, I could tell he loved my body as well. I’d never felt particularly desired by a man before. It was uplifting. I felt sexy.

Without intentionally planning it, I’d already started to seduce him. I decided that if he was planning on torturing me tonight, I was totally justified in doing a bit of torturing of my own. His interest spurred me to sway my hips, and at one point I even ran my finger down the side of my breast. I worked my makeshift runway, which was the length of the picture window that showed the incredible landscape in the background.

“I’m so impressed, Ava. You’re really talented. Why aren’t you showing at fashion week? Why aren’t your designs someplace?” He was so naive about this business, I had to laugh.

“The design business is as hard as this competition. No offense to your uncle, but it’s pretty brutal.”

“Well, your designs are magnificent. I’m sure you’ll be able to tackle the business and my uncle successfully.”

I hoped, from the way he’d alternately melted into the couch and sat on the edge of his seat, that maybe he wasn’t going to be hard to tame.

By the time there was a knock at the door, I was ready for the touching rule to be lifted.

“Is everything to your satisfaction?” Our guide from the night before inquired, taking in the outfit I’d just slinked past Lucas in.

“Yes. I love it, everything is perfect.” I blushed with pride.

Lucas chimed in from the couch. “You’ve made it really hard for me to stay away from her. Bravo.”

“I’ll leave you two to do your thing, just remember no touching until the timer goes off. And you can start making dinner now.” She nodded and backed out the door, leaving us alone.

When I turned back to Lucas, my fingers tingled with the desire to touch him. They itched to rake through his hair, feel the texture, the softness. Oh my god, was I sweating? I’d never felt this way about a man before. I’d been mildly attracted to other men, in an “if I pretend I really like him maybe I’ll really like him” kind of way. But what I was feeling for Lucas bordered on liking him enough to have thoughts of dating after the contest.

He got up and approached me, looking as if he was about to pounce. I suddenly wanted to prolong the anticipation, maybe even make him suffer a little.

“Not till the buzzer, remember?” I shot him a coy smile but held my ground, picking up the red and white box and shaking the timer inside as a reminder.

“Oh, I know.” His response was all growly, making goosebumps skitter across my skin. “It’s emblazoned on my brain.” He came so close, I could smell the minty freshness of his breath.

He grabbed the box out of my hands, removing the timer from it.

“She just gave us permission to start this.” He took the timer and dialed it to the two-hour setting. “Don’t you think?” He angled so close, his lips hovered almost over mine.

Wetness bloomed between my legs, and my knees developed a buckling sensation I’d heard about but never experienced. I felt myself flush and wondered how he’d turned the tables so neatly.

Luckily, there was another knock at the door, this time the chef with two bags of groceries.

“Hi, Ava and Lucas. I have your groceries, and I’m happy to report, we were able to find everything you needed.”

“Wonderful! Let’s get started.” With a cheery smile, I grabbed the bags and ducked under Lucas, effectively putting the space between us I needed to avoid the intense feelings welling inside of me and concentrate on this challenge.

I’d decided to face this with as much openness and zeal as I could muster. Refused to worry about tonight, until tonight. I pulled out everything I needed, lining the ingredients up on the counter.

Lucas came in, hands in his pockets, and silently watched me.

“Do you cook?” I asked Lucas as I found the drawer that held the measuring spoons and cups.

His lips curved upward and he shrugged. “I can cook a few things if need be. Mostly on the grill. But it’s been a while.” He sat on a barstool at the counter and popped a piece of paneer cheese into his mouth.

I cocked my head, one hand propped on my hip. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Watching my sexy chef do her thing.” He leered at me as he said it, and even though I didn’t know him well, I knew that he was half messing with me, half seeing how far he could go with that.

“Can you slice things?”

“Yes, of course I can slice things.”

“Then you can come here and cut tomatoes. After that, you can soak the cashews.” I let my older sister bossiness enter my voice as I pointed at the ingredients.

“Oh, can I now?” As he walked to the sink to wash his hands, he cut it close and “accidentally” brushed his hip against mine. We’d built up such an erotic mood that the tiny touch had my heart pounding, the blood rushing to my head. “What are we making again?”

While he was cutting and soaking, I had an idea. “Shahi Paneer. You’ll love it. I forgot something. Be right back.”

Walking swiftly to my closet, I quickly shuffled through my choices. The sexiest outfit I’d designed was a black cocktail dress cut low in the front. It was tight at my ass and tailored to fit my body like a glove that was in love with me.

When I reentered the kitchen wearing the dress and a pair of fuck-me-now heels, he dropped the knife, and it clattered into the sink. His head shook as his interested, cool eyes scanned me head to heels, so intensely that I could practically feel my pores open up and whimper, wanting to be touched.

“You’re not going to play fair, are you?” He shoved away from the counter and approached me the way a tiger would when stalking his prey.

“You can’t abandon your post.”

He didn’t listen, and my heart did a lurching thing in my chest. What the fuck was he doing to me?

“I’m not,” he rasped as he continued his slow migration toward me.

“You haven’t been exactly playing fair either, so I’m armed for battle.” I straightened my spine as I said it, which inadvertently jutted my breasts out farther. This brought the laughter from him I was hoping for, but now his eyes were on my breasts, and I could feel my nipples beginning to tighten under his gaze. “Now, get back to work.”

“Just wait…” It was said in a low rumble, and it was definitely a veiled threat, but he returned to his cutting and soaking duties.

I snatched an apron I’d seen in the cupboard off its hook, putting it on before rummaging for the perfect pan. I’d done all this without so much as glancing at Lucas, but now I needed spices, which were located in the cabinet just in front of him. Playing with fire, I leaned across his body, letting my breasts brush over his elbow, surreptitiously reaching for what I needed.

He hissed in a breath through clenched teeth, then caught my arm and held me there for a second before directing my attention toward the timer. An hour and thirty minutes left. “Tick, tock.”

I thought at first he was just talking about the time we had to cook dinner, then I realized as I stared at his amazing, blazing gray-blue eyes that he was counting down to the moment we would be allowed to touch. I swallowed hard and forced myself to hold his gaze, upped his game by sweeping my tongue slowly across my lips. Then I looked at him innocently, as if he hadn’t affected me at all. “Could you please pass me the coriander?”

I’d forgotten I’d put it out on the counter behind me, so he had to reach around me to grab it. When he did, his steely erection pressed into my thigh. My lips parted, and I barely held back a gasp. Then he moved away, sliced into an onion.

God, he felt enormous.

I hoped I possessed cook-a-recipe-autopilot, because now all I could think about was finding out just exactly what he was sporting.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Lucas

She was driving me insane.

She wasn’t terribly skilled at the art of seduction, which made her even more desirable. Knowing how to make a man want you as a matter of craft was alluring, but making a man want you because you were naturally sexy and exciting, that was almost too much to bear.

Dressed in an outfit that practically sang on her body — she was a symphony of sex and beauty — her sweet scent with the hint of lavender, drove me wild. I hadn’t had to hold myself back like this in years. Couldn’t, as a matter of fact, remember wanting to touch a woman so badly. When I’d been perched on the barstool at the counter, I’d had such a raging hard-on that I’d almost barked for her to come sit on my lap so I could grind my dick into her.

It was the competition creating the tension, amping it up until it was unbearable. In real life, I wouldn’t feel this way. Surely.

She went to the stove, and like a maestro, put the onions, tomatoes, and different spices in a sizzling pan and immediately the air filled with a sensual aroma.

How could food cooking be sensual?

Thankfully finished chopping — because, at this point, I could take a finger off — I excused myself and went out on the balcony, where I sucked in lungfuls of cold mountain air. I felt crazy, like my control could snap at any moment. Unacceptable. This kind of seduction was so foreign to me, and yet I found myself only wanting more. It was an interesting prelude, and reminded me of the many toys I’d used in sex play, ones that replaced skin to skin touch, and amped up desire until it was a torment.

I wondered if she knew what she was doing to me, strutting into the kitchen in that sweet dress that barely covered her ass. I didn’t think she had a clue how dangerous it was for her, because in less than an hour, I’d have that ass under my merciless attentions.

When I peeled my fingers from the balcony rail and returned to the kitchen, she’d lit candles.

“It’s ready.” She turned, a knowing look in her eyes. Dammit, she knew just what she was doing to me, the little vixen.

The food was glorious. Rich, spicy and comforting, but throughout dinner, I found it hard to focus on her eyes, and not her incredible tits. All I could think of was getting my hands on her, ripping the damn hot-ass dress in half, and taking her breasts into my mouth before exploring every inch of her body.

Twenty minutes to go.

I forced myself to talk to block out the tick tick of the timer. “This is so good. Is there anything you can’t do?”

“Oh, there’s plenty I can’t do, and won’t do, just so you know.” Her voice was strong, convicted, and I could tell she was distancing herself from what was coming next.

“I’m sure I can help you get over whatever fears hold you back.” I needed her to stay in this with me, wanted her to be willing to learn what I liked.

Fifteen minutes.

I watched her eyes as she took a small bite of food and swirled her spoon around in the bowl.

“I’m sure you’ll try,” she muttered to herself.

“What are you most scared of?”

“Anything that’ll hurt?” She set her spoon down with shaky fingers. “Normal people don’t include torture devices in the definition of sexual pleasure.”

“Normal can be defined as having average intelligence, within a normal range. What I do will take you out of the zone of normal, or regular, and raise you to a level you didn’t know was possible.” Ava seemed to think about this, so I continued, her willingness to listen spurring me on. “Why would I want to hurt you?” The thought made me angry — how could she think me capable of hurting her?

Doms had to make sure not to hurt their subs, as the sub’s well-being was a Dom’s responsibility.

“Because I’m guessing you get off on it,” she stated plainly, staring at the spoon in her hand that was now dripping orange liquid. “S equals sadism, right? And sadism means to be deliberately cruel. It means getting pleasure from inflicting pain and suffering on someone else. Inflicting humiliation. Right?”

Did the girl have a Webster’s dictionary in her head?

“That’s one part of the definition, but as I told you before, BDSM is different for everyone. I don’t get off on hurting people, I promise. I derive sexual pleasure from pleasing others but in unexpected ways. Ways that heighten your senses so that everything we do together is more powerful. I promise we’ll go slow, I won’t let you be afraid.” I was trying to sound as reassuring as I possibly could.

“I’m also afraid of being degraded. I’ve spent my whole life…” Her hand flew to her mouth and tears filled her eyes.

Shit.

I moved closer to her and took her hand. “I’d never degrade you,” I whispered, realizing it was true, and kissed her hand to show my goodwill.

I had to turn this around before the buzzer, because I was so ready for her, but I could tell she was in no way ready for me.

“I’m so fond of you, Ava. You’re unique, unlike any woman I’ve ever dated. I’d never hurt them, and I’d certainly never hurt you. I promise. I’ve wanted you from the first moment I laid eyes on you.”

She looked up at me, her eyes glassy, the shimmer making darker slivers of blue stand out.

“In my opinion, you haven’t had enough partners to know the limits of your body. You may be surprised by what turns you on, makes you orgasm. I promise to actively explore all of it with you. We have a lot of time together, and I hope we can enjoy it. However, I can’t have fun until I know you feel safe with me.” It surprised me how good it felt to be honest with her about my desires.

“Do you promise not to make me feel demeaned?”

“Yes, I promise. I promise to make you feel better than you’ve ever felt in your life.” I gave her a reassuring smile.

She returned the smile — it was small, but enough.

Two minutes on the clock.

I inched closer. “I’ll make you come so hard, you’ll scream until you’re hoarse.” I let my smile change into devilish and followed her eye line as it went to the timer, slowly ticking forward.

My heart was racing. I needed to temper my emotions. I didn’t want to transfer this searing need to Ava and scare her off.

Tick. Tock. Tick.

Her breathing was the only other sound — short sputtering breaths.

I could barely take it.

Less than thirty seconds.

My eyes caught hers as I tried to control my own breathing. Neither of us spoke. God knew, my throat was about clenched closed with tension.

“Please be gentle,” she begged as the buzzer sounded.

It was the most glorious sound I’d ever heard.

“I promise.” I stood, lifted her out of her chair. The candles were still burning, and their scent had drifted into the living room, giving the entire penthouse an air of sensuality as I carried her through the rooms. I mentally forced myself to not register her heat — her skin, her body pressed against my chest, her arms coming up to go around my neck — until I carried her into the bedroom.

By the time I got us to the bedroom, I was reciting a mantra in my head. Go slow, Go slow. So I wouldn’t forget and get carried away, which was still possible.

I dimmed the lights, then gently laid her on the bed. As I stared down at her, she smiled back at me tentatively and propped herself up on her elbows.

“So?” Her face was full of sweet anticipation. “What now?”

I stripped off my shirt, wanting to be more open and exposed, to give her an advantage.

I laid down next to her and placed a finger to her lips. “How about I show you.” Leaning in, I began peppering those soft, plump lips with kisses. Something that could only be compared to a drug sped through my blood.

She responded well, thank god, kissing me back, letting me taste her mouth as I explored with my tongue.

I was growing so painfully hard, I knew if I didn’t take on my role as Dominant, I was going to lose control.

“I want you to take all these clothes off and wait here. I’ll be back.”

“Um, okay.”

I turned away, going to the dresser, so I wouldn’t have to look at her expression of hurt. Dammit, did she think I was going to romance her?

When I had what I needed, I came back to the bed, tossed four ties, a smallish tassel and a couple condoms onto the mattress.

Her eyes got so big it was nearly comical. But my cock was so hard, if I laughed I might come. She had great tits, and they were bouncing a little as she shimmied out of her dress. She hadn’t been wearing a bra underneath it. I groaned.

“W-what’s that for?” She paused, standing at the end of the bed with her dress near her knees, looking like she might pull it back up.

“You’ll just have to trust me.”

Her baby blues locked with mine, her mouth opened in a silent question as she debated.

“Screaming from pleasure until you’re hoarse, coming up,” I reminded her.

If possible, her eyes went even wider, and she shoved her dress down and let it drop to the floor. When she hooked her fingers under the white lace of her panties, I changed my mind and signaled for her to stop. I wanted something to take off of her myself.

“Lie down on your back, spread your arms and legs.”

She got on the bed but stopped while she was still on her knees, nodding at the pile of ties. “You’re going to tie me up with those, aren’t you?”

“Here’s the deal. Not being able to touch you has put me on a hair trigger. I’m going to ease you into this slow, but you have to be able to take orders. You did well with the first one.” When her forehead creased, I reminded her. “Taking off your clothes.”

“I might have questions as we go.”

I blew out a breath. “I’ll explain. Questions are allowed, but no excessive talking.”

I lifted her leg, tied the first restraint around her ankle, looped it around the bedpost at the foot of the bed, and did the same with the other as she watched. Picking up the tassel, I touched it to the bottom of her foot, trying to be patient when she giggled and jerked.

“Did you tie me up to tickle me? Because I’m really ticklish, matter of fact—”

A growl came out of my mouth, effectively stopping her chatter. Taking the tassel, I ran it up over her ankle, around her calf to her knee, dipping inward and over her inner thigh, stopping just at the line of her panties when she gasped.

My eyes locked with hers and heat flared between us. “Not bad?”

She shook her head, her chestnut hair flying over the pillows.

I continued the tassel’s path, going over her hip, just tracing her mound, letting the leather strings tickle her abdomen, feeling my cock throb when her muscles went tight.

When I made it to her breasts and circled first one, then the other, I was breathing heavily. “There are so many things I want to do to you.” I usually didn’t talk during sex, so it surprised me when the words I’d been thinking popped out of my mouth.

She moaned, and I had to clench my teeth to stay focused. Picking up the last two ties, I wrapped them around her wrists and straddled her waist as I tied the first one loosely to the headboard post. Her chest was heaving when I looked back at her, her breasts thrust into the air. That had to stop. Because now I wanted to squeeze them together, press my cock between them. Maybe I would.

“Relax.”

That was what I liked about tying a woman up. I could do what I wanted, even things she would never have agreed to not tied up, and usually, she liked it. If she didn’t, I stopped. Now, though, I found myself wanting — even if I’d given an order — to make sure Ava was okay with what I was about to do.

I gave myself half of the fantasy, cupped her breast in my hand as I wrapped the final tie around the headboard, and let go to tie it.

“I want you.” Her words were so soft I barely heard them.

I looked more closely at her and saw there was a fine sweat on her upper lip. When my gaze landed on her parted lips, her hips rocked upward.

“Please.”

At her simple plead, everything I’d so carefully planned fell by the wayside, as the need to be inside her washed away everything else. I could feel myself shaking, for fuck’s sake, just from the sensation of my balls resting on her abs. Plan B.

“We may need to… fast forward a bit. What do you say?” Moving back until her pussy was just under my pulsing cock, I slowly ground into her mound as I watched her eyes roll upward. I could feel her moist pussy beneath my rock-hard erection through her thin silk panties. She wanted me as badly as I wanted her.

She undulated in response as I brought the tassel up her sternum, feathering it across her collarbone, up her neck, and to her lips. There, I stopped, pressed it to the soft skin of her lips so she could feel its smoothness. She puffed out a breath, sucked one in, drawing my attention back to her breasts.

“Fast forward,” she breathed and pulled on the restraints around her wrists.

Drawing on my usual restraint, I continued the tassel’s upward motion, sliding it across her cheek and up her hairline before lowering it down and between her breasts.

She moaned, and when she did, it slipped from my fingers, which widened almost of their own accord and wrapped around the undersides of her breasts. Squeezing, I gave in to my fantasy, pushing her ample mounds upward, letting my thumbs brush across her nipples.

When she moaned again, I couldn’t stop myself. I reached up, weaved my fingers through her hair, bringing my body closer to hers as I thrust against her pussy, my dick wanting to be inside of her, needing to be a part of her.

Her thighs lifted as far as the ties would let them, pressing on the sides of my hips, showing she was welcome and open to my movements so far, and I ground myself deeper into her center.

Her gorgeous breasts were now heaving in the soft, candle-like light, the sweet pink peaks of her nipples hardened into buds. She was an incredible beauty.

My hands found her hips, and I thrust her up against me, relieving a fraction of the tension.

She let out a nervous laugh, and I placed a tender kiss on her shoulder. I could feel her stress easing some. As I lightly pulsed my thick cock into her warm center, my mouth found hers again. My tongue dipped in and out until our tongues were dancing as our bodies found a rhythm, pumping against one another.

Her soft, fleshy breasts were pressed against my bare chest, and I didn’t think my cock could stand much more titillation. I gently moved my mouth down to her jaw, her neck, licking my way to a bare nipple, where I sucked it into my mouth, drawing it in hard.

I’d been ever so gentle with her — it was time to show her a little more of what I was about.

As I sucked on her nipple, feeling it turn to stone in my mouth, she writhed, pulling back some, trying to extract her nipple from the onslaught. I gave her a warning bite, short but firm, and she yelped, her wetness flooding my crotch.

“What are you doing?” she gasped breathlessly.

I lapped her aroused nipple, soothing it with my soft, warm tongue. “Giving you a taste.” Slowly, I slid my mouth over to the other nipple and paused just above it. “If I do anything you aren’t sure of, say ‘yellow.’ If I do anything you need me to immediately stop, say ‘red.’ Do you understand?”

She bit her bottom lip and nodded. “Yes, I understand.”

I took her nipple between my teeth, biting just enough to have her arching up from the bed.

“More,” she whimpered, making me smile as I took one lick, then another, and blew cold air on it so that it was even more aroused.

“Do you like this?” I paused for a moment and stared into her gorgeous blues. I could tell the sensations of her body were taking over her ability to think. Good. I gave her nipple another slow, torturous lick. “I’ll stop if you don’t like it.” Please don’t make me stop.

“Yes. Oh god, yes, I like it. Want more.”

But she still wasn’t ready. I wanted her to want it hard and rough.

“Hmmm,” I mused as I slid my finger down her stomach, then tucked it into her panties to find her slick and slippery with her need. “I think you’re telling the truth,” I teased as I scooped the other nipple into my mouth and sucked as she bucked and moaned. I sucked a little harder, not as hard as the first time, then bit again, just a nibble. When she yelped, I smoothed my tongue over her hot and ravaged skin.

“You’re doing great,” I encouraged. “Now lift up a little, so I can get all this off of you.” I took the silk between my fingers as my other hand lifted her hips, and yanked, snarling as the sound of ripping material filled the space between us.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Ava

Every muscle in my body clenched as Lucas ripped my cute little white panties in two, tearing them from my body. I didn’t know if it was desire or panic I was feeling now, I’d never had a man be so rough yet so gentle at the same time.

Air refused to enter my lungs, and my hips rocked upward in response to the sudden breeze on my skin where there had been lace. His eyes were on me, and his gaze heated my insides.

He watched me as he stripped off his pants and boxers, picked up a foil packet, ripped it open, and began rolling the condom over his length. It gave me a second to take a breath, get my head together. I’d be a complete liar if I said I didn’t like what he was doing to me so far. It was amazing. I’d never had a lover ignite my body in such a thrilling way, but I was also still terrified. I reminded myself that nothing in his actions so far said he’d go farther than my comfort allowed. But being tied up made me vulnerable. Helpless. Something I’d never been.

Yet, I knew if I asked him to stop he would. I’d already learned that I could rely on Lucas to do what he said he was going to.

He looked at me seductively, his gray eyes liquid steel, molten with need. “Are you ready?”

I glanced down at his massive erection and nodded as my throat closed. Yes. God, yes, I was ready. Practically ready to weep, I was so ready.

He stayed where he was, his eyes traveling over my body. “I’m not.”

What?

A half groan, half laugh came out of me.

“I want to taste you.”

I sucked in a breath as he slid over top of me and swirled his tongue inside my navel, which made me squirm, testing the restraints. I could feel that I had gone so wet when he said he wanted to taste me that it was somewhat embarrassing. I wanted him inside me more than anything in the world at that moment. He was trying to go slow for my benefit, and I really appreciated it, but I suddenly knew what it actually felt like to be wild and unbridled. Completely out of character, I wanted to scream for him to fuck me, just please fuck me now for the sake of all that was good in the world.

I was more than ready when his gentle tongue made its slow migration south. He continued downward until his face reached the apex of my legs. The only sound in the room was my breath — fast — as he blew softly into my damp center. I closed my eyes, and his warm tongue lapped straight up my center. My hips tried to come up off the bed, but he held them down with his hands. Then he covered me with his mouth, slid his tongue between my sensitive outer folds. His finger joined in, burying itself deep inside.

I cried out, his finger at once filling a need and creating an even bigger one.

“I want you,” I rasped, pulling on the ties.

A look crossed his face that mirrored what I was feeling — overwhelmed, surprised, awed. But still, he licked, sucked, bit my sensitive flesh. He moved his finger inside me, adding a second, turning and curling them until I was sure I’d lose my mind.

I was going to come, and my body tightened in anticipation of the explosion. Then every bit of sensation was gone.

“No.” It was more of a wail than a word.

He grinned and held my eyes as he positioned himself on his knees between my legs. Sensitized beyond measure, I raised my hips to meet him, wishing I could run my hands over his bare thighs, feel the muscles straining there. Pulling my legs up as far as they would go while tied, he guided his cock through my wet heat, running up my center in a smooth glide.

“Ava, you feel so good.” Again, he glided through my slickness. Then without warning, he thrust himself inside me, pressing me down on the bed, hilting himself.

A sound came from my throat I didn’t know I could make. He pulled back, creating glorious friction, and thrust into me much harder than I’d expected, pushed in as far as he could go and held himself there. I gasped for air, feeling like he’d impaled me up to my neck and never wanting the sensation to end. Then as he pulled himself out with a deliberate slowness, as every nerve I possessed flamed, his rock-hard cock scraped across the skin of my vaginal walls. All the way out.

I whimpered.

“Are you uncomfortable?”

“Uncomfortable?” It took me a second to realize he was referring to the restraints. While they sort of freaked me out, they were also a turn on. I’d much rather be able to touch him. However, I had a feeling he wouldn’t release me unless he thought the bonds caused me pain. “They are… a little tight,” I lied.

He hesitated above me, and I could see him debating. He wanted me tied — why, I didn’t know — but didn’t like making me uncomfortable. To help make up his mind, I wiggled a little and let out an “unh” sound, giving him my best actress skills to make him think it was involuntary due to slight pain.

Quickly, his hands loosened the ties on my hands and feet, and I was free.

With barely a warning, he slammed himself back in again. This time, although it hurt a little as he rammed inside, it somehow was a pain that made the pleasure even more so. Before, I hadn’t been able to get close enough to him, so now I buried my hands in his silky hair and pulled his head down to mine, found his mouth and plunged my tongue in. My inner walls tingled with sensation, winding tension within me like a knot.

This time, he thrust harder, and at the same time, his mouth left mine, found my breast, covered my nipple, and bit. Hard.

Spikes of shock went through me, and I came up off the bed, crying out and pulling his hair, gasping as I clenched around his cock in response. How could him inflicting pain turn me on? I wanted him to stop and soothe what he’d hurt. I wanted him to plunge into me again. I wanted to bite his shoulder. All of these conflicting emotions were foreign to me. I’d never experienced anything like this.

“Do you want to stop?” His voice held a tone of disappointment.

I was so relieved that he cared, was about to tell him to slow down, go easy, when I noticed how his face was flushed, the rosiness going over his neck and covering his chest. He was watching me intently, even as his jaw was tight, his muscles hard as rocks. He was using every bit of restraint he had. A desire ballooned in my gut, to do anything I could to make him feel good.

So I said, “God, no, Lucas. I want more. Give me more.”

The look on his face was my reward. “Spread your legs more.” He pressed my legs wider apart. It had been years since I’d taken a dance class, but I’d kept myself limber, so my legs spread pretty wide. I could tell he was impressed.

He eased himself in slowly this time while his finger worked my clit, sending lightning bolts all through my body. He stayed above me, his hands going beneath my hips, bringing them up to meet him as he plunged into me. This time, instead of going deep right away, he made tiny pulsating ruts that dug in deeper with each stroke, faster each time he entered and exited. As he gained speed, he also gained depth.

Arousal built inside me from my toes to my eyelashes. I sensed I was nearing a mind-blowing climax. It was clawing at my stomach, making me lose the ability to take in air. There was just one thing I needed. Touch. Needed his touch, the feel of his skin on mine.

I was at the peak of orgasm, just about to topple over the edge, when I reached up, grabbed his shoulders, and pulled hard, surprising him. His chest met my breasts, and I wrapped my arms around his upper torso, moving my mouth over his neck, feeling the liquid heat inside me shiver, one beat from an explosion. It was beautiful, vulnerable—

Cold air rushed in when he stopped and withdrew from me. “No coming yet.”

A cry escaped my throat, and I had to bite my lip to keep from begging him. Something was wrong. Had I done something? I’d pressed us together, but…

“Turn over. Get on your knees, ass in the air,” he ordered as he lifted me, flipped me neatly, and repositioned me on my knees. “You can’t come until I give you permission.”

Permission to… come?

I forgave him the gruffness of his voice, his actions. I’d just hit on the key to cracking him open. That, and I could barely think. Needed his hard cock inside me, slicing me to pieces. I just needed to come, and now he wanted me to hold back? I wasn’t sure if I could wait once he was inside me again.

I did as he commanded and put my butt high in the air. He then slapped it hard with his hand. Electricity flew through my body — a mix of sharp pain and spiked pleasure. Before my mind could unscramble the feelings, he did it again — his hand came down on the other ass cheek. Whap.

Immediately, I felt the rush of indignity. It gripped my heart. When his hand smoothed over the inflamed spot he’d made on my ass, I almost forgave him. Then he slapped me again. And again.

I bit my lip, trying not to be angry, trying to wait it out, to see what kind of knowledge I could gather about him from this. But I learned something else. As soon as the pain left, imprinted was a burning desire that wanted more slaps, more soothing touches to ease the discomfort. I felt scrambled. My body wanted it. My mind knew better.

He then entered me again, hard and fast as he held my hips, planting his huge cock as far in as it would go. Quickly, he pulled almost completely out of me, making me feel empty as only the tip of his dick grazed my outer lips and teased with tiny thrusts. Then he jammed back in again, taking my body immediately to the point I’d been when I was on my back.

“No coming,” he reminded me.

The words growled into my ear pushed me closer to orgasm, even as I held back and the muscles milking his cock grew tighter, nearly painfully so. I felt like I was being split in two. It felt fantastic, and it was also hard to endure. I was panting now, like I’d never done, my breath coming in tiny gasps.

He lifted me up by my shoulders and maneuvered me until I sat on his lap with my back to his chest, both of us on our knees. He jettisoned underneath me, pumping hard, his hand clenching my breast, his arm pressed tight over the other. That hand pressed down on my mound, and an unbelievable pressure mounted.

I wanted to please him, wanted to do as he said, but I was going to come. Now.

His grip tightened, and he whispered in my ear, his teeth sinking into my earlobe. “Not yet, Ava.”

I gave a whimper-groan and arched my back as the pressure tightened until it was painful. I’d make him pay, and pressed down hard onto him with his next thrust, eliciting a moan.

“I’ll only give you permission to come if you say my name as you do it.” His voice was dark and commanding. He bucked into me mercilessly then. The air filled with tiny lights, and heat rose through every cell I possessed. I reached around, arching as far as I could and clamped my arm around the back of his neck, which drove him deeper, causing him to spasm inside me. We both cried out as I wrapped my hands around the back of his head, my ear pressed against his. He tensed, holding in his own release. I twisted my head, pressed my mouth over his neck, and bit.

He shouted out a groan and began jackhammering into me. “Come for me, Ava.”

The loudest, most pathetic cry of arousal rose from my chest as I spiraled into unparalleled ecstasy, remembering what he’d said. “Lucas,” I screamed as the world spun around me. I convulsed on him, my pussy clenching hard as I felt him rut against the pressure.

His voice raised an octave as he cried out his release, his body pulsing under mine.

The air seemed to have turned fuzzy as my muscles went limp in an amazing languid feeling. Lucas twisted us as we collapsed and crashed down on the pillows, panting and exhausted. He pulled himself out of me and whipped off the condom, flinging it into the trash can. Then he stretched out beside me, sighing with sounded like deep satisfaction, not a hair on his body touching me.

A good friend had once told me that the one thing you could always depend on reeling a man in, was pretending like you just weren’t into him.

My heart ached for him, because there was some need inside of him he refused to acknowledge that drove him to acquire pleasure by causing pain, and that part of him refused affectionate touch. Even though my body still stung from his touch, at the same time, it sang from it too. “Well, we can cross that off the list.”

“What? Cross what off the list?” His voice was full of confusion, disbelief, and indignation.

I felt like he was still all over my body, his essence lingering on every inch of my skin, the tingling making me want to steep in the feeling. Here, next to him, I was too overwhelmed to get my head on straight. And I had to remember this was a game. I was playing a part.

I rolled to a seated position on the side of the bed slowly, letting the dizziness fade. Once I could focus, I stood and quickly walked to the bathroom, where I locked myself in.

Inside the opulent marble room, I slid down the wall and let hot tears rise to the surface and stream silently down my face. I wasn’t sure why I was crying, couldn’t pinpoint it exactly. Sex with Lucas wasn’t bad. In fact, it was the best sex I’d ever had. Yet something was wrong. I felt it deep inside of me.

A few minutes later, there was a faint knock at the door.

“Ava?” Lucas had given me some time, which I appreciated, but I’d have to face him at some point.

“I need a minute,” I said in a flat, tired tone of voice.

“We should talk.” He rattled the handle.

“I know, just not now. I want a shower.” I sounded like a spoiled brat, but I couldn’t face him, and it was better if he thought I was just that.

“I was hoping we’d have one together.” He sounded disappointed, but how could that be? Why would he want a shower together if he came apart when I touched him?

“Not tonight,” I answered. “Can you use the other bathroom?” Wow, I was really bitchy. What was wrong with me?

Standing, I flicked on the shower, thinking the warmth and time alone would help get my mind back together. My body was sore from his rough treatment, and in the mirror, I was stunned to see red handprints on my ass. The sight of his handprints shot a thrill through me that shocked me so much, my own expression in the mirror was comical.

I shook my head at myself, turning away from my reflection. As I stepped into the shower’s steam, the image of Lucas fucking me against the cold tile, spanking me, nearly had my knees buckling.

I blinked away the image, ashamed to admit that I’d liked — hell, loved — every stroke. The last thing I’d ever do was admit it to Lucas.

I’d always been alert and directed my own moves, and Lucas made me want to give him the control, what he did to me turning my normally rational thoughts into ones that were foreign to me. By the time I reentered the bedroom, I needed to find my equilibrium again.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Lucas

“Please talk to me,” I begged, “I know what you’re going through, and I think we should talk it out. I’m sorry, I should have taken the time to explain more thoroughly. We should’ve discussed your boundaries before we started. I should’ve understood your limits better. Please, I don’t want to have this discussion through a door. I want to see your face, Ava.” The only answer was the sound of shower water splashing against what I knew was her tender ass. I’d really fucked up.

I’d never had loving sex. I’d worship a woman’s body, send her to the moon sexually and dominate the fuck out of her, but holding and touching were out of bounds.

Ava wasn’t from my walk of life. Not just the money and the affluence, but her fortitude and strength were fashioned differently. She was a survivor, a real survivor, not just a debutante playing sex slave.

What I’d done, by not detailing my actions in advance, meant I’d treated her like a slut who wanted me to hurt her. The image flashed through my mind of my hand ricocheting off her smooth ass.

I dropped my head against the closed door. My behavior must have crushed Ava, and she’d barely taken her protective armor off.

“When you’re ready, please come out. I’ll be waiting.” My heart sank as I stepped away from the door. If she wouldn’t talk to me, wouldn’t give me another chance, this would never work.

Why was I so desperate for her to talk to me? Because of the damn competition? Winning, running my uncle’s company paled in comparison to making sure Ava was alright. All I wanted was to make sure I hadn’t hurt her too badly.

The fact was, I had no business running a company with so many souls depending on me to make the right decisions for their well-being. I’d never cared enough to be a good shepherd of it. I was about business and accumulating wealth, had never been about the people behind the business.

I was a selfish son of a bitch.

I knew exactly what I was getting myself into when I agreed to this competition. I also had a pretty good sense of the kind of woman she was right from the start. And I’d done what I wanted to anyway, hoping she’d play on my team.

If I was being honest, I wanted her to love it, love the dominance and the rough fucking. That’s who I was. Those things — rough, dominance — were my signature no matter what walk of life I found myself in. In bed, I made the women I was with come over and over. Women loved the dark bite marks on their breasts, felt honored to possess the marks that proved they were mine. They’d feel me for the next week and come back for more. I was good at this. I knew how to cause pain and pleasure in such an exciting way, the women I’d been with worshiped me.

The sad thing was, what she experienced tonight wasn’t even BDSM — it was just a warm up. And there were so many dimensions to this girl. Given the right training, I thought she’d enjoy some elements of the lifestyle.

Plainly, I hadn’t thought about what I was doing. From the minute she walked into the kitchen, making that incredible meal, wearing that insanely gorgeous dress, I wanted to dominate her and have her under my power. Once I had her under my power, she would never be more incredible than she already was. I’d never admit it to her, but I felt threatened. Nothing I had was going to be enough to keep her interest. To win her.

She wasn’t impressed by money or power. Looks were mildly interesting to her, but if she wanted those all she had to do was look in a mirror. She wanted and needed love. The one thing I didn’t have to offer. Partnership was something I’d never even considered.

In my life, partnership was something I didn’t understand. It was the furthest thing from my perspective of the world. Yet partnership was what had been demanded of me from the very first challenge. I shook my head as I thought of my uncle.

I blew this challenge. I failed.

While she was in the bathroom, I called down to our guide and had Arnica gel and some other things delivered to our room. When she was ready, I’d slather it on the places I’d hurt, and it would give her some ease.

The force of my spankings were meant to last, so no amount of gel would erase them, but I could give her some comfort so at least she could sleep. When the gel, ice, and ice cream were delivered, I went to the other bathroom and showered.

I was waiting for her in an armchair in the bedroom when she came out of the bathroom wearing a fuzzy white robe. She looked rosy-cheeked, scrubbed clean, and as if she’d spent at least some of the time crying.

My heart constricted. I was almost too nervous to offer the first words, as it was more than likely she was about to tell me she was going home. She didn’t need this, and I knew it.

If she stayed, I definitely owed her some triage and a massage. What I feared the most, however, was the fact that this wasn’t even the worst of it. I’d designed challenges that were going to kill it for us. There was no way she’d stay. Tonight was just a prelude, nothing more. A taste test to see what she was made of.

I couldn’t remember ever being this nervous. Before tonight, I was in command of every aspect of my life. In this moment though, I felt in command of nothing.

I’d gotten everything I ever wanted by being a hard-ass. I’d worked hard, started my company, succeeded. However, standing right here before me, looking tiny in the fuzzy robe was my greatest challenge, the highest mountain I’d ever climb — Ava. And the last thing she needed me to be was a hard-ass.

She bit down on her lip as she took the seat across from me. Her discomfort showed in the way she swallowed and fidgeted with her fingers.

I was truly a monster.

“I’m sorry…” she said, her gaze on the floor.

Ah fuck, she’s leaving.

My business instincts kicked in.

“No, I’m the one… I’m sorry. I ordered some Arnica — it’ll help with the redness, any bruising.” I was a mess. I could lord over any woman I chose, but the minute something was at stake… Ava had me in knots.

Her pink cheeks reddened more. “It’s who you are. You’ve never lied to me about that. I was wrong to expect… to expect my own reaction to be different.” Her gaze flicked up to my face then to her lap.

“Do you mind if I ask, what you did expect?”

“I just, I’ve always associated inflicting pain, especially a man inflicting pain, with anger and—”

I held my hand out, palm facing her. That was all she needed to say. If she wasn’t into the lifestyle and didn’t crave domination, it was just abuse.

“We need to discuss your experience and how that fits in with what I’ve known, sexually. I think we can bridge this if we communicate.” I stood slowly and went to my knees in front of her chair, not touching her. “I’m going to wager a peace offering, for the moment. This by no means negates your experience, nor does it solve our problem, it’s just… well, an apology.”

Her eyes were huge as she hesitated.

“I ordered us some ice cream, and I’d like to tend to you, please.” If she refused, I’d lost. And suddenly this game had a lot more at stake than a family legacy.

“That sounds nice,” she whispered in a raspy voice.

“I’ll need to undress you, are you comfortable with that?” I felt like I’d turned to stone as I awaited her answer. Usually, by this time in the evening, the women were playing the thank-you-master part as I rewarded them with soothing balms and salves. Most of them, despite the rough treatment and sore patches, were ready for a second or third go at it.

This was different. This was Ava. I’d tie myself to the chair before touching her sexually again tonight.

Hesitating for only a second, she simply rose, slid the robe off her shoulders and stood before me naked. Her pale skin was flawless but for the red marks on her buttocks, and her breasts that were darkened with discolorations.

Guilt for my overzealous treatment of her burned in my gut.

“Let’s start with your breasts.” I cleared my throat. “Lay down on the edge of the bed, lengthwise.”

She did as I asked, and laid there stiff and full of tension.

“Try to breathe, this might feel a little cold at first.” I stroked her breast lovingly as I administered the gel to her ravaged nipples. I could tell they were tender to the touch by the way she squirmed when I applied the oily liquid to her skin.

I made sure to gently rub her tender flesh until all of the Arnica was absorbed, then gently guided her onto her stomach and administered it to her ass. Here, the marks weren’t as bad, just faded pink orbs, but I lovingly smoothed the gel over her heated flesh. When I was done, I kissed both of her ass cheeks, helped her off the bed and handed her back the robe.

“I really need a leash.” When her eyes widened, I realized my meaning would have sounded like I meant the leash for her. I slapped my hand across my forehead. “For me, not for—”

She laughed. “I really need to do some research.” She was making an attempt at humor, with a spark in her eyes that told me she might be leaning toward a little adventure. That was good. All might not be totally lost.

I exhaled, my chest loosening. “Do you like chocolate chip ice cream?”

“I love it.” She smiled, and I guided her to the kitchen.

I could only hope Mason was having the same challenges with Isabella I was having with Ava. But Isabella seemed like a real firecracker.

Ava and Isabella were strong women in different ways. Ava would be the one to survive a disaster and help those around her get out alive. Isabella would take on the force that caused the tragedy in the first place. Ava was reactionary while Isabella seemed revolutionary. Neither were women my cousin and I — given our attitudes — should be hooked up with.

In fact, quite the reverse.

It was as if Uncle had chosen the wrong matches on purpose.

The thought gave me pause. Had he gotten to a point in his old age that he’d screw up something this big?

Isabella would have been the better match for me, personality wise. Except I wasn’t really attracted to her, and she didn’t have the spark that drew me to Ava. I guessed that was what the old cliché meant, we’d met our matches.

Bravo, Uncle Harv.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Ava

I woke up the next morning, bright sun coming through the drapes. Lucas was already out of bed. I flew into a sitting position, holding the sheet to my chest, searching the room for a clock.

I usually had my phone right by the bed, but the guide had taken our phones. We’d get them back sometime today to make a few last calls before they’d be switched off for the rest of the competition.

“Don’t worry.” Lucas came in looking fresh in a pair of jeans and a crisp white t-shirt. “It’s only eight o’clock. We got another box, but the guide said to let you sleep. There’s breakfast when you’re ready.” His smile was warm as our gazes collided — there was a bond between us that hadn’t existed before.

Last night, after our talk, he’d done his best to help ease the pain he’d inflicted. Even though I was sore, his touch had inflamed me, made me want him again. But I was so embarrassed by my reaction, by my liking what I’d always categorized in my mind as abuse, that pressed down my new desires.

I’d settled for the ice cream he’d ordered up especially for me. It was some of the best I’d ever tasted, made more delicious by our circumstances.

After our dessert, I could barely keep my eyes open at the kitchen table.

“Let’s get you to bed,” he’d said as he swooped me up in his arms and carried me there. I dropped my robe to the floor and snuggled between the soft sheets, hoping he would not be able to resist my nakedness. But then I fell asleep immediately.

“I don’t smell bacon cooking. What, no breakfast in bed?” I asked, trying to tease my way to a good start this morning.

“My specialty is ice cream at midnight. You fell asleep before I could show you what I could do with it.” He gave me a sinister grin.

I gulped. “Oh.”

His grin grew wider. “I didn’t make the breakfast, but it looks delicious, and the view is amazing this morning.”

“I’m starving.” I grabbed my robe from the floor, slung it around me and jumped to my feet. “Oooh!” came out of my mouth as my body objected.

“You okay?” Lucas looked panicked.

I was still a little sore. It’d been so long since I’d even had sex, let alone hard-pounding, pussy-pummeling sex. I’d have to give my flesh some time to adjust.

“Nothing to worry about.” I smiled and did my best to walk normally to the kitchen.

As I passed through the entry hall, I noticed a red and white box sitting on the table again. Shivers ran down my back and to my center, curing me of any lingering hesitation.

So that I wouldn’t appear too eager, I continued on to the kitchen, where someone had set out our breakfast. I took a seat across from Lucas, where we could look out at the white mountain peaks.

After we ate, he broached the subject of the box. “We’ve ignored it for as long as we can.”

Now that we’d found even ground again, I guessed we were both reluctant to risk it.

“Right, we should check it out.” I pretended like I was enthused by the idea of having to compete again so soon. Surely, though, this wouldn’t be a sex challenge. But the daylight task of shoveling snow hadn’t been much of a picnic either. “Let’s hope for a non-labor activity.”

We approached the box as if we were stalking our prey. He snatched it up, and I closed my eyes, throwing out a little silent wish as if the box were a fountain and I’d thrown in a penny, just in case it would help.

Inside was another handwritten card.

CHALLENGE #5

Rough Ride

We know things have been a bit bumpy, but here’s where the ride gets really rough. You’ll be skiing Céleste Chalet’s black slope.

Gear is in your closet.

Winners of the last two challenges will be announced on the slopes.

The task commences at noon.

“This’ll be a breeze,” Lucas exclaimed, looking relieved before he turned to me and his expression changed to worried. “Are you okay?”

“I can’t ski. I’ve never been skiing, or even seen real skis up close. However, I do know what a black run is. I might actually die on a black run. I’m willing to try but—”

Lucas stepped toward me, lifting his hands to cup my face. “Shhh… listen for a moment. I’ve a surprise for you. I want to keep it as a surprise, but I don’t want you to worry about the skiing, I’ve got you covered. I promise. I know you don’t really trust me at the moment, but you’re going to have to rely on me for this.” His voice was confident and reassuring, and he met my eyes. I could tell he wanted me to see the truth in them.

He was right — I didn’t trust him too much, with reason. And yet, I had no choice but to put my trust in him. It was either trust him or die on the slopes of the Colorado Rockies.

“Okay, ski master, I’ll leave this challenge in your hands.” I smiled and took his hand, shaking it in an overexaggerated measure of goodwill.

Just then, the guide came in and offered us our phones. Finally. I was happy to get back in touch with my reality.

Lucas didn’t seem as excited, and probably had a pile of work to attend to.

I was ravenous to speak to someone, anyone outside of the chalet. I needed to call Sylvia, let her know I was still alive, but I was afraid she was going to notice something different about me just by hearing my voice. I never thought I’d miss my annoying roommate as much as I did, and it’d only been a few days.

“Do you mind if I take a minute?” I asked sweetly as I cradled my phone to my chest.

“Yes, of course. Let’s get our responsibilities out of the way.” The way he’d sobered when handed his phone made me wonder if he liked his chosen profession as much as I did mine.

Slipping open the terrace door — it was sunny and crisp outside, and I hoped the fresh mountain would help me think clearly — I stepped out and hit Sylvia’s contact, listening to it ring.

“Hey, y’all, the billionairess is on the phone, get your asses out here,” Sylvia shouted as she answered.

I couldn’t believe the nostalgia that hit me for my cramped apartment — then I reminded myself of the fact that it wasn’t my apartment anymore. Still, it’d been my comfort zone. It had never been home. Home was what I’d left behind when I’d run off to New York.

As Sylvia bombarded me with questions, I heard the window to the bedroom open. I didn’t turn to look, as I was afraid Lucas would think I was eavesdropping. God knew how he’d choose to punish me if he caught me trying to snoop. I got off the phone quickly, trying to save time to call my sister, after assuring Sylvia I hadn’t been bound and gagged.

Dialing my sister, Lillie answered, out of breath. “Is everything going okay?” I’d let her know only a piece of what I was doing before I boarded the plane here. “Is it glamorous? Is he sexy?” Lillie was a barrage of questions, as usual.

“Oh my god, no, it’s not glamorous at all. In fact, I had to shovel the driveway the first day here. I did get to design some cool clothes, though. That was fun. They made them in a day, can you believe it? All I did was sketch them, and they used my measurements from my registration form. Whoever constructed the clothes was amazing. I didn’t even have to have them fitted, everything was perfect.” I was rambling, hoping to keep her questions at bay.

“Sooo, tell me about the guy.”

“Oh, Lucas? Yeah, he’s a nice guy.” Nice was not a word I’d ever use for him. “I like him, but we don’t have much in common. He and I are from different worlds, and I’m pretty sure his world isn’t something I want to get used to. Having money isn’t everything…” I switched subjects because I could hear the nervousness in my own voice. “This place is gorgeous though. The mountains are beautiful, and I know I can get through this, it’s just… I guess I realize I’m out of my league here.”

“Just give it your best. You’ve got this, sis.” Her sunny disposition came through in her voice and made my heart pang for the sight of her. It’d been too long.

“Yeah, I’ll do the best I can. I can do anything for a few weeks.” The sound of music and silverware clinking together came across the line. “Where are you?”

“Oh, um, I’m meeting a guy. I met him yesterday at the campus tour. He was really cool. And hot.”

“A guy? What guy? Is someone with you? You aren’t alone, are you?”

She sighed, loud and long. “Ava, I’m a big girl now. An adult. I can go out on a date.”

“It’s barely noon, early for a date. How well do you know this guy?” I sounded like our mother, but it was a hard habit to break, mothering Lillie.

“Don’t worry. I’m fine. Look, gotta go. You’re gonna win this thing, and before you know it, you’ll be back watching the New York skyline and dancing the night away.”

Dancing the night away? What made her think of that? Was that what she’d been doing?

I could see the guide in the kitchen, through the glass. She’d come to retrieve our phones. Dammit.

“I love you. I have to give away my phone today so I won’t be able to talk to you again until this is over. Don’t worry. When it’s finished, I’m flying you to New York for a visit, and I’ll tell you everything.” I frowned at the deep voice in the background. Now it was me who was worried.

The phone sounded like it was muffled for a second then Lillie came back. “I can’t wait to see you and New York. Talk to you soon, bye!”

The call ended, and I stepped back into the kitchen.

“I’ve come to collect your phones. I suggest you suit up and get ready for your challenge. We will commence exactly at noon. Harvey and Lucy will be on hand to judge this competition and announce the winner of the Secrets Challenge after your run. You can practice as soon as you get on the slopes, but everyone needs to be at the black run by noon.” She said this with a sweet-sounding efficiency as she collected my phone, then Lucas’s and disappeared.

“You heard the woman, let’s get dressed.” The light in his eyes told me he was amped and ready for this.

Me, on the other hand, I felt sick to my stomach.

“Does Harv have a medic or something nearby… is there a hospital close?” The butterflies in my stomach felt like they were wide-eyed and terrified, and battling to get out. For a moment I almost regretted my decision to come.

But then I’d never have met Lucas.

I wasn’t sure what the surprise he’d spoken about was, but I doubted it would be able to save my life in this situation. Even a bubble-padded ski suit wouldn’t be enough to keep me among the living.

“My uncle would never endanger any of our lives. Crazy old man puts a novice on black run at his mysterious ski chalet, and a beautiful young woman’s body is found in pieces, scattered about the snow. That wouldn’t be a piece he’d want to be run in any of his magazines.”

“That’s the picture I had.” I gnawed on my bottom lip.

“Remember, I said to trust me. I promise my surprise is guaranteed to save your life.” He winked and retreated to get geared up.

“Great,” I huffed with a fake smile as I slunked into my closet, the same one that had been so exciting just yesterday.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Lucas

I’d seen the terror in her eyes when she read about the skiing challenge. I empathized. If I had never been on a pair of skis, the idea of coursing down a steep slope would, without a doubt, make me very apprehensive.

Mason and I had both run the slopes with our uncle when we were kids. Before we became estranged, we’d worked for weeks to finally get enough experience on the black diamond slope, and finally, we both were able to master it. It was a great day and one of my best memories.

The Céleste Chalet’s black diamond run was famous for being treacherous, especially the middle section where it was hard to slow down and even retain control. That part was shadowy, thick with trees, and slick. The only way out of that section if you knew you couldn’t make it was to plant yourself in a vertical position and let your body weight slow you down. However, bruises and scuffs were guaranteed.

Just what Ava needed, more sore spots. This, however, would give me the opportunity to rub more healing balm on her body tonight. Last night had been torturous, and I’d laid awake for a long time after thinking about what I could do to her and what she might and might not like.

I wasn’t sure of Isabella’s skiing skill, but I knew Ava’s was zero, So I made sure we got down to the slopes before the other team in case my uncle did something crazy like only provide one set of tandem skis.

All Ava would have to do was follow my directions. I would navigate and control the skis.

“Close your eyes,” I commanded as we neared the slopes.

“Why?” She hesitated to cover her eyes.

“So I can give you my surprise. It’s a fun surprise, so I want to see your face when you open your eyes. It’ll make me happy.” I knew I sounded like a teenager but didn’t care. We needed some carefree fun right now.

I watched her for a moment as she stood there, her red highlights glowing in the snowy backdrop. My heart lurched in my chest. I tore my gaze away and picked up the tandem skis that had been propped near the launching area. They would allow two people to ski together, one in front of the other. I dragged the long skis over to where she was standing and propped them up in the snow.

“Okay, you can open your eyes now.”

When she opened them slowly, you would’ve thought I was Saint Valentine, bringing her the key to her lover’s heart, from the excited and overwhelmed expression on her face. It was priceless to see her fear melt into joy.

She let out a gasp, followed by a squeal. “Can I ride on those with you? Are they for two people?”

“Yep.” My chest felt like it was going to burst, just taking in her exuberance. “And I’ve skied this course many times. All we have to do is practice a little on these so we don’t fall over.”

“I’m so relieved.” She pressed her hand to her heart.

“Uncle Harv wouldn’t let you die on his watch.” I took her gloved hand and held it with a firm grip. “Or on mine.” I then gave her a reassuring smile which she returned with a glorious grin that fired up my insides.

God, she was cute… and sexy, beautiful and… fuck, so much more.

Just then, my uncle and Lucy joined us on the ski slopes, as did Mason and Isabella. They were all suited up and ready for a day of skiing. Lucy gave me an excited wave, checked out Ava, and winked. Dressed in a bright purple snowsuit, she never changed a bit — still acting as if she were twenty rather than in her sixties. With her perfectly done bob the color of a sunset and perfectly applied makeup, she would pass for in her forties.

Mason and Isabella seemed calm and already in game mode — united and determined. I was curious about what was transpiring between them during their challenges.

I knew part of what Ava and I were facing, since I’d thought of it myself, and I wanted to talk to my cousin — compare notes. This place had made me sentimental, remembering the old days, and I regretted not being able to reach out to him.

We had an old grudge to settle, and I made up my mind I’d get to that before the month was over.

We still had about an hour before the competition began, so Ava and I started with the bunny runs and worked our way up. It took us a few tries, but we got the hang of it as she held on and followed my lead. This kind of dominance felt good. I was helping her conquer her fears while she tried something thrilling and new.

“Gather around everyone,” my uncle shouted from the rest area near the top of the slopes.

Ava and I were just getting off the lift. I jumped off first and took her hand, helping her off. Wouldn’t it be nice to be able to take her hand in mine every day? I jolted at the thought. The romance of the Valentine’s Day theme must be going to my head.

Ava’s heart was pounding in her chest when I wrapped my arm around her, and I could guess why. I had no idea how they decided on a winner for the sex challenges. The contract had promised there were no cameras in the bedrooms. I supposed they still had their ways and we couldn’t exactly expect to get through this without something personal ending up online.

“Oh god, I only hope my parents don’t find out anything about this,” Ava whispered under her breath.

I hadn’t thought about that, or how this competition could affect Ava out in the real world.

“We are just about to commence our fifth task in the game, Rough Ride.” Uncle Harv leered, making it obvious he liked the title he’d made up. He was a publishing guy and loved a play on words. “But before competing, I’m sure you’re wondering who won the previous challenges. In challenge number three, the win goes to Lucas and Ava, due to the questionable legal aspects of Lucas’s secret. Since we have drawn the line at spying on our couples in the bedroom, all we have to go on are the attitudes and hints of atmosphere surrounding the couples. In challenge number four, Ava excelled due to an impromptu fashion show put on for Lucas’s benefit, making them the winners and so far ahead in the contest by a landslide, or avalanche, whichever you prefer.” Uncle chortled and wagged his eyebrows. “Mason, your secret was a close second. Sadly, girls, your secrets were neither too racy nor too despicable.”

I wasn’t shocked. I’d come into this sure I could beat Mason hands down. I knew I’d win the challenges easily, but those had been such an easy win it was almost embarrassing. It was now three to one. Mason looked a little surprised and whispered in Isabella’s ear. He might as well forget coming out on top though, it was obvious who would be leading Unc’s publishing business. Ava looked thrilled, even though it had been my secret that won it.

“Each couple has to complete one full course on the black diamond slope without falling. You’ll be timed, and the couple with the best time wins. You can complete the run until you are successful at staying on your feet if necessary. The runs will start at twelve and end at two. When you’re done, we’ll meet in the dining room for a late lunch and receive instructions regarding your next task. So, get ready.” He pointed to the LED clock above his head, which held the official time. “You have about twenty minutes. Good luck and have fun.”

He waved his arms to stop us from walking away. “One more thing, I forgot. There’s a medic and an ambulance here on the property on standby, should anything, god forbid, happen. Now, skiing is why I opened this place, and the black run is famous, so enjoy it.” He and Lucy waved to us and went inside the chalet.

Inside, there were two huge monitors that displayed different angles of the run. They’d be watching us ski from the comfort and warmth of indoors, a crackling fire in the fireplace. Through the large plate-glass window, I also recognized our guide and a few others watching as well.

I scooped up Ava’s hand, and she grasped mine in an iron grip. She was nervous, but I was so proud of what she’d accomplished already. She was very intuitive and could gauge my moves before I made them. After a few tries, I had confidence we wouldn’t be falling down.

Even our falling, though, was enjoyable and quite comical, especially the getting back up on tandem skis. The first time we tried, we laughed so hard we couldn’t get up out of the snow. I finally had to pull her up and brush her off because she was a hysterical, laughing mess.

Despite the setback of her inexperience, I was positive we could navigate the black diamond just as we’d done the other, less challenging slopes. Still, I held her hand tightly in a reassuring embrace as we went to the place where we would strap on the skis. We had yet to test out the challenge slope, saving our energy for the two hours we would have to beat it.

“Don’t be worried. We’ve got this.” I gave her an encouraging smile.

“We’ve got this,” she parroted back, her voice shaking.

I’d prove it to her, what two people could accomplish when they worked together.

God, I was beginning to think like my mother, and I wondered what she would think of Ava.

Time was counting down close as I helped Ava into the straps, which made me hope there were straps involved in the next challenge. In one like that, I could show her that I wasn’t going to leave her side, was learning to be in tune with what she needed.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Ava

It wasn’t that skiing was a huge fear of mine. Every four years, when the Winter Olympics came on, grandma and grandpa had switched the channel, much to my dismay. I’d loved watching the ice skaters and skiers, but Grandpa’d had a bad skiing accident in his youth. So bad, apparently, he’d almost not recovered. Maybe I’d developed a fear of the sport by osmosis.

Lucas was perfect though, a perfect teacher and also perfect to hold on to from behind when I lost my balance. Which I did a lot. Lucas and I were in perfect sync going down the smaller hills. In fact, it felt fantastic to hold on to his waist as he guided us down the slopes. But as soon as my fear faded, I was handed ski poles and had to use my leg muscles to stay upright. As we gained speed, it was nice to feel the cold air on my face.

But being perched above the black diamond run wasn’t fun. It was steep, slick, and terrifying. I wondered what it felt like to hyperventilate in this altitude, because my head was suddenly all floaty, my breath short.

Lucas must have sensed my discomfort because he put his arm around me and squeezed before stepping onto the skis. It gave me a sense of comfort I hadn’t been expecting. Still, here, at the top of the mountain, about to plunge down a slope named for something that described darkness and death, my heart was exploding out of my chest.

I had to get a grip.

“Now, this isn’t any different from what we’ve just done. Remember, I’ve been on this run a hundred times. All you have to do is stay on the skis and hold on to me. I know you’ve got this.” He smiled so beautifully I actually believed him.

“Right… got it.” I held out my pole in a silent salute. Inside, I was chanting every Hindu mantra I could remember.

I helped him ski us to the launch, wishing my feet weren’t strapped so I could climb him like a baby bear would a tree. We’d barely reached the mark when a buzzer shrieked, and without any warning, he shoved off with his poles, and we plummeted down to what I was sure was our imminent death.

My mind went white with fear.

The trees whizzed past us as small clouds of snow flew in our wake. It was as if we were flying, weightless almost. Cutting into a sharp turn as we sped down the mountain, I gave up using my poles and clenched my fingers in his jacket so hard my knuckles ached.

I wished the ride would be over, wished I could close my eyes so my heart wouldn’t pound so hard. But adrenaline was pumping through my system, and part of me wanted to let go and face both the thrill and terror of this adventure.

After a while, a kind of euphoria took over. I must’ve been flooded with so many natural chemicals, it gave me a feeling like I was floating above the Earth.

I began to let myself move with his movements, even though we had to be flying at the speed of light. Tree branches sliced past my peripheral view as we angled in and dipped around obstacles. Most of me was numb, and it felt like we’d be soaring down the mountain at break-neck speeds for the rest of my life.

And then, when I could see the bottom in the distance, I recognized what I was feeling. It was exhilaration. Suddenly, I loved this — never wanted it to end. Always wanted to be on these skis, working with Lucas as one.

In seconds, it was over. We whizzed to a stop under a perfect, peaceful blue sky.

“Yes!” Lucas shouted, twisting to shake me by the shoulders.

“Oh thank god. Thank you, Jesus, Buddha, Santa Claus, Saint Valentine. We’re alive!” I exaggerated as I unclipped from the skis. Looking back up at the mountain we’d survived, I was in awe. It’d been fun in the end, but I was pretty sure no one could talk me into doing it again.

After I was free from the skis, Lucas unclipped and shook the snow out of his hair. I was so excited, I hugged Lucas and kissed him right on the mouth, his lips deliciously cold from the ride. He scooped me into his arms and lengthened the kiss, gliding his tongue along mine just enough to make me want more. Then he gently set me back down.

“So, how did you like it?” He thumped his fist on his chest, still exhilarated.

“I didn’t need a medic!” I threw my fist into the air in triumph.

“Ready to go again?” He handed me a water bottle that had been waiting for us at the bottom and took a sip from his own.

“What? No! No, I don’t want to go again.” I couldn’t keep myself from looking at him like he’d gone completely batshit crazy.

“Let’s do it again. We lagged a little in the middle. I can’t imagine our time was that great.” He put his water bottle back and picked up the skis.

“That was slow?” I croaked with disbelief.

“Hydrate and let’s go again.” He was like a little kid who’d just conquered his first roller coaster.

I hesitantly drank water and prepared myself for another round.

On the chairlift, his excitement was infectious. “I’m so proud of you, Ava. You did it. This next time will be so much easier, I promise. And since I know you’ll be okay, maybe this time I can hit some of those moguls I avoided.”

From what I’d gathered, moguls were like snowy speedbumps whose mission in life was to rattle out your teeth or make you twist your skis into a splintered pile. Sure, let’s hit some moguls. Great.

We hit the slope again. But this time the now familiar sickening jump of my heart from my chest into my stomach only lasted for a few hundred yards. Surprisingly, Lucas was right — I did enjoy myself more the second time. While I wouldn’t be so bold as to use the word fun, I didn’t feel like I was going to vomit, even when we bopped over the mogul. Big improvement over my initial run.

When we skied over the finish line this time, Lucas seemed more comfortable. Maybe our time was better.

“You’re turning into quite a ski partner,” Lucas said with a surprisingly loving look. “Trusting me to lead is making all the difference. I wouldn’t let you get hurt, or hurt you. I want you to remember that. That was pretty impressive for your first day.”

“You’re getting at something, with the trust thing.” My insides tightened as I wondered what he had planned. I wanted to know more of what his sex life entailed, but I didn’t know how to tell him. Hey, sexy, why don’t you take me to the next level in pain slash sex? Right.

“You ready for one last run?” His face was boyish and full of glee.

“You’re on crack, right? You smoked some crack while I was in the bathroom this morning?” Oh hell no, I wasn’t going down black death run a third time, even if I did sort of enjoy it. I wasn’t out of my mind, and I knew that third time wasn’t always the charm. It was just pushing your luck.

“Just one more time. Please, for me. I want to hit the big mogul, and I bet we can shave off another minute, maybe two. All you have to do this time is lean forward more, so we can go faster.”

“Faster?!” He really thought I was going to say yes to that? So delusional.

His enthralled eyes smiled into mine, and I found myself wishing he would always look at me like that. They reminded me of smoke covering up a fire that was always burning. Maybe I was the delusional one.

“I know if you say yes, it’ll be for me and not for this competition. I love that about you, you’re a giver. But, I want you to enjoy this. Skiing is one of my favorite things on earth, and I want to give you one more chance to see the fun in it. So, one day when we’re skiing this slope, you can say this was the day you fell in love with… the sport.”

All of a sudden this was about us? In the future? Meaning, after the competition? The ground tilted, and I felt like gravity was pressing me down and I was full of helium at the same time.

Whoa… way too much to take in. But all of a sudden, skiing down death alley seemed a lot easier to deal with.

“Okay, one last run. Just say something nice at my funeral.” I took a big swig of water, exaggerating my movements as if what he’d asked was monumental and I was building myself up.

“How about I say something nice about you at dinner, instead, because I really appreciate you doing this for me.” Wow, who was this guy all of a sudden?

On the chairlift for hopefully the last time, I decided to heed Lucas’s words. I did need to try and enjoy this. Not that I planned to ever do it again, but since this potentially was my last time — if he didn’t sweet talk me into going again — I decided to give having fun a try.

I reached out and took Lucas’s hand. “Thanks for taking such good care of me… today and um, last night.” The freezing cold air between us heated as if it had received a high voltage charge.

He looked guilty for a second, then winked, then we were at the top.

Low and behold, that last run was fun. I watched the scenery whiz by, leaned in more so we got more speed. We did the big mogul, which was okay, only I was pretty sure I left my stomach behind. Not at all bad, considering.

When we flew over the finish line this time, we were both elated. After unstrapping, I leaped at Lucas and caught him around the neck, hanging on.

“That was our best time yet. I don’t think we could do better!” He lifted me into the air and twirled me around. “That was awesome!”

In his arms, my body was turning into complete mush, which was incredible. Even more incredible than the “rough ride.”

I could only hope that the challenge being announced at lunch would allow me to show him just how awesome it had been.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Lucas

I wanted to not only win this next challenge but also make Ava feel safe, especially after last night.

We entered the great room, where a blazing fire radiated welcome heat. We were both tired, cold, and wet. I helped Ava out of her ski suit, as much to work on strengthening the connection forming between us as to get to touch her. This was such new territory for me though, I had to take baby steps.

Lucy, standing near the hearth, called for our attention after Mason and Isabella walked in, snow covered and happy. They looked like they were having fun, maybe even too much fun.

“Alright everyone, before we let you loose for your lunch, I have a few announcements.” She pulled out a pair of bedazzled reading classes and a paper from the pocket of her cashmere sweater. “The ski challenge winners are available now, since the timings are the only basis for a win. Both teams made the run in under ten minutes with Lucas’s team clocking in at nine minutes forty-eight seconds and Mason’s team coming in at nine minutes and forty-three seconds, making Mason and Isabella the winners of this challenge. Congratulations, Mason and Isabella, on your first win.”

I felt like I’d been slapped in the face. That challenge had been so much fun, and Ava had conquered her fear of the slopes. I doubled my determination that Ava and I would win the next one.

“First, your next challenge, the sixth challenge, will be similar to the first night you were here. As soon as you’ve finished your lunch, you’ll go back to your quarters and have a nice hot bath. That’s it, just a bath. Make of it what you will.” Her voice held a note of snarky seductiveness as she waggled her perfectly drawn on eyebrows. “The only rule we’ll employ during this time-honored bathing ritual is that you may not fornicate in the traditional way.” Lucy made a circle with her fingers on one hand and pumped the forefinger from her other hand in the circle, simulating the act like a twelve-year-old boy.

Mason and I groaned at the same time. Sometimes my uncle and his posse could be a bit much.

“As soon as you’ve completed your sexy bath, you’ll get the rules for this evening’s challenge.” She gave us a sly smile. “Enjoy your lunch.” Lucy joined my uncle at a table in the back of the room.

It was wonderful to eat a well-earned meal and be warmed with a hot toddy. Ava chose a hot spiced chocolate that smelled like pure sin. By the time we were done with lunch, I was practically fuzzy with warmth and good food.

“Have you ever tried the Dom?” I held up the bottle of Uncle’s favorite drink that I’d pilfered from the kitchen to Ava as we rode the elevator up to our suite.

“Are you speaking of the champagne or referring to yourself?”

When my eyebrows shot up, she punched my arm. I knew she was being sarcastic, but I liked that she wanted to keep it fun. I loved how she usually kept things lighthearted.

As soon as we got to our room, Ava and I checked out the bathroom. The bathtub had been ringed with candles, and there was the scent of something sultry in the air.

“Oh, that looks amazing.” Her voice was hushed, almost reverent. Her muscles were probably screaming from all that work on the slopes. “You coming in?” She stripped out of her clothes and piled them on the chair.

The scent of Patchouli and lavender got stronger the closer I moved to the tub. It was like I’d walked into a hippie enclave.

I coughed as I stripped. “They may have overdone the bath oil.”

“The scents are supposed to fire up the love organs.”

At her words, my cock suddenly leaped into an almost painful arousal. That and the sight of Ava’s perfectly beautiful body as she stepped into the hot water had me heating up. Great, another few hours where I’m forbidden to have sex. I haven’t had this many boners since I hit puberty.

“I’ll warn you, it’s working.” I opted for playful versus dominant. With other women, I would’ve said something along the lines of my cock was angry, and they would be punished if they didn’t make him happy.

At my words, Ava’s eyes fell to my hard member, and her tongue flicked out and over her lips, making my dick jump in response. “No fornication, remember?” She shrugged with a disappointed look as her beautiful tits disappeared beneath the hazy water. Wafts of steam swirled up around her. I didn’t think it was humanly possible, but she looked even more incredible basking in the water, framed in fog and candlelight.

I climbed over the edge of the tub into the hot water, my erect cock about at her eye level. Its head glistened. Her cheeks were flushed from the heat of the water, her hair wet at the ends and sticking to her neck. I wanted to taste her, run my tongue—

“What do you think they define as ‘fornication’ exactly?” she asked innocently as I sank into the water and she slid around behind me, kneeling, draping her arms over my shoulders and locking her hands together at my chest.

I could feel her wet breasts on my back, her pussy at my ass crack.

“Fornication is sexual intercourse.” I gulped, hope filling me, as her hand crept lazily downward to my stomach, my abs tensing at her touch.

“So, I can wash you?” she cooed into my ear as her other hand, clenching a bar of soap, stroked down my thigh.

My breathing was heavy, my body so full of need — my cock hadn’t ached so much in my life. When I was in this kind of state of arousal, I’d call one of my subs and demand she be at my feet naked, then I’d shove my cock in her mouth, fuck her until I alleviated the pain. Domination made my orgasms so much more intense.

This, though, what Ava was doing, this was torture. She needed to be shackled, needed to be punished for taking such liberties. My subs would never have—

Her soaped up hand was slippery as it coursed down my cock and pumped with a sensuous speed. She stayed behind me, I knew so I wasn’t tempted to touch her or pick her up, toss her over the side of the tub, and ram the fuck right into her.

She knew my tendencies already, which was disturbing. She stayed focused on simply washing me with a washcloth with one hand, massaging muscles I didn’t know were sore until she started working on them, and stroking my cock with the other hand.

I’d never done this, let the woman have her way. When I thought of it that way, I tensed, ready to put a stop to it.

“Your muscles are so hard, tense.” With her words, her hand slid lower, and she squeezed my balls gently.

My head fell back, and I let myself fall into the feeling of being worshipped. “Definitely hard.”

She massaged my neck, my shoulder, down my arm, the muscles in my back. When her fingers dove into the hair at the nape of my neck, and she softly commanded, “Stand up,” I barely even registered that she’d given me an order, and didn’t care.

As water dripped from my heated body, she stayed behind me and washed my ass. Then, oh my god, she took the cloth and worked it between my legs, rubbing the soft cloth over my ball sack from behind.

Her hand then slithered around the front of me and washed my torso to the line of my pubic hair, then my legs to the apex of my groin. Fuck. All the time she was doing this, her breasts and their erect nipples grazed my back over and over again. It was too much to bear. Her skin on mine, both of her hands surrounding my cock now. Pumping. Making heat fill me. The room disappearing. Everything but her and my heavy breaths, my engorged cock.

I felt a tingle in my gut, a hard, tickling ache as my cock danced on its own in her hands. I was so hard, so aroused that dribbles of pre-cum slid down the shaft. A few more touches and… I’d…

My lungs seized as the orgasm hit me so fast, I couldn’t have stopped it. I came, hard bolts of cum shooting out of me and hitting the water. “Ahhhh… ghhh,” I cried out as she continued to pump my dick, and I unloaded more into the water.

When I was finished, she laughed softly behind me as she moved around to face me, her face glowing with heat.

“Now, it’s your turn to wash me,” she said, handing me the cloth.

I was so spent, I couldn’t do more than wash her gently, I guessed almost lovingly. When I finished washing her body, we got out of the bath happy and warmed to our cores.

Holding my hand, she led me to the shower. I narrowed my eyes at her. “Didn’t we just have a bath?”

She grinned. “Spermy water.”

She didn’t have explain anymore. We stood under the spray for a long time, just holding onto each other.

Not having sex had never been this incredible.


CHAPTER TWENTY

Ava

I wasn’t sure I could do it, but he was so aroused, it was worth a try. Seducing him had been so easy, and I’d never seduced a man quite in that way before. But I loved touching him, finding out what turned him on. I could see how he was attracted to domination. When he’d been putty in my hands, there’d been an almost addictive surge of power go through me. When he came, I’d felt victorious.

I was feeling good and ready for what lay ahead. In our robes, we strolled languidly to the entry, checking the foyer table. It was empty, so Lucas poured us another drink, but before we could collapse on the couch, there was a knock on the door.

The guide from before stood there, holding the red box that had seemed ominous each time before, but now gave me a thrill. I wanted to know what was inside.

When Lucas looked at me after the guide left, his countenance was master of the house again. He seemed strong, commanding and in power, like he was channeling it from a deep well of masculinity.

I barely kept myself from rolling my eyes, guessing his vulnerability in the tub set him off. I smiled inwardly, knowing I could exert some control over him if I had to. While I was washing him, I’d found his spots, places on his body that were sensitive to touch. As long as I had hands to maneuver, I could diffuse and delight him.

Lucas opened the box, which was heavier than normal because of its contents. Inside was another note.

CHALLENGE #7

Kamasutra

The Indian Art of Lovemaking

Kamasutra is the sensual art of enjoying one another sexually and spiritually.

We’ve provided you with a guidebook of the Kamasutra. Pages have been marked for the positions you must accomplish this evening. You’ll be judged by your skill in accomplishing these positions, and also in the manner each of you reach a level of spiritual arousal and release.

Good luck and have fun.

Lucas sat the box aside and stared down at the card.

I guessed the mention of spirituality was too much after his crash course in affectionate lovemaking in the tub. Taking his hand, I led him to the couch in silence. In our sitting room, someone had started the fire, and the room was warm and comfortable.

“I think it’s time we had a talk.” I hoped he would talk to me but worried that what he held inside might only draw us further apart.

“I agree.” He sounded strong and in control, even though his Adonis body was tense again.

“So, you start…”

“Sex,” he began, a strained look on his face, but the way the words flew out it made me wonder if he’d been holding it in, “is something I enjoy above most everything else in life. I’m — as you might assume — a dominant man. I need control. In sex and BDSM play, I am and always have been a Dominant. Apart from a few times when I was much younger, I haven’t had much vanilla sex. These last two days with you have challenged my control, almost beyond my capability. I’m trying to stay in this for the sake of my future. I want to be the CEO of my uncle’s company.”

Hurt squeezed in my chest. “Is that all?”

He pushed my hair back from my face. “No. That’s not all. I don’t want to hurt you, Ava. You’re so unlike anyone I’ve ever dated. I date submissive women. Women who choose to be controlled for their own sexual pleasure. Sometimes pain and letting go of one’s ego is part of that pleasure.” He took a stabilizing breath. He was getting fired up and aroused again, just talking about his domination of women.

“And you want me to be like these women?” I said, my tone coming out sounding more judgmental than I’d meant it to.

“That’d make things so much easier for me.” His eyes brightened, and my spine went rigid. “But I’m assuming, after spending some time with you, you’re not going to just do this. There’s something fundamental keeping you from even considering full submission.” His voice was laced with disappointment.

Damn him… he made me want to submit, just to make him happy. But why should a person ever submit to that sort of thing?

Because it feels good… if it’s done right, a little voice in my head said.

Ahh, I was a mess. I was falling for Lucas hard, but this one thing, this one major, unbelievably big thing stood between us.

I took a deep breath. “Yes, I don’t like being dominated. I’ve spent my whole life trying to find my voice, I don’t want it silenced. That being said, I get it — you’re a control freak. So I can wiggle a little on the dominance issue, but you have to wiggle too.”

“Wiggle, I might be able to do, but I don’t think you can. Subservience is a give all or nothing kind of experience. But since tonight is my personal favorite…” he faked shuddered, “Kamasutra, I’d say we are more in your ballpark. I suggest we save the ball gag conversation for another day. I don’t want to scare you off.”

He smiled when I pretended to gag, ramping up the drama. “Ball gag?”

“Later. Let’s look at this book.”

He took the small book from the box, and we flipped through the pages displaying couples in three positions that were difficult at best. One put me in charge, one looked like it was physically impossible to accomplish in real life, and one looked like fun — easy for me — but not him. I was ready for this. He was right, tonight was my night.

“I know a little about Kamasutra from talks with my yoga instructor. The idea is to arouse the yoni, which represents the goddess in Hinduism — my, um, sexual organs — and your lingam or “wand of light.”

His eyes lit, and his eyebrows shot up. “Wand of light?”

“You know, to worship the spirituality and love within us, especially at our sexual centers,” I explained as I jutted out my foot and caressed his cock with my toes. “It’s meant to get you into such a Zen place that the lovemaking is explosive, but in quiet eruptions.” I cooed as I wiggled my toes over his growing member, surprised at how natural touching him was now.

“Sounds like hell.” He grabbed my foot and bit my toes, sending a shock of sensation right to my pussy.

“You’ll be pleasantly surprised, but I think we need to head to the bed for this.”

He silently agreed, and when he was stretched out on the bed, I dipped into the box for the tools provided. “One second, then we’ll start with the lingam massage.”

“You’re going to massage my wand of light?” He chortled as he said it, looking like he was loosening up a little.

I snickered and lowered the light, lit the candles provided that were infused with a sultry scent and placed the coconut oil on the bedside table. I’d need that in a bit.

Stopping at the foot of the bed, I waited until he was focused on me and dropped my robe. In the quiet room, his intake of breath was audible. Reaching into the box again, I pulled out an iPod, flicked to the music app, pressed the play button, and soft, haunting music filled the room through hidden speakers, making a pulse of sexual tension flirt through me. Tonight would forever be etched in my memory, I already knew.

“Part of Kamasutra is worshiping the naked body.” I joined him on the bed, kneeling between his legs. “Take off your robe and spread your legs with your knees up,” I ordered, enjoying being on the control side of things.

He didn’t move, but continued to lay there, staring up at me as if my giving him instruction had rendered him immobile. It wasn’t that he didn’t want the massage. Even with the robe still tied tightly around his waist, I could see that his cock was semi-hard.

“This is more than a hand job, and you’re going to love it, but you have to give up your control.” When he only continued to stare, his smoky eyes going from questioning to shuttered, I said, “If you want the CEO position, then you want this.”

“No, but I do want to shove my cock down your throat and tie you up with the belt of my robe.” He waited for my reaction, watching me carefully.

“Well, you aren’t getting any of that. And we aren’t going to win this unless you strip and open your legs for me.” I could be just as stern and firm as he was.

“Will you deep throat me?” he asked in a softer tone, a tremor going through him.

This was really affecting him, even though I was aiming to give him pleasure. I wondered what had caused him to be so careful about being in control, and how I could help him loosen it. “Not tonight, Romeo, but I promise you’ll like what I’ve got for you. I trusted you on the ski slopes, time to put your trust in me. Remember, this is about blowing your mind.” I eased down on the bed and opened the coconut oil.

“Seeing you tied up blows my mind.” His voice was deep and sinister, which sent another erotic chill down my spine.

“Shhh,” I instructed as I oiled my hands. Before I began, I listened to the music, letting the notes saturate my mood, then bowed before him, with my hands before me like in prayer. “I’ll love and honor your body, your mind and your soul,” I hummed as I bowed once more. “Lucas, I’m going to ask you to breathe, take deep breaths while I pleasure your body and your soul. Remember to keep breathing so your sexual energy can flow.” I took his foot between my hands, oiling his skin and massaged his toes, making sure to put pressure on the balls of his feet and his arch with my palm, knowing he had exerted himself on the mountain today.

When I switched to the other foot, Lucas took a deep breath. “You’re incredible and so fucking sexy,” he said in a deep, throaty tone.

Good enough.

I wanted to make sure he was fully relaxed. The bath hadn’t completely subdued him to the level Kamasutra required, but we were both beginners at this kind of lovemaking, so the usual rules didn’t need to apply.

I worked my way up his legs, using my fingers to massage deeply into his tense muscles. I could feel the muscles in his calves — strong and hard as steel — starting to soften.

As I worked my way up to his knees, he bucked. A ticklish spot. The Lucas I’d seen didn’t jive with a man who sported a tickle spot. I moved up his legs to his inner thighs. As soon as I reached them, his cock straightened and pointed at the ceiling, stiffening with intense arousal.

Again, I’d barely touched him, and he was already hard, his breathing tense and escalated. I stopped, kissed the insides of his thighs, but slowly, so that his breathing might level out.

“Deep breaths, Lucas. I’ve only just begun,” I cautioned as I softly massaged his legs again.

He moaned, and lightning quick, he had my wrists wrapped in his viselike grip. His chest was heaving, his eyes had taken on a wild look as he lifted his head. I could tell he was contemplating turning the tables.

“No, you don’t. My turn.” I didn’t give him a chance to reply but moved upwards again to his heavy, neatly trimmed balls. I rolled them gently in my hand and put my face in them, kneading them with my nose as I feathered his soft skin with kisses. I ran my finger lower across his perineum and lightly caressed his asshole with my oiled finger.

“Whoa.” He bucked his hips, his muscles going taut again.

“Shhh, this is the best part,” I scolded as I found my place again and rubbed my finger back and forth softly over the puckered rim before pressing harder, watching his face as I breached the tight muscle. He clamped the sheets in his fists, breathing in hard pants as I inched my finger inside him.

“Ava.” It was a curse. It was a prayer, then he was groaning as I began to stroke the erogenous zone of the prostate. Between strokes, I tapped the spot, making him almost howl.

“Shit. Damn.” He was panting hard, his cock pulsing and dripping pre-cum onto his stomach. I felt powerful watching him come undone at my hands. But I didn’t want to control him, although I could in this moment. I just wanted to make him feel good. “Ahhh my god, what are you doing to me?” I tapped the spot again. “Holy fuck.” His head angled backwards, and his cock spiked up to his belly.

“It’s your g-spot,” I hummed against his balls.

“Don’t do that again… I’ll come, and this’ll be over,” he gasped, gritting his teeth, one of his hands finding and sinking into my hair, wrapping the strands around his fist.

“This spot is the male’s sacred spot in Tantric sex.” I pushed ever so slightly, and he let out a choking sound. My heart soared knowing I was helping him experience a new kind of ecstasy. I kissed his balls gently and moved up over his hips, making sure not to touch his erection.

Taking a wipe from the box, I cleaned my hands before pouring more oil into my palm. He was still breathing hard, and I knew his erection now had to be painful. I’d taken him to the very brink and left him there. Not to be mean or to hurt him, but to make his orgasm earthshattering… when I allowed it.

As I smooth my hands over his torso, I kissed his pubic bone, my chin brushing against his erection. I laid kisses all over him, pressing them into the short, dark pubic hair that carried his scent, his cock jumping against my jaw. He moaned when I finally placed a well-oiled, gentle hand around his inflamed member and his hips bucked into my light grip, looking for release.

I laid my other hand on his belly firmly. “Breathe, Lucas,” I said in a hypnotic tone, pressing down steadily until he laid still.

“Ava, please.” His hand came up around mine, tightening my grip, then stroked his cock holding my hand.

I wanted to bat his hand away, but instead, I scooped it up in mine and kissed it, then placed it by his side.

“We’ll get there, I promise. Deep breaths.”

I waited until he sucked in a breath, then glided my hand down his shaft, watching pleasure take the place of hunger on his face. When my fist bottomed out, I squeezed gently and watched the pre-cum dribble out of his bulbous tip. He was so sensitive and responsive to touch. I loosened my grip, bringing my hand back up his length, then dipped my fingers into his juice and spread it down his cock, mixing it with the oil. I bent into him and kissed the head of his dick, then swirled my tongue around the slit as my hand continued its gentle pumping.

“Ava…” he growled.

To redirect his attention, I carefully scratched my fingernails across the clipped hair of his balls. All the way up to the tip of his dick then back again as I took him all the way down my throat.

I wasn’t a huge fan of deep throating, but I knew he was, so a few swallows wouldn’t hurt. By the second bob of my head, pleasure was blooming in me because of the obvious pleasure I was giving him.

“Fuck!” His chest rose and fell as he panted, “Breathe… breathe…”

As soon as I came up off of his cock, I slid my body forward, rolling my already wet pussy over his aroused member. His breathing spiked as I crawled up his body and slid my tongue into his mouth. His hands flew to my hips as he angled me so he could slide his cock inside.

“I need a condom,” he rasped as he pulled his mouth away from mine.

“Not yet,” I whispered hotly in his ear.

I moved up farther and sat on his chest, playfully letting my breasts dance in front of his face as I leaned over and grabbed the book.

“Okay, what’s the first position?” I flashed the picture of the first position in front of his face so he could see it with me. It was easy enough for me, but Lucas didn’t look like he approved. “I’m on top, so you’ll have to let me do the work now.”

He growled, “I don’t know if that’s even possible.”

I leaned into his ear again and whispered, “Anything’s possible,” then licked his earlobe and softly bit down before popping off of his chest to assume my position.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Lucas

She was driving me wild.

I’d been sexually ravenous for women before, but this… this was exquisite torture. I wouldn’t admit it to her, at least not yet, but what she was doing was magic.

It was like the difference between a filet mignon and a Big Mac. Big Macs sated hunger, but a filet mignon… fuck, it was heaven. I loved how she’d seduced me, and now we had to get into this crazy position where neither of us could see the other — only feel. It sounded horrendously fabulous.

My cock was rigid and ready when she positioned herself above my hips. It felt like a freight train slammed into me when I realized this was going to put her in the position to fondle that spot again.

“Don’t you want me to get you ready?” I choked out, a little disappointed that she hadn’t offered her pussy for me to snack on while also half afraid that she was about to rock everything I’d ever assumed about sex. But I told myself she’d given my cock so much love, honoring my sexual center as she called it, I wanted to give her a good pussy licking as thanks.

Her cheeks flushed a little. “Touching you seems to have gotten me ready.” She angled toward me and slid her legs over mine, kneeling over me and inching her way closer to my “sexual center” until her hot pussy was rubbing against the head of my cock. “Are you… ready?” she asked in a playful tone as she ripped open a condom wrapper and sheathed me.

“Never more,” I said as I grabbed her by the hips and thrust into her, my cock being enveloped by wet, sucking heat.

I couldn’t hold back a groan, and a whimper slipped from her lips as I gave her hips pressure, sealing her tightly with me.

“In this position,” Ava craned her neck to see the book while I was lodged inside of her, leaning back until she supported her upper body with open palms on the bed, her hair tickling my knees, “we need to work together to give each other sexual pleasure.”

I felt like she was offering herself to me, making herself vulnerable, and like we were at some ridiculous school for sex. From my vantage point, her torso was tilting toward my toes, her abdomen stretching, her wonderful tits pointing up into the air. If I sat up, we would face each other, but I didn’t want to… this way, I didn’t have to look into her eyes. And I could tell I was going to hit her g-spot right away, and my goal was to drive her as insane as she was making me.

Her words filtered past my fixation on her glistening pussy. “Work together?”

I didn’t work with people. They worked for me.

But the word, “Yes…” came out of my mouth.

She lifted up off me, sliding slowly, torturously to the tip and hovering.

It took a second for me to dig my heels into the mattress, then, without giving her any warning, I slammed my hips upward, driving myself into her, gripped her hips and rocked her down until they slapped against mine, and thumbed her clit.

She wailed as her inner muscles clenched around me, her wide eyes meeting mine.

“Just working with you to fuck properly.” I grinned and let her loose, except for her hardening bundle of nerves, which I flitted my thumb over at a fast pace.

“Ahh, it’s supposed to promote total cooperation, both partners need to be in unison with each other in order to reach sexual harmony.” Two lines appeared between her eyebrows as she ground down on me, rocking back and forth in small jutting movements.

“Is that so?” But I still hadn’t hit her spot. “Lean back more.”

She obeyed, lost in the feelings I was eliciting in her center. I gripped her hips and thrust upward, tightening my ass, making my hips roll.

When the tip of my cock jammed right over her g-spot, she screamed, and I almost lost control. I was pulsing with her, slipping in farther with each thrust, and the friction it was creating was insane. This angle had my cock hitting her “yoni” walls, scraping back and forth. It took every ounce of willpower I had not to flip her over on the bed, pin her arms up over her head, and pound into her until I exploded.

This rhythm was slow and sensuous as she burst above me, and I held her hips tight to mine, letting her grind down on me. What we were doing was drawing feelings from me that had never happened during sex before. Feelings like… I wanted to pleasure her above myself, wanted her hand to run down my chest, on down, circling her body then dipping in to cup my balls. I closed my eyes, caressed her legs, and mirrored her motions until that familiar heat rose from the very center of me.

I was about to blow, we had to switch gears.

“What’s the next one?” I asked, trying to hide the tension it took to hold back my orgasm.

Still in a kind of sexual hypnosis, she picked up the booklet, but it took her a moment to focus on the page. While she was concentrating, I slipped out of her and sat up, pulled her close to me and took one of her glorious breasts into my mouth. My tongue knew its geography, and I sucked and lapped until I couldn’t help myself and let my teeth close on her tight nipple.

She squealed and warned, “No biting,” but moved her body in closer to mine, her face flushing with heat.

I finished with that nipple and smiled. “I can’t promise, but I’ll try.” Moving to the neglected breast, I sucked on that nipple until it was tense and hard. I smoothed my hands gently over her breasts, touching her turgid buds with my fingertips. “So, what does it say?” I asked, pinching her nipple and making her jump. A little payback.

She showed me the picture, and I laughed. “You sure you’re up for this?” I knew this wouldn’t be her favorite way to have sex.

“Sure.” She smiled and shrugged. “It says this position, with the woman’s yoni exposed to the air, allows the man to explore her and worship the beauty of her sex. Penetration from this position is deep and fulfilling for both partners. I like deep and fulfilling,” she purred.

She was a good sport. I could see her struggling with the concept, but she lifted her legs in the air, spread them as wide as she could and rolled backwards until her knees were behind her head.

Her pussy and ass were up and splayed. I had full, unbridled access.

In the picture, the man’s cock entered her vagina from the top. I loved this position as it gave me lots of leverage to thrust in deep, and with her as prone as she was, she’d feel every inch of me. My cock was jumping for joy.

“I might like this very much,” I said as I knelt, leaning down so my mouth hovered over her pussy, and kissed the soft skin of her labia. I inhaled the scent of coconut oil and the ambrosia of her sex, a mixture that tempted my tongue to lapped at her folds. She sucked in a breath, and I flicked my tongue in a quick circle around her awakened clit before I dove my tongue into her slick heat as deep as I could. She couldn’t wiggle too much in this position, just had to take the onslaught as her arousal flooded my mouth.

“Good girl,” I said as I withdrew my tongue and looked at her cute little puckering asshole. All’s fair in love… so, I oiled up my fingers just the way she did and ran my thumb across the pucker, tracing the ridges. There’d be more time another day to explore this spot more thoroughly, but I thought I’d test her tolerance. She was already moaning, so a little dip wouldn’t hurt. I wiggled my finger near her tight entrance until it gave, then slipped it in.

She yelped and took some deep breaths as I slid the digit in and out of her, giving her only a little. I watched her face as she bit her lip, released it, and licked the swollen lower portion. She’d done better than I’d imagined she would.

Grabbing a wipe, I cleaned my hands, even though I was dizzy with desire. When I was finished, it was time to claim her pussy. I positioned my cock at her entrance then pressed my hips forward, clenching my jaw as my dick slid into her. I heard a sharp intake of breath as her tight center grabbed my cock. God, it was glorious. There was something to be said about Kamasutra, it was fucking mind-blowing.

I was in the dominant position above her, but the tightness of her vagina was such an obstacle to deep, hard thrusting, that in a way, she was controlling how deep, fast, and hard I went. I had to go slow and fit my engorged cock into her narrow channel as I let her slickness lubricate us until I’d widened her enough to pick up the pace.

When I did, it was euphoric. I didn’t want to slam my cock in, as I usually did. Her pussy held me snug inside, and I realized that a gentle ride would be good for both of us. Already, my insides were tense from holding back, and I needed to last until we finished the final position.

What I didn’t expect were the tiny whimpers of Ava’s orgasm as she fisted around me. The sound was lyrical, and when I watched her eyes roll up in her head, I would have admitted it was spiritual too. I’d made her come twice now, by becoming aware of her body’s needs on a deep, physical, and emotional level. Fuck, it was intense, but the familiar fingers tightened in my chest, telling me that I’d cracked open a door. I knew I needed to slam it shut and add a layer of bricks in front of it.

But, damn, she felt so good. My balls clenched tight, and with an iron will, I reluctantly slid my cock out of her deliciously warm pussy and took deep breaths, feeling bereft of her the moment I was out, which was very strange for me. Gritting my teeth, trying for the willpower to not just say fuck it to this contest, I leaned down and kissed her sweet pussy, feeling such overwhelming affection for Ava in that moment. I then helped her uncurl from her position as she groaned, her limbs rubbery.

“What’s the last one?” I asked, cradling her in my lap as I looked over her shoulder while she flipped through the book to the last marked page.

“Hmm.” The sound she made was sweet and full of longing as she looked at the picture of a man and woman in a deep embrace, the woman straddling the man, sitting in his lap, their arms wrapped around each other as they kissed.

It was a sweet picture of two people making love to each other. Of course, this was what she wanted, what every woman wanted. Loving, face-to-face intercourse, where it seemed as if their souls met.

“In this position, the pleasure is doubled, double hugs, two eyes seeking out each other’s souls,” I rolled my eyes behind her as she read, “two people in the active position sharing each other’s ecstasy and joy.” Done with the passage, she looked up at me with a kind of giddy delight.

Sweat broke out on my upper lip. I couldn’t do this. The couple in the picture were so close, sharing everything, her in more control than him. I fisted and unfisted my hand. I wanted to bury myself in her. My cock throbbed, threatening to burst just thinking about being in her sweet pussy. But imagining her face so close to mine made my breath hitch up a notch, my lungs feel like they were filling with cement.

“Lucas? Are you okay?”

I swallowed and nodded. What was wrong with me? People had sex like this all the time, every day. Why was it the thought of…

Her hand wrapped around my cock. Pumped. Down. Up.

“Here goes nothing,” she said as she leaned in close, her lips hovering over mine. Her hand moved again. Down. Up.

My torso stiffened, my spine going rigid, and my legs automatically mirrored the man in the picture’s position.

She gracefully took her place and smoothed her hand through my hair. I was so bone hard, it was difficult to concentrate on anything but her hand surrounding me. I was still wound tight while, with her two orgasms, she was loose and languid. I knew she was using my state to try out what she wanted. Surprisingly, her gesture cooled me some, as something soft and fragile traveled from where she touched me to swirl around in my chest. I drew her in closer and revised my strategy, lifting her onto my aching cock.

We both gasped at the sensation, this time eye to eye. Her pupils were blown, making her eyes much darker than usual. Her skin was covered with a fine sheen that accentuated her skin tone.

She settled her hips over mine, and we rocked in sync with each other. Her arms went around my neck, and when I would have caught them, she brought her lips to mine and surprised me by biting down on my lower lip. A growl rumbled in my chest, and my hands went to her ass, pulling her up then pressing her down. The air around us heated as her tongue flicked into my mouth and mine dueled with it, our eyes open, watching the other, so present together.

The heat seemed to meld our bodies, and she nestled herself more solidly before torturing me with slow, easy movements. Up then down. Hard. Making our skin slap together. Fast, as I gripped her ass and urged her on. While it was rougher than we’d been all evening, she was still in charge of the pace. I knew her more passionate speed was solely to give me relief, and I appreciated the gesture.

She watched me closely as I leaned back on one hand, wrapped my other around her waist and lifted my legs, giving me some leverage as I met her thrusts. I couldn’t hold myself together much longer, I was so near the end.

“I’m going to come.” I groaned and was helpless as she lifted herself off of me and dove her hand over my cock. To my surprise, she rolled the condom off in one smooth motion then began pumping me until I was shooting load after load of cum onto her beautiful stomach and breasts. The action was so unexpected, so amazing that the orgasm just kept going and going, much longer than I ever remembered an orgasm lasting.

When it was over, it left me speechless. This entire exercise was strangely emotional for me. I was overwhelmed with emotions I hadn’t experienced in… maybe ever.

I scooped Ava up in my arms and laid us down, my cock cooling between us.

“Wow,” I managed to utter as I nestled my head on the pillow.

“Wow,” she repeated as she stroked her hand along my arms and chest. “Thank you.”

My body was spent, and yet I was still energized. I could have taken her again if my cock was up for it, but it wasn’t. And, I had a strange desire to preserve the feelings I was having in this moment. I ran my fingers over her cheek, down her neck, tracing her collarbone, dipping over her shoulder and along her arm. There was a hum between us still, even when we were barely touching. I hadn’t noticed it before, so it had to have come from the intimacy I’d allowed to happen between us.

I decided to hold her for a while and say nothing, just let our bodies speak for themselves.

After the sweat had dried, I was ready for a shower. To my surprise, I wanted her in there with me. Before Ava, my shower was almost sacred alone time. So much had changed since she’d entered my life.

Before I could stop my lips from opening, I’d turned my head to her. “Would you like to join me for a shower?”

She smiled the glowy smile of a woman held after mind-blowing orgasms. “I’d love to.”

God, she was beautiful.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Ava

I never would’ve thought making love to Lucas would be as good as it was last night. He was caring and attentive, and for the first time since meeting him, I could see him letting his feelings take control.

With the help of Kamasutra, he’d bared his soul to me, which was what I needed in order to, hopefully, get into his fortress. The one he guarded with whips and chains.

My muscles screamed when I sat up on the edge of the bed. I couldn’t believe I learned to ski and practiced Kamasutra — three positions! — in the same day. I felt like I could’ve slept for a week.

On the way to the coffee pot, I picked up a new card lying on the table near the door. Ripping it open, naughty butterflies awakened in my stomach. My heart sank when I read the words.

CHALLENGE #8

Build a Snowman

Today you will be working as a team to build the best snowman possible.

Everything you need is waiting for you outside.

The most unique wins.

When I woke Lucas, he cursed something about his uncle imparting manual labor and being obsessed with snow activities. He was in a better mood after coffee, and we all filed into the den hoping for an announcement of winners for the past challenges.

Lucas’s uncle was there, his eyes gleaming in a way that made me hope that there really weren’t hidden cameras in the bedroom.

“Good morning to all. This next challenge will be a chance to have a little childish fun. Before that, though, allow me to announce the winners of challenges six and seven, which involved an intimacy that I’m sure was challenging. Once again, since there is nothing but privacy in the bedrooms, we must go on the moods of the couples and what their reactions show us. One couple took both challenges due to their seeming connection and cooperation with each other. The winner is… Mason and Isabella.”

Lucas whipped his gaze to Mason, who picked up Isabella and swung her around. Their wins put the contest abruptly in Mason and Isabella’s favor.

“Unacceptable,” Lucas muttered, his jaw clenched, eyes narrowed. “And due to their connection? I have to up my game. How will I do that building a fucking snowman?”

Despair was like a weight in my chest. Was the connection between us only a façade? Only Lucas trying to win the competition?

I sighed as we braved the outdoors, me a bit stiffer than the time before. I blinked in the bright light, then gasped at how much deeper the snow was today.

I congratulated Isabella and Mason, but Lucas went right to the snowman supplies, getting started without a discussion. I let him lead, sensing that last night had been a bit much for him, and he needed this to burn off steam. By the time we were halfway done, I realized our snowman wasn’t a man. It was a snow woman, who was built like a brick shithouse and sported tits so big they could practically be named mountain ranges. As I helped, anger was creeping into my system. I didn’t want to think about the women he’d had before or his appetite that smacked of unnatural to me.

Agitated, I picked up some snow, formed it into a ball and lobbed it at Lucas’s head. At first, he didn’t know how to react. He just looked at me dumbfounded, so I tossed another one at his finely chiseled chest.

His brow furrowed, and he didn’t seem too amused.

For a second I felt a tiny finger of fear. Was this the real Lucas? This angry, tit-focused man? I hadn’t known him for more than a few days. Last night had been touching, and I thought I’d broken through to him, but maybe it was just a thing he’d tried. I couldn’t get my hopes up that he would drop his armor and let me in.

I wasn’t going to let those thoughts get me down. Wanting to show him that I wouldn’t bow to his dominance, I bent over and started gathering snow for an even bigger ball. When I turned to toss it at him, I got a face full of icy-cold. I wasn’t sure how to feel… happy that I’d got him to play or mad that my face was now frozen.

All I knew was this was war. I gathered up my ammo and went for his head, with the hope the snow would slide down into his clothing. When it hit him square on the chin, there was a roar as he dove to the snow pile.

I screamed, “No!” giddy and terrified. Laughter spilled out of me, the same it had in snowball fights as a kid.

He overtook me and rubbed snow down my neck, letting it melt past my collar as I screamed.

With all the noise Lucas and I were making, we got Mason and Isabella’s attention. Mason threw a snowball at Lucas, hitting his shoulder. Lucas turned and rushed at Mason with a snowball in his hand.

The snowmen were forgotten as the fight quickly switched to girls against the boys once Isabella and I ganged up on them. The guys were surprised by this shift in loyalties, but it gave me a boost when I saw in Isabella’s eyes the same mix of frustration and happiness I’d been experiencing.

The fight got pretty physical, with the boys tackling us, and were all covered from head to toe in snow. It went on and on, and I was exhausted, using all the strength I had to lob a snowball.

Isabella and I knew we were losing and came out from behind the bushes we’d been using as cover, Isabella blocking a snowball from Mason that ended up exploding in Lucas’s face. Time stood still as his expression changed from playful to angry. His eyes darkened as he faced Mason.

Isabella gasped beside me as Lucas threw a punch into Mason’s stomach, doubling him over. Mason recovered quickly and clocked Lucas with a right. Then they went down in the snow, grappling with each other. They rolled around in the snowdrifts, throwing punches and grunting as Isabella and I stood by helplessly watching.

I knew there’d been some animosity between them, but wondered now how deep it went. And whether this was helping or hurting.

I wondered if I should get help to stop them from putting each other in the hospital.

“That’s enough!” was shouted from the direction of the house. It was Harvey, who had pulled up a window and was leaning out. “This challenge is canceled due to unsportsmanlike behavior.”

Lucas and Mason tottered to their feet, looking up at the uncle they shared. Mason’s nose trickled blood, and Lucas was showing the signs of an excellent shiner. They straightened their clothes, glared at each other, then with nearly matching furious expressions, headed for separate entrances to the chalet.

Isabella let out a whistle beside me. “Thought they were gonna throw each other off the mountain.”

I nodded, watching Lucas slam into the house. “Do you know why they’re so angry at each other?”

She shrugged. “Mason’s mentioned how Lucas has disliked him since childhood. I’m not sure why.”

Isabella and I were disheveled and damp. By the time we’d practically crawled back inside, we were weary and in desperate need of nutrition.

“Well, look what the Yeti dragged in,” Harv said, meeting us at the door. “There’s lunch in the dining room. Please leave your wet snow gear here. I hope you enjoyed your abbreviated playtime up until the clash.”

I couldn’t really manage words at that moment so I just flashed him an unsure smile.

Harvey nodded at Mason, his face a mask of displeasure. “I’ll meet you in the dining room in a few minutes.”

I wasn’t terribly happy with Lucas at the moment and wondered if the challenge would stand since neither snowman or snowwoman was finished.

“You built a nice snowman,” I said, reaching my hand out to Isabella for a shake.

“I’d like to finish mine, contest or no contest. Haven’t built a snowman since I was a kid. We should try again in a couple of days. If they don’t kill each other before then.”

I laughed. She was fun, and I wished we could get to know each other in real life. But after the month was over, I’d be going back to New York alone to start my business and find a new place. Alone suddenly didn’t seem quite so alluring.

I pasted on a false cheeriness as we walked into the dining room, Lucas coming in last.

Harvey cleared his throat and gave both of his nephews hard looks as Lucy stood by his side. “I won’t be counting challenge number seven in the competition. As of now, it is null and void. However, I would caution you that such displays of aggression only complicate an already intricate and delicate situation.” He went on to ask Lucas and Mason to voice their conflict rather than duke it out, but his talk didn’t lessen the tension in the room.

Lucas and I made an incredible team, and I hoped he’d see his way to doing as his uncle suggested.

After Harv was done speaking, Lucy made her announcement. “Well, I have to say, last night was quite a pleasurable night for both teams.”

Breathe through it, Ava, they don’t record in the bedroom.

“I’m glad to know both couples are trying new things. Tonight might prove to be a little more trying.” She laughed to herself, making a face like she couldn’t wait for us to find out what had her so churned up. It had me squirming in my seat. “Since your next challenge doesn’t begin until nine o’clock this evening, I’m happy to announce you’ll have a day of rest. You can take a nap, read a book, go for a walk. We have a full spa and massage services available, the bar is open, and you can request any movie you fancy to watch in the theater. Just let your guide know what you want to do with your day. The only rule is, no sex, no foreplay or anything that would be construed as foreplay or sexual engagement. Not until nine o’clock this evening. Please, enjoy a fuck free afternoon.” She said this with a pleasant smile, and both Lucas and Mason shook their heads, their flushed and abraded faces turning a brighter color.

She was a weird and a little intimidating old lady, and I had to wonder if she and Harv had a thing going.

A nap sounded great, but there was so much to explore here, I didn’t want to miss it, even though I was exhausted.

“What do you say we get massages, some drinks at the bar, then watch a movie?” Lucas suggested in a commanding tone that sounded more like an order.

I cocked my eyebrow at him. “That sounds great, let’s do it.” I felt like being really accommodating since he’d given his all last night, and I didn’t know what was in store for tonight. Plus, I figured bringing up what just happened would only make the tension hanging in the air worse.

After a couple of frosted martinis, a massage and a light dinner, we watched the latest blockbuster hit in a mini movie theater.

After, I was content and ready for whatever was coming.

When we got back to our suite, as soon as we entered, there was the ominous red and white box. I couldn’t face it.

“You open it,” I said to Lucas, locking my knees so I wouldn’t stagger.

He must’ve felt the same because he was in no hurry to open the box either. Rather, he approached it with so much care, you’d think it was carrying the plague virus inside.

He then read the card aloud.

Good Evening, Lucas and Ava

CHALLENGE #9

Explore and More

You have all you need for a night of exploration and exotic play. We’ve provided toys and tools to make your night more pleasurable.

One or both of you will be enjoying some anal fun.

My eyes went wide, and there was a rush of blood to my head, hitting me so hard I nearly passed out.

Lucas looked at me, a dark glint in his eyes, and said in a soothing voice, “It’ll be okay, I promise. I’ve anally pleasured women many times, you’ll love it.”

I met his gaze and snapped, “Correction… you’ll love it.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Lucas

The look on Ava’s face would’ve been comical if I didn’t know how real the fear behind her eyes was. In the last few days, we’d grown closer. Our trust was building, and yet, I knew this could set us back. But it shouldn’t. We could have a lot of fun tonight.

The thought of my cock buried in her ass nearly sent me over the edge.

I’d learned a few things from her about relaxing and facing things I feared with awareness and deep breathing. I had the idea that I’d mimic what I learned during my lingam massage and guide her with those techniques. Technically, we weren’t allowed any foreplay for another hour, yet how could shaving be considered foreplay?

I guessed I’d find out.

“Why don’t we shower together? This way, we can be ready faster, and the visual stimulation would be quite nice.” I kept a bright smile on my face, making sure she didn’t guess I had ulterior motives.

“You think that’s allowed?” she asked, looking hopeful.

“I don’t know, let me find out.” I’d never actually taken advantage of the guides, so now was as good a time as any. I went back downstairs and found one.

“No touching genitals,” the guide said when I asked, replying as if I’d asked if they stored coffee in the kitchen.

“Just what I wanted to know, thank you.”

I eyed Ava with excitement that was perhaps a bit predatory when I returned.

“What?” She shifted nervously.

“Come with me,” I commanded. We were on my time now.

I led her into the bathroom, where I carefully peeled away the top layer of her clothing.

“I can undress myself,” she lightly protested.

“I’d like to pamper you a bit, after the patience you showed me last night. Let me undress you,” I said in a rich, authoritative tone and continued until she was standing bare before me.

.

She took a shaky breath, her cheeks flushing a sweet pink color, reluctant to let me take the lead. I was going to show her, though, that letting go was just as pleasurable as holding on for dear life.

As soon as she was naked, I undressed. She made a motion to assist, but I gave her a reproachful eye and she backed away without words. Maybe she could become a successful sub — only time would tell.

I turned on the shower and left the water to warm up while I grabbed shaving supplies. Again her eyes widened as she watched me taking razors and shaving foam from the medicine cabinet.

“Oh hell no.” She shook her head ferociously.

“Why not?” I stood naked before her, my cock swelling slightly with her pussy in such close proximity. “It’s terribly exciting to have someone shave you.” I stepped closer to her. “Get in the shower, and I’ll show you.” She didn’t budge. “You would’ve been disappointed if I didn’t do as you asked last night, and I would’ve missed an incredible experience because I was being stubborn. I advise you to not make that mistake.” I knew there was menace in my tone, but she had to eventually learn that I held the power.

She gave me a flirtatious, naughty look. “Oh, so domineering. It’s clear you were an only child, and you never let anyone else play with your toys.” She hopped into the shower and let the hot water cascade down her hair and on to her back. She looked so fucking sexy, displaying her perfect body.

I stepped in behind her, picked up a bath sponge, and poured a liberal amount of soap on it that filled the air with the scent of lavender. Starting at her shoulder and moving down her arm, I gently washed that gorgeous body, making sure to steer clear of the erogenous zones. When I got to her leg, she’d relaxed enough that she let me carefully shave her calf, running the head of the razor across the back of her knee, up her thigh. Then slowly beginning near her ankle again, up her calf, over her knee, gliding gently until I reached where her hip began. I repeated my motions for the other leg. By this time, her breathing had changed to a slow, rhythmic tempo.

To throw in a little fun between us, I moved up to her arm, lifted it and brought the razor close to her skin as if I were about to shave under her armpit. I grinned and began to tickle her instead.

She jumped back, squealing, my finger caught between her arm and her side. “No, no, please, I’m…” She buckled over with laughter, holding her arm close to her body, trying to flinch away.

“Ticklish?” I asked with a sinister joy. “Oh, I’ll remember that.” I leered as I lifted her back into a standing position. “But I won’t use it while I have a razor in my hand. That might not be the safest move.”

She exhaled deeply. “Thank you.” However, her breathing stopped again when I slid down and faced her pubic area. “Oh, come on…” she protested, her voice exasperated with a hint of need. “You can’t touch there anyway.”

“I’d like to see you bare. I love the feel of a soft, hairless pussy.” The guide had said no touching, so I turned the razor around, and let it slowly slip between her folds and down her center, while the shower pelted us with warm water. I made sure to stop before I hit the off-limits mark.

She threw her head back in surrender, probably knowing if she fought me, I’d win anyway. I liked smooth, soft skin — it was a fetish of mine. I didn’t want to go too far with Ava, so I left a tuft of hair — a well-manicured patch was sexy. Other than that, I shaved her almost completely naked. The feeling of soft, bare skin made sensations so much more… acute. She’d learn this soon enough.

When I was done, I stood back and just looked at her. She was beautiful, standing there so vulnerable to me, a backdrop of steam rising behind her. In fact, the sight of her had my cock standing at attention and ready for this evening.

I took the showerhead down from the wall and rinsed her, making sure she was completely clean. Then, since I wasn’t allowed to touch her, I thought I’d try something fun.

“Spread your legs,” I demanded in a firm voice.

I watched her expression change as she weighed her options, grappling with the idea of obedience and defiance. It would have been interesting if she’d chosen to defy me, but she knew what was coming was likely pleasurable. I smiled when she mentally tucked her defiance card away for later.

“Good girl,” I praised as she opened for me, and I angled the showerhead between her legs, changing the massage setting to a hard, pulsing stream. She gasped and collapsed against the tiled wall as I ran the water jet slowly over her pussy, back and forth, covering every inch with warm, pulsating water. I watched her face and knew when I’d found her clit. Her pupils widened, her breathing changed to pants. “Don’t move. I’m going to hold this here, right over your sweet little nub until you come.”

Her legs tried to give, and I supported her waist, pressing my erection to the side under her ribcage. I lowered the showerhead in closer, until the water was a relentless throb. She cried out, writhing, then threw her head back and moaned. I then turned the jet to a single hard stream focused only on her clit, which had her keening as she braced against the wall. I could tell by her cries that she was about to come, so I moved the stream to her little pink asshole and shot it as close as I could to the center. Her head rolled as the sensations electrified her.

We still had fifteen minutes before I could touch her by the clock on the small corner table, so I flicked the warm water back and forth from her clit to her pucker and brought her orgasm slowly closer. But never letting it take her.

“Please, Lucas.” Her voice was urgent and pained.

I stroked her hair. “Just a few minutes longer. Let’s get you ready.” I turned off the water and helped her step out of the shower. I dried us both and used the coconut oil from the night before to give her a light massage. I wanted her to hold on to the high I’d brought her to.

When we were done, we looked at the clock with high expectations. I’d gotten her in the frame of mind for this, and I was so excited my dick was actually pulsing up and down. It was eight fifty-eight… we were almost there.

I fucking loved anal sex. It was an exciting way to pleasure a woman, especially because the backside had a dark mystery to it. Since I was of a rather large size, my cock created the perfect mix of pleasure and pain. The ass was forbidden fruit, my favorite delicacy.

At eight fifty-nine, I approached her, my cock hard and ready as it thrust out from my body, forcefully erect. There’d be no escaping this monster tonight, and by the look on Ava’s face, she knew it.

I pulled her close to me, sandwiching my erection between our bellies, and whispered in her ear, “I’m in charge this evening. I promise not to hurt you, degrade you or scare you. However, if I do any of those things, please tell me to stop. I will stop immediately. This will be painful at first, so I’ll go slow, but I want you to breathe like I did last night.”

Tonight, I’d be her Dominant, whether she liked it or not.

“Okay,” she whispered, aroused and fearful at the same time.

“I don’t want to win this game at your expense. I know you’ll enjoy this if you just let go.”

As the clock ticked over to nine, I could see her retreating into a quiet, defensive place. I vowed to myself to make this an evening of pleasure she’d never forget.

I took her hand and walked her to the bedroom, where a basket had been left filled with an array of things for us to play with. Lubrication in different flavors, pocket-sized vibrators, and anal toys of different sizes were spread out on a satin cloth on the dresser. I wanted to only focus on Ava, but something to play with would be nice for a while.

“It’s time.” I tried not to snarl as I gently pushed her on to the bed. “Spread your legs for me, Ava, as wide as you can get them.”

She obeyed without protest, watching me with alert eyes. She kept her gaze on me as I leaned over to a basket on the side table, plucked a condom off the top of the pile, and rolled it down my hard length.

I thought she was too nervous to talk, so I wanted to lighten her mood before beginning. As a Dominant, I wouldn’t stretch the rules for my subs this much, but I would for Ava. She wasn’t a sub. She was a wonderful person, and I was thrilled she let me dominate. She wasn’t in the lifestyle, and I was sure she couldn’t or wouldn’t bear it if she really knew what being a sub entailed.

So, I did something very uncharacteristic of me. I jumped on her, hissing, “You’re mine tonight!” When her expression changed to horror, I tickled her sides.

She crumbled into giggles. “What’s going on?”

She screamed playfully as I pressed my weight down on her and tickled around her middle, inching ever so slowly down to her center, the slick skin I loved inviting me closer. When my fingers grazed her pussy, dripping with her juices, I covered her mouth with mine, my tongue claiming hers. I dominated her mouth while my hands played over her delicate folds.

“You’re so ready for me, aren’t you?” I slid my tongue into her mouth again, not giving her the chance to answer.

When I pulled away from the kiss, she was breathless, her eyes wide and expectant as I placed my arms on either side of her head and leaned on my elbows. I wanted her to see my face as I positioned myself between her legs.

I pressed the tip of my cock against her dripping pussy, and she took a short, shallow breath. “I’m going to fuck you now.” She closed her eyes, and I pushed in to the hilt, my balls pressing against her ass. I held myself there as my cock jumped inside her, and she felt it, moaning and meeting my eyes.

I needed this to be hard and fast so that I could get to work on her beautiful backside, but I pumped slowly at first, leaning in and kissing her softly. Scooping her up into my arms, I increased my rhythm, fucking her in earnest. Diving in and out, my balls slapping against her fine ass, I pumped without stopping. Her arms were wrapped around me, and we’d created our own little hot cocoon. Her breaths were short, heated bursts punctuated by tiny moans as I felt her pussy grip my dick.

I ordered, “You may not come.”

She groaned loudly, her head thrashing back and forth.

“No coming for you.” I gave a few more hard thrusts, just to test her. She clenched again but looked up at me with appealing eyes. “Not yet.”

“Oh god, Lucas.” Her hips bucked, and she squeezed me hard with her legs, trying to regain control of her body.

I was close to orgasm as well, but I wanted what was next more.

I pulled out of her and slapped her pussy, sending sparks of sensations through her as she cried out. I wanted her in a euphoric state before I started to work on her ass. I could tell by her glazed expression, we were in a good place. She was sexually ignited.

I hoped she’d still be open to my needs as we continued, because I was starting to have deep feelings for her. I’d only been a few days, and yet, this woman was whittling into my soul. No woman had ever gotten this close.

I slithered down her body and lapped at her swollen pussy until her wetness bloomed again. She was winding up, so I applied coconut oil to her tiny, pink hole, rubbing it until the outer ring of her virgin berry released under my ministrations and accepted my finger.

She yelped and bit her lip as she sucked in air.

“It’s going to be okay, Ava, I promise.” I met her eyes, unable to believe what I was hearing myself say. I’d usually silence the woman if she gave any indication that my invasion of her ass was painful, but I couldn’t silence Ava… I didn’t want to.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Ava

Above me, Lucas’s steely eyes stared down at me, full of molten fire for what I was allowing him to do. He had me on a roller coaster ride. First in the shower, having been taken to the very highest peak, then ripped away. Next, fear chilled the hot emotions churning through me. Now, a combination of delight and pain and fear amped up the tension in my core so high that I knew I was going to come like never before.

Lucas was trying so hard to ease me into this, I could see the effort. Let go, Ava. You’ll enjoy this. You are enjoying it. So far all the play with my ass was nice, though strange. It felt incredible, and honestly unlike anything I’d ever experienced.

Despite how naughty and nice it was to have his fingers massaging around my hole, diving in and out, I was still totally freaked. I’d joked earlier about him being the recipient, but as soon as I’d seen his face when he read the card, I’d known it was something I wanted to give him. For some reason, I wanted to give this man anything he needed to satisfy him, to make him happy. Even if it was painful for me. Still, I worried, what if he went faster than this? What happened when the rest of him went in? How would he fit and how much would it hurt? It was overwhelming. I intentionally kept my eyes open, though they wanted to close at his intrusion. I’d have to have him with me emotionally, or I wouldn’t make it through this experience.

“Relax,” he said, his tone sweet and loving for the first time this evening.

I tried to temper my breathing. God, the feelings were so foreign. Not bad, just… unexpected.

He placed one hand on my thigh when my legs instinctively tried to close as he massaged my opening and slowly dipped one finger inside. I hadn’t realized I was clenching my jaw until he kissed me softly on the lips and slid in a second finger to join the first, all the way up to the first joint.

I was so full, so stretched, I couldn’t help but groan.

“You’re doing great,” he encouraged as he moved his fingers slowly, in and out, watching my face.

All I could do was breathe and stare into his exquisite eyes. And let him do whatever he wanted to me. After a while, he stopped and moved away from me for a moment. My body was in a fit, and I didn’t know whether I wanted to panic or beg him to continue.

When he returned, he brought what looked like a pink glass dildo. He slathered coconut oil on the toy, and I suddenly knew what he was doing.

“Lucas,” I moaned, trying to close my legs, but his hands held them open. “Do we have to do this?”

“Yes, and I promise, you’ll love it.”

The toy was cold and slippery when he placed it at the entrance of my anus. And he was right, so far it felt okay. He then pressed it against my hole, and after a little bit of pressure, it gave way. My heart exploded as the thing slipped in, and I was bombarded by a chaotic mix of feelings. I had an urge to bear down and push it out. The effort it took to allow it to remain made my eyes water. At the same time, I also wanted more, strangely needed more of whatever he was doing to me down there.

Breathe, Ava, just let go.

“You’re doing great,” Lucas whispered as he pressed it deeper.

“It’s so… I don’t know.” The last word ended in a higher pitch because he started stroking himself, which immediately made me salivate. He was so hard and too large to go in “there” in my opinion. I wanted to wrap my hand around him, help him stroke himself, but I couldn’t do anything but focus on what was happening to my body.

“I’m going to fuck your pussy now. This will make you feel much better when I enter you from behind,” he crooned, eluding to the moment when his huge cock would enter the no-go zone.

Above me, Lucas was breathing hard, holding the dildo and reaching for a condom.

My head was buzzing when his now familiar presence began entering me. I’d been getting used to his size and the space he filled within me, but now with my ass so full and his additional mass, I felt as if I was going to burst at the seams. His lips took mine again, so that hot and wet filled my periphery. His hand went to my breast, squeezing while at the same time adding intermittent pressure on the glass phallus, and I was insane with pleasure.

A deep, guttural moan escaped my throat as my center tightened to a crushing grip. His hands massaged my breasts and pinched my nipples as his thrusts became more vigorous. With each stroke, he drove that thing deeper into my ass until I couldn’t hold it any longer.

My belly clenched, then the fullness was gone. I screamed my displeasure. I could have wept and cursed.

All of my whimpering stopped, and I froze when he kneeled between my legs and pressed the tip of his cock into my ass. It was only the tip, but still, he was in there, and I felt my tight ring stretch to almost ripping.

“Are you okay?” he asked, his concerned eyes on mine.

“Yeah, no… I’m not sure.” I was a riddle even I couldn’t solve.

He groaned, and I could have laughed, the way the sound made me feel like my heart was flying out of my body.

“I’m going to go in farther. Let me know if it’s too much, and I’ll slow down.” His voice was stern, like a king who was going to take his queen regardless of her protests. “Remember your safe words. Yellow and red.”

“Okay,” I responded, but blinked back tears as another inch of him sank into me. Then another. Until my lower body was on fire.

He pressed my legs back until my knees were nearly on my shoulders, changing the angle and sinking the rest of the way in. I was panting harshly when his lips met mine. I didn’t close my eyes, refusing to miss any of this. I wanted to watch him as he took what he wanted. The look in his eyes was all powerful and commanding. He was morphing into the Dominant once again.

“I’m going to fuck you now, and you’ll enjoy it. You won’t come until I give you permission,” he ordered, his voice laced with menace as he pushed in even farther.

“Stop!” I breathed, halting him with my hand on his chest and taking in buckets of air.

“For a moment, only.” He found my clit as I took in deep breaths, circled it, teased it with a back and forth pattern that took my breath. “I want you to relax, and when I push in, you push out to meet me. That will help with the pain. Soon, pleasure will take over, I promise.”

Surely, he had to be wrong.

I’d thought my first time having sex was painful, but this… I felt ripped in two. I inhaled deeply and bore down, just as he said. It was better. Not much, but enough to give me hope that I would live through this experience.

I bit my lip as we went deeper. When he was fully seated, he kissed me so tenderly I almost cried. Then he began to pull out, and… oh, ribbons of sensation pulsed through every cell in my body.

In… the pain knifed at me again.

Out… I threw my head back as pleasure spiked.

Pushing himself to his knees, Lucas sat back on his heels and looked down, watching our bodies where they joined. His nostrils flared, and I wondered if it was because of the degree of self-control he was exerting as he held back, moving carefully and slowly, trying not to hurt me too much.

Madness was the only way to describe the feelings. Pleasure. Pain. Friction on my clit. Heat. Sensations crashed all around inside of me. I was going to orgasm. I was on the edge of ecstasy. And yet, ooh, the foreign pain was distracting.

Again, he continued sinking in. And again, the strange jarring pain laced over unspeakable pleasure. An agonized wail escaped my throat, and I heard myself pleading for, “Mooore.”

Was that me? Did I really ask for more? Yes, oh yes, I wanted more.

More he gave me as he started undulating back and forth, his cock gliding in and out. And… I saw stars, my abdomen clenching.

“No coming. Do. Not. Come.”

I screamed and clawed at the sheets, trying to pull myself back from bursting, feeling like I was rocking to the moon and then down into the very depths of hell. When I crash-landed, Lucas was still pulsing into me, winding me up more — he was relentless. I was going to orgasm, I couldn’t stop it this time as his fingers found my aching clit, pinching and pressing, diving inside me and claiming my g-spot while his cock excavated my bottom.

“I’m going to come inside your tight body,” Lucas growled as he went rigid, his face a mask of the most exquisite agony. “Come now.” He pinched my clit, and I saw stars as a blazing orgasm ripped through every cell. Every muscle I possessed tightened so hard I thought I would shatter. Instead, I released in a liquid torrent. I was at his mercy and jettisoned yet again as he buried himself deep within me and shouted. He shot in and out of me in short bursts and exploded, hard, filling me with heat that made me orgasm all over again.

When I could finally see again, he smirked down at me. “Wow, that was intense.”

I nodded, robbed of speech.

He slid out of me with a kiss on my neck. He crumbled on top of me, collapsed to the side, and laid beside me, breathing heavily. Words would be foreign now, and we only stared at one another, stars still exploding in front of my face.

I’d just found a new kind of ecstasy I never knew existed. While I was terrified of this insane new place called anal pleasure, I wasn’t sure I wanted to abandon it. He was right… it was amazing. So amazing in fact, that when I did finally gather my wits, I recalled a line from our challenge note.

One or both of you will be enjoying some anal fun.

One just had a grand old time. Now it was time for both of us to experience this land called anal pleasure. Well, more correctly… for him to experience it again.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Lucas

“That was pretty incredible,” I said as I curled Ava closer to me, “you okay?”

I’d seen the ecstasy on her face, and she didn’t run and hide this time, so I knew there were good moments for her at the very least.

“I didn’t think I’d like it, but surprisingly, it was better than I thought it would be. It was weirdly exciting.” She flashed me a shy smile. She was always so adorable. Strong willed with her own kind of power. I was coming to better understand her heady mix of attributes.

Her expression turned devilish, her voice low and tinged with lust. “So, the card stated that one or both of us could enjoy the anal delights, and I’ve enjoyed mine…”

“Nope, you played there yesterday,” I said firmly, hoping I sounded serious but also trying to make her laugh to circle the subject. While last night’s tryst with my forbidden zone was intriguing and sexy, it wasn’t something I felt comfortable doing over again.

I loved it, but I don’t give up control. For me, control was my lifeline. I was in charge of my world, and my asshole was not on the menu — the feelings involved were too intense. I couldn’t tell Ava that, however, because just those few moments of her vulnerability helped me understand what she struggled with in letting go.

Ava winced as she shifted and sat on the edge of the bed. My guess was she probably wasn’t going to be up for anything more tonight. We were both still wide awake, and I needed another go, as I was still edging along a sexual high.

She carefully slid off the bed. “I think I’ll rinse off.” She beckoned to me, and how could I resist?

I joined her when she turned on the water and was letting it cascade over her sex-ravaged body.

“Shall I wash you?” she asked in a sweet, demure tone.

She knew my penchant for demure, and so I handed her the soap. She lathered it in her hands, her eyes cast downward as she caressed my abs and torso, using only her hands to wash my body.

Her touch felt incredible, and my semi-hard erection graduated to full hard-on very quickly under her expert care. She ignored my inflamed member to concentrate on my middle region. Her attention seemed innocent enough, letting her hands glide over my shoulders to massage my biceps, then down to my forearms and fingers. She massaged each one. Fuck, her touch felt good.

She moved her massage back up to my forearms and elbows, lilting her hands down my sides, wiggling her fingers to test how ticklish I might’ve been. I didn’t flinch and gave her a searing glare.

“What are you doing?” I demanded, not holding back the dominance in my voice.

She flinched and flushed red. Unlike my subs, it wasn’t out of guilt or embarrassment, but indignation. Her hands continued their play, sliding down my sides to smooth over my trimmed pubic hair and massage the skin around my pelvic bone. My cock was standing straight up in front of her so she lovingly stroked her thumb over the engorged head as she cupped my balls.

Those little fingers had me cross-eyed with delight. I wanted to be inside of her again, listen to her scream and moan as I pounded inside and showed her who was boss, who was master.

But those fingers had other plans as they tickled my perineum and she shifted behind me.

“Now time for your backside,” she sang in a low, seductive melody. She pushed me forward by laying a hand on my back and bending me toward the wall.

I grabbed her hand, and even I was surprised at the dark threat in my voice. “I told you, I’m not having you anywhere near my ass. You need to understand you can’t cross my lines.” I was the alpha here.

She stiffened, her lips pressed into a thin line. “What about my lines?”

“That’s different.”

“How are your lines different?” She got out of the shower and grabbed a towel. “We’re in this together. I’m not sure how they’re gonna know whether we do these challenges, but I’m in this to win. That means we both do the challenges, whether we like them or not.”

I followed her out of the shower and snapped a towel off the rack, not sure what her next move was going to be, but praying desperately that she wasn’t planning on walking out of this. We’d covered so much ground. We could get through this, she just had to chill out. Women were so overly emotional.

I opened my mouth to tell her how it was going to be, and she held up a silencing hand.

“Before you command me,” she started in a softer voice, “I want you to hear me out. This is supposed to be pleasurable for both of us. Our anal areas are the only sexual organ, other than our lips, that we share. Why can’t we experience something as foreign as this together? Why can’t we share our feelings with one another? Do you think I wanted to have your dick up my ass?” She was getting heated again, her face flushed.

“You liked it, admit it!” I wasn’t going to let her pull that on me. I could tell by her orgasm that she loved it.

“That is beside the point. I’m asking you if I wanted to do it before we started.” She stared at me, half wrapped in a towel, dewy and naked and gorgeous.

Fuck, she was messing with my head.

“Possibly not.” I wanted to cross my arms but knew that would make me look defensive.

“You were so intent on me being the one who had to complete this challenge when it said either of us. Telling me you’d pleasured other women’s asses wasn’t helpful.” She spit out the words. “I’m not a piece on an assembly line. Maybe I didn’t want to go there. Did you ever think about my having a right to say no?” Her eyes were blazing, and she’d never looked so stern and in command. And so fucking sexy.

I’d never let my subs get mouthy with me, and apart from my own mother, everyone had been too afraid to ever approach me in this manner. I’d always gotten my way. No woman had crossed me as she was. I wasn’t sure I liked it on a visceral level, but it was turning me on. Making me want to do whatever I had to do to make her happy. What was she doing to me?

She was still talking. “This is a game, and to play and be successful we have to try new things. This is something we can experience together. Why do you get to say no and I don’t? And why would you want to shy away from an experience you could share with me?” Now she seemed hurt, as if my reluctance wasn’t about power, but about her venturing into the unknown without me.

“There are a host of reasons that have nothing to do with you, Ava,” I stated plainly, unwilling to go further.

“I’m not subservient to you, Lucas. I won’t be. When I leave this game and walk away from this, you can find a woman who wants subservience. I’m not, and I never will be that woman. We’re playing a game. The rules stated that both of us could participate in the challenge equally.”

She was right. This was just a game. So… when had it become more than that? And why did her walking away make me want to lock her in the bathroom so she couldn’t?

She was unhinging my perspective, and I loved and hated her for it. Despite her belief to the contrary, she had my attention. Just the thought of her going back to her old life without me made my knees feel like jelly. I sank down on the edge of the tub, buying myself a moment to compose.

She followed my cue and sat next to me on the smooth surface. “I loved having you play with my ass.” She laughed. “I never thought I’d be saying that, and I never thought I would experience feelings that were so erotic and complex. They were shameful, guilty, and wonderful all at the same time. Why wouldn’t I want to give you the same kind of exotic pleasure?” Silence filled the room as she stared at me, waiting for an answer.

“It’s different for men like me. I don’t share experiences. I’m… well, I’m a billionaire. I don’t need to share anything.” And there it was…

She rolled her eyes. “The only reason I agreed to this contest after I found out I was selected was to challenge myself. I needed to break out of my shell, and the money would help me do that, to live a better life. I didn’t come here to flirt with or marry a billionaire. I could care less about your money or your power. I can walk away from it. What I struggle with now…” her gaze fell to the tile, and she swallowed, “is walking away from you. Yet, there are parts of your personality that I don’t understand. I’m willing to stretch my boundaries, why can’t you?”

She had no idea how much I’d already stretched my boundaries. She’d pushed me beyond my limits, and this was as far as I was willing to go. I wouldn’t break down nor succumb to my emotions, but still, I was considering giving her this. Because she was right. When she played with my ass last night, it was an intense and singular sensation. It took me to a place, sexually, I never thought I’d go. And I thought I’d been to the highest plateau. Those feelings were intriguing and not entirely unwanted.

“Because I’ve never had boundaries I didn’t set. However, in the interest of testing boundaries, men who practice this type of sex allow this kind of stimulation?” I needed to get my head around this.

“Yes, it’s called a prostate massage, and it’s a wonderful experience for a man. Most don’t allow themselves the pleasure.” Her face lit up with a smile.

“I’ll let you massage and touch me, but no more,” I said so quietly, I almost didn’t think she would hear.

Had I just given in?

A look of joy flashed across her face as she turned on the bath and poured in oils.

“The bathtub?” I asked, intrigued.

“Better than the bed.” She flashed that smile again, and it heated me from the inside.

“Just don’t ever tell anyone I did this…”

She laughed, a pure and musical sound that was filled with total delight. “I promise and double swear, I’ll never ever say a word about any of this. I think I also signed a legal thingy that said that as well. Your secret is safe with me.” She put her foot in the water to test its temperature. “Shall we?” she asked, giving me her hand.

She flicked on our trusty iPod and the room filled with exotic music as she smoothed the oiled water over my back, and we both sank into the rich, warm water.

And I sank into the unfamiliar land of submission.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Ava

I couldn’t believe he’d agreed last night. I knew he struggled with his feelings, but as I massaged him and worked around his body, he became more comfortable.

He was always on his guard, but he’d lowered the drawbridge some.

I’d explained to him, “This is not about your sexuality or weakness. This is about you owning your sexuality and accepting pleasure. You’re just as in command of your body now as you were when we came in this evening, the only difference is, you’re more keenly aware of your needs.”

I’d been diplomatic and rational — two traits I knew he admired. He hadn’t really agreed, but he’d let me play. The look of ecstasy and relief on his face was exquisite when he came.

When he’d recovered, he stared at me with a smirk then gave me a hard slap on the ass. “You naughty girl.” Then he grabbed our robes, helped me into mine, scooped me up in his arms and carried me to the bed.

“Miss Ava, you need to be punished,” Lucas growled.

I laughed. “I’m no naughtier than you. What you give, you’ll also have to take.” I gave his shoulder a quick bite before he threw me on the bed.

We’d both been sated and blissful as I curled into his side and he draped his leg over my body, then spanked my ass again, hard. I guessed in his book, I deserved a couple of swats for pushing him as far as I did, but I meant what I said.

I’d be exacting an eye for an eye.

I nestled closer, content. I’d brought him to a place no other human had ever been able to take him. He’d given up a piece of himself, his humility.

This morning, I was hungry for food and achy. I watched him as he slept, amazed that I was so comfortable with this man I hadn’t known a mere week ago. So much, that I couldn’t imagine doing what I’d told him I would last night — walking away and going back to my normal life. Life would never be normal again. Lucas had awakened something inside me I didn’t know was there.

When the waiter brought our breakfast, he left a note that instructed us to meet downstairs at seven this evening for dinner with Isabella and Mason.

We had the day to ourselves. We could ski, hike, snowboard, or just laze around our room. There was an endless array of things to do.

“I remember when I was a child,” Lucas said as we lounged at the kitchen table and sipped our coffee, “and I’d need to escape this place from time to time. The adults would get too controlling and stuffy.” I raised my eyebrows at this. “Yes, even for me. I’d hike as far as I could climb up the incline in the back of the ski run. There’s a remarkable view from up there. Would you like to join me on a hike to my favorite spot?”

“I’d love it.” I took a final sip of coffee and stood, ready to escape to the outdoors.

We suited up in snow gear, and I packed water and some snacks. He added a flask of whiskey to our pack, and we left the chalet to trek up the mountain in the snow.

It was a rigorous climb. He must’ve been quite the little athlete as a boy. While I was in incredible shape, the altitude and snow made it a difficult climb for me. I stopped several times to rest as I trudged my way up the mountain.

Lucas remained attentive and caring and helped me over slippery or steep sections. After what felt like a lifetime, we made it to the top. I sucked in the sharp cold air and stared out at the view.

My religious beliefs had always run toward the eclectic, so I was very open to spiritual experiences, but seeing that beauty of the mid-morning light was proof enough something greater than ourselves existed.

“Isn’t it magnificent?” Lucas asked, his face painted with a boyish gaze of wonder.

“I think it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” I stood mesmerized by the vast blue sky and majestic snow-covered mountains.

“I think you might be the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” He curled his arms around my waist and drew me in close.

The moment was electrifying… and big… oh so big for us.

“You know that’s a cheesy line, right?” I took a stab at humor, unsure I was ready for “the most” anything.

He laughed, and I was afraid he would feel my heart pounding out of my chest. “I know beauty.” He drew me away from the edge and led me to a large rock at the far side of the summit. “Let’s rest for a moment. We can have something to eat before we head back down.”

The moment felt surreal, and my head was spinning. Was it the altitude? I had to get my shit together. I liked Lucas, more than I wanted to admit. And with each day that passed, I felt like we were drawing closer. While the top of the mountain was almost unbearably cold, it was an excellent place to get to know Mr. Dominant Billionaire better.

“What got you interested in dominance in the first place?” I asked as he passed me the flask of whiskey.

I took a swig, and my breath crackled in front of my face. The whiskey was high-dollar and didn’t burn going down, but heated my insides, making me almost break a sweat. Or maybe that was worry. I waited on ice shards for his answer.

“Since I was young, I’ve been in charge of many things. It was just my mom and I, so I took on a lot of responsibility. With responsibility came pressure, and I needed a release. Some guys like violent video games and I tried those, then ran into a website that promised everything I’d been looking for. A world that I could control. I started joining online clubs and dating groups that liked to play rough. I didn’t so much enjoy the violence, but found myself enjoying the control being a Dominant offered. I’d finally found the satisfaction I’d been looking for.”

“Is something different now?” I pressed him, wanting better insight into the man who was stealing my heart.

“Something is. I just don’t know what.” He stared out at the mountain view, his face softening for a moment before hardening to resemble the solid cliff walls. “You don’t know how to be a sub, and I don’t think you have the personality to become one, but there’s time yet.” His voice was cold.

“Is that what you really intend on doing? Making me into your sub?” I was trembling, my voice shaky.

There was a long silence, and it was hard to conceal the avalanche of feelings within me.

“Don’t ask dangerous questions, Ava, if you won’t like the answers. Let’s get you back to the chalet before you freeze into a popsicle.” He punctuated his statement with a smile, which made me feel fractionally better. I took the flask and another swig of whiskey, and we walked back down the mountain in silence.

When we got back to the chalet, it was late afternoon. We opted to go to the spa for massages and to warm up in the sauna. There, we kept our conversation light and buoyant, mostly talking about the prospects of the other team. Later, we dressed and met Mason and Isabella at dinner.

There wasn’t a deep chasm between the two of us, but I sensed a divide as we faced our next challenge together.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Lucas

All the way down the mountain, I hadn’t known what to say to Ava. So I remained silent. I needed some space. It wasn’t her. I loved being near her. I enjoyed playing with her, our teasing and laughing. But my need to be dominant stood in front of our prospects for the future, and I just couldn’t face what I’d have to do to change that.

There was a chasm that would only grow wider between us. I knew she’d never be a true sub, and after this competition, I probably wouldn’t be able to walk away from her. So not being able to quit her would mean I’d have to quit the one thing that gave me the most pleasure.

I couldn’t tell her when she was asking her innocent questions on the mountain that one of the reasons I enjoyed being a Dom was because I liked the look of pain on my submissive’s face. I liked knowing I could inflict power even while being in charge of safety. I like hearing “yes, master” and punishing for any slight infraction.

As scary as it might’ve sounded, I could probably do a lot of bodily harm to a person, and yet, being a Dominant meant my first and most important responsibility was the safety and well-being of my submissive partner.

The submissives I chose to be with enjoyed what we did and wanted to be dominated. There was an intense sensuality in it, and until I met Ava, it was the only way I could reach orgasm.

I didn’t want to hurt women but knowing they enjoyed the pain I inflicted was a perfect symbiosis between two consenting adults. There was a kind of beauty in the balancing of two extremes. I worried that after the freshness of the new experiences I was having with Ava wore off, I’d need her to be submissive without exception.

I didn’t know if I could function in a world without domination.

Ava would never like the submissive lifestyle, and I didn’t want Ava to have to be a submissive person. Part of what so deeply drew me to her was her ability to stand up to me and push me to try something I was more than reluctant to experience.

What would be ideal, however, would be to have Ava enjoy some elements of submission, which she apparently did. That way, I wouldn’t lose my sense of self completely if I decided to try a more permanent arrangement with her. Vanilla sex with an incredible person — even Ava and her ass play, oils and Hindu sex thrown in — wasn’t ever going to be enough for me.

We went back to our suite after an extraordinarily awkward dinner with the opposing team, during which Unc announced there was a tie. I was surprised Ava, and I had won, but feeling more confident now that Mason wasn’t ahead. He was a more formidable opponent than I’d thought.

In the entry sat another ominous red box with the fucking white ribbon.

I hoped the next challenge wouldn’t come back to bite me just yet. I needed another win to distance myself from Mason and get closer to becoming CEO. The ass fucking challenge had been my brilliant idea, and I’d devised two more depraved sex acts with the intent to freak Mason out. Little did I know, I’d be pushing away my own partner. A partner I surprisingly did not want to push anywhere but back into bed with me. While there was still an element of terror in completing these challenges with Ava, I was excited as well. There was a possibility now that she would like them. I knew from other subs, there were things they loved, like being blindfolded and expecting pain, but getting other sensations as well. BDSM wasn’t always about punishment.

Just as Ava had her spiritual centers, I had leather and gags.

“What do you think we’re going to do now?” Her voice was steady, but the expression on her face betrayed her nervousness.

I vowed, tonight, despite all, I’d get her to trust me, so I’d never have to see that expression again.

“Shall I do the honors? Or do you want to?”

“I’ll do it.” She picked up the box and bravely tore into it.

I took a deep breath, the suspense awful. This woman had me all in knots.

She opened the box and read the card.

Good evening, Lucas and Ava

You are about to commence CHALLENGE #10

You’ve Got Me All Tied Up

Immediately, her expression sank.

“Is there any more?” I asked, knowing exactly what was on that card.

Originally, I’d hoped to tie her up and fuck her hard, testing my Dom limits. But that wasn’t going to work now, so my brain scrambled for alternatives.

She gulped as she read the rest.

Men, the goal of this challenge is to tie up your partner and have your way with her. You will be judged on how much fun the ladies have.

Remember, safety first.

Good luck.

Tears welled in Ava’s eyes.

I took the card out of her hands and scooped her into my arms. “Why the tears?” I whispered in her ear softly.

“I don’t like being tied up,” she said plainly, with strength and conviction. “I grew up in a household that was loud and chaotic. My dad was mean, my mom was meek, and my sister and I were scrambled somewhere in between. I was the quiet one who hid away and made sure my sister was hidden too, because if you were invisible, you didn’t get yelled at or hit by anyone. I know I let you do it before, but being tied up, not being able to get away or defend myself, is something I don’t want to do again.”

I pushed her hair back from her face, compassion welling inside of me. Yet… there was still the challenge to finish. I knew it was going to be hard to entice her over to my side. “I wouldn’t be trying to hurt you, Ava. I’d be making you feel good, I prom—”

“No, Lucas, I—”

I touched my fingers to her lips, quietening her. I had to help her over this hump before I could take her to the next level. I scooped her up and carried her to the couch, setting her on my lap as if she were a child. I stroked her hair, cradling her as I spoke. “I’m sorry you had to face those things as a child. I can’t believe anyone would ever want to silence you. I know you didn’t enjoy being tied up that much our first night. Why would you? You’re a fighter and to willingly surrender will be difficult for you. I understand. I went through it last night. But do you know what made me finally let go and let you do that craziness?”

“No,” she mumbled, her head on my shoulder.

“I trusted you.” The words hung in the air, and I fervently hoped they’d sink in. “I don’t like being in a non-dominant position. When my father died, he left our family with very little. After his life insurance ran out, we struggled to eat or pay the rent because he made a bad business investment and almost everything went to pay off his debt. We lost the house, lost everything. The idea that our livelihood was in jeopardy scared me so much, I knew the only way we would make it was if my mom rose up out of her grief, got going and kept going. I was the ignition driving her. And now… I drive everything. Last night was the very first time in my life I’ve taken a backseat and liked it. Letting go felt good and it showed me, if I am with the right person, letting someone else drive is okay. I promise you with every single fiber of my being, I’ll not hurt you, Ava. Tonight is going to be about your pleasure, and your pleasure only. All you have to do is let go a little.” When the words were out, I was filled with a relief I’d never experienced. I felt free suddenly, in a way I’d never been. I’d been more honest with her than I’d ever been with myself.

“I don’t care so much about the pleasure.” She sniffed and turned her face up to look at me.

“But you should.”

She gave me a crossways glance and continued. “I’m afraid of you destroying my reality. Reality is all I have. I’ve got to walk away from here, Lucas, and continue to fight for my life. I haven’t got a safety net. If we win, the money I get from this… whatever this is, it’ll protect me some, but I’ve still got my sister to take care of. If you let go, your ego gets bruised. When I let go, everything could shatter.” Her tears had dried, and the strong Ava was back.

I felt sad that she thought I’d rob her of what she perceived as normal. Submission wasn’t about that, it wasn’t abuse. She had no idea. This was so complicated. She had to understand that she wasn’t alone, and I would never want to harm her outlook on life.

“I promise, Ava, I won’t rob you of something as precious as your reality. Your body is gorgeous, your face remarkable, but it’s the way you see the world… and how I see the world through your eyes that is the most beautiful thing about you. Tonight is only about taking you to another level of sensation and joy. I guarantee tonight is about you. Trust me?” I held my breath, willing her to say yes, but couldn’t resist placing a soft kiss her soft lips.

“Okay, Lucas. I’ll trust you on this one.”

The warmth spreading through my chest at her words surprised me.

The next surprise was when I led her to the bedroom and opened the door — there were candles everywhere, permeating an exotic aroma and giving off a sublime mood. The room was well staged for tonight’s challenge. The dresser had been covered with red satin cloth on top of which were displayed tonight’s choices of toys.

With several choices in restraints, I decided the best way to approach this with Ava was to have her pick the ones she wanted to use. Some were leather, some were satin, others were downright scary with spikes and chains.

She burst into laughter when she saw those, picking up the most menacing one and swinging it back and forth, adopting a pose and a deep southern drawl that brought to mind a deep south serial killer on the loose.

“Ain’t gonna hurt ya, Ava,” she hissed, “Jiss truss me.”

“Okay, obviously we aren’t going to be using that one.” I laughed as I grabbed the horrid thing out of her hand.

My uncle sure had a nasty sense of humor. I was sure the restraints were too much hardware for Mason and Isabella as well, so I was happy about the freak vibe they gave off. Though, I probably would’ve gone for them in a different context, with a different woman.

Ava, not surprisingly, chose the pink satin restraints. They’d do the trick, so I was happy she was still on board with this.

“Ah you picked the pretty princess ones,” I teased as I kissed her sweetly on the forehead and gently began to undress her.

“Well, they didn’t have any with sparkles, so these will have to do.” She offered a nervous smile.

“Now, for the fun part. Turn around.” I pivoted her at the waist until she faced the dresser and opened a drawer to an assortment of blindfolds.

I took out a matching pink blindfold and showed it to her.

She rolled her eyes.

“Tonight will be much more pleasurable for you and less stressful if you put this on.” My heart pounded as I waited for her response. I’d do anything at this point to get her on that bed. I was already hot and hard with need.

She took in a slow breath. “Remember, you promised,” she warned as she closed her eyes.

“I remember,” I whispered in her ear as I placed the blindfold carefully over her eyes. She stood straight and lifted her chin as if she were ready to brave the scariest jump off the highest mountain.

I then led her to the bed, lifted her and placed her in the middle as I took her arms and clicked the soft pink handcuff over her wrist. She breathed in sharply through her nose as I attached it to the bedpost above her head. She pulled for a moment, testing the strength of the restraint as I did the same for her other arm. Finding them quite unyielding, her breathing picked up for a moment, but she inhaled deeply, working hard to level out her breathing.

I placed my hand on her sternum to let her know I was there as I mounted the bed and knelt beside her. I began by kissing my way down her body as I feathered my fingers across her stomach and lower, tickled over her tuft of hair and danced them lightly past her sweet pussy, which was already glistening with wetness.

I loved that she was so responsive. As I placed random kisses all over her body, she twisted and let out small gasps. I hadn’t even finished tying her up. I smoothed my hands down her legs, then pushed them wider so I could restrain them.

With a click, one cuff was on her ankle. She let out a tiny squeak, and her other foot flexed wildly so I had to catch it.

“Ava,” I said sternly, trying to solicit her compliance.

“Lucas,” she returned in the same manner.

“This is going to be fun.” I attempted to hide the frustration in my voice, but she caught on.

“It is already.” The tinkling sound of her laughter made me smile as she flailed her foot, forcing me to grab it and hold her leg down.

She bit her lip, and her chest heaved up and down as she tried to gain ground mentally. She was doing it though, and I was proud of her. I got off the bed and turned out the light so there was only candlelight.

“This begins your first journey into restraints. BDSM, lesson one.” I chose a feather boa and took it to her, gently snaking it over her bare skin.

She writhed and arched, her nipples changing to hard buds that jutted into the air, tempting me.

I restrained myself and took a long look at her. This beautiful, charming, and complicated woman. At my mercy… to do with what I wanted.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Ava

As soon as he put the blindfold on me, I was near panic. I tried to stay strong, even as he restrained my hands and feet. I wouldn’t freak out. I had to trust him, like he had trusted me last night.

When he finished clipping my ankles to the bedposts, I wiggled them to see exactly how much mobility I had. It wasn’t much. My heart raced.

Take it easy, Ava, you can do anything for a little while.

I calmed my nerves by breathing in and out as his kisses pierced my skin with soft lightning bolts. Adding to his gentle kisses was the tickling wisp of a feather boa drifting across my body. While ticklish and foreign, the feather boa tantalized me more than anything I’d ever felt — so soft, yet so dangerous as I couldn’t see what was coming next.

He paused for a moment, and there was nothing, no sound, no sensations. It was if he’d left the room. My pulse spiked, anticipating what would be next.

After what felt like an eternity, another soft implement grazed across my body. This time it was a long string of silky material. He danced it along my neck, swirled it around my nipples, which were already aching and hard, before trailing it down to the apex of my sex. After it lightly brushed over my nearly bare mound, he slid it up to my face, over my lips and across the soft skin of the underside of my arm. It was almost unbearable it tickled so much, but at the same time erotic. I shivered and involuntarily tried to break free. But I was bound well, and all that did was brush the wetness his torture was causing onto my upper thighs.

His strokes were almost too light to feel, which made me crave texture and skin… and to my surprise, hard, penetrating sex. The softer his torture became, the more I craved roughness and force. These strange cravings were too foreign for me to comprehend.

He fanned the silky wand across my stomach to my arms, down my legs, and over my center, barely brushing my clitoris as it repeated its path.

As he continued to torture me with silk, he dipped his finger into my sex then quickly removed it, my hips trying to follow. When he smeared my own wetness on my nipples, my eyes flew wide behind the blindfold. While he said nothing, the absence of words spoke volumes as he rubbed my own ambrosia on to my aching breasts.

I was close to begging him to use more force, to undress and press himself down over me. Soon the satin ribbon stopped its torturous journey, and again, he paused without words, making me wonder what was coming next.

His fingernails scratched along my abdomen, creating little pricks and tingles, igniting sparks all over my body. I hated to be tickled, and this was the truest form of torture. I giggled and thrashed, begging him to stop between gasping breaths.

He stopped, but just for a short interval. Long enough for me to calm down and catch my breath, which was a blessing and a curse. Because as soon as I regained composure, his fingers scratched across my sides, making me buckle and contort. Then my inner thighs, down to my knees, back up around my pelvis and onward toward my breasts and across my nipples, ignoring the part that wanted him most.

Again, he took his touch away.

Then his mouth was on mine, and his tongue stroked inside, kissing me urgently as my body made sense of what was happening. Everything he’d used had been soft and torturous, but there were tiny spikes of pain from some other unknown instrument on the insides of my knees. My brain was divided, not knowing whether to focus on his ardent mouth and invasive tongue or the pinpricks of pain rolling up and down my inner thighs.

I moaned into his mouth.

“You’re doing fine,” he broke away from our kiss to tell me, then continued to kiss down the nape of my neck as the needles of pain intensified.

“Ahhhh.” I had no words because my brain was short-circuiting. I wanted to tell him to stop, and yet I didn’t. My deepest core was flooding with need, and while the pricks were uncomfortable, they were also making me more ravenous, taking my excitement higher.

When the rolling spiked thing crossed my nipples, I cried out in shock. I was ready to tell him to stop, but his soft, wet mouth replaced the hard metal teeth and enveloped my nipple in warmth. His mouth sucked in first one nipple then the other, replacing the pain with pleasure.

The spiking thing started to roll again as my eyes watered under the blindfold. It made its way down my sternum, across my navel and — oh my god, no, not there.

“No!” I gasped, wanting to grab Lucas’s hands, but unable to move with the restraints.

“Do you want me to stop?” His voice was that of a concerned partner. “Yellow or red.”

“Don’t hurt me.” My heart slammed hard against my ribs.

“I wouldn’t dream of it. Trust me.” His fingers gently smoothed my hair back from my face, tucking it behind my ears. I hadn’t noticed, but my hair was damp with sweat.

I bit my lip as his spiked instrument continued its journey to where I feared it was headed. But before it got there, Lucas’s warm, wet tongue found my center. He lapped me. Once. Twice. Then his torture device rolled over the folds of my sex, and I made a useless effort to close my legs as it pricked my skin. But then Lucas’s tongue was there again, soothing, as he rolled it over my inner thighs, then back up to where his tongue had been, over the tender flesh of my sex.

I screamed as the device created a strange, fearful craving in me I’d never experienced before. I was throbbing and tingling and anxious as his mouth once again replaced the spikes. His wet tongue met the folds of my labia, still dodging the dripping wet center that was begging for him. I couldn’t take much more as his fingers joined his tongue and I thrust my pelvis toward his mouth, frustrated by my restraints.

“Please, Lucas,” I cried out.

“Please what?” His fingers continued their torture, dipping around my pussy and near my clit, but not touching.

“Please touch me.” I couldn’t believe I was begging him, but my mind and body were whirling in a blur of want.

“Like this?” One finger touched the middle of my inner thigh.

I whimpered. “No, touch my pussy, touch me. Lucas.” His name left my lips and ended in a desperate whine that was completely unlike me.

“Oh, here.” He stroked his finger down my center, dipping momentarily into me and retreated.

I moaned, exasperated, as my hips did an instinctual grind into the empty air.

“Do you want me to fuck you?” His voice was low, almost a growl.

I wanted him to make love to me. To make me feel adored. But I was starting to get the idea that Lucas didn’t know how to do that.

“No, I want you to make love to me,” I clarified, gasping as his swirling fingers attacked my sensitive skin again.

“How?” His fingers were still torturing me.

Suddenly, I didn’t care how I had him. I just needed him inside me. “Please. Now, I need you now.”

There was the hiss of a foil wrapper tearing, then the bed shifted and dipped, and his massive cock was at my entrance. His breath hitched, and he paused for a long second before he eased his way into me. He was so hard and thick, it took a minute of him pushing himself deeper and deeper to get fully seated. Once he was, I felt filled with him.

Without warning, he retreated and slammed his cock back in. “Like this?” he growled, pulling out and thrusting back in again. He was barely touching me, raised up over me as he thrust in again, rough and hard.

“Yes!” This was what I needed, it was so intense and I was so wound up, I was going to have a blasting orgasm. The knot of it balled so tightly in my middle, I cried out with his next invasion and the most powerful orgasm I’d had to date coursed through me. I screamed with it, my hips thrusting upward as my world splintered and fragmented.

When I’d regained some of my senses, I couldn’t handle being tied anymore. “Can you untie me?” I needed to be free to show him what I really needed.

Without words, he undid my legs, then my arms. Once I was released, I ripped off my blindfold and leaned into his arms, wanting to know he was there.

“Lucas,” I said quietly in his ear, “please don’t tie me up like that again.”

“You liked it more than you want to admit, sweetheart.” He pressed a gentle kiss to my forehead.

“Then I’m sure you’ll like it too.” My voice was low and raspy from screaming, and I laughed when I saw his incredulous expression. “I’m kidding. But I do want to show you what I need from you. Do you want to know?” It was as much of a test for Lucas as the exercise of tying me up had been for me.

His eyes were dark silver with passion as he looked at me long and hard. I could see by his expression he was weighing his thoughts. How does an alpha male contend with a spirited girl? How much does he give and still remain the one in charge? “Show me.”

Tension I didn’t even know I held released in my chest and I sat up, while at the same time pulling him down to the mattress. I carefully crawled between his legs, removed the condom and kissed the tip of his cock. He let out a sigh and tensed. I drew my tongue over the head of his dick and swirled it down his engorged shaft. He was so hard, the veins in his cock protruded angrily. I engulfed him in my mouth, letting him go deeper each time I lowered around him. Letting him push closer and closer to my throat until I gagged. Then I pushed myself, holding back my gag reflex as he thrust into my mouth. I popped him out and sucked his balls, almost smiling when he released a long groan.

Giving his engorged cock a few more sucks, I asked, “Do you want me to stop?” in the same manner he did before with me.

“Dammit, woman, I want you to fuck me. I can’t take it.” He clenched his teeth as precum dribbled out of his dick and I lapped it up.

“You don’t want any more of this?” He moaned as I took him into my mouth one more time before going to the dresser for a new condom. I slid it over him, rolling it down slowly as he watched. When it was on, I crawled on to him, my legs draped over either side of his as I rubbed my tender folds back and forth over his rock-hard cock, giving him a proper massage. I rocked farther forward, continuing my roll over his cock and let it slide between my ass crack.

He bucked forward, the muscles in his chest rippling, his face a grimace. He was completely at my mercy. And I’d say he was enjoying it. When he bucked again, I placed his tip at the entrance of my wet center. And impaled myself on him. The combination of the overwhelmed sounds he was making and his cock now massaging my tender flesh made me cry out.

At first, I rode him gently, making sure he hit my g-spot, sending streaks of electricity through my core. Then he growled and gripped my hips. He wanted more, and that thrilled me. I undulated my hips, going faster, but not too fast. It was about making love this time, and from the amazement in his eyes, he was enjoying it a lot more than he thought he would. This time was also about me, what I wanted, and teaching him how to pleasure a woman like me. That he could, and love it.

Power surged through me. I was doing this, creating a need to move my hips faster, harder. I heard his breath hitch, and his fingers clenched, pinching the skin on my hips.

“I’m going to come,” he moaned.

God, so was I.

He flicked my clit, then reached around and put the tip of that finger, wet with my own juices, into my puckered hole. I hit the moon as he buried himself deep within me and pulsed in tiny blasts as he rocked in and out.

When we were finally still, and I rolled to the side, he let out a deep sigh and pulled me close again. We laid that way, naked and sweaty, for a while, just letting ourselves float down, and the feelings sink in.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Lucas

Brushing my teeth in the steamy bathroom, I checked my face in the mirror to see if I looked any different. Nope. Looked the same. Then why did I feel so different? So… unchained?

I hadn’t been happy last night when Ava suggested the tie me up tit for tat. At first, when I’d been successful at convincing her to let me tie her up, all I’d been able to think was… thank god. But then, she’d turned the table, which turned out to be a Lazy Susan that spun me into some kind of Silhouette Romance novel. And I felt all the feelings. Tender feelings.

I picked up my razor and shook my head so I could see straight again. My mind had been full of fluffy, fuzziness since Ava climbed on top of me last night. I felt like I was walking on a fucking cloud, and it had to stop.

Only I didn’t want it to stop.

I knew from way back when I was a kid that I needed to distance myself from hope and dreams. Try not to like anything too much. Just like the anal play and the Tantric hand job, this had somehow made me let go of a piece of myself I wasn’t willing to part with, and yet, each experience brought me a new awareness of myself.

Common sense told me, beyond a shadow of a doubt, Ava was everything I could hope for in a woman. She was funny and smart and sexy and sweet. She ticked every box I could ever want in a companion… but one. A big one.

Could I let that one thing go and be all in?

If I was in, it had to be all the way. She was a singular woman — I’d never find another like her.

If I was out, I’d be minus the risk, never have to experience the pain I’d seen in every single person I knew when the love in their life broke apart for one reason or another.

I was happy to get into the shower and let the water wash away my confusion about what she’d done to me, how she took control and more importantly, how I’d handed it to her.

I scrubbed my skin as if I could scrub the deepening feelings I was developing out of my pores. Last night, Ava was exhausted, and she was asleep the minute her head hit the pillow. Even though I was tired, I stayed up and watched her in the moonlight. Like some fucking sappy chick flick. This funky little fashion designer from Arkansas was stealing my heart. She’d pushed me to new and uncomfortable places more easily than the board of directors at my company ever had.

Before I knew it, I was fantasizing what a partnership — what a marriage — would be like with her. It had my heart palpitating.

Like it was now. She was everything I’d ever needed, and yet… I still needed her to try and accept my way of life. As much as I was growing to love her, I wanted her to love me enough to make some sacrifices for me as well.

My uncle, while often too crazy to comprehend, was a genius. He’d given me the one thing I was never going to find on my own in the current rut I’d been in… a perfect partner.

The steam from the shower was beginning to match the fog in my brain, so I exited quickly.

Only to be greeted with another box.

“Oh look, we got mail,” Ava said sarcastically as she held up the red and white box in the entrance hall.

My heart sank, and I heard myself groan. We had completed two of my tasks already, which meant my third was still dangling over my love-fuzzed head.

I had to give her a lot of credit for what she’d already endured. However, what was to come had nothing to do with love, and I was sure she’d probably — no, would definitely hate it. My only way around it would be to show her how much pleasure there could be if she opened her mind to the experience… and yet, I knew it would be dangerous if she did.

“You never know, it might be something fun.” My voice sounded fake even to me.

“Your kind of fun or my kind of fun? Cause there’s a big difference.” Her eyes were big in her face, her lips pinched.

“Our kind of fun.” I gave her a reassuring smile, and her shoulders relaxed a little.

I folded my hand over hers on the box, and we opened it together and read the card inside.

CHALLENGE #11

For Fun and Sport

A day of snowmobile racing against the other team.

Suit up and meet downstairs at ten o’clock sharp.

Ava’s face lit up, her eyes wide with delight. “A snowmobile race does sound fun.”

A snowmobile race was certainly better than what I’d put down on that card the day I got here. A race would give us some time to play and enjoy each other’s company, which was something I really craved.

It was cold outside, the sky clear, bright, and sunny. My uncle had orchestrated a racing course with manmade hills and obstacles. The smell of exhaust from the snowmobiles had my blood pumping faster.

We met Uncle Harv and Lucy on the snowmobile platform.

“How are our couples this morning?” Lucy asked, taking in the fact that Ava and I were holding hands. Lucy leaned toward Unc and talk-whispered, “Lookie at them, aren’t they just the cutest couple?”

Something in her words made my chest want to puff out in a way I’d never experienced before. I wanted to flex my muscles and strut around like I was some kind of hotshot peacock, to show Ava I was everything she’d ever dreamed of, everything she could ever hope to find in a man.

I hated myself for it, and in that instant decided the snowmobile race was going to be my proof of manhood. I’d win and prove to Ava that I could be her champion in anything thrown at us.

Tossing a glance at Isabella and Mason, I saw they looked exhausted. I wondered how their evenings were going. Isabella seemed very confident with her head held high, while Ava was a little distant this morning. A good fast ride would spike her adrenalin and put her back in the spirit of the game.

Uncle raised his voice to be heard in the wide expanse of snow. “This is another little competition like we did with the skiing. It factors into your overall score. But first, I’m sure you want to know who last night’s winners are from the bondage challenge. Congratulations, Mason and Isabella. You seem to have delighted in last night’s game.”

Shock rocketed through me. How could Mason have done better than me at a challenge focused on tying a woman up? This contest was bullshit. We needed actual recorded footage to know who had really mastered the challenges. Guessing after the fact didn’t cut it. The thought of Ava displayed on a monitor for other people to watch as she came punched me in the gut. Fuck.

Ava took my hand and gave me a hesitant smile. “It’s okay. I thought last night was exceptional.” She was making an effort, but I had no way of knowing what was going on in her head. She seemed happy last night, but this morning I got the feeling she might’ve been dealing with some of her own issues.

Mason and Isabella high-fived then strolled over to us on their way to mount up.

“So? How’s it been going for you guys?” Mason asked with a hint of the privileged pretty boy in his voice. There wasn’t much pain in the tone as I’d been hoping, just fatigue and satisfaction. I’d wanted to know I’d gotten to him with my challenges. Searching his face for animosity, I found none. Had he enjoyed the challenges? Had I unwittingly introduced him to something he’d discovered he liked? And now, thanks to my overinflated ego, we were tied again.

“We’re golden,” I answered like a dickhead, unable to stop my kneejerk reaction to his question.

Mason’s eyes flicked over me then to Ava, and he shifted his weight to his heels. “Not yet, you aren’t.” His eyes went back to Ava and a hot flame of jealously seared through my chest.

“You won’t win this one, Mason.” His eyes locked with mine and he knew I was talking about more than the race. Before he could say another word, I pulled Ava to the snowmobile I wanted.

“I’m sore,” she huffed as I yanked her on behind me.

“Me too,” Isabella sighed from the snowmobile beside us with an exasperated expression, making me wonder if they were really doing so well or if the challenges were too much for her to handle. They looked like the perfect couple, as Mason mounted and her arms wrapped around him from behind, but I knew from the websites my Uncle ran that looks could be orchestrated completely.

When I caught Mason’s eyes on Ava again, I turned over the engine and revved it. “This is a Hedon game, people, you’re supposed to be sore,” I growled, feeling heat flare up my neck. “You gotta be able to take it.”

“Well, I don’t know about you guys, but these Hedon games have me a bit raw.” Ava shot them her goofy smile and rubbed her ass.

Everyone laughed. Except me. Was there something I was missing? A strange vibe was floating through the air.

“Well, Luke,” I hated when Mason called me that, “get ready to get your ass wiped all over the course!” He engaged his engine and slung snow our way as he took his machine to the start line.

I envied them for a moment. Did they have something Ava and I didn’t? I knew he wasn’t into the lifestyle, but was she? Maybe I was the only freak at the party. I had to come out on top here. And I would.

Ava’s warm gloved hands slipped around me, and her arms locked around my waist.

“You ready to fly?” I loved anything fast — cars, motorcycles, anything. I squeezed her hand and took us side-by-side with my opponent. We put on our helmets as I gave her a wink which she returned with a shaky smile.

Just then, Uncle Harv stepped between us in fashionable ski attire with a black and white checkered flag. “Riders, get ready!” he yelled as he raised the flag above his head.

A flood of adrenalin race through my system. Yes! I knew Mason didn’t care for speed, preferred life to move at a slow pace. This was a sure win.

As Uncle Harv waved his flag one, two — Isabella dismounted and got on the front of their vehicle, Mason taking the backseat. What the hell? I was going to be racing Isabella? Oh hell no.

Mason gave me a snarky glance, and I realized this must’ve been their strategy… a trade off or something.

Suddenly this all didn’t seem as much fun. I’d win hands down, no challenge. Switching gears, I focused on giving Ava a thrill ride, maybe just scare her a bit for fun.

Harv slung his flag low, and we opened up the engines and were off. I hit full throttle and flew up the hill, powdered snow flying behind me as Ava’s grip tightened. I powered forward after grabbing some air over the first hill.

I was in the lead, this was so easy.

We went around a tree with Isabella hot on my ass, then divided into two sides of the course to complete separate obstacles. Mine and Ava’s was a series of bright orange spikes we needed to maneuver through, theirs had piles of snow and intermittent trees.

The spikes were harder than I thought they’d be, and we skidded out and almost tipped over on the last dodge. Ava squealed like her life was being handed to her, which got my testosterone pumping, and I revved the engine again. Maybe a little too much because the front bucked and dove upwards as gravity pushed Ava right off the back end, despite her death grip on my coat.

Fuck!

I righted the bike, and she hopped back on, looking pale and scared, but bless her, she flung her arms around me, and I hit the accelerator. We were off again, to the first finish line.

As I was going in for the second round, Isabella was already completing the obstacle portion of their side of the course. I wasn’t going to lose to them, so I hit the gas, barely avoiding another wipeout. Zigzagging around the obstacles, I took some pretty horrible risks, considering I had Ava on the back, but I wanted to win. Throwing caution to the wind, I flew through the rest of the course to slide into home.

When the cloud of powdery snow cleared, the truth was revealed. Isabella and Mason were hugging each other in victory.

I’d lost.

My pride fell off a cliff, and all that was left of me was anger. I dismounted in a haze of white cold, dusted the snow off myself and chanced a look at Ava, who was wild-eyed and kind of green after the crazy ride.

I nodded congratulations to Isabella, who was beaming with joy. She and Mason were both looking so fucking smug, I wanted to—

Ava smoothed her hand over my shoulder. “It’s just a game, Lucas.”

“No, it’s not,” I snarled, “it’s my life.”

I needed some time away from all of this, or I knew I’d do something I’d regret. I stomped toward the chalet, wanting to be anywhere but here, but stopped just inside the door at the sound of Lucy’s voice.

“Are you sure about this choice? It seems to me Mason would be more appropriate for Ava and vice versa.”

What? Mason and Ava?

“And Isabella and Lucas.” My uncle cleared his throat, and she fell silent.

Ava and Mason?

I put my hand on the wall to steady myself as I took everything in. Ava and Mason. For sure neither possessed my type of appetite, my type of needs. They were both normal and nice, nothing like me.

Lucy had a point.

I’d seen it before but had been too selfish in my desire for Ava to delve deeper. Mason and Ava were much better suited than Ava and me.

Shook to my very core, I began walking, my legs like weights as I made my way to the suite. As I went, I couldn’t help but wonder if that was the way it should be.


CHAPTER THIRTY

Ava

I could tell Lucas was in a bad place after losing the snowmobile competition. Harv announced Isabella as the winner immediately, and Lucas all but shut down.

Isabella seemed to take it all in stride, and Mason was glowing with pride. I wondered, if I had the skill to race like that, would Lucas have that same look of love and admiration? I glanced over to see him scowling, his eyes dark and sinister.

I knew we still had a long way to go before Lucas was someone I could consider long term. However, despite all the warning signs telling me to steer clear, something irrational inside of me was falling deeply for him, despite everything.

Lucas disappeared into the chalet, and I trudged after Isabella and Mason to lunch in the dining room.

I didn’t want to follow Lucas and anger him further. God knew what was ahead for us tonight.

I needed him in a better place, or things could get ugly. I grabbed some lunch, mostly avoiding Isabella and Mason, who sat in the dining room together chatting and enjoying each other’s company. Grabbing a book out of the library, I hunkered down near the picture window in the den to eat and reread one of my favorites, Jane Eyre.

The time melted away as I lost myself in the book and was startled when Mason showed up on the chair across from mine.

“Ava, sorry to interrupt, but I wondered if you had a moment?” He was such a handsome man, and his smile was so kind. I couldn’t understand why Lucas disliked him so much and needed insight, so I put the book down.

I gave him what I hoped was a genuine smile. “Of course.”

“How are things going for you?” He seemed deeply concerned.

“They’re better than I expected.” I tried to keep my tone light, despite wanting to talk to someone, anyone about the things that were troubling me.

“Much as you expected, then?” He was prying now, digging for the deeper things I was trying to hide.

“Lucas is complicated, but I’m… he… He has every right to be, I’m just doing my best to adapt.” Again, I flashed him a smile.

“Of course you are, and I’d say you’re doing a fair job of it.”

Fair job? I’d endured a lot, and from the understanding in his eyes, he knew it.

I met his gaze head on. “I’m doing my best.”

“You are. I admire your willingness to go beyond your comfort zone. Lucas is a tough one. He’s had a harder life than he’ll let on. You’re not meant to be his savior, and yet, I think somehow you are. I want to see him happy.” His smile was genuine, like he was more concerned about the cousin he couldn’t see eye to eye with than winning the competition.

I didn’t understand and felt almost like I would be betraying Lucas to dig deeper. Mason was looking at me in a way that made me wonder what he was holding back. Like he wanted to say something and didn’t know how.

“What is it, Mason?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to know, but then again, I wanted to learn everything I could about Lucas, and there was obviously something deep and dark between the cousins. Mason just might be the key to figuring it out.

“I just want you to give Lucas a chance. You’re a marvelous woman, Ava, and well, I’m reaching out to you because I’m afraid his behavior might turn you away from him. Try to understand the man underneath the disguise, if you can. I don’t feel like I can say more. Just, good luck.” He leaned across the space between us and patted my knee, gave me a nod.

I opened my mouth to respond, but stopped as the atmosphere in the room seemed to change, becoming oppressive in a way I didn’t understand.

“What the hell is this?”

I jumped, and my eyes snapped to a red-faced Lucas, his eyes raining fire and brimstone down on Mason.

I wasn’t quite ready to face Lucas, and now his eyes landed on me, filled with accusation. I jumped to my feet at the same time as Mason.

“Lucas, I was just—”

Lucas took a menacing step toward his cousin and held up a damning finger. “You just shut the fuck up. You think I don’t know what the hell you’re up to?”

Mason rocked back on his heels, his face paling, shaking his head. “So we’re back there again?”

Lucas took a step closer. “You could never be satisfied, always had to take what I had too.”

Mason was still shaking his head. “It’s not that way, never has been that way. You never would listen to reason. We were just friends.”

“Friends!” Lucas huffed and turned toward the window, his fists bunched at his sides. “I saw you, you and Amber. Then after, you were an item.”

“An item? You saw what you wanted to see, same as you are now. You’re a damn fool, Lucas. I came in here to talk to Ava, to give her some insight.”

Lucas scoffed. “To charm her more likely.”

“Dammit, man. I don’t know why I try to get through to you.”

Lucas’s body seemed to deflate as he let out a long sigh, and for a second, I thought he was going to concede to Mason. “Unc and Lucy are right. You two are much better suited.”

Much better suited? What was he talking about? Then it hit me. Mason must have come between Lucas and a woman at some point. And he thought… Lucas thought Mason and I were going behind his back?

Anger shot through me. How dare he accuse me of such a thing? And with his cousin!

I opened my mouth to tell him just what I thought about such an arrangement and where he could stick it when a cry rang out from somewhere in the front of the house.

Mason took off for the door, and Lucas and I followed. It was Lucy, babbling incoherently in the hall, kneeling over Harvey, who was lying prone and pale on the floor.

“What happened?” Mason shouted and leaned over his uncle.

Lucy looked up, her perfectly made-up face tear streaked. “He heard you all fighting, then he clutched his chest and collapsed. Oh my god, he’s had a heart attack!”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Lucas

The hospital ER waiting room was as cold as the iceberg that had taken up permanent residence in my chest.

Uncle Harvey had been loaded into the back of an ambulance, and I’d followed in silence with Lucy, Ava, Mason, and Isabella all jammed into the car, the only sound the sniffling of the three women.

I ran the scene just before Uncle had collapsed through my head again. Mason, with his hand on Ava’s knee. Ava, with a deer-in-the-headlights look in her eyes. It wasn’t her fault Mason was such a player, but she had obviously been taken in by his charms. We had been shouting. Had the poor way I handled it caused my beloved uncle his heart attack?

I threw a sideways glance at Ava, who was sitting with her hands knotted together in her lap. She hadn’t said a word since we’d climbed in the car, other than to ask about my uncle’s condition.

He’s having tests done, was all the nurses would say.

Which meant he was still alive.

He’d never let on what kind of health issue he was battling when this whole train wreck of a contest started, and now I wondered if it had been his heart the whole time and he just hadn’t wanted us to know.

Mason and Isabella were looking cozy in the corner, holding hands while she intermittently rubbed his arm. Jackass. The man could try to woo one woman one minute then rub up on Isabella the next. People never changed.

Except. I had.

Before the contest, I’d been a hardcore Dominant and nothing else. I couldn’t remember ever having an emotion that made its way as far as my heart, but now I felt like there was a never-ending rainbow of emotions swirling in my chest. God, I felt like the Grinch when he discovered the meaning of Christmas. Only it was almost Valentine’s Day. That really sucked, because I’d been imagining what Ava and I would do on the day of love. I’d take her out to dinner, maybe fly her somewhere she’d never been, have dinner on a deserted beach at sunset. When she thought it was over, I’d surprise her with a luxury suite weekend overlooking that same beach. We’d walk the sand in the moonlight, and I’d… get down on one knee and…

What the hell! I shot out of the chair. Where the hell had that thought come from?

“I’m going to check on him,” I told Lucy and the rest of the room.

Lucy nodded and buried her nose in a tissue. She’d been inconsolable. It was obvious that she and my uncle had something between them, and we’d all missed it. Now it might be too late for them.

I hit the buzzer that activated the nurses’ station speaker, and a voice came crackling out. “May I help you?”

“I’d like the status of Harvey Huffman please.”

Practically before I could finish the sentence, the sound of pandemonium came through. A crash of something metal, a female shriek, my uncle’s voice just as ornery as ever. What the hell?

“His status is unprecedented.”

Fear struck me numb for a second. “What?”

There was a beep, and the voice came back. “Please enter.” Double doors started to open automatically, letting out the shouting of an authoritative male voice that was then drowned out by a high-pitched, nearly hysterical jumble of words.

I pushed through the door and found my uncle’s room immediately, honing in on the chaos that had erupted.

“This patient has been brought here for a myocardial infarction.” A man in a white coat glared at a cute twentysomething nurse who was in the middle of a meltdown. “I’ll ask why you are behaving in such a manner at his bedside.”

She rubbed her rear then pointed at my uncle, her eyes bugged out, face flushed, her chest rising and falling rapidly. “H-he was unconscious, or so I thought. When I turned my back, he pinched my… pinched me and then…” Her face turned a deeper shade of hot pink. “He’s faked the whole thing. I—”

Uncle let out a belch that drew everyone’s attention and held up a pint of bourbon in a toast. “To young beauties and matchups.”

Young beauties and matchups… Faked…

“Uncle Harvey?” I’d never been so relieved in my life when Unc’s head swiveled my way. He winked then grimaced as his eyes went to the crowd filling the hall behind me.

“Harvey? Harvey, what’s going on? Are you okay?” Lucy’s voice was trembling and incredulous.

He cleared his throat as his gaze flicked over us before landing back on her. “I’m fine, dear. Just a bit of… indigestion?”

“Indigestion my ass,” put in a florid-faced nurse with gray hair who stood behind the nurses’ station just outside the door with her hands tightly gripping the counter. “This man faked a heart attack to settle some family dispute and has been wreaking havoc on this floor since we wheeled him in. The poor girl who tried to insert his IV was practically in tears — something about a website and leather. We thought we needed the psychiatrist at first. I’m sorry, Becky.” She gave the pinched nurse a sympathetic look. “With shift change, I didn’t get a chance to warn everyone.”

Lucy stepped into Unc’s room, her gaze pinning Unc to the white sheets. “Harv, did you do this, fake the attack?”

“It may have been the caviar—”

“This is low, even for you.” Mason crowded in behind Lucy, shaking his head. “You assaulted a nurse?”

“May have not had enough oxygen to my brain, son.”

“Wait a second.” Ava was suddenly there beside me, her face no longer pale but flushed with anger. “You mean you—”

“You said matchup.” I put my hands in my pockets to keep them from going around his throat. “I get the feeling we haven’t had the whole truth throughout the competition.”

“Competition? This is an ER!” the doctor shouted as several more nurses gathered in the hall, looking in on the debacle my uncle had somehow created.

Isabella explained about the competition, but the doctor looked like he needed smelling salts by the time she got to the part about BDSM and the website.

Everyone talked at once, and the room buzzed with ten different voices while Uncle sat in the middle of the hospital bed. He looked like the cat who’d eaten the cream and found a nice pussy at the bottom of the bowl.

I met his jolly Santa eyes across the room and raised my eyebrows, letting him know that the commotion wasn’t going to deter me from an explanation.

He picked up a spoon from the bedside tray and clinked it loudly on the bottle of bourbon. Gradually, the noise died down. “Lucy, I apologize. If I’d had time, I would have let you in on it. I must speak with Lucas and Mason in private.”

The doctor glared at him. “When we receive your test results, you’ll be discharged. Since you’ve admitted you faked the episode, you will receive a bill for the full amount without insurance reimbursement.”

Uncle chuckled and nodded.

The doctor spun on his heels and made it halfway out the door before turning to the nurse. “Restrain him if necessary.”

Damn good idea.

Uncle thought it a good idea too and looked to the nurse. “I believe it may be necessary.”

Lucy gasped and left the room, shocking everyone else into movement, and they filed out, letting the door close behind them.

All except Mason, who sat heavily in the bedside chair, running his fingers through his hair. “You scared everyone half to death, had the girls in tears.”

“Couldn’t be helped.” Uncle sat up higher in the bed, adjusting the back to a higher position. “You two damn fools were fucking it all up. Mostly you.” He pointed a fat finger at me.

I bristled. “I—”

Mason held up a hand, cutting me off. “I never would have gone after Ava, Lucas. I never went after Amber either. You would never listen though. And I gave up trying to get through to you after a while, and just went with what you believed, sometimes using it against you. I’m sorry.”

I met Mason’s clear blue eyes and searched them for even a speck of dishonesty. I’d been wrong, all this time. My knees gave out, and I sat heavily in the chair at the foot of the bed.

“It’s important to me that you boys reconcile. I won’t be here forever—”

“So, is there a health issue with you?” I was beginning to suspect the answer would be no.

“Before we get to that—”

“There isn’t.” I shot to my feet again. “This whole thing, you orchestrated it to try to—”

“Get us to be friends again,” Mason finished. “And don’t forget the matchup part.”

“What was that? You just—”

“Found the perfect women for both of you. You’re welcome.” Uncle folded his hands over his belly and leaned back like a satisfied cherub.

I gripped the end of the bed. “So the women, they were never there for extra fun as you said. The whole time…”

“He’s been playing matchup. The contest was like one long demented blind date.”

“Between Lucy and I and a few of the secretaries, we interviewed over two thousand women for the roles.”

“Roles,” I repeated.

“Roles of the perfect match, for both of you.” Uncle’s eyes went to Mason then back to me. “Tell me I’m wrong.”

My heart thundered in my throat, and I broke out into a sweat under my suit. He wasn’t wrong. I was falling in love with Ava. I needed to go to her, beg her if necessary.

“Wait,” Uncle said when I turned toward the door. “There’ll be plenty of time for that. We have some things to discuss before my untimely death.”

“Yeah, cause you’re at death’s door.” Mason snorted.

Uncle winked and tipped his bottle up for a swig.

“Give me some of that.” I swiped the bottle and let the burn wash away the fear of losing Ava before I really ever had her. With a little liquid courage, I turned to Mason before Unc could bring up the subject. “I’m sorry.”

His eyebrows shot up.

“For treating you the way I did as kids. As adults. Seems I could apologize from here to next week and still not be finished.” I shook my head, trying to remember when Mason had changed in my mind from friend to enemy. It had happened early. I’d had my mother for so little time with her working, and Marianne had used her for date-night babysitter several nights a week. It’d seemed like Mason had it all and wanted my mother too. It was stupid, and a waste of a lot of years.

Mason nodded. “It doesn’t matter now.”

I stared at him. “That’s it?” He could forgive me for hating him all these years, just like that?

“Should be it, boy. You two are blood. Blood needs to be strong. It’s all you’ve got when the cards are stacked against you. Now shake hands and put it behind you.”

Mason stood, a grin on his face, and a hundred grins like that from times past flashed through my head. Mason in a little league uniform grinning, wanting me to play catch. Mason with two fishing poles begging me to help him dig for worms. Mason in a tuxedo the night of prom, stopping by the house to check one more time if I wanted to double with him and his date. Every time I’d crushed his flawless spirit, somehow thinking he had an ulterior motive.

But he hadn’t. I blinked back tears that threatened to choke me, and when his palm touched mine, pulled him into a hug.

Uncle cheered from the bed, clinking his bottle again, and the speaker in his call button came to life, the nurse demanding we keep it down.

“Now, boys, we’ve things to discuss.” Unc rubbed his hands together. “Then I’ll let you get back to your true loves.”

It didn’t take long for Uncle Harvey to lay out his plan and Mason and I to agree. It was perfect.

But when I got to the waiting room, expecting to find Ava, she was gone.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Ava

A week went by.

Then two.

Though the competition was canceled after Harvey’s “episode,” a check had been delivered for the full amount of the competition win to both Isabella and me. Lucy had called, and I’d spoken with Harvey.

But still no Lucas.

I told myself that it was for the best. That he was more than I could handle. He would never change. He wasn’t my type. That we had no future anyway.

But the truth was, I couldn’t get my balance. I craved hearing his voice, feeling his touch, having him tie me up if that’s what he wanted.

The only thing that kept me sane was staying busy, never giving myself time to think. To that end, I’d needed to find a space to live, and my payout from the contest gave me many options.

My new apartment was beautiful. Spacious. Empty.

Every time I sat down in front of my new laptop, my fingers turned into traitors and googled his name.

He’d been busy too. News stories told of how he’d taken on the CEO position overseeing his uncle’s darker business undertakings — the website and magazines that could be considered off-color. Mason was in the news too. He’d been elected as CEO of the fashion mags and Gentlemen’s Review. Together, they formed a partnership that carried on what their uncle had envisioned.

I was glad, even though I was still pissed off.

Harvey hadn’t had a damn heart attack. I still wasn’t sure what that was about. A part of me cursed myself for leaving the hospital so abruptly without learning Harv’s intent. Or what Lucas thought about it.

I knew the older man was okay. I’d seen paparazzi photos of him and Lucy relaxing on a beach in the French Riviera. Damn that man. He was a leacher and completely in love with Lucy, I could tell.

At least someone was happy.

As for me, I’d been putting all my energy into looking for possible locations in which I could start my fashion design business. To my surprise and hers, Sylvia was helping me, and my former roommate had actually been a huge help. She’d changed a bit since I moved out of our old apartment. She’d dropped a few piercings and was dressing less like a punk rocker and more like a chic New Yorker. We’d found a new kind of ground for our friendship, and I’d actually missed her crazy ways. So much so, I hired her as my very first employee.

I wanted a place where I could oversee the whole operation in one location, from design to finished product in the storefront. That was hard to find, and after the fifth viewing, I headed home for dinner for one, trying not to look too long at the Valentine advertisements plastered all over the store windows.

It was Saint Valentine’s Day. So what? I’d never cared before. I’d call my sister, fix a salad… My stomach growled as I greeted the doorman of my new building, an older man who was a bit of a grandfatherly figure.

“Evening, miss.” Phil’s kind brown eyes held a hint of worry. “There’s a surprise waiting for you outside your door. I was a bit hesitant to send it up, but I’d been assured that—” He cleared his throat. “That is, if you don’t want it, just holler and I’ll come right up, haul it back down immediately, ma’am.”

“A delivery? I’m sure it’s fine. I’ve ordered quite a few things for the apartment.”

“You better get up there, make sure it’s… the right one. I think maybe it is.” He winked, but I was too tired, and my head too scrambled with floorplans to wonder why he would say such a thing.

The elevator took me up to the eighth floor, and I stepped out, fishing in my purse for my keys. At the door, my eyes landed not on a package, but long legs encased in sleek pants that matched a sleek suit jacket that made Lucas’s blue eyes blaze so bright, my nose started burning.

“What—”

He hopped up, and my arms were suddenly full of two dozen roses, the hall filling with their heavenly scent.

“Happy almost Valentine’s Day.” His voice was as deep as I remembered, a bit more raw now, I thought. “I know it’s not much, not after what I put you through, what Unc put you through, but I’d like to talk.”

My mouth opened, but nothing came out.

“Please.” Lucas’s eyes were more sincere than I’d ever seen them.

“Alright.” I didn’t want him to see my hands shaking, so I blocked his view of my hand inserting the key into the lock with the roses — who said cut flowers were a waste? I swung open the door and went directly to the kitchen to find something to put the flowers in, hoping I could buy time until I could get a deep breath into my lungs.

When I could breathe again, and Lucas was leaning against the doorframe, I said, “What do you want to talk about?”

“I couldn’t change for you, Ava.”

My fingers faltered on the stems as I angled them for the scissors. “Well, none of us want to change, but there’s nothing wrong with a little evolution.”

We could all keep improving. God knew I’d made a lot of changes already. So had he. Maybe he just didn’t see them the way I did. Maybe I saw them all wrong and he would never change in a way I could live with.

“Evolution takes years. Centuries.”

I laid down the scissors at his words, my heart pounding so hard in my chest I was afraid I’d cut off my finger instead of the stems. “Why are you here? I didn’t need a personal visit to know there could never be anything between us.”

He blinked and stuffed his hands in his pockets. “That’s not what I want?”

I shook my head, trying to unpuzzle this complicated man. “What do you want, Lucas?” I suddenly felt so tired.

Lucas had laid his jacket on my kitchen counter, and now he picked it up, revealing something underneath. I groaned. It was red and white. Seriously? It was another damn box.

“We got our next challenge.” He held the box out, his expression hopeful. “I know what it says.” Lucas swallowed hard, and I could tell that he was nervous. I studied him, trying to understand. “I created it before the contest.”

I stared at the box, considering everything it could mean. I looked back up at him, noticing the dark circles under his eyes, the haggard look on his face. He’d missed me too, I realized. He’d fought it too. He’d tried staying away too.

I smiled, and the breath he’d been holding came out in a whoosh.

“I’m sorry, Ava.”

I lifted my chin. “Sorry for what, specifically?”

“For staying away. For being afraid. For trying to get lost in work and pushing you from my mind.”

Tears pricked the backs of my eyes, and I blinked them away. “Then I need to apologize too. Because I’ve done the same things. I left and stayed away. I’m afraid. I attempted to forget by staying busy too.”

Lucas shoved his fingers into my hair and glanced around the apartment. “Nice place.”

Another smile played on my lips. “It’s new, thanks to Uncle Harvey.”

He nodded. “So you got your check.” It wasn’t a question. He’d clearly already known that I’d gotten the full amount. Already known it had been cashed. Known that I was now independently wealthy without him. “That’s good. You deserved it… and more.”

“I heard that Isabella got the same amount.”

He nodded again. “It’s true. Turns out, Uncle Harv was less worried about us winning competitions than he was our winning the girl.”

I swallowed. “I hope he wasn’t too disappointed.”

Lucas’s face fell, but only for a moment. He met my gaze, and something deep in my stomach twisted. “I hope not.” He held out the box.

With trembling fingers, I took it with as much hesitation as I would take a snake. Just as warily, I opened it and took out the card.

Good afternoon, Ava and Lucas,

CHALLENGE #12

Too Sore to Walk and Too Submissive to Talk

The submissive partner must endure a night of passion, pleasure, and pain administered by the Dominant.

Your challenge begins at five o’clock.

The rules of BDSM apply. Be safe and have fun.

My hands were still trembling, this time with anticipation, but he didn’t know that. “You created this?” I looked at the clock. It was four-fifty.

“Yes. I created it before I knew you. I wanted to mess up Mason. I knew he shied away from this sort of thing.” He stepped toward me, and the hair on my arms stood up. “But you didn’t, Ava. You wanted me anyway.” His eyes blazed with heat and hunger. “Do you still?”

God, I did. Restraints and all.

The thing was, I knew there was more than whips and chains between us. I knew he liked being challenged by me. Liked when I took over. If I could accept him for who he was, he could accept me. And we’d find the middle ground that pleased us both.

And I trusted him. I… loved him. Wanted him. Needed him.

We could make this work.

I still had hope that some day, he would want something more along the lines of making love, but until that time I would bend a bit to have the man I loved in my life. None of us were perfect. We would be imperfect together.

“Yes,” I whispered. When I looked up at him, the temperature of the room soared, a white-hot flame burning in my belly.

“And you trust me?”

“Yes.” Another whisper.

In a way, I wanted it, this crazy excitement of not knowing what he was about to inflict on me while at the same time knowing he would never really cause me significant pain. All I would have to do was tell him to stop, and I knew with all my heart that he would.

Lucas reached out, ran his hand lightly through my hair, taking a lock in his hand and studying it as he spoke. “There are a few basic rules you’ll need to follow tonight. First, it’s a silent submission exercise, you’re not meant to make a sound. I can leave you to be non-vocal on your own, or there are devices I can use. As a Dominant, it’s my choice, what I do to ensure your silence. Tonight, I’m your master. You may not disobey me, or you risk forfeiting the challenge.” His eyes were brimming with a dare.

“Agreed.” I swallowed, my mouth salivating at his words.

“Do you still have the BDSM outfit you designed for tonight.”

A shiver went through me. He’d watched me design the outfit. Had he been thinking of this very moment while he did?

“Yes, Lukas.”

My nerves were all over the place as I found the outfit and changed. Until I saw myself in the mirror, looking like a kinky biker chick who lived in a very hot climate. I looked tough. Badass.

It occurred to me then that I was those things now… tough and badass. I’d graduated from the New York School of Design, participated in a BDSM contest with snippets of footage featured on Hedon.com. Occasionally someone recognized me. They never said anything, but I could tell by the look they gave me that they thought I was brazen. The woman staring back at me from the mirror was brazen. She was a hardened survivor who had the ability to take on New York City and kick some city butt.

She was me.

“Ready,” I called out, and Lucas instructed — ordered — me to go to the living room.

In the long, draping leather coat I’d designed, coupled with a velvet bustier that barely held my breasts in, letting the slopes of my milky white skin pour over the top, I walked into the room. His eyes took in the black silk tap pants that barely covered my ass cheeks and defined every centimeter beneath. The thing that I was nervous about was the band of leather at my neck and the metal ring dangling from it.

“We’re going to start, Ava. Do you have any questions before we do?”

I shook my head, not trusting myself to speak. Willed my pulse to slow as I waited for his instructions.

“Good. I want you to kneel in the middle of the living room floor, bend your head to the carpet, and spread your legs with your hands behind your back. I need to prepare a few things. If I come out and you’re not in that position, I will punish you.” His voice was much more strong and commanding than it’d ever been with me before.

But I nodded, trusting him, and followed his orders. He went back into the kitchen, and I could hear him rustling something around. Maybe choosing tools from that damnable red and white box.

I was in the position he’d instructed me to be in when his footsteps sounded in the room. I was proud to have obeyed thoroughly and tried to peek through my legs at him. What I saw — Lucas with his shirt off, wearing only his slacks — made me draw in a sharp breath.

He moved until he stood in front of me then used his finger to lift my head until I was looking him in the eyes. “I’m glad that you trust me, Ava. You should. I won’t do anything to hurt you. However, I don’t trust you not to speak, especially to implore me or pull me in with your words. So…” He pulled out a piece of linen knotted into a ball, with long ties at each side. “Open your mouth.”

I hesitated, looking at the thing and wondering if this was a ball gag.

“Let’s not start this evening with a punishment. Ava, open your mouth, now!”

My natural instinct was to argue, to tell him where he could stuff his ball gag. But I took a deep breath and surrendered.

Surrendered to him.

For us.

I opened my mouth as he leaned down and placed the knotted part of the gag in my mouth. It hit my gag reflex, and he pulled it forward a little before tying it tight. It was a bit uncomfortable but nothing I couldn’t handle.

“Maybe if you’re really good,” he drew out really, “I’ll loosen it some, but it’s already less than I’d prefer.”

On my knees, with my attention directed at him more now than the gag, I noticed there was quite a bulge in his pants. My pulse tripped, and the gag made it difficult to disguise my increased breathing.

“Since you won’t be able to speak, I’m providing you with a set of bells.” He took the bell bracelet out of his pocket and rang it for me. “This will be tied to your wrist. If for any reason what we are doing becomes too much for you or you want to stop, you need to ring them three times. Like this.” He rang the bells with a sharp hand motion, three times fast. “As soon as you ring them, we’ll pause the game. Nod if you understand.”

I nodded slowly, wondering if he was testing me to see if I had what it took for the long haul.

“Stretch out your arm.”

I did as he said, and he tied on the bells. Next, he reached into his other pocket and pulled out a leather leash.

I closed my eyes. Trust him. I trust him.

“You’ll do exactly as I say tonight, Ava, or you’ll be punished. Punishments will graduate in intensity. They can be very uncomfortable, so I suggest you not do anything that would warrant a punishment. Nod your head if you’re ready.”

I cast my eyes to the floor to hide my fear and excitement and dipped my head once.

“So, we’ll begin. The first thing I’d like you to do is stand up, remove your jacket and tap pants, you won’t be needing them, but leave the corset. When you take them off, do it as if I’ve made no promise to pleasure you tonight. Take them off in a way that’ll make me want to fuck you.”

Heat spread through my limbs at the thought of raising his desire piece by leather piece. I met Lucas’s eyes for a moment and saw something that gave me a rush of confidence. Love. Strength and… humor? He’d never been amused by this type of thing before.

“Ava!” he scolded when I didn’t jump at his command.

I rolled my hips, letting my eyelids veil my eyes, and within moments I was the seductress as I undulated, gyrating my pelvis from side to side as my fingers hooked in the waist of the silk shorts and slowly slid them down my long, lean legs.

Wiggling my hips, I ducked out of the jacket, making sure to push my tits way out for his viewing pleasure.

“Walk over to the dinner table,” he commanded. “Yes, perfect. Now, bend over it with your arms and legs spread out like you’re my dinner.”

I’d seen this kind of thing on the website, so I knew just what he was going for. I did as I was “commanded” to do and wasn’t the least bit surprised when the cuffs came out, and I was locked into place, my breasts smashed into the cool wood.

When he had me all tied up, he started the first of the evening’s many tortures, slapping my exposed ass. I writhed against my restraints, mostly for show, but I really did worry about any upcoming pain. However, since I’d already been tied up, I knew what to expect, and it wasn’t as scary. I breathed through it.

Since I was restrained with my face pressed against the polished wood of the dining table, I couldn’t see what was coming next when he’d had his fill of spanking me.

“You’re doing great, Ava,” Lucas said above me. “Now, we’re going to start with something easy.” He smoothed his hand over my stinging ass.

Something warm and wet glided up my center, and it felt delightful. I waited for the pain to come. Waited while something warm and wet glided back down and dipped into my entrance. His tongue. He was lapping, circling, teasing my clit with his tongue. The unexpected pleasure of it made my muscles tighten, and I threw back my head, drew in a hissing breath.

His touch felt good. I’d missed his fingers on my thighs like they were now. The caress of the man I’d fallen for. Still, I waited for the pain that was second nature with the BDSM stuff.

His fingers left my thighs, and I tensed, sure this was the moment he would make me scream. But when they came back they were only warm with oil, oil he slathered my folds with. Before he trailed kisses over my ass and upward, then licked all the way up my spine and to my neck. My breath caught in my throat, and my teeth clamped down on the gag in my mouth. The obstruction somehow raised the thrill factor.

His hot breath in my ear made me shiver. “You’re so beautiful.” His hand slipped down my arm to the restraint, flicked, and my wrist was free. Then the other, then my legs.

When I was free, he slipped his oiled finger inside me as his mouth devoured my neck. Two fingers, in and out. He smoothed his hand over my hot ass cheeks and again, kissed them. It was so sweet, the sensation of his fingers scissoring open inside me as I was pressed to the cool kitchen table by his weight over me, his bare chest pressing against the skin of my back. My heart raced frantically as warm oil oozed between my legs, a weird sensation that kept me from going over the edge.

His body shifted over me, expertly diving one hand into my bodice to find an aroused nipple. His fingers played with it, and for a second, it felt like he was making love to me. That familiar, tight knot in my stomach appeared, heat building, flushing through every cell. I was on the verge of a hard, merciless orgasm. But he’d commanded me to not speak or make a sound, to do only what he commanded. In the past, he’d forbid me from coming, so I didn’t know what to do. I was confused that he’d untied me.

I panted, breathing through my nose, and clung to the edges of the table, trying my very best to hold on to the orgasm.

“Yes.” His voice was deep and sounded in awe as he plunged two fingers deeper inside.

I threw my head back and cried out around the gag, clamping my legs around his hand to keep from orgasming, but he somehow managed to pump his fingers in and out anyway. His hand delved into my hair, untied the strings, and I spit the gag free of my mouth. Inhaling deeply, I took a chance. “Please, oh Lucas, please, can I come?” My words ended at a high pitch as I gritted my teeth together.

“Yes, Ava, yes. Come for me. You don’t ever need to ask again. Just come for me.”

I came so hard, every muscle in my body quaked as the room spun around me. I had no control over the sounds coming out of my mouth as he hit my g-spot and my hips came up off the table. When I finally was only shuddering, his hand turned my face toward his. I’d absolutely never come so hard in my whole life, and I tried to catch my breath as I looked into his eyes. Eyes that held something different, but I was too dazed to figure out what right now.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Lucas

“Lucas?” Ava stared up at me with pleasure-glazed eyes.

I couldn’t have held back the flood of love that rushed into my being if I’d been the coldest bastard on Earth. Scooping her up into my arms, I carried her to the couch, where I sat with her on my lap and wrapped her in the soft throw. I had been the coldest bastard on Earth, but this amazing woman accepted me anyway.

It was now or never. I needed to let Ava see exactly who I was, who I’d been and who I wanted to be. I hoped that she could think of us in terms of the future.

“Having Isabella win the snowmobile competition handed me my masculinity on a platter. Having a sub dominate me shook everything I thought I knew about myself and the person I thought I was. And not just her… but you too. It sent me over the edge just enough to have me questioning everything.”

Ava opened her mouth to say something, but I pressed a finger to her lips. She nodded, letting me know she could wait.

“Questioning who I was,” I went on, stroking my fingers through her hair. “Who you were. Questioning you with Mason. Uncle knew what he was doing when he set up the competition. He was exactly the man I was becoming, and he wanted to make sure I became something else before it was too late. It all started to dawn on me at the chalet — that’s why he pitted Mason and me against one another. It was to make sure we’d become better men than he was.”

Ava closed her eyes, and a stab of panic went through me. It was classic Ava to smile through anything, and her lips had barely flickered since I’d arrived. Stress bubbled up, almost unbearable.

I forced my mouth open, forced myself to talk. “I know my penchant for the dark things, coupled with my behavior, may have ruined this, what we have.” I leaned into her, buried my nose in her hair and inhaled lavender and sugar. “But Ava,” I looked into her eyes that were watching me carefully now, praying I had the strength to say the words. “I love you. I realize I’ve been a complete ass to Mason for a very long time, and closed myself off to anything good in my life that didn’t turn a profit, but I—”

“Lucas.”

I wasn’t ready to hear her beautiful voice say the words I knew were coming. The ones that would send me back out her door for good. I couldn’t imagine ever being able to drink her in with my eyes, never feel the silkiness of her skin beneath my fingertips. So I didn’t let her speak.

“I love the way you smile.” She smiled that lazy way she had every day after I’d ravaged her body at the chalet. “I love your body. I love how brave you are. I love how talented you are. I love that you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. I’d love it if our child had your eyes one day.”

Tears brimmed in her eyes as I spoke, and her words came out in a rush. “I love you too, Lucas. It’s just, we’ve known each such a short time. You don’t know me outside the chalet, in my real life. Our lives are and have always been so different. I think a slow integration would be best.” She wrapped her arms around my neck and smiled as she gazed into my eyes.

“I just don’t want to lose you,” I said, unable to keep a note of sadness from my voice.

“Letting me be who I am isn’t losing me, I promise.” She laid a tender kiss on my lips as I rolled her onto the couch beneath me.

“You promise, we’ll have this chance?” I held her tightly as I listened carefully for her answer before I lost myself to the call of her bare skin.

“Yes.” She brushed her hands over my chest as I shed my pants and slid inside her and into the perfect rhythm that was just us.

I’d spend every minute of every day if necessary falling in sync with her, letting time show her that the gap between our lives didn’t matter at all. That this would work.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Ava

We’d had a great deal of couple’s time at the chalet, and we’d been together every night since he showed up at my apartment. So, for Valentine’s Day, Lucas and I decided to do the family thing instead. I’d flown my sister in for the weekend, and she was staying with me. Lillie was so grown up now, and so excited to hit the big city for dinner.

I loaned her one of the cocktail dresses I’d designed, and we met our group at the Rainbow Room and were seated at a table with a fabulous view of the city skyline.

Lucy was dressed in a chic new suit, looking stern when Harvey made eyes at my sister. I had no idea how she’d forgiven him for the heart attack sham, but she seemed to have him on a short chain, and he looked pretty damn happy about it.

Harvey’s reading glasses dangled on his nose as he looked at the menu then shot a glance at Sylvia, who was practically dancing in her chair. “Is there something you’d like to discuss?” He was a billionaire businessman through and through, the one with too much to do and too little time for another person’s feelings at first glance. But underneath, he was all teddy bear. I could see now where Lucas got his outlook on life, but Lucas, with his extreme personality, had just let his life circumstances take his lifestyle too far.

At that moment, nothing seemed more wonderful or ideal than being here, surrounded by these people. When I’d left the hospital the night of Harvey’s fake heart attack, I thought maybe this whole thing was meant to jump start my engine, get me to appreciate what I had. I was ready to start my own boutique and hoped that I might even find someone just like Lucas one day, without Evil Lucas lurking in the shadows.

The trouble was, I didn’t want to find someone just like Lucas. I wanted him.

In the past week, we’d spent a lot of time together, and we were so in tune, naturally, like at the beginning. Every day we became closer.

Tears filled my eyes when Sylvia, her hair now a more natural color of dark brown, clinked her fork against her wine glass after our orders were taken. “I want to offer my sincere gratitude to all of you. I’ve known Ava since the day I started school here in New York, and have done my best to try to crack her open enough to let some fun seep into her life. I signed her up for your contest,” she gave a head nod to Harvey, “to do just that, and force her out of her element. I’m happy to report she’s met the challenge and is in a good place.” She waggled her eyebrows. “A very good place, if you know what I mean.”

Everyone around the table snickered as my cheeks got hot. It was amazing that I could still blush after my time in the chalet.

After that, Lucas made a toast to Uncle Harv, thanking him for all he’d given him. Then he turned to Mason. “Thank you, cousin, for giving me another chance when what you should have done was sucker punch me the minute I let my guard down.”

“Nah,” Mason returned, putting his arm around Isabella. “I leave the dirty moves to you.”

“You learned much earlier in life than I did, son.” Harv gently took Lucy’s hand into his own. “I’m just grateful for that. The whole competition was way beyond my expectations. Mason and Lucas, I commend you for the growth and determination you’ve shown. Isabella and Ava, you ladies are my heroes. I have such a deep and everlasting respect for both of you strong, independent, and incredible women.”

Lucy leaned forward, never one to be put out of the spotlight for long. “I wouldn’t say your work with Lucas is over just yet, but I do think the two of you are off to a nice start.” I loved Lucy and her fiery ways and hoped to be able to spend more time with her.

“What about you and Harv? Do you think you two will get married one day?” I’d asked an innocent question, but it made her laugh.

“Oh sweetie.” She reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “We’ve been married for years. We just choose to keep it a secret, so as not to spoil Harv’s nefarious reputation with the ladies. We’re both older now, though, and we’re happy to just be old together.”

Lucas knocked over his drink and the glass shattered against my plate, a pool of red wine soaking into the tablecloth in the shape of a heart. “What? You’re married? How long have you been married? And why haven’t you told us?”

Harvey turned a shade of purple. His lips moved, but nothing came out.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen Unc lose the ability to speak,” Mason said. “Leave it to him to withhold the fact that we have a grandmother.” He raised his glass and grinned. “Welcome to the family, Granny!”

Lucy frowned but slowly lifted her glass with the rest of the table as we toasted her.

“I hope I have a relationship like yours when I grow up.” I laughed, happier than I’d been in a long time.

“What’s the difference between a prostitute and a wife?” Harv grinned, looking around the table, but no one dared answer. “A wife accepts credit cards!” Lucy elbowed him as he burst into raucous laughter.

“You sure I should leave you here tomorrow with this crazy bunch, sis?” Lillie raised her eyebrows in mock horror, but I could tell from the gleam in her eyes she was enjoying the spectacle.

I leaned to my left and embraced my sister, sorry she was going back to school tomorrow. But now that I had the funds, I could see her whenever I wanted. And I had work to do to get my design shop up and running.

“It takes a lot of courage and strength to be in love, but I’m sure you two will do just fine.” Lucas kept a serious face, but everyone caught on to the humor of him imparting this knowledge, and there were smiles around the table.

I looked over to Mason as his and Lucas’s eyes met. My heart warmed as I witnessed this new solidarity and hoped they could continue to put the past behind them and forge a new relationship. Lucas needed him as a friend and a cousin. As family.

I didn’t know Isabella very well but wanted to know her better. I wanted to be able to claim this family seated before me as mine more than I could express. I’d held back with Lucas because of the short time we’d known each other, but I was sure we had a future together.

And we had time. There was no rush.

*

Later, at my place, it was time to give Lucas the Valentine gift I’d worked so hard on.

I was nervous.

“It was hard thinking of what to get a man who has everything and can easily get anything he doesn’t have, but I hope you like this as much as I loved making it for you.” With him standing expectantly in my living room, his eyes blindfolded, I gripped the black garment bag. My heart raced, and I had butterflies in my stomach. “Okay, you can take it off.”

Lucas’s surprised and excited expression was all the encouragement I needed to zip open the bag. He stepped closer and touched the deep blue material of the suit jacket reverently. I was also working on a line of casual menswear that was bright, fun, and yet also sophisticated.

“Ava.” Lucas’s brilliant gray-blue eyes danced with pleasure. “You designed this for me? You’ve captured my style perfectly.” He slipped the jacket off its hanger, gingerly touching the tag that read Lucas Huffman Collection by Ava. “This is one of the best gifts I’ve ever received.”

I practically beamed at him. “I’m happy you like it.”

He draped it over the back of the couch, his excitement palpable. “Come sit. I’m so excited to give you your gift. You deserve it more than anyone I know. It took me a while to find you the perfect gift, but I think I’ve done it. At least I hope I have.” He handed me a green manila envelope as I sat, giving me a sweet kiss.

With unsteady fingers, I tore it open, finding an official document inside. “You…” Tears gathered in my eyes, and I looked up at him, speechless.

“Do you like it?”

I had a hard time getting the words out, but with some effort spoke past the pressure gathering in my throat. “You bought me my own fashion boutique on Fifth Avenue? Lucas!” The tears brimmed and fell as he gathered me into his arms.

“I hope those are happy tears. Are they, love?” He actually sounded worried. How could he sound worried?

All I could do was nod and clutch the deed to my dream boutique to my heart as I absorbed the love I felt in Lucas’s arms. This felt so right, spending Valentine’s Day together, him holding me, our future hopeful, bright and beautiful.


EPILOGUE

Ava

Lucas still behaved like he was commander and chief of everything, but he was sensitive and open to deeper feelings and experiences. I was truly in love with him. We’d been dating a whole year, and he was taking me out on some fancy secret date tonight, Valentine’s Day — one year from the day he’d proven to me he didn’t need to tie me up to have me in his life.

He’d given himself over to being present and in tune with me as his partner, friend, and lover. We had deep philosophical discussions and disagreed on a lot of things passionately and often. Late at night, we made love and explored our boundaries, playing with fuzzy or spiked things that didn’t hurt too much. We’d created space for each other in our lives.

But not for a baby.

When I skipped my always regular period, I thought it was from the excitement and stress of my first runway show. Or even the heart attack I almost had when one of the models in Gentlemen’s Review began a photo striptease wearing one of my creations — one of the prototypes Harv’d had custom-made at the chalet. I’d had to explain to my mom about the magazine before someone back home clued her in.

It couldn’t be a baby.

In the bathroom, I ripped open the pregnancy test box.

Lucas and I hadn’t talked about our future much. He’d mentioned it, but not in a I-want-six-kids kind of way. What if he thought I only wanted to get him to marry me? He was a billionaire, after all, and plenty of women had pursued him in the past for his money. Even though I had my own now, my bank account was a drop in the bucket compared to his.

I read the directions and hoped I had the mental capacity at the moment to pee on a damn stick correctly. The directions sounded pretty complicated. Could I pee on it wrong and get the wrong results? I’d never done this before.

When I’d soaked the sucker as much as I possibly could, I set it on a tissue on the counter then set my phone timer for three minutes. I paced the bathroom, taking deep breaths, trying to remember the mantra my grandmother had repeated when she was really upset about something. But my mind was suddenly mush that could only concentrate on the stick on the counter that had one pink line.

One. That was good, right? My stomach plummeted, and I was shocked to realize I was disappointed.

But wait. It hadn’t been three minutes yet.

I resumed my pacing, stopping to straighten the hand towel, then flick a piece of lint off the counter.

Was that a second faint line?

I dove in to look closer, and my heart jumped into my mouth.

Oh my god. Oh my god.

The second pink line was turning darker, looking more like its twin by the second.

I was pregnant.

My knees wouldn’t hold me, and I sank down on the toilet, picked up the stick, and burst into tears.

That was how Lucas found me, bawling like the baby we would soon have and that he hadn’t asked for, hadn’t wanted.

“Ava? Honey, what’s wrong?” He was on his knees in front of me, his gorgeous eyes going over my body, looking for some injury he couldn’t see.

I blubbered something even I couldn’t understand, and his eyebrows came together in a frown.

I was going to have Lucas’s baby. And maybe he or she would have blue-gray eyes like his that reminded me of silver clouds going over the moon when he was happy, and hard, cold steel when he’d been wronged.

I watched them go to the pregnancy test box, hold, and widen. They shot back to mine. Tears flooded my eyes again and spilled over my lids in a flood. I waved the stick, the precious, two-pink-lines stick in my hand.

I was going to have Lucas’s baby. Joy ripped through my chest so great that for a second I thought he would be able to actually see my heart in the gap it left.

Lucas’s warm hand caught my cold one, held it up as he focused on the stick.

“I’m pregnant,” I said, the word ending on a sob.

“You’re… you’re pregnant. With a baby.” His dazed eyes left the stick and clashed with mine.

“Your baby.”

A breath whooshed out of him, and he leaped up laughing and threw his arms wide. “We’re pregnant?”

I could only gape as he fell to his knees again, a single tear making a wet track down his cheekbone.

“I was going to do this later.” He laughed and looked around. “And somewhere romantic, not here. But now, this is the perfect place. This is so perfect.”

I frowned, trying to catch on to what he was talking about, but my brain was too fuzzy with elation and fear and shock that he was reacting like I’d just handed him a prize.

I was going to have his baby, and he was happy.

Lucas reached into his suit pocket and pulled something out, holding it in his fist. When he opened it, he revealed a little red velvet box that was tied together with a white ribbon. My heart lurched then danced. He pulled the ribbon loose, opened the box and held up a glittering diamond engagement ring. “Ava, will you marry me?”

“Here?” was all I could think to say. He was asking me to marry him… here? In the bathroom.

He laughed again, and another tear followed the first. “Not marry me here, although I’d marry you right here in this bathroom if you said yes. Will you marry me, have my babies?” His gaze fell to my still flat belly. “Baby. I was going to ask you tonight, with the city skyline as a backdrop, but you’re so perfect sitting there, crying because you think I’ll be upset. I want this. This is perfect. You’re perfect. Ava, will you marry me?”

I covered my mouth with my hands as more tears cascaded down my face, and I stared at the diamond in disbelief until it blurred into a bright, shiny star.

When I met him, Lucas had dominated everything in his life. Over the past year, he’d mellowed… mostly. He was still a wolf in the sheets, but he had his softer moments too. He was also softer with the people around him, becoming more involved in their lives.

Even though I’d insisted I could do it myself, he’d set my sister up in college and was taking care of all her expenses. He’d created a college and medical fund for the children of those he employed. He mentioned that with every good deed he did, it made a new pocket of his heart open up that he hadn’t known was there.

“Ava?”

I realized I hadn’t said anything. “Yes!”

He let out a whoosh of a breath, and his arms came around me. “Where do you want to get married?”

“Not on the toilet.” We both laughed, and he drew back, the look on his face one of amazement. “My Valentine’s gift for you isn’t as grand as this.”

His hand came to rest on my belly. “The Valentine you’ve given me is better than any I could have dreamed of.”

I knew he dreamed of a big family — one with siblings and cousins who romped noisily with each other — and regretted the years he’d held such a grudge against Mason. They were making up for it now though. Lucas and Mason had grown closer, taking to heart the reality check their uncle had thrown at them with his fake heart attack.

Lucas took the ring out of its spot in the box and slipped it on my finger before hooking his arms behind my knees. When he lifted me into his arms, I rested my head on his shoulder and stared, enthralled at the ring as he carried me to the bed and laid me there as if I might shatter at any moment.

Lying next to me, he gently stroked my hair, kissing me so softly that tears sprung up again.

“None of that,” he said when he saw my tears and dipped his head to my neck, where he feathered my skin with kisses that slowly moved lower. When he reached my chest, he undid each button of my blouse, laying down a kiss on each inch of skin he revealed. “I want to make you happy, so happy you’ll keep on having my babies until we’re overrun and desperate.”

I laughed, so happy I was about to spontaneously combust. A gasp escaped my throat when his mouth closed around a nipple, and my back arched into it. “You make me unbelievably happy.”

Lucas rid me of the blouse and moved lower, stripping off articles of clothing, both his and mine, until we were skin to skin. As his molten steel eyes gazed down on me, he said, “There’s no way to describe to you how happy you make me. You’re my perfect match.”

“Yes, and you’re mine.”

He entered me then, and we both sucked in hissing breaths, the intensity of our union as overwhelming as ever. When he moved inside me, he was so gentle, rocking back and forth, but the sensation of his flesh meeting mine was heightened by his slow movements, his exquisite gentleness.

I wrapped my arms around his neck, sinking my fingers into his hair as he wrapped me in his embrace, his lips finding mine in a slow kiss that spoke of the depth of his love. When we came together, I knew it was true.

We were the perfect match.

THE END
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CHAPTER ONE

Zane

Ping.

The quarter hit the table top with perfect precision before splashing into the lukewarm beer. “Drink up, Bethany.” I’d made yet another perfect bounce in the age-old game of quarters. No, I wasn’t in college, and yeah, the game was juvenile as hell, but when my party guests wanted to play, who was I to fuck up their fun?

Three beauties sat around the little table in my overwater bungalow, my current home away from home. The Coco Bodu Hithi Resort on the Maldives Island of North Malé Atoll was far away from Scranton, Pennsylvania, which was perfect since I hated to spend time anywhere near my controlling parents and their high expectations.

I should have been on top of the world here, surrounded by three women who couldn’t take their eyes away from me. All I felt was bored. Tired. Of what exactly, I wasn’t sure.

Bethany hiccupped then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Can’t you pick on one of the other girls, Zane? I’m about to drown over here.”

Drunken giggles burst out of the other two young ladies who’d followed me out of the island bar. Candy and Satin — names that couldn’t be real — were hanging out together, Bethany had been drinking at the bar alone. I was the glue that brought us all together, and when they suggested we move the party back to my place, it had seemed like a good idea at the time.

It didn’t seem like a good idea anymore.

It was a quarter to three in the afternoon. Not your typical happy hour, but when in paradise, happy hour lasted twenty-four seven.

“Aw, come on, Bethany,” Candy purred, leaning forward so that her breasts nearly burst out of her tiny top. “I thought you said you could out drink any man. Three shots of beer shouldn’t kill ya.”

“It shouldn’t, but it seems to be.” Bethany hiccupped and giggled, the sound already getting on my nerves.

She was the one I’d been most attracted to. The one I thought would end up in my bed. She seemed different than the others, maybe someone I could spend some time with. Talk to. Enjoy between the sheets and out of them.

She belched, and the three girls burst into another annoying set of giggles. I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose in irritation. She wasn’t different at all. Which wouldn’t have been a problem a year ago. Or even six months ago. Her type was exactly the type I liked back then. Boobs and brainless. I didn’t even know when my type had changed.

The least drunk of the three slid closer to me, placing the quarter in my hand as she rubbed her bountiful breasts against my arm. Satin’s red hair hung in loose waves to the middle of her back. Light green eyes peered back at me. “Me, Zane? You want me to drink it?”

I made a show at looking at my Rolex Submariner. “Actually, I think I should be getting you ladies home.”

She laughed, which wasn’t the response I’d been expecting, and picked up the small crystal glass. Raising it to her lips, she acted as if it was kerosene. Her nose wrinkled when she took a sniff.

“Today, Satin,” Candy said, leaning forward until one breast nearly popped out and onto the table. A year ago, I’d already have a pink nipple in my mouth. Now…

I shook my head. What the fuck was wrong with me?

Closing her eyes, Satin gulped it down, then made a face so awful I felt my sense of humor return for a moment. “Yuck! It’s hot and tastes the way a skunk smells.”

Bethany climbed off her chair, wobbling a bit. “I think I need to take a dip in the ocean. My head is beginning to swim.”

Island life meant you lived in bathing suits, so we all had them on. Under their sundresses, the girls wore itsy bitsy bikinis, leaving very little to the imagination.

I loved island life. Usually.

“This is not a good idea with so much alcohol in your system,” I said as I followed the girls to the deck that dropped off into miles of ocean. Shit. I sounded like a grandma. Maybe I needed to take a few shots myself.

“Join us,” Bethany pleaded, pulling the nearly see through sundress over her head, revealing her lush body. My cock didn’t even twitch.

“It’s time for you all to leave. I’ll make sure you get back safely and—”

Splash. Candy belly flopped into the water.

Shit.

Once I was sure she wasn’t dead or on her way there, I sank down on the chaise lounge. “I guess I’ll just play lifeguard instead.”

I slipped my ever-present shades off the top of my head to shield my eyes from the sun. Being so near the equator meant the bright sun was practically in your face.

“You girls did remember to put on some sunscreen, right?”

Holy fuck. I really was a grandma. Maybe I should fuck all three of them to make sure I still owned some balls.

Bethany batted her lashes at me as she trailed a hand down her tight stomach. “Mine may have worn off.”

Satin grinned too, picking up an ever-present bottle on the table. “Thanks, Zane. I’ve been able to stay burn-free for a week.”

Candy managed to climb the ladder, and in the space of a few moments, the three of them were lathering themselves up with the lotion, and my cock actually jumped in my shorts.

Good boy. Maybe I wasn’t a thousand years old after all.

Bethany batted her lashes again. “Want us to do your back?”

Before I could even reply, the gaggle of giggling women headed my way. Surrendering to what should have been an incredible experience, I turned over and three sets of hands ran all over my back and down my legs. A free massage, courtesy of the sun and its dangerous rays.

Someone’s hand moved closer and closer to my cock. It, in return, was enjoying the physical stimulation with growing enthusiasm. Maybe bringing the girls back to my place wasn’t such a bad idea after all. Maybe a good afternoon romp was exactly what I needed.

“Want us to do your front too?” When I looked, it was Candy’s hand close to the prize.

“Sure.” I rolled over and relaxed as the three of them ran their lotion covered hands all over my chest and shoulders.

Satin’s hands moved over my pecs as she made a little mewling noise. “Zane, my goodness, you’re rock-hard.”

Candy’s hands were all over my right bicep. “I bet you could pick all three of us up with no problem at all.”

Bethany’s fingers roamed over my stomach. “It’s like a perfect ladder down here. How do you keep in this kind of shape?”

My cock was quickly losing interest. So was I. Maybe if I could convince the women not to talk, we’d have a better time.

Bethany leaned down to my ear. “Maybe later we can help you wash it off?”

Satin’s hand moved up under my trunks. “Yeah. We’ll wash your back if you wash ours.”

Her words were soft, seductive, stirring my interest again, then bam… the giggles all started, breaking the spell, and spurring a renewed sense of irritation.

When I said nothing, the girls looked at each other, shrugged, then turned to jump into the water. They all shouted invitations to join them in the gentle waves.

When a bikini top flew through the air and landed on the deck, I groaned. Really, what was wrong with me? Three gorgeous women were practically begging to be in my bed, and all I wanted to do was take a fucking nap.

I needed to snap out of whatever funk I was in.

I was about to shuck my board shorts and just join them in spite of myself when the sliding glass door of the bungalow next door opened, drawing my attention. Keeping one eye on the girls to make sure they didn’t drown, I glanced over just in time to see a woman step out.

No. Not just a woman. The woman of all women.

Her shoulder-length blonde hair caught the sun, golden strands gleaming as she pulled a pair of dark sunglasses off and looked out at the water. I sat up to get a better look.

“Hi.”

She didn’t seem to hear me as she turned to peer in the other direction. She was clearly fresh off the plane, still wearing black slacks and a plain white button down that went along with sensible heels. She gave off a professional vibe. If anyone was in desperate need of a vacation, it was her.

I could make sure she got one.

She turned slowly, breathing deeply as she took in the magnificent landscape all around us. When she turned just enough that I could see her face, it was like a punch in the gut. Her cheekbones were high, her face beautiful over a slender but strong looking body. But it was more than her obvious beauty that caught my attention. There was something else that seemed to pull me in her direction.

Our eyes met and some unnamed energy weaved itself around my spinal cord and into every cell of my body. Did she feel it too? The current that ran between us.

I lifted a hand in greeting and was going to say hello when a fucking bikini top hit me in the side of the head. The woman lifted an eyebrow before purposefully glancing at the three girls in the water. She smirked, then turned and went back inside.

Dammit.

I tossed the bit of wet material to the deck, disgusted with myself and everyone else. I’d lost that round of great first impressions.

The sound of the girls brought my attention back to them. “Zane, you coming in or what?”

“Nah, I’m gonna sit this one out.” I walked inside to grab a cold beer from the fridge and went back out, taking a seat on the dock.

I glanced back at my neighboring bungalow, wishing the door would open again. The smirk she sent me only heightened my attraction to her. I wanted to prove to her I wasn’t the dick I currently appeared to be.

And why did I care so damn much?

The girls came back up on the deck, water dripping off their now shiny bodies. In front of me stood one brunette, a redhead, and a platinum blonde. All curved in the right places, all willing participants in whatever I wanted.

But they weren’t what I wanted. I needed something else.

Bethany rung her hair out, splashing ocean water around her bare feet and across her pink tipped toenails. “Wanna go inside and play some more, Zane?”

Did I?

In the space of a few minutes, my mood had deflated as surely as my cock. I wasn’t in the mood, it seemed. “I’m good. You all sober enough now to see yourselves home?”

The three exchanged worried glances. Maybe they’d conjured up a game plan while they were in the water, and it looked like I was screwing up their plans for some fun.

I couldn’t muster the energy to care. I wanted them gone. I wasn’t interested in their games.

Something — someone — else had garnered my attention. Maybe I should make a little visit to my new neighbor. It was the civilized thing to do after all.

I could introduce myself, learn a little more about her. See if the connection I felt with her stuck. Maybe she’d accept an invitation to dinner. She seemed to be alone. Surely, she’d want some company.

I got up, and the girls all sighed with relief. But instead of ushering them inside, I picked up their discarded clothes. “Come on, I’ll see you all out.”

“Huh?” Bethany’s forehead creased as she shook her head. “We’re leaving?”

“Yeah, it’s been fun, but I think I need a nap before this evening’s activities.” I gathered them all as one might gather a gaggle of geese, herding them with my arms wide, gently ushering them through the house and to the front door.

Satin pulled her shades down, giving me a slow wink. “I could use a… nap.”

I wasn’t even tempted. “A real one. I’ll catch you girls later. I’m not leaving the island anytime soon.”

At the door, they all seemed at a loss as they pulled on their clothes. Candy leaned in close to whisper in my ear, “You sure about this?” Her fingertips flowed lightly over my abs. “We’re ready to make your dreams come true. All three of us.”

My cock will never forgive me.

It would have to get over it because my mind was somewhere else. I was aware that I had not one bird in the hand but three of them, and I was tossing them away for the one in the bush next door.

“Sorry, ladies. I’m bushed. I’d be no good to you in my current state.”

Shoulders dropped, smiles faded, and the three of them turned to walk away, albeit very slowly. I suppose they thought I’d change my mind. But my mind was set on introducing myself to the new occupant of the island. 

But first, I needed a quick shower and to put on something a little more hospitable. No one wanted to meet a man in something that was as close to underwear as it got. At least this particular woman wouldn’t.

The water in the shower was warm. As I washed, I thought about what I’d just thrown away. Three beauties.

Was I crazy?

Who did that?

I could see it as an idiotic thing to do, or I could see it as a sign.

Maybe the new beauty would rock my world. Hell, with one look, she’d already knocked me sideways. The idea spurred me on. I’d have to use charms I hadn’t used in a while.

I hadn’t dealt with hard to get since I was a young teen. I could use a good fight. I could catch all the little fish I wanted. But I wanted the big fish. The one who’d put up a fight. The one who, in the end, would be my trophy.

As I toweled off, I realized I was nervous.

I was never nervous.

Picking out a nice pair of khaki shorts and a light green button-down shirt that most women seemed to like, I gave myself one last check to make sure I looked presentable.

There was an energy in my step I hadn’t felt in a long time as I headed out of my bungalow. The little lady next door had no idea what kind of fire she’d started in me with that little smirk.

Game on.






CHAPTER TWO

Sloane

Cerulean water surrounded the little overwater bungalow, my new home for however long it had to be. Charles Smith, the rabbit I was sent to watch, was staying in the home away from home to the right of mine. A good-looking playboy was on my left.

And wow.

My neighbor was freaking gorgeous. At least three inches over six feet tall, it had taken all of my willpower to not stare at his muscular build. I’d felt his eyes on me before I even turned and noticed him there. Tall, dark, and handsome was the perfect description for him. And those tattoos! That man would be trouble if I allowed trouble in my life. Which I did not.

I had a thing for tall men who took really good care of themselves. Dark hair was also a thing I found attractive in the opposite sex. The playboy next door possessed everything I physically required in a sexual partner. A thing I had no time for, especially right now.

Too bad. I could instantly tell that he’d be a fun roll in the proverbial hay.

Forcing my mind from the man next door, I booted my laptop and logged in. Equipped with a global satellite internet system, it allowed me to stay in touch with my supervisor. Agent Matthews was my only point of contact for the mission. Checking in with him, I typed in my time of arrival. Thirteen hundred hours.

I frowned, thinking of the guy next door. Wasn’t it a bit early to be drinking it up with a bevy of beautiful women, but who was I to judge?

The rabbit, our name for the subject being watched, didn’t seem to be home. I typed an X by the time. That let Matthews know that there had yet to be any sightings of the elusive moneyman for the notorious New York City mafia.

Time to get into vacation garb and out of the stiff clothing I wore for work purposes. Going undercover would be fun for once. No stinky old car that no one would think twice about. No musty smelling apartment that would serve as a temporary shelter while I sat by some smudged window with binoculars for hours at a time.

Coco Bodu Hithi Resort would be the place I could call home for as long as Charles Smith did. The longer the better, in my opinion.

I was happy to stay away from Washington, D.C. for as long as possible. Stay away from the memories of breakups and broken dishes and my douche of an ex. The bastard.

Why was I attracted to muscle? And why did most men who possessed them lack a brain or personality? Paul had the arms of a gorilla. Too bad he had the personality of one too.

Was it really too much to ask for a gorgeous guy to be able to make conversation like a normal human being?

I thought not.

Of course, that attribute was only important for someone I wanted to spend more than a night with. Most men didn’t fit that bill. The playboy next door probably wouldn’t either. 

But could one night hurt? Two at the most?

My fingers itched to run over the lean muscles of his back as he pumped in and out of me, his thick cock making me…

Stop it!

Summer in paradise had to be respected, and I couldn’t screw this assignment up by screwing around. Three other women and one overly feminine man had vied for this coveted position. Agent Matthews went to bat for me, and I had to prove that my mentor’s trust in me was well placed. They needed to know I could be counted on. That I wasn’t easily distracted.

I wondered what color Playboy’s eyes were?

Focus!

But it seemed that my mind was currently being ruled by my vagina, because I couldn’t get him out of my head. He was a gorgeous specimen of man, and when that black bikini top flew through the air and hit him in the side of the face it cemented the other type of man I usually fell for — bad boys. Yeah. My neighbor ticked all my carnal boxes.

My cell rang, and I practically leapt at it, ready for anything to keep my mind where it needed to be. “Agent Anderson.”

Matthews’s gruff voice was immediately familiar. “No sight of the rabbit, I see.”

“That’s right. I’m about to change and make my way to the local bars and eateries the island has to offer. Listen in on what people do for entertainment around here. I should find our rabbit in no time. This place is small.” I kicked off my shoes, heading to the bedroom where my bags were taken.

“Listen to me, Anderson. Do not approach the rabbit. Although he is no physical threat to you, he can call others in who are. He can do that without you becoming aware until it’s too late. Got me?”

“Yes, sir.”

Matthews could be overprotective at times. I looked at him as one might look at an older uncle. He let me have my wings but watched over me like a hawk while I flew. I could count on him and respected his advice.

“Good. Keep it above board at all times. No mishaps. When these guys are involved, we can’t have anything go wrong. Over.”

“Over.” I put the cell down on the nightstand.

Opening my bag, I took out a few things to keep handy. My binoculars, notebook, mechanical pencil. Padding over to the living area of the bungalow, I placed them on the table and went back to the bedroom.

As I unbuttoned the top three buttons of my shirt, a knock sounded on my door. I tensed immediately, my radar alert. 

Who could be stopping by?

Picking up the gun still packed away from the flight, I held it to my side as I crept to the side of the door, listening for anything out of place. “Yes, may I help you?”

The voice was deep, smooth, yet cheery. “Hi, welcome wagon here.”

The door had no peephole, but a window made it easy to see who had decided to come calling. Dammit.

The wet dream from next door stood on the other side, bottle of bubbly in hand. A strong hand that looked as if he could wrap it around my waist and lift me up while he…

Stop it!

I cleared my throat and my head. “Your name?”

“Zane.”

I tucked the gun in the small of my back, tugging out the shirt to conceal it. “I need a little more than that to open my door.”

“Zane Boyd. I’m in the bungalow next door. I wanted to say hi. You know, welcome you to the island?”

I pressed my forehead to the wall. Seriously? Why couldn’t I have one of those chubby, balding older neighbors who wore speedos to cover their minuscule dick? Instead of broad chest, muscular arms, toned stomach with just enough hair to trail down to…

Damn I was screwed.

You wish.

Mustering my professionalism, I opened the door, and forced a tight smile on my face. “Hello.”

“Hi.” Dear Jesus Lord, even his teeth were perfect. “I brought you a little welcome gift.” He presented the bottle of champagne as if I were royalty. 

He’d changed. A pair of sensible khaki shorts, a pale green button-down with the sleeves rolled up a quarter. Biceps suitably hugged, top three buttons undone to allow glimpses of magnificent pecs. 

“Thanks, but I have some. I believe it’s complimentary with the room.” My smile didn’t change. It was a practiced fuck off smile, but he didn’t appear to be affected by my chilly reception. 

One hand moved up and pulled away the dark glasses, revealing gorgeous sea green eyes. “One can never have too much.”

Those eyes were like beacons that were calling me in. Come to me, Sloane. It’s safe here.

But I wasn’t safe with him, and I had a job to do. The man would be a distraction, but only if I allowed that.

Squaring my shoulders, I remained centered in the door, blocking his passage. 

He looked past me. “Can I come in?”

“I don’t know you.” 

A brow arched. “Are you alone?

Could he be with the rabbit? Could the muscle-bound man be the rabbits’s bodyguard come to check me out? Charles Smith was a small man in stature. He may have been traveling with a guard. It wasn’t outside the realm of possibilities.

I studied him more closely. “I’m sorry. I didn’t catch your name.”

“Zane Boyd.”

I leaned onto the doorjam. “From?”

“Scranton, Pennsylvania.” He shifted his weight, all two-twenty or so of it. All muscle, no fat that I could see. He was a beast. “And you?”

I ignored his question. “Here on vacation?”

He nodded. It made his hair fall across his left eye and he flipped it back with a gesture that appeared to be a normal as breathing. “And you?” He frowned, the question apparently taking him off guard. Maybe he wasn’t as dumb as I’d hoped he was. 

“Of course. Who isn’t here on vacation?” I ran my eyes up and down him, finding no bulges that might hide a concealed weapon, but I’d need to see his back to be sure. I pointedly looked over his shoulder, and hoped he’d turn to see what I was looking at.

In the few seconds I had, I looked for any bulges there too. I relaxed a little, having confirmed that there was no gun in sight. He was probably clean. Most likely a man on the prowl. A man I should stay away from. A man who could handle me like a rag doll, lift me up high. Maybe toss me over his shoulder and do God only knew what to me. 

I broke into a sweat and waved a hand in front of my face to give myself a much needed breeze.

“Hot?”

Very.

“I’m not used to such warm temperatures.” I lowered my hand, giving myself a mental shake. I needed to get rid of him and get to work. 

I had a job to do. A man to find and keep under my watchful eye. This guy was a dangerous distraction. 

The last thing I needed was a man. Especially a tall, tanned, and hot as hell man. I had to remember why I was in Maldives in the first place. Work, not play. I was to pretend to be on vacation, but I was not on vacation.

He put the bottle behind his back, rocking on his bare heels. “Are you married?”

“No. You?”

Shit.

I was talking like we were in some singles bar. I had to turn this around and fast. But how?

“No, I’m not married.” He smiled, and I went weak in the knees, holding the doorframe to keep that a secret. “I’m not dating anyone seriously either. Single to the bone. You?”

Me? Well, I was fired if I couldn’t pull myself out from under the spell the sexy son of a bitch was trying to cast on me. 

Time to regroup. Time to FBI up. 

I kept my gaze steady, not answering his question. “Excuse me for being rude, but I really must—”

“Would you like to join me for a drink?”

Yes, I would.

“No, thank you.” I used my Agent Anderson voice. Stern, hard, no-nonsense.

There, that was dealt with. There would be no fraternizing with the sexy neighbor.






CHAPTER THREE

Zane

“No?”

I couldn’t understand why she was acting so cold. She was clearly attracted to me. She didn’t answer the question about being in a relationship, but why would she be in paradise alone if she was?

“Glad to see that all those giggles from the girls at your place hasn’t affected your hearing.” She put her hand on her hip, and I got it. I understood the animosity. This wasn’t the type of woman who put up with shit like that.

Feeling instantly defeated, I nearly turned to leave, but couldn’t make myself walk away. This woman was the big fish I wanted. Of course, she wouldn’t be easy to reel in. “It’s just a drink. Didn’t you come here to relax?”

She sighed and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I did, and I’ll do so on my own terms. Right now, I have jet lag and I also need to change, unpack, and settle in. I appreciate the invitation though. Have a good day.”

“I can help. Besides, champagne cures all ills and reduces the boredom of unpacking.”

Did a small smile play at her mouth?

I decided to tackle the elephant in the room. “I know you must think I’m a lothario. I know you saw those girls at my place.”

“Yes, I did.” She looked pointedly at the watch on her slim wrist. “Less than a half hour ago, in fact. I’m not judging you for it, but I’m also not interested in joining your harem either.” 

“Harem?” She was funny, and every second I spent in her company, I liked her more. “You’re way off. Come on, let’s go have a drink and get to know one another. I’m not the kind of man that little scene made me appear to be. Just like I’m sure you’re not really the woman you appear to be right now.”

She blinked, her lips formed a straight line, and her left brow arched. “And how do I appear, Mr. Boyd?”

“Uptight.”

Her jaw clenched, and she shifted her weight, making the top of her lacy white bra peek out from her shirt. 

Poor choice of words, Zane. Way to go.

“Uptight, huh?”

I held up the peace sign. “Okay, let’s start over, shall we? I can see we’ve started out on the wrong foot.” I held out my hand to shake hers. “Hello, I’m Zane Boyd, your next-door neighbor. And you are?”

She exhaled a long breath and shook my hand. “I’m Sloane Anderson. It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Boyd.” 

“Please call me Zane. Where are you from, Sloane?” I held her hand for a bit, keeping the shake going. Her hand felt good in mine. It felt right. And there was a current that seemed to pass from her to me. I watched her closely, wanting to know if she felt the same.

She licked her lips. “Queens, New York.” The words were like a soft escape of air. She blinked, then looked at our hands before pulling hers away from mine.

Yeah, she felt it too.

I stuffed my hand in my pocket so I wouldn’t reach for her again. “Are you here alone?”

Her eyes narrowed, and I wondered where I was landing on her creep radar. I could feel myself being pushy, but I was fascinated by her and really wanted to know.

“Yes. I prefer to travel alone. That way I can meet new people.” She nearly smiled at me then seemed to catch herself and held her stoic expression.

“So, you’re here to meet new people. I’m a new person who happens to enjoy meeting new people too. Can I be your first new friend in paradise?”

There was a long pause, and I wasn’t sure if I should be hopeful or preparing for rejection. And I wasn’t sure why I cared so damn much. What I did know was that my lungs were starting to burn from holding my breath. 

“Sure.” 

The air left me in a rush. “Terrific.”

With one step backward, she gestured for me to come inside. “You’ll have to give me a few minutes to change.”

Moving past her, I caught her unique scent and inhaled deeply. “Take your time. Island time moves a lot slower than it does on the mainland, and I know I caught you off guard.”

Her gaze fell to my feet before crawling back up. When our eyes met again, I felt pretty secure about how things would play out. She was as interested in me as I was in her. Maybe she wouldn’t be so hard to catch after all. But then again, I kind of hoped she would be. I was enjoying the challenge.

Releasing a long sigh, she turned to walk into the living area. “I do need to relax, and I apologize for being rude earlier.” The first hint of a real smile appeared, and it was stunning. “Make yourself at home. I’ll just be a minute.”

I was still reeling from the smile and imagining ways to be blessed with more of them when I realized she was looking at me expectedly. “No apologies needed. I’ll be right here whenever you’re ready.”

I watched her walk through the double doors to the bedroom. Without looking at me, she closed them and the blinds that covered them. The bungalows were all set up the same way. The bedroom was just behind the living room, separated by sliding glass doors. That way you could lay in bed and look out at the beautiful Indian Ocean through the expansive glass.

I wondered how long it would take for the two of us to be cuddled up in one of our beds and watching the sun set over the water. I hoped not too long. I couldn’t ignore the strong attraction I had for her. And I had to admit, I found her interesting as well.

Walking to the doors that led out onto the deck, I stopped when I saw something curious on the table. A set of binoculars, a notepad, and pencil. 

Very curious indeed. A bird watcher? Why have these unpacked before anything else?

Before I could investigate further, she reappeared. “I forgot that I left my bag out here.” She gave me a puzzled look. “You okay?”

I sat down the bottle of champagne and stuffed my hands in my pockets. Noticing the one piece of luggage, I used that as an excuse. “Absolutely. Just couldn’t help but notice that you only have one bag. Does that mean you won’t be staying long?”

She licked her lips and pushed a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “Yeah. I travel light.”

“You’re a rare breed of woman, then,” I teased.

A small smile played on one corner of her lovely mouth. “I guess I’m not your typical woman. I’ll be dressed shortly.” She spun on her heel and went back into the room with her one bag in tow.

One bag? What kind of woman is she?

Sloane was becoming more and more intriguing with each passing moment. And I was growing eager to get to know everything about her. Maybe after a few drinks, she’d join me for dinner if I played my cards right.

I wasn’t fool enough to think I’d get a woman like her into bed that very night. It was evident that she wasn’t the type who played life like that. No, I’d have to go slow and easy with Sloane. 

Eyeing the binoculars once more, I picked them up and walked onto the deck. Holding them to my eyes, I looked around a bit. Bathing beauties to the right and some guys playing in the water to the left. Maybe the woman was a voyeur.

That would be weird.

“I’m ready.”

I turned around to find her wearing a little white sundress and sandals. While simple in design, it made her look gorgeous. “Wow, you look beautiful.”

I was surprised when the tiniest hint of pink stained her cheeks. “No need to exaggerate.”

The blush she wore changed her completely, making her look demure and sweet. The exact opposite of the woman who’d answered the door. There were many layers to her, I wanted to know them all. Beginning with the need for binoculars.

“I’m not exaggerating. You’re stunning in a natural way that’s refreshing. I’ll be the envy of all the men at the bar.” I set the binoculars back down on the table where I found them. “I guess you came prepared to watch the beachgoers. Men use these things to look at unsuspecting women. Are you more into looking at men rather than interacting with them?”

The pink in her cheeks drained away and all amusement left her features. “You couldn’t be more wrong. I’m sure you noticed the pen and paper too?”

“Hard to miss.” I chuckled as I ran my fingers over the paper. “I thought you might be jotting down the nicknames you give the men you spy on.”

“I use the binoculars to spot dolphins, not men. And I try to find out what pod they belong to and jot that down. It’s a little hobby of mine.” Her brow lifted as her hand moved to her hip. “But your immediate assumption that I’m a Peeping Tom is bothersome. Maybe it’s best if I stay here and dolphin watch after all.”

I pissed her off. I was getting good at that, even though it hadn’t been my intention. “Sorry. I joke when I’m nervous.”

She lifted a brow. “Why are you nervous?”

It was a good question. I didn’t have a good answer, so I gave her an honest one. “I don’t know.”

One corner of her mouth lifted into a smirk so sexy I wanted to lick it off her face. She knew what she was doing to me, that much was clear. “It’s nice to get an honest answer from you.”

“What are you? A human lie detector?”

The smirk grew into a smile that sucked all the oxygen from the room. “What? First I’m a nasty little spy then a lie detector? You sure do know how to woo a lady.”

 “I never said a nasty little spy, Sloane. I’m sorry. I really am. Let’s put that behind us. Start over again.”

The smile fell away, and the silence stretched between us for so long, I was certain she was about to kick me out. Then she softened. “Just don’t do something stupid like re-introduce yourself all over again. Let’s move forward.” She grabbed her purse and headed out of the door, waiting until I’d joined her on the deck to lock the door.

She had me flustered, that was for sure. I’d never met a woman who could do that to me. I was a smooth dude with all the right moves. But with her, I was a dolt who blurted out inappropriate things.

I had to get myself under control.

After she tucked away her key, I placed a hand at the small of her back, careful not to be inappropriate. “The island has about anything you could want,” I offered, pointing toward the main building. “Their workout facilities are impressive. I workout every morning if you’d like to join me.”

She slid a look my way. “I normally workout in the evenings, but mornings might not be bad, if it isn’t too early. I don’t plan on setting an alarm while on vacation.”

I could be her alarm. I’d wake her up with my tongue on her clit, my fingers working deep inside her.

My cock twitched, and I forced my mind back to neutral territory. “I don’t have a set time either. We can play it by ear.”

She shot me a genuine-looking smile. “Sounds fun. You and I might end up being friends after all.”

I wanted to be more than just her friend, but I’d take what I could get for the time being.

After all, fishing took patience, and so far, I’d managed to get the bait into the water. Now, all I had to do was wait for her to bite.






CHAPTER FOUR

Sloane

Fresh ocean air moved in lazy breezes all around us as we walked on the sandy beach. Calm vibes made it hard not to fall into vacation mode. The sexy man who had his hand at my back made it even harder to focus on what I was here to do.

Zane led me to the nearest bar on the island, pulling out a chair for me at a small table. “Thank you.” The structure was a grass hut featuring typical island motif. The bar was covered in freshly cut, vibrantly colored flowers, small tables for two haphazardly placed around the oasis. I took a deep breath, taking in the fresh aromas that were so prevalent. “This is nice.”

He took the seat across from me and pulled his dark shades up, leaving them on top of his head. It was hard not to appreciate the hotness that was Zane Boyd. A dreamy expression made him appear almost like a movie star. “It is nice here. And now that you’ve arrived, it’s even nicer.” He leaned forward, moving one hand across the bamboo surface. His fingertips just touched mine as he smiled. “You already look more relaxed.”

I was glad that I appeared that way, but in truth, I was on edge. But not for the right reasons. I was attempting to appear nonchalant while scanning the crowd around me, searching for my target. At the same time, I was becoming aroused by the way Zane’s fingers barely touched mine. I’d heard of electrical zings between two people but had never experienced it myself. I was experiencing it now, and it was distracting. As was the gentle breeze stirring a few strands of his dark hair, sending the scent my way. Citrus, sunshine, ocean water, and something that was distinctly just him wafted past my nose. Maybe he was wearing some kind of cologne with pheromones in it. Whatever it was, it was powerful stuff.

I smiled at Zane and was secretly pleased at how his pupils flared at the gesture. He was into me, that much was certain, but what I hadn’t considered was how his desire could benefit me too.

If I were alone, I’d stick out like a sore thumb, and the rabbit would get wise to me quickly. Charles Smith was no fool. At least from what the report on him said. He was fifty-two and topped out at a below average five-five. Longish white hair was one of his most prominent features, and he wore glasses more often than not over pale blue eyes. His most distinct feature was a tattoo on his right forearm. Four dogs playing poker would be my sign that I’d found the correct man. 

The waiter came to us with a huge smile on his face and made a little bow. “Mr. Zane, you’re back.” Then his eyes fell on me. “And you are new to our beautiful island. I am Mushan.”

“Hello, Mushan. I’m Sloane. It’s nice to meet you.” I extended my hand to shake his. He took it and placed a kiss on top of it instead.

“Miss Sloane, it is a pleasure to meet a beautiful woman like yourself.”

 Mushan released my hand as a frowning Zane took his attention. “We’ll start with a couple of Mai Tais.”

I immediately bristled. “I can order for myself. Thank you though.” A breeze whipped my hair into my face, and I tucked the strands behind my ear. “A virgin strawberry daiquiri for me please.”

With a bow, he was off to fetch our drinks as Zane smiled, his eyes once again scanning my features. “I like a woman who knows what she wants.”

“Really. I was under the impression you preferred bobbleheads. You know, those who do whatever you want.”

His eyes dropped to my lips, causing something inside me to quiver. When he scooted his chair around the side of the table, moving closer to me, heat coursed through my body. He had such an effect on me. No one had ever turned me on this much, especially on such short acquaintance. I wasn’t even certain what it was. His body, sure. But there was something else too. His voice was smooth, deep with low tones that seemed to vibrate through me. The kind of voice you imagined waking up to, the kind that you wanted to talk dirty as you made hot, passionate love all day and night.

I lifted my hair off my neck, trying to cool the flame this man was stoking inside of me. The smile that slipped over his perfectly full lips told me he was well aware of how much he affected me. “I think a woman who knows what she wants is sexy as hell.”

His eyes were drawing me in. Hypnotizing me with the sea green irises that glistened with golden flecks. “You do?”

The wind blew a lock of his dark wavy hair onto his forehead, and I reached up to push it back into place. He took me by the wrist before I could touch it. “I find that aspect of you as attractive as I find your body.”

I pressed my thighs together. “You do?”

He nodded and leaned in, his hand sliding provocatively up my arm until it was resting on the back of my neck, holding me still as he moved in a little bit more. “I think you’re the most fascinating woman I’ve ever had the pleasure of meeting, Sloane.”

This was just for show, I tried telling myself. This was just me acting like part of a couple in case my rabbit was nearby.

That was a lie. I wanted this. Wanted him.

“What do you find fascinating?” I managed to ask, allowing the seduction to pull me in. Just for show.

The space between us grew smaller, and the tiny hairs on my body stood straight up as I waited for the sensations I was sure he’d stir inside me. “Let me show you.”

“Here we go, one virgin strawberry daiquiri for my new friend, Miss Sloane, and one Mai Tai for my old friend, Mr. Zane.” Mushan had broken the spell, stealing our moment, and bringing me back to planet Earth. 

Zane and I slowly broke apart and looked at the man who’d robbed us of our first kiss. Then Zane blew out a breath and picked up his drink. “Thank you, Mushan.”

I released the breath I’d been holding too, then wrapped my hands around the wonderfully cold drink. I took a sip and forced a smile. “Yes, thank you. It’s delicious.”

Mushan frowned. “Are you too warm, Miss Sloane? Your face is very flushed.”

Was it too late to throw myself into the ocean?

Mushan hurried to climb onto a chair and pulled a string that brought an enormous ceiling fan roaring to life. He looked at me for approval, and I smiled my thanks, not trusting my mouth to speak.

Zane was grinning like a fool. “Isn’t he helpful? You were looking flushed.”

I took another sip and glanced around the room, looking for any newcomers I could inspect. “Very. I’m not yet used to the tropical weather.”

Heat still had my skin prickling as Zane ran his fingers lightly from my knee up my thigh. Playing with the hem of my short sundress, he said, “Blue, like a cloudless morning.”

My attention snapped back to him. “Huh?”

“Your eyes. They’re blue, like a cloudless morning sky. Your skin is creamy and smooth. Like it’s never seen a single flaw.”

He was a master of seduction, and I was once again falling under his spell. This needed to stop.

“How many women have you said that to today?” I began ticking off my fingers. “Let’s see, there were three naked women at your bungalow not long ago. Now me. Any more I might have missed?”

He laughed and sat back in his chair, his hand moving away from my thigh to rest on the table. It took all of my training not to look disappointed or relieved.

“I wish you hadn’t witnessed that,” he said, lifting his drink to his lips. “If you want me to leave you alone, I understand.”

That surprised me.

First, that he even cared about my opinion of him. And second, at how panicked it made me to think of him leaving.

For strictly professional reasons, of course.

I had a job to do. Now Zane was part of that job, as my cover. If I moved forward with using him, I would have to keep him on a short leash. But I did want to keep him. He’d make things so much easier for me.

As a couple, we could follow the rabbit if he went on a moonlit stroll along the beach. Zane and I would look like all the other lovers dotting the shoreline each night. Just another couple, holding hands, gazing into each other’s eyes adoringly.

Just like we were doing now.

Only, I wasn’t aware of anyone else. Just Zane. Him and his sexy eyes. Thick, dark lashes surrounded those unique green irises. Mine wandered over his handsome face, noticing how remarkably straight his nose was, and how it ended a finger’s width before his lips began. The way his juicy lips parted as if they were itching to kiss mine drew my attention.

I lifted my glass. “Clean slate, okay?”

He smiled and clicked his drink against mine. “Clean slate.”

There was another plus to having Zane as my cover. With him nearby, I’d have to hone my skills, and as a rookie, he could prove to be valuable practice for me. I’d be able to enhance my ability to maintain two roles while under pressure as well as better track my stories and lies. We received a tremendous amount of training, but being in the classroom and in the field were two very different animals.

Taking a deep breath, I smiled at him while also easing back in my chair, forcing my eyes to leave the majesty that was his face. I looked over his shoulder at the other patrons in the bar, observing, watching with a casual air.

When I met his eyes again, he was gazing at me with that sexy little smirk on his face. I needed to take him into safer territory. “So, what is it that people do around here for fun?”

“The list is long. I can show you a lot better than tell you.” He leaned back in his chair too. The gap between us grew, but the attraction didn’t fade with the great proximity. 

The button-down shirt he wore gaped a bit, giving me a glimpse of one of those perfect pecs I knew were lurking under there. The memory of seeing the man in only his board shorts came into my mind. Something inside of me stirred, wanting to know how it would feel to run my hands all over his muscles.

“I wouldn’t want to get in your way of what you’ve been doing.” I leveled my eyes on his. “You know, conquering all the eligible females on this island.”

He smirked, a lopsided, impish grin that I wanted to bite. “Hey, I thought we had a clean slate here.”

I laughed. “You’re right.” I scanned the bar again, barely reacting when a white-haired man walked inside. I put my concentration back on Zane. “Do you forgive me?”

I licked my lips and smiled, leaning closer to him. Just behind Zane’s right ear, I spotted the man again, a taller blonde who appeared Amazonian in contrast to his much shorter stature was on his arm.

Zane was tracing my hand with his finger. “Of course I forgive you.”

I leaned closer, lowering my eyes as the couple walked by our table.

Dogs playing poker tattoo was prominently displayed on the man’s arm.

Bingo.

I linked my fingers with Zane’s. My smile was genuine this time. He smiled back, those green orbs growing darker as his pupils flared with desire.

I’d found my rabbit. Now I just needed to avoid being ensnared by the green-eyed trap of my own making.






CHAPTER FIVE

Zane

I’d been the one wanting to fish, so why did I feel like the one circling the bait?

Jesus, this woman did things to me. Crazy, erotic things that went beyond sexual.

At first, the goal was to get her into my bed. Now, it was to get her to smile.

I was becoming addicted to that flash of teeth. The little dimple on her right cheek. The way her eyes smiled too. It was a full-face affair that I didn’t think she bestowed enough.

Leaning in close, I played with a lock of her hair. “You know something?”

She lifted a brow. “What’s that?”

“We should just get this first kiss out of the way and all this awkwardness will disappear.” Dropping her hair to take her chin, I ran the pad of my thumb over her lower lip. It quivered and my cock pulsed in response.

Oh, the things I could make quiver on her.

“Are you feeling awkward? You appear to be the same cocky playboy I met less than an hour ago.”

Ouch.

“Clean slate,” I reminded her. “And it was your awkwardness I was thinking of. You keep looking around the room, not meeting my eyes.”

“I like to people watch.”

I looked over at a table a few feet away. “Like those people?”

She leaned back in her chair and did a casual scan over her shoulder. “Poker dude?”

I laughed. “Exactly. You’re very observant.”

She pushed her hair back as a gust of wind blew it in all directions. I liked the wild way it looked. Sort of like how she might appear with it splayed out over a pillow after a nice tousle in the sheets.

“Like I said, I like to people watch. I find them fascinating.”

I smirked. “Hence the binoculars?”

She scowled, but the look was good-natured. “People watch, not people stalk. Those are for our finned friends, remember?”

“Uh huh, so you say.”

She sipped her drink again, blue eyes shining with mischief. “So I did.”

Enjoying her playful mood, I leaned in conspiratorially. “Think I’d look good with Colonel Sander’s kind of ink?”

She glanced over at the other couple’s table again. “Yes! I absolutely think you need that exact same tat…” she reached out and tapped me on the forehead, “right there.”

“Now, you’re just being mean. I think you should give me a kiss as an apology.”

There was a long moment of silence, then she crooked her finger at me. Like a caught trout, she reeled me closer until her hands were on my cheeks. “You’re right,” she said, pulling my face closer to hers. “I’m sorry.” Then she kissed me right on the center of my forehead.

I exhaled a breath. “You are an evil woman.”

She leaned back in her chair, that sexy smirk reappearing. “Still want to get to know me better?”

Biblically. Intimately. I want to know every cell in your body.

“Yeah.”

 “Why the flying penguins?”

I blinked. What the total fuck? “Um…”

She laughed and tapped me over the heart. “The dove tattoos. Why did you choose them?”

“For my grandparents. I’d never really experienced loss before they died, just days apart from one another. At their funeral, doves were released. I…” I lifted a shoulder, unsure how to go on.

“Kept them as an eternal memory?” Sloane offered.

She got me. “Yes.”

Like most women, she couldn’t help but reach out and run her hand over it. She hesitated before actually touching me. “May I?”

“Of course.”

Her hand was soft as she caressed my ink stained skin. “I would have expected something tribal or more warriorlike. This is simple but gorgeous.”

“I think there’s enough war on our planet.”

Her expression softened. “Make love, not war? It appears you’re doing your part to fulfill the wish of that motto.”

“Clean slate,” I reminded her but shoved my sleeves up so she could examine the see no evil, hear no evil, say no evil triad on my right arm as well as the warrior she expected on my left.

Her finger traced over the lines. “Such contradictions,” she murmured. “Unexpected.”

Time seemed to slow as she touched my skin, her scent surrounding me. “So… no gambling canines?” I asked to break the tension.

She began to move her hand away, but I closed mine over hers. She didn’t resist, just stared down at where our fingers linked. “No.” She looked serious now. “Continue to choose the symbols that speak to you.”

She picked up her drink but only took a small sip. Since we seemed to be in a serious place, I decided to ask the question I’d been curious about since she ordered. “Do you always avoid alcohol? If so, I’ll remove the champagne I brought to your room.”

“I don’t drink when I work.” Her eyes widened just a bit. If I hadn’t been watching her closely, I would have missed it. “I mean…” She cleared her throat but seemed to be searching for an explanation.”

“Dolphin watching?” I offered, giving her an escape. What was she hiding?

She recovered quickly, giving a soft, embarrassed laugh but didn’t confirm or deny my guess. “Sorry, I think I’m tired from the trip. It’s been a while since I’ve taken any time off.”

I waggled my eyebrows at her, hoping she’d continue to laugh. “I have several ideas on ways to help you relax.”

She rolled her eyes but was still smiling. “I’m sure you do. But to answer your initial question, I do enjoy champagne and wine. I also enjoy pale beer. When I go to a baseball game or watch football on television, eat pizza or barbeque, it’s usually beer that I prefer.”

“Beer? Sports? Pizza? I think I love you.”

She laughed again. It was light, airy, and freaking magical. Not one hint of a silly-ass giggle in it. She sighed, and I found that sound arousing.

Everything she did was arousing.

Tracing the outline of her hand with my fingertip, the romantic island music playing filtered in and I asked, “How about we trip the light fantastic, Sloane? Get the blood stirring before we settle down for that glass of wine?”

Her eyes widened. “Oh, no. I don’t dance.”

I stood up and held out my hand. “Come on. Just one.”

She shook her head and made stop signs with her hands, but I wasn’t taking no for an answer. The pretty lady needed my help desperately. She just hadn’t realized it yet.

“You don’t dance yet. You see, I’m going to teach you. That way you can say that you learned to dance while you vacationed in Maldives. It’ll be a cute story you can tell our grandkids one day.”

The way she eyed me made goosebumps pop up in a place that didn’t happen too often. “You think you’re smooth, Zane, but this little dance won’t be a thing I tell anyone’s grandkids about. And neither will you.” I just stood there, hand held out until she rolled her eyes and sighed, then laced her fingers with mine and stood. “At least my sandals are light and won’t hurt your feet too badly when I step on them.”

I pulled her against my chest and pressed my lips to her ear. “Stop talking. Let’s just move.”

And move she did, following along just fine. Up until the time I turned her around, and she left her feet right where they were. I nearly crushed her little toes. She laughed. “I told you so.”

“No, you said you’d crush mine. This was quite the opposite.” I grinned and pulled her back against me. Although many inches shorter than me, her body fit the curves and valleys of mine perfectly. “Let’s start again. I’ll move our clasped hands when I’m taking a step to let you know what’s going to happen.” I bent and pressed my forehead against hers. “You will be a dancer before you leave me.”

She shook her head and smiled. “Will I now, Fred? Okay, you’ll move your hand, and I’ll move my feet. Let’s try this again.”

I took tiny steps to make sure I wouldn’t step on her, and she watched our feet as we went. After I allowed her to do that for one song, I made her look up. The song was slow, perfect for holding her close. “You can rest your head on my shoulder while we move back and forth. Just slide your feet alongside mine.”

Her eyes were wary. “Um. Well. I…”

Pulling her to me, I felt her heart pounding. “It’ll be okay, Sloane. We’re just dancing. After this, I’ll buy you a glass of wine. Then maybe we’ll head to the spa. You can get a mani-pedi while I watch.”

She looked up at me through long lashes. “Is that what you’re into, Zane? Watching?”

“I like to watch a thing or two. A few things come to mind where you’re concerned, but they’re a bit on the naughty side. I should probably keep them to myself for now.”

She nuzzled my shoulder and ran her hand up to rest on my bicep. “Do you have that much patience?”

Giving her a little squeeze, I picked her up and spun around. “With you, I think I can wait for all that.” She slid down my body until her feet were on the floor again. “I’d like to get to know you first.”

Pink lips quirked to one side. “You say that as if it’s a certainty.”

I gave her a lopsided grin right back. “You say that as if it’s not.”

She laid her head back down on my shoulder and ran her hand down to rest on my ass. “Nothing is certain, Zane.” Then her hand came up my back and stayed in an appropriate area. 

That was okay. I could deal with that. The woman wasn’t going to be easy. I could see that. I could respect that. And I thought I could handle that.

But that dance was something else. Our bodies curved together like we were two pieces of a puzzle. Her hand fit in mine as if we were cut from the same cloth. 

The smell of her hair took me away as I nuzzled my nose in the soft strands. Flowers, some vanilla, and maybe even a touch of tapioca pudding made up the enticing aroma. Sloane was a rare woman, and I was lucky to have gotten to her before any other man had. 

As I looked around, I saw men eyeing her. A few looked envious of me. More than a few looked cockily at her, waiting for me to leave her alone for a brief moment so they could steal her away.

Not a chance, boys. She’s all mine.

When the song ended, neither of us seemed to want to let the other go, and no way in hell would I be the one to let go first. She sighed and pulled away. “I’d love a glass of wine now.”

Not letting her hand go, I led her back to the table. “I’ll find us a good bottle.” Pulling her chair out, she took her seat. We both seemed to be in a bit of a daze. “Now, don’t you go running off on me.”

That sly smile was back. “Not a chance. And try not to run off with any of the random women who’re hovering around the bar, waiting to take you away from me.”

I made my way to the bar and watched various men’s eyes go toward my girl.

Listen to me. My girl.

But that was how I was already thinking. Any man would find me standing in his way if he made a move on Sloane. As ridiculous as it might seem, I knew she was special. Even though we’d only talked a little to one another, I knew there was something about her. Something I wanted to explore much further.

And I thought she might like to explore things further with me too.






CHAPTER SIX

Sloane

With a fresh Mai Tai in one hand and a dark red wine in the other, Zane came back to me, just as my rabbit and his date were getting up and walking away from the little bar.

I needed to follow them, using Zane as my cover. It was time to do a little fancy footwork myself as he approached me with a sexy smile on his handsome face. “For my lady.” He placed the drink in my hand, and I stood, making that smile turn upside down. “Leaving?”

Placing my hand in the crook of his arm, I shook my head. “How about we enjoy these outside? I need to stretch my legs a bit more after the long flight.”

“Let’s go.” He began to lead me the wrong direction.

Stopping him, I found something that looked interesting in the other direction. “Isn’t that tree oddly shaped? Let’s go this way.”

He shrugged. “Any way you want, baby.”

It was evident I could lead him around for a while. Eventually, though, if I wanted to keep using him, I’d have to give in to him. Not that it would upset me one bit. But the idea of hurting the man when I ditched him was a little upsetting.

A salty breeze took my senses to new heights. The way the waves gently washed ashore made the scene picturesque, and it was hard to keep in mind that I was not on vacation in the island paradise. I cut my eyes to make sure Smith was still in front of us.

“That speedboat ride from the airport was something else, huh?” I sipped my wine, waiting for his take on the thrilling ride that brought everyone to the island.

“I thought it was fun.” He let my hand go to move his arm around my waist, pulling me close. “Maybe we should take a ride tomorrow.”

I liked the fact he was trying to set up a date for the next day. But I knew I had to play hard to get, at least a bit. “Tomorrow? I don’t know.”

His chuckle was deep, smooth, and confident. “Okay. Here’s the part where you and I get to know one another. That way you won’t feel like you’re hanging out with a stranger all the time. I’ll let you go first. What is this job you’ve been working so hard on?”

I already had my cover drilled into my brain.

“I’m a freelance photojournalist. I’ve been working in Afghanistan for the last six months.” It was my usual cover that came complete with a website to make it believable. “My equipment was shipped home to Queens, and I got on a flight to paradise so I could forget about the hell I had to live in for half a year.”

He had stopped walking and looked at me, mouth nearly agape. “Shit. That’s dangerous as hell. Wow.”

I got us started walking again, keeping Smith in my sights. “Yes, it was pretty intense at times, and I’d rather not talk much about that if you don’t mind. I saw more than I cared to. I’d like to think nothing more about it all and just relax.” 

He stopped again and turned me in his arms. “I won’t bring it up at all. I get it. You’re remarkable. I bet you hear that all the time though.”

He was wrong. All I seemed to hear lately was how much harder I needed to work, that good wasn’t enough. The pressure to survive being a rookie in the FBI was incredible. “Nah, you’re the first.” I playfully hit him in the chest, my fist landing on the rock-hard surface. 

Oh, those muscles.

He was such a fine specimen, it kept making me wish we’d met under normal circumstances, and I didn’t have to fill him full of shit about myself.

“So, you live in Queens, but you must travel a lot with your job.” He seemed excited about that as he let me go and took my hand.

“I do travel very often. I’m hardly ever home.” That part was true. I hardly ever got to my parents’ home in Queens. But my real apartment was in DC, a thing Zane couldn’t know.

“I travel often too.” He smiled at me as he gave me a sideways glance. “Maybe you and I could become travel buddies.”

“One never knows.” But I knew we could never be anything more than what we could fit into the days I was on the island.

A loud giggle caught my attention, and I looked ahead to see Smith and his girlfriend playing in the surf. Zane caught me staring. “Do you know them?”

I feigned ignorance. “Know who?”

He shook his head and kept walking. “Never mind.”

We walked farther down, and I spotted a sweet double swing. “Want to sit and enjoy the view.” My white-haired target was just within sight.

“Sure.”

As I settled into the cushions, I allowed myself a moment to take the environment in. It truly was beautiful. As was the man who had nestled me into the crook of his arm.

“What do you do when you aren’t living in paradise?”

His nose wrinkled. “I’m part of a candy company in Scranton, Pennsylvania.”

He wasn’t like any man I’d ever met. Ask a man a question about his job and be prepared to spend at least half an hour as he told you how the world wouldn’t be turning if it weren’t for his job. Or it might be how he was the hardest worker in his company, but no one saw that. Whichever way it went, it usually went on and on until I wanted to pull my gun out and shoot something.

I was sincerely curious now. “Do you like Scranton? Is your family from there?”

“Yeah.” That was it. One damn word.

“Yeah, you live there? Yeah, you like it? Yeah, your family lives there?” I was perplexed.

He lifted a shoulder and continued to stare out at the sea. “Yeah to all three. How about you? Do you like where you live? I mean, I know you’re hardly there. Is that because you hate it there or because you have a passion for taking pictures?”

“I’m hardly ever home because my work takes me away.” I wasn’t a naturally great photographer, and I’d had to work my ass off to get good enough for the cover to work. Being artistic was kind of hard to fake. Taking pics wasn’t a passion at all. But I had to act as if it was. “But I love my work. I’d take pictures even if no one paid me to do it. But I leave my equipment home when I take time off, on purpose. If I have my camera around, then I’ll go into that mode and never just relax. You know what I mean?”

“I got ya.” He took my empty glass from my hand, and set it beside his on the sand. “Looks like we’re in the perfect spot to watch the sunset.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Smith and his girl sitting on the sand. Most likely waiting to see the sunset too. “That sounds nice.”

Zane pulled me closer and our fingers wove together. “It’s really spectacular here. We’re so close to the equator, everything is bigger and better.”

That surge of electricity was back, and it made me smile and duck my head so he wouldn’t see how much he affected me.

My first impression of Zane was one of a womanizing jerk. He wasn’t being that with me. He was a charming man with a romantic side that I didn’t see coming.

It was going to be hard to keep things in perspective where he was concerned. 

“You’re not like I thought you’d be, Zane Boyd.”

“Yeah, I bet. Sorry about that first impression. I must have looked like a dick.” He chuckled again, making my heart flip as I looked at him.

I turned my head to look out at the sun that was melting into the Indian Ocean. “I can see why people used to think the world was flat. It sure looks like it from here, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah, it does. And have you ever seen the colors the sun and water make? God, it’s gorgeous.”

I wish I could’ve taken my eyes off him to see that, but I just couldn’t. He was the perfect man. Hot, sensual, and it seemed he had a bit of a sensitive side to him as well.

Damn, if I could be real with him, it’d be like hitting the jackpot.

But I couldn’t, so I turned my head and watched the sun paint the sky with a dazzling array of pinks and oranges. “Goodbye, sun,” I murmured as the last arc of the red globe disappeared.

Giving the rabbit one quick sideways glance, I found he was making out with his girl and had her flat on her back on the sand. With a scan of the area, I found a number of couples kissing as if the sunset had started fires in them all.

When my eyes came around to Zane, I found him looking at me, those sea green eyes exploring my face. “Hungry?”

I was starving.

For his attention. His touch. His…

I could get lost in those eyes. Zane’s arms could hold me forever. My lips ached to feel his pressed against them. Against my breasts, my…

I looked back to the ocean and closed my eyes as the breeze combined with the sounds of the night insects and animals, lulling me into a mystical trance. Or was it Zane’s proximity? Both?

It was hard to tell.

He was just a cover, I told myself.

“I’m not hungry.”

In one gentle motion, I was on his lap, and his hands were on my shoulders, kneading the tight muscles there. “You have to eat. You don’t want to waste away here, do you?”

The way he was massaging my shoulders was mind-altering. Like the best kind of drug. I was losing all hope of keeping my head straight with the man. He knew how to hit all the right buttons with me.

My shoulders were the gateway to my inner goddess. If he dared to kiss my neck, she’d be released and… who knew what would happen then. Maybe he’d be on his back on the sand, and I’d be devouring him for dinner.

I looked up and found him looking down at me. “You’re right. Where should we eat?”

He didn’t answer. He seemed frozen beneath me. All hard muscle and… oh.

I shifted, and he groaned as his cock hardened further under my ass. “Who are you?” he whispered.

My lips parted. Only one kiss. That was all I needed to get my head straight. He couldn’t be that good at everything, could he?

His lips came closer, and I licked mine in anticipation. Behind the roaring of blood in my ears, there was a giggle. No, many giggles. “Zane, is that you?”

He groaned as I turned to see the three beauties from earlier. I gave Zane a flat look. “Your harem is waiting, master.”

The spell had been broken. 

Thankfully.






CHAPTER SEVEN

Zane

Talk about bad timing.

The girls’ giggles were like fingernails down the chalkboard of my brain as they came closer. Sloane tried to wiggle off my lap, but I held her to me. No way in hell was I letting her slip away.

The redhead, Satin, if I remembered correctly, had a huge smile plastered on her face. “Do we have a new girl joining the party?”

Sloane elbowed me in the gut, causing me to let go just enough for her to push away. She waved a hand in my direction. “No. He’s all yours, girls.” 

Still gasping for breath, I leapt from the swing and caught Sloane by the shoulders. “No, I’m not all theirs.” I turned my attention to the girls. “This is my new friend, Sloane. She and I are going to dinner. Alone.”

With a jerk, Sloane shook my hands off and turned to face me with a scowl on her pretty face. Even that was cute. “Don’t let me ruin your fun. Please, feel free to go with your friends. I can find my own way home.”

Right on cue, I found the three women flocking around me. Bethany rubbed her tits against my arm as she wound her body around mine. “Come on, Zane. She doesn’t want to play with you, but we do.”

With a huff, Sloane turned and walked away. I hurried to peel the girls off me. “Ladies, I have other plans for tonight, and you three are kind of getting in the way. Sorry to ruin your plans, but I have to go.”

Dismay filled their expressions as I hurried after Sloane. Catching up to her, I draped my arm over her shoulders. “Way to leave me to the wolves.”

She snorted and shrugged away from my arm. Her pace quickened, and I found it utterly adorable.

Keeping up with her, I wasn’t about to let her get away. “You seem jealous.”

Sand flew through the air with her sudden stop, and my words earned me a glare. Even with eyes blazing, she was still sexy as hell. “Jealous? I don’t even know you. How could I be jealous?”

“I don’t know, but that’s what it looks like to me.” Her hair was blowing in her face, so I reached out to push it back, tucking it behind her ear. “You’re cute when you’re jealous, by the way.”

“Ughh!” She stomped her little foot. “I’m not jealous!”

“Just because you shout it, doesn’t make it true.” I slid my arm around her waist and pulled her to me so fast she didn’t have time to react. Her body, flush with mine, melted in my arms. Her lips parted as she looked up at me. “I think we should get this first kiss out of the way.”

Though her body language was telling me to go for it, her words were quite different. “If you dare kiss me right now, I’ll bite your tongue off. Now, let me go before I knee you in the nads.”

I let her go because if her knee was worse than her elbow, I’d be down for the count. “Can we clean slate again and go have dinner?”

She took in a deep breath but didn’t respond.

“Come on. We were ambushed back there. How was I to blame for that happening?”

Her shoulders relaxed, and she turned back to the sea. Her eyes widened for a moment as she looked up and down the beach. Then she stiffened further and stepped into my arms so suddenly it caught me by surprise. “You’re right. I overreacted.”

What was up with her?

She pressed her head to my chest as Colonel Sanders and his date passed by us. “Let’s get dinner brought to the bungalow,” the old dude said, patting the woman’s ass.

When they were gone, Sloane stepped away and pushed her hair back from her face. “I have to go. I’m feeling tired. I’m going to my room.”

What the fuck was going on?

I grabbed her arm. “Are you okay?”

Her smile was bright. Too bright. “Yes, of course. Thank you for a lovely evening.” She looked over my shoulder. “Good night.”

“What about dinner?”

She swallowed, her eyes meeting mine again. “I’ll just have something delivered.”

Sloane wasn’t getting rid of me that quickly. “Dinner for two?”

A smile played on her lips. “You don’t give up, do you?”

I cupped her cheek with my hand. “Not when it matters.”

“Okay. Just dinner.”

I held out my pinky. She fake glared at me and wrapped her pinky around mine before heading off in the same direction as the colonel.

Catching up quickly, I took her hand, and she let me, only giving me an you’re incorrigible sidelong look.

She had my wheels spinning, trying to figure her out. There was something she wasn’t telling me. It was pretty damn obvious she was keeping an eye on the couple we were walking behind.

Was she a photojournalist or a private detective?

I was beginning to think she was the latter. 

But I knew better than to try to get anything out of her. If she was spying on them, she couldn’t tell me anyway. So, I’d keep quiet and keep an eye on them too.

Sloane reached out and took my hand just as the woman in front of her looked over her shoulder at us. She acted as if she hadn’t noticed as she turned her head and smiled at me. “What kind of food should we order, baby?”

Baby?

I’d play along. The more I thought about it, the more I was certain that she was a PI. Sloane Anderson, if that was indeed her real name, was on a case. My entire body was tingling with excitement.

I’d never had anything interest me so much in my entire life. I’d watch her watch them. I just wished she felt like she could let me in on her secret and let me help her with it.

I was itching to help her with it.

“Sushi, baby. You’ll love it. And some white wine, I think. Something light. It’s on the warm side tonight, you won’t want to get too full.” I let go of her hand to run my arm around her waist, nuzzling her neck. “We don’t want to let food get in our way, now do we?”

Her face went tense for the briefest of moments, then she softened. “No, we don’t want that.”

My suspicions were further confirmed as the couple headed into the bungalow right on the other side of hers. Sloane just so happened to get a room close enough to see them when they weren’t out and about.

Was she trying to get some pictures of them together? Was one of them a cheater and she needed evidence to take back to a suspicious spouse?

Before the two got completely away from our view, I eyed their ring fingers. No rings or white lines where they’d been taken off. Maybe it wasn’t that.

Maybe it was something even more sinister. One of them was an embezzler Sloane was sent to catch in the act of spending loads of money they shouldn’t have.

But wait.

She wasn’t taking any pictures of them at all. At least not yet.

Maybe she’d wait to do that. Maybe she used the photographer lie so she could take pictures of her marks. I thought that was what they called the people they were investigating.

Wait. No, a mark was what someone was called when they were targeted to be killed. 

I’d have to read up on spy lingo. I didn’t want to come out like a fool after all. And I would, after I was sure of course, confront my little spy about what I knew to be true. And I’d tell Sloane I wanted to help her.

There had never been as much excitement running through me over anything, other than sex. I had to admit I was pretty excited about getting to that part too.

The woman was taking me by storm. I knew it from the moment I laid eyes on her that she was the woman of all women. I had been right.

For the first time ever, I wanted to get to know a woman for more than just how great she was in the sack.

I wanted to know that about her too, but I wanted to know it all. Every last detail.

Had she ever gone to Afghanistan? Or was that just a cover? Did she really like me? Or was I just a cover?

Not that it mattered. If she gave me a chance just because she thought I might help her out inadvertently, so be it. I was completely cool with that.

Use me, baby.

I could take it. It was her I was worried about. She seemed so strong but also fragile. And she was outnumbered. What if they found her out? Would she be in danger?

She was probably pretty tough. Her body was tone, tight, muscular in a feminine way. But what if they had a gun?

Maybe in addition to being her cover, I could also protect her.

We got to her door, and she unlocked it and in we went. She turned and gave me a sexy smile. “Hey, why don’t you run over to your place for a few minutes to give me a chance to freshen up. Just like ten to fifteen, okay?” She ran her hand over my cheek. “I’m sorry for overreacting, Zane. Maybe I was a little jealous of those girls.”

“Maybe?” I leaned in and kissed her cheek. Pure heat moved through me, and that was just from her cheek. 

Damn.

I was in for a rush with Sloane. If an innocent kiss could cause my balls to tighten, I could only imagine what would happen when my lips were everywhere. 

“See you in fifteen then?” She gave me an expectant look.

“Fifteen it is.” I turned and left her to her business. Business that I’d be watching like a hawk.

As soon as I got out of that door, I hauled ass to my bungalow. Going through it without turning any lights on, I made my way to the deck and got the sliding door open before Sloane went out on her deck. A thing I was certain she was going to do.

Hiding behind one of the tall plants, I waited. And I waited. I almost gave up and thought I had been wrong.

But then her door slid open, and she stepped outside. Immediately, her attention was turned to the bungalow next door. When she raised her cell up and snapped a few pictures, I pumped my fist into the air a few times. I’d been right.

My little Sloane was a spy of some kind, and the couple in the bungalow next to hers also had secrets.

How’d I get so lucky to get mixed up in a caper like this?

I didn’t know what kind of angel was smiling down on me, but I lifted my head and said a silent thank you to them. Being into something so intense, so secretive, so dangerous. There had to be an element of danger, didn’t there?

I nodded as Sloane reentered her bungalow and I took the opportunity to freshen up myself. In the bathroom, I pushed back my hair, checking out my reflection. I thought I looked pretty damn good. I’d charm my little spy. 

Maybe not tonight, or even tomorrow, but one day in the near future, Sloane would confide in me about her endeavors. I was sure she would. 

The fishing game was over. This was a whole new sport. I was about to start dating a spy. A real-life private investigator who also made me want to investigate every part of her.

Life had never been so good.






CHAPTER EIGHT

Sloane

As soon as the door closed behind Zane, I dropped my face into my hands. Dinner for two. How was I going to watch the rabbit and his mate and manage to keep from dragging Zane into bed? Because the bed was entirely too close to the table where my hunky next-door neighbor was involved. 

The back deck. It would be perfect. Away from the bed and with a good view of Smith’s bungalow. 

The ocean breeze cleared my head and I remembered what my purpose had been in ditching Zane for a few minutes. I took out my cell, snapped a few pics and sent them. Then went back inside and picked up the sat phone to contact Agent Matthews.

“Anderson, is all well?”

“It is. I’ve found the rabbit. Looks as if it’s in the burrow for the night. No odd activity to report.”

“That’s good. You do remember your duty, right?” 

I sighed, knowing I was going to get that speech again. The one about being careful and not putting myself into any danger. He treated me like a little girl sometimes.

“Yes, sir. I’m not to confront him at any time.” I shifted my weight as I looked out at the gorgeous full moon that was rising over the calm water. “It’s nice out here, Matthews. Have you ever visited Maldives?”

He made an aggravated grunt. “No. My normal missions aren’t exactly in paradise.”

“Maybe once we’ve snared our prey, you can bring Mrs. Matthews here.”

The girl in me wanted to gush, tell him how romantic it would be. I wanted to tell him about the glass panels in the floor that allowed you to see the wildlife swimming under your feet. But I kept my mouth shut, knowing Agent Matthews wouldn’t be impressed.

He wasn’t. “Get some rest while you can. And remember you are eyes and ears only.”

“Yes, sir. You should have received initial photos. I’ll upload more as attained.”

“Very good. Check in at oh-nine-hundred tomorrow.”

“Yes, sir. I—” The line went dead.

Putting the satellite phone away, I pulled off my sandals and padded out to the deck. This time I took in the scene that was splayed out before me. The rabbit’s lights were out, and I heard high-pitched giggles coming from his direction. I was sure he wasn’t going anywhere else for the night. 

I could relax.

Hearing footsteps, I found Zane on his own deck. “Are you ready for me?”

Was I?

Damn, he was hot. Just standing there, leaning against the railing, not even trying to be sexy as shit. Yet he was.

“I think I’m ready. Come on over.”

He came across the pier that separated us and onto the deck with me. Sliding his arms around me, he swayed to his own music. “I think you’re ready too, Sloane.”

Resting my hands against his broad chest, I couldn’t help but bite my lower lip. His body was rock-hard, yet he moved with ease as he moved backward with me, dancing me to the two-person lounge chair where I plopped down with a laugh. “Look at those stars. They seem closer here, don’t you think?”

He was grinning too as he crawled in beside me. “I do. Too bad all I have eyes for is you.”

I laughed at the corny line. “Sweet talker.” I smiled at him. Something about Zane just made me smile.

It was crazy.

He curled a strand of my hair around his finger. “Our dinner will be brought to us soon. I had a wild idea. If you’re game.”

“It depends on how wild.”

He pulled a short strip of black material out of his pocket. The breeze blew it in a snakelike wave. “I thought it might be fun to blindfold you and give you bites of food, letting you guess what I’m feeding you.”

Desire curled inside my stomach. The rabbit was in for the night. I was officially off the clock. “Do you like games?” I asked him.

His eyes darkened. “Yeah.”

“Me too.”

He blew out what I took to be a nervous laugh. “That was easier than I thought it would be.” He chuckled as he stroked the blindfold against my cheek. “I thought you might try to strangle me with it.”

“Well, I’m not taking that option off the table.”

He kissed my hair. “I think you’re a complicated young woman, and I look forward to peeling all the layers back.”

I grinned. “I’m surprised to realize you have any layers at all. At first, I thought you were totally superficial.”

“And now…?”

“It’s too early to tell, but I think you’re a very surprising man.” I ran my hand through the thick wave of dark hair at the top of his head. “You’re not as bad as I’ve made you out to be. I thought you’d dump me to go with those girls.”

“Why would I do that when I have the best girl right here?” He tweaked my nose, making me feel cute.

A quick knock on the front door interrupted us, and Zane got up to let them in. When I sat up to follow him, he pushed me back down. “Stay here. I’ll be back with your surprise.”

Sinking back into the cushions, I luxuriated in the concept of being taken care of. I’d never had a man wait on me before. Unfortunately, I was normally attracted to alpha males who were kind of on the dick side. Catering to a woman wasn’t a thing any of the men I’d been with would stoop to doing.

Zane was gold. Too bad I had to find him at a time when I couldn’t be honest about who I was.

Damn, my luck.

When he returned, he had the blindfold ready. “Come here.”

I sat up and shivered as the blindfold covered my eyes, taking me to complete darkness. “I hope you know this means I’m trusting you more than I’ve ever trusted anyone before. You’re not going to feed me snake or something else disgusting, are you?”

“I’d never do that.” He gave my cheek a peck as he pulled me up to stand. “You look hot as shit with this thing on. When you’re ready for something more, I’d like to use it again.”

The flash of heat that moved through me was intense. “Oh my.”

The warmth of his breath was against my ear. “Do you trust me?”

Yes. No.

“As much as I trust anyone.”

One of his strong arms swept me off my feet, and I was pressed against his hard chest. “Allow me. I don’t want you to trip.”

I fake sighed. “My hero.”

His warm lips touched my cheek again. “I can be your hero or anything you’ll let me.”

My heart sped up as I thought about him being more to me than a short-term thing. Could he really be my hero? The king of men who’d take me as his own and show me every day that he loved me and that I was the center of his whole world?

It was a nice fantasy, but I knew better than to fall into that trap. I’d enjoy our time for however long we had it and try hard not to look past that.

Zane carried me inside and sat me down on a chair and pressed a glass to my lips. “A little white wine.”

The taste was perfect, slightly sweet, and light. “Refreshing. I like it.”

I heard him swallow too then his fingertip ran over my lips. “Open up.”

My entire core pulsed. Shit, this wasn’t going to be just a simple meal, was it?

After I parted my lips, he placed something on my tongue. I chewed and an explosion of flavor filled my mouth. “That was some kind of fish.”

“Here, have another bite, then tell me what kind you think it is.” He put another piece into my mouth.

After thoroughly tasting it and placing the texture of it, I had my answer, “Ahi tuna.”

“Correct. You earn a drink.” The wine was once more given to me.

He went through bite after bite, testing me, and I passed most of them, earning my sip of delicious wine. When he placed some chocolate cake in my mouth, I was happy to see the dessert portion meant the meal was over.

I had no idea eating while blindfolded could be so erotic.

He pulled the blindfold off and looked at me with a hazy gaze. I smiled at the smudge of chocolate on his lip, and it took all my willpower not to lick it off. Instead, I ran my thumb over it, then let it linger on his mouth.

He sucked, and I felt it in my clit. He kissed the pad of my thumb before I lowered my hand to my side. “Thank you for a very interesting dinner.”

I expected him to say something completely playboy like can’t wait for breakfast, but he simply gazed at me, his eyes scanning my face.

“Come snorkeling with me tomorrow,” he suggested. “Early morning is the best time to see the most fish.”

I opened my mouth to say yes, then remembered where I was, why I was here. If I wasn’t careful, I’d end up spending all of my time with Zane, causing me to fail this assignment. I did have Smith to look after. I couldn’t commit to anything until I saw Smith doing it.

“We’ll see.” A thought sprang into my head that might just do the trick. “I’m writing a book. I need some time to do that, and I never know exactly when creativity will hit me. If you want to be with me, then you’ll have to do activities like that around my uncertain schedule.”

He gave me a skeptical look. “You’re a photojournalist who’s also writing a book?”

“Yes. Is that so hard to believe?”

“A little. How do you find the time to do all this?” He cocked his head to one side and waited for my answer.

Fidgeting with the hem of my dress, I suddenly felt as if I was on the stand, being questioned by some lawyer. “I haven’t found much time. I thought I might find it here, which is one of the reasons I came alone.”

The disbelieving expression changed to one of intrigue as he popped a piece of chocolate truffle into his mouth. “So this book, what’s it going to be about?”

Oh. Shit. I hadn’t had time to even read a book for pleasure in a long time. I scanned my mind for the last book I read. Of course, it would be a trashy novel. I used it anyway.

“It’s a love story, a romantic adventure with lots of steamy scenes.”

“Steamy scenes, huh?” His fingers linked with mine. “Do you need some inspiration?”

I laughed. “Is that an offer?”

There was no hesitation. “Yes.”

I took a long sip of my wine, clinging to the cool glass instead of to him, like I wanted to do. No man had ever affected me the way Zane did. It was like my body was being pulled toward his. Like he had a gravitational pull on me somehow. Whatever it was, I felt helpless to stop it.

“What makes you think I don’t have lots of ideas in my head already?”

He didn’t answer, just led me back out onto the deck where he took the wine out of my hand. “Sit.”

I would have normally bristled at any command, but I found myself sinking into the cushions, scooting over so that he could have room beside me.

“Exactly how many men from your past am I competing with, Sloane?”

“Three.” I couldn’t believe I blurted that out so fast. “Don’t ruin things by telling me your number, okay?”

“It’s not as many as you probably think.” One seductive finger ran over my collarbone as his gaze lingered over the area. “And none of them have been serious. I seem to attract a certain type of female. Ditzy and on the easy side.”

“You like those kinds of girls?” I was perplexed. If he liked that type then what was he doing with me?

“That’s a complicated question.”

“How so?”

He looked up at the stars as if they might give him answers. “For all of my life, I’ve avoided being held down in one place, so being with women who were, um, not exactly marriage material suited me just fine.”

“And now?”

He exhaled a long breath and looked down at me again. “And now, I’m not sure. Recently, I’ve felt, I don’t know, unsettled. Restless, maybe. Or searching might be the better word.”

I pushed his hair from his face. “What are you searching for?”

He shook his head as his eyes dropped to my lips before meeting mine again. “I think I might have found it.”

This could be a line, I knew that. In fact, it probably was. He was most likely feeding me the exact same words he fed every woman. The thing was… I didn’t care.

All I cared about was how close his lips were to mine. Then closer. Closer.

There.

His lips were so warm and they tasted of wine and chocolate. Some people said that fireworks exploded before their eyes. For me, kissing Zane was like sinking into a warm bath.

It was then that I knew, without a shadow of a doubt, I was screwed.






CHAPTER NINE

Zane

Her lips were soft, supple, yielding, and I was in way over my head. She was warm and sweet, mouth opening to give and receive. I’d never experienced anything like it.

One of her hands snaked its way around my neck as she ran her tongue around mine seductively. My brain was turning to mush at sonic speed. 

What the hell was happening to me?

Gently, so as not to alarm her that I was freaking out inside, I ended the amazing kiss that threatened to change the man I’d been. I rested my forehead on hers as I steadied myself the best I could. “Wow, Sloane.”

Her body trembled under me. “I agree, wow.”

All I wanted to do was scoop her up and take her to the nearest bed. But I had to regroup. The woman possessed a power over me none ever had — the power to hurt me. No one had ever possessed that power.

I had to pull back, make some adjustments. Taking her hand in mine, I had to stop it from running all over me the way it was. “Well, I better let you get some rest so you can get to writing tomorrow morning.” Letting her hand go, I started to sit up.

She reached out and touched my shoulder, stopping me. “Really, Zane? You want to leave?”

Giving her a quick glance, I pushed to my feet and ran my hands through my hair. “You have a lot to do. I don’t want to get in the way of your first novel. Which I know will be a best seller. I expect you to dedicate the book to me, you know.” Fuck. I was rambling, but I couldn’t stop myself.

She stood too and followed me to the door. I could feel her presence — sexy, yearning, and confused as hell.

She had every right to be confused. I was too.

When I reached out for the doorknob, I felt her hand on my shoulder. “Zane, is everything okay?”

No. Nothing was okay. Nothing would ever be okay again.

Somehow finding the strength and tact to turn and face her, I stuffed my hands in my pockets so I wouldn’t pull her into my arms. “Yeah, it’s great. Give me a yell when you’re finished writing and maybe we can hang out.”

I hated the way I was feeling. My insides were all wiggly. Maybe it wasn’t her that was having that effect on me. Maybe it was the food. Yeah, it was probably the food. Food poisoning made more sense than what I was thinking.

Love.

No, that wasn’t it. Love was a ridiculous notion. 

I’d just met the chick.

But her face had fallen, her shoulders drooped. I’d hurt her, and it was like a kick to the gut. I hadn’t meant to do that. 

Just walk away, Zane. Don’t look back. If you make direct eye contact, you’ll be going right back inside, and lose yourself to the vixen. Keep going, man.

But I just stood there, my feet planted to the floor.

“Zane?” Her soft hand grabbed mine before I could make my getaway.

“Yes?”

She licked her lips. “Can I have one more kiss?”

Fuck.

I cupped her face with my hands, desperate to do just that. But if I kissed her right now, I’d never stop until I was inside her. And once I was inside her, I’d never want to leave.

“I think it’s best we leave things on a friendly note right now. I don’t want to get in your way.” 

She opened her mouth to say something, then closed it and nodded. “Thank you for a lovely island welcome.”

I nodded and leaned down to kiss her cheek. Even that was a mistake. It was so hard to pull back. “Sleep well.”

With an act of willpower I never knew I possessed, I pulled away and stepped through her door. When it closed softly behind me, I almost turned and burst back inside.

But I needed to think. I needed to understand what was happening in my head. I didn’t want to do anything we would both regret. In the space of a few hours, I’d come to care about her more than that.

Once I was safely inside my bungalow, I picked up my cell and called the one man I trusted. My college roommate, Jeff. He’d know what I should do.

Jeff had been a confirmed bachelor up until two years ago. I was at the wedding, and both he and his girl looked happy. She was sweet as honey and dripped with class. Then they got pregnant, and he said she turned into a shrew. If I wanted to talk to someone who knew both the good and bad of a relationship, he was my man.

After the third ring, he picked up. “Zane? Everything okay?”

“No.” It was then I realized I hadn’t called my old friend in nearly a year. We’d sent a few random texts here and there. No wonder he asked a question like that. “Sorry. I know it’s been a while. What time is it in Texas?”

“Six in the morning, a busy time for a Monday, man.”

“Shit, man. I’m sorry. I was just thinking about you, and frankly, needed some of your sage advice.”

He grunted. “All my advice got pounded out of me a couple years ago, and I’m fucked on time. My kid’s been vomiting all night, so I’m taking him to the clinic soon. What’s up?”

“That all sucks, man. Hope he’s better soon. How is life otherwise?”

His guffaw was so loud I had to pull the phone away from my ear. “Let me give you the quick rundown on my happy life. I lost my job last week because my wife kept calling and interrupting the workday, and my boss told me that if I couldn’t control her, I couldn’t possibly control his company. Little Jeff has a little brother on the way.”

“Oh, congrats, man.” I had to smile at his good news.

“Congrats? Yeah, that’s what any unmarried man would say. Sure, kids are a blessing, blah, blah, blah. Listen, do yourself a favor and get a vasectomy STAT. It ain’t worth it, hombre.”

Shit.

“Sorry, man. Anything I can do to help?”

“Yeah. Save yourself. Anyway, what were you needing?”

Dare I say?

“Nothing important now. Just woman trouble.”

The guffaw about blew an eardrum this time. “They’re all trouble. Whoever she is, run. Doesn’t matter how beautiful, how terrific the sex is, how much you think you might love her or she might love you… it’s a trap. T. R. A. P. Run, man. Seriously. Don’t look back.”

“Um…”

Jeff sighed. “Have you fucked her yet?”

“No.”

He snorted. “Then you’ve known her for what, an hour?”

Even after all this time, he knew me well.

“Yeah. We kissed and it, well… it fucked me up.”

He laughed, but it was bitter. “Let me guess, you saw bursts of bright light, like fireworks or stars or some shit like that? Electricity shot through you?”

“Man, how did you—?”

“Get out of there, man. Run like hell. Get on a plane, a boat, a bicycle, anything, but get the hell away from her. That’s how it all starts. Don’t you see that? Don’t be a fool like me. It’s too late for me.”

“But—”

“No buts. You have a chance. One kiss is all it takes. But you can get over that one kiss. If you go in for another, you’re done for. If you have sex, forget about it, Zane. You’re as good as married and on the road to hell.”

“It’s—”

“Sure, it all seems like a pretty fucking picture as they get you up to that altar. After the I dos are said, it takes no time for their fangs to sprout and their claws to show. By then, it’s too late. You’re a daddy and stuck like Chuck.”

I was dead silent. Was he right? Should I leave?

“I don’t know…”

Another snort. “I hope you’re packing. I hope you’re about to get off this phone and do what I’ve said. If you can’t leave, then for fuck’s sake avoid that woman at all costs. She’s the devil, dude.”

I barked out a laugh. “She’s not the devil. And how bad is marriage, really? Aren’t there good times?”

“No.”

Wow, this wasn’t good. Maybe it was just sleep deprivation talking.

“Okay, thanks for the pep talk, Jeff. I hope things start to look up for you. Tell Maggie hi from me.”

“Zane says to tell you hi, babe.”

Fuck, had she been right there the whole time?

Had he been fucking with me? Was she actually giving a blow job as he railed at me?

“Tell him love isn’t quite as bad as you make it out to be, sweetie.”

Jeff laughed, but it was a softer sound this time. “Run, Zane. See you, buddy.”

Now I was just confused. Was fighting their form of foreplay?

I shook my head and tapped my dad’s number. After half of one ring, Dad answered, “Zane, what’s wrong, son?”

Damn, I need to make more calls to people.

“Nothing, Dad. I met a girl.”

“Oh no, son. I thought we had this talk. Always, and I do mean, always wear a condom. You can’t trust these loose women you tend to run with. Is there a doctor down there in…” he paused. “I’ve lost track. Where you are, Zane?”

I fell backwards onto my bed. “Maldives, Dad.”

“Oh, yes. I think I recall your mother saying you went there to some resort. Is there a doctor there? Maybe he can get rid of whatever you’ve gotten.”

Wow, was I really that fucking bad or did they just think I was?

Whatever the case, I needed to make some changes if my own father’s brain went immediately to sexually transmitted diseases when he thought of me. 

“Dad, I’ve managed to stay disease free for thirty years, by the way. Jumping to that conclusion won’t make me call home more often.”

“So, you’ve got some girl pregnant then?”

What the fuck?

“No, Dad. Look, you listen while I talk. Deal?” I pressed the heel of my hand into my eye, hoping to keep my head from exploding.

“Deal, son. I’m sorry for jumping to conclusions. Go ahead.”

“Thanks. I met a woman today. She’s smart, gorgeous, a good girl. We kissed just once, and it was like shooting stars filled the universe. What does that mean?”

“It means that you two have good chemistry.”

“Did that happen to you with Mom?”

He laughed. “Oh, no. We were set up by a mutual friend. Three years later, we decided marriage was the next logical step. Not a shooting star in sight, but we’ve had a good relationship all these years.” He paused and I could practically see him stroking his beard. “Do you like this woman?”

“Yeah, she’s great, but she has something going on that she can’t tell me about. I’m pretty sure she’s a private eye, but she says she’s a photographer. She says things that don’t add up.”

“Perhaps the woman is just a liar, Zane.”

That stung.

“There’s more to it than that.” Shoving my hand through my hair, I stared at the ceiling. “She’s watching this couple for some reason. She hasn’t told me she’s doing it, but she is.”

“Mysterious.” He seemed to be pondering things. “Maybe the mysterious nature of things has you excited.”

He was right. I was excited about all the spy shit. “Maybe.”

“I think we’ve found the cause, son. Don’t you?”

I sighed as relief took the tension out of my body. “So, do you think it’s safe for me to pursue things with her without the fear of falling head over heels in love?”

His chuckle was deep yet raspy with age. “Are you afraid of love, son? Has that been your issue all these years? Why would you fear something so nice?”

“It kind of rules you, Dad. It makes you do things you normally wouldn’t. Like drugs and alcohol does.”

“Don’t be silly. Love is nothing to be afraid of. You’re not some spring chicken, Zane. Love isn’t something one should avoid. True love doesn’t happen with just anyone.”

“But you said that you and Mom didn’t have any big sparks.” I shook my head as I pinched my brow.

Why was this relationship shit so damn complicated?

And why the hell was I even thinking about it?

“Just because we never had sparks like that doesn’t mean our love is any less real. It settled in with us. Little by little, we both realized we had more than an admiration going on between us. Take my advice and let things happen however they will.”

I suddenly missed my family.

“Thanks, Dad. I’ll call more often.”

“See that you do. I like to hear your voice, son. A visit would be even nicer.”

Yeah, it would be nice.

“Soon.”

He chuckled. “I won’t tell your mother you said that. Don’t want to get her hopes up.”

That jab hit center mass.

“Goodbye, Dad.”

“Bye, son.”

I ended the call, feeling even shitter than before, and no closer to knowing what I should do.

I’d sleep on it. I’d just close my eyes, get a good night’s sleep, and reconsider everything tomorrow. I’d see Sloane tomorrow and kiss her all day if I had to. I’d get those shooting stars under control. No electricity was going to conquer me.

At least that’s what I hoped.






CHAPTER TEN

Sloane

Leaning with my back against the door, I held my fingers to my pulsing lips as my mind raced.

Why did he leave me like that?

Slowly, I went to the bathroom to look in the mirror to see if something was wrong with me. I half expected to see something peeking out of my nose or a smudge or something on my face. Instead, I found my normal face, free of any faults.

“So why’d he leave?”

I put my hand in front of my mouth and breathed out to see if my breath was stinky. “It’s not that.”

Leaning in to inspect myself further, I looked into my eyes. “Maybe he just didn’t get the same sparks you did, Sloane. Let it go.”

I turned and walked out of the bathroom, knowing I wasn’t about to let it go.

We had a spark, dammit.

Traipsing into the living area, I was about to fall on the sofa when I saw a light come on in Smith’s bungalow. Hurrying to the window, I peeked out and saw that Smith and his girlfriend were leaving. I’d been wrong about them staying in for the rest of the night.

Now would be the good time to sneak into his place and see if I could get any incriminating photos. Moving quickly, I had to put the Zane business out of my mind.

Finding the wet suit in my bag in the bedroom, I pulled it out and sighed. It was a complete bitch to put on and take off, but it was a necessary evil. It was black, so it would keep me from being seen too easily. And it was waterproof if I had to slip into the water. It would also give me a place to hide my Glock, unlike any of the bathing suits I had with me.

With a bit of tugging, I got into the suit and pulled a black mask over my face. If Smith had any type of security camera set up, I wouldn’t be recognized on it. I noticed he’d left the door on the deck open. That might be because he had other ways of keeping his things safe or he might just be a dumbass. Either way, I wasn’t about to take any chances.

I grabbed my phone and gun so I’d be ready if I encountered Smith. He might have a gun too. I had to cover all my bases. Moving out onto the deck, I gave a quick glance at Zane’s place. His lights were all out. Had he already forgotten about me and fallen asleep?

Bastard.

Had our kiss meant nothing to him?

Shaking off that mess, I headed off my deck and walked down the pier to get to Smith’s. They’d left the light on in the living room, making it easy to see. But I’d be easy to see too. I had to be careful.

If I was lucky, paradise would have made Smith stupid, and he’d forgotten to lock his safe or left a suitcase of evidence open. I knew it wouldn’t be that easy, but a girl could hope. I could impress the home office with my quick actions, then go home and forget about all this.

That stopped me. Did I want to go home?

No.

But I had a job to do and putting it off wasn’t the right thing to do. I willed myself to stop thinking about leaving or staying with Zane and moved into the bedroom. It was dark in there, and I could move around more freely.

There was no sign of any security system. No cameras that were readily evident. There was one large bag, but it was empty. I took a picture anyway.

The bed was a wreck of disheveled sheets. I was thankful for the mask. At least I didn’t have to smell the sexual funk that surely filled the room. Now the open door made sense. They needed to air the place out.

And there I was, back to thinking about Zane and me. How would the bed look after he took me? How would it smell? Would our smells combine to make a pleasing aroma?

I bet they would.

I bet everything that Zane and I did would smell great, feel great, sound great.

Ugh, I had to stop.

Back to being a professional FBI agent, I carefully checked every drawer but came up empty. I checked for loose floorboards and for covert spaces in the walls, but couldn’t find anything there either.

He must have rented a locker at the airport or in the main lodge under lock and key. Up there, they had real security systems. I couldn’t search any of those areas. But if I found him getting into a safety deposit box or an airport locker and got a picture of that, then we’d have enough evidence to bring in a couple more agents to check it out.

I was merely the forerunner. If I noted anything suspicious, I’d have to stand back and let the big boys do all the really dangerous work.

The thought pissed me off. I’d like to be here when the shit went down. I’d seen it on videos but never got to participate. And man, did I want to participate. 

I was an expert with my gun because I’d practiced more than most. Even though the powers that be at Quantico didn’t think I was ready for more, I knew I could hold my own if I had to. The academy was a place I loved. Anytime I was given a chance to further my knowledge, you could bet your sweet ass I did. I was the first to raise my hand, and I pushed myself hard to get what I wanted.

This was my chance to prove myself.

Just as I began to make my way out of the bedroom, I heard a high-pitched giggle.

They were back.

Adrenaline shot into my system, making me quicker, my eyes on the door. I could make it out, but I wouldn’t make it out of their line of sight, I knew.

Moving like a snake, I slithered along the wall and out the sliding door onto the deck. But they got into the house before I could get back onto the pier. Tucking my gun and phone into my wet suit, I dove smoothly into the water, turning below the surface so that I was hidden by the decking when I broke for air.

From this position, I couldn’t see, but I could hear. More giggles, then the telltale squeaking of the bed. As the first moan escaped the woman, I ducked beneath the surface and swam for the ladder.

On the second rung, I stopped and listened again. Nothing. I was hidden now, not just from the sexed up couple but from anyone who might be around to witness my escape. Taking a quick look, I saw that Zane’s lights were still out. Resting peacefully, I guessed.

Shithead. Really? Our kiss did nothing for him at all?

Most women thought of men as simpletons. Not me. I found them complex as hell. I didn’t know what any of them really wanted. I’d always thought it was sex. I guessed I was wrong. At least where Zane Boyd was concerned, I was.

Moving up the ladder, I gave one more look around as water pooled at my feet. I wanted to avoid going inside with the wet suit on, so decided to strip on the deck. With only the high moon, I wasn’t worried about being noticed.

Taking off the mask, I tossed it onto one of the chairs. The gun and phone followed before I began the process of wiggling out of the tight skin.

Shaking the excess water off the best I could, I laid it over the railing to drip dry a few more minutes before taking it inside. I didn’t want Zane to see it and ask questions.

Zane.

There he was, back in my head again.

Why did he leave?

Damn. I was tired and thinking of him was just too much. I needed a break. A nice hot bath would do the trick. 

Naked aside from my flimsy underwear, I held my arms out, enjoying the breeze on my heated skin before grabbing my gear and heading inside.

Hanging up the suit in the bathroom to finish drying, I turned on the water to the huge soaking tub before going back to the tiny kitchen for the bottle of wine. Pouring a glass nearly to the brim, I rummaged through the suitcase I had yet to unpack for my pajamas and toiletries.

Back in the bathroom, I turned off the lights then lifted the blinds so that I could look out onto the water while the moon surrounded me in its silver lumens. I downed half the glass before lowering myself into the deliciously hot water.

Ah, peace at last.

Except it wasn’t as peaceful as I’d hoped. Not with the water gently lapping at my breasts, making me wish it was Zane’s tongue stroking me.

Well, hell.

Sinking lower into the water, I sighed, knowing it wouldn’t do any good to force him away. Very slowly, I opened my legs and let my mind take me where reality had forbidden.






CHAPTER ELEVEN

Zane

Lying on my bed, the full moon, along with the memory of the kiss, was keeping me awake. My mind kept moving in a dangerous direction. A fantasy was trying to play out in my head, but I was trying to keep it at bay so I could fall asleep.

When the taste of Sloane’s lips just wouldn’t go away, I ran my hand down to stroke myself. Rubbing one out should give me some relief. 

My eyes were still on the moon and the calm waters when I saw a few ripples on the surface, spiking my curiosity. Maybe a shark was patrolling the waters near my little bungalow. 

Climbing out of bed, I pulled on a pair of shorts and went out to the living room. Before I made it to the deck, I saw what had made the ripples. Pressing against the wall, I held my breath as I looked out the side window. Someone in a black wet suit and a mask was coming up Sloane’s stairs, leaving the water.

Just before I went out to grab the individual trespassing on my girl’s deck, the mask came off, and there was Sloane’s beautiful face and blonde locks.

What the hell was she doing?

I continued to hide as I watched her. My cock went hard as she unzipped the suit, taking what looked like her phone and a… what the hell? A gun. What the hell was she doing with a gun? And how the hell did she get it through customs?

Even as the questions were still swimming through my shocked mind, I watched her peel out of the wet suit, leaving her bouncy breasts exposed in the barely there bra. Her panties might as well have not existed. She was practically naked to my prying eyes.

The questions were beginning to pile up. And Sloane was beginning to show more and more creamy flesh. The moon gave it a shimmering glow that took my breath away.

With one last wiggle, she had the thing off and laid it over the rail to dry. Then she just stood there, her arms out as if basking in the moon’s soft glow. She was breathtaking, and so fucking mysterious. When she finally walked inside, I was left standing there with a hard dick and full of curiosity.

Why a late-night swim? Why a wet suit? Why the mask?

I stepped out on my deck, trying to see what she did next. I could practically follow her shadow throughout the small hut. The bathroom. The kitchen. Her bedroom, and the bathroom again. The lights there went off and I wondered if she’d gone to bed. 

Before I could investigate further, the light on the deck on the other side of hers came on, and the couple Sloane had been following came out. My growing cock stopped and went back to normal size as if it knew there was business to attend to. 

The guy lit a cigarette as he stood there, looking at the moon.

“Thanks for taking me out for a late dinner, darling,” the woman said then kissed the guy on the cheek.

“You’re welcome, doll. Now, go get the bed ready. After this smoke, I’ll come rock you to sleep.” He smacked her on the ass as she turned to walk back inside.

I processed the information. So, the couple had gone back out, and that must be why Sloane had on the wet suit. She took advantage of their absence to snoop around. I’d bet a million bucks that’s what she’d done.

But why was she snooping?

Or did I have it wrong, and she was looking to steal something?

Was my little Sloane a cat burglar?

If so, was I in danger of being her next victim? I had quite a chunk of change in my safe. An expensive watch was in there too. Should I be wary of the woman? Was she here to rob us all? 

Maybe the couple next door was just her first target. Maybe I’d be next. I had to admit, I hadn’t seen that in her. But one never knew. Don’t judge a book by its cover was a cliché for a reason.

Flipping on the light on my deck, I decided to say hello to the guy. There hadn’t been anyone in that bungalow before that day. It was quite the coincidence that they arrived the same day Sloane had.

Had Sloane been casing the couple, perhaps from as far back as the airport or even before that? Who knew how the mind of a thief worked?

I gave a short whistle as I waved at the man. He looked my way and waved back. “New to the island, I see. When did you guys get in?”

“This morning.” He blew out a puff of white smoke from the cigarette. “You been here long?”

“A week. How long you here for?”

“Two weeks or so. I’m playing it by ear.” He took another long drag and looked up at the moon.

“Name’s Zane.”

“Charles.”

“Nice to meet you, Charles. You here on business or pleasure?” I was getting somewhere with the man. I hoped my little acquaintance with him would benefit Sloane if she needed help with that. Well, unless she was a burglar. If she was a thief, then it might not make her too happy at all.

“A little bit of both.” He flicked the cigarette out into the water.

I scowled at the pollution but forced my face to go back to neutral. “Oh, yeah? What kind of business?” I was getting some good information. I’d slip it out to Sloane a little at a time and watch her reactions. That would be fun.

“If I told ya, I’d have to kill ya.” He laughed like that was some great joke he’d just made up.

“Got ya.” I gave another wave. “Nice to meet you, Charles. I’m sure we’ll see each other around. This island is pretty small.”

He smiled, gave me a wave, and nodded. “Nice to meet you too, Zane. Night.”

After turning the deck light off, I went back inside and got into bed to think about what I’d found out. Sloane was indeed some kind of a detective or a crook. The man was from New York. He had that distinct accent. And he was here on business as well as pleasure.

It had to be the kind of business he was into that had Sloane following him. Either he was into some bad shit, and she was there to get the goods on him. Or he was wealthy, and she wanted some of what he had. Either that or she was watching him or the woman because they were having an affair. It had to be something like that.

If it was an affair, Sloane had probably been hired by the man’s wife or the woman’s husband. That’s the only thing that made any sense. I wondered how happy Sloane would be when she found I had introduced myself and that would give her an in with the couple.

I bet she’d be overjoyed. But she wouldn’t show me any kind of reaction. She couldn’t. I understood that. 

I’d help her on the down low, and keep her safe too. She’d need some muscle if anything went wrong. Even if she was a crook, I couldn’t let anyone hurt her.

Something was building deep inside of me. I’d never been the protective type. Something about the woman had that coming out in me. Sloane had a muscular body, and I was sure she could throw a punch, use her gun, or some other self-defense tactics. But what would happen if she was punched or worse, shot?

No, I had to be around her all the time now that I was certain she was into something she wasn’t telling me about. I had to keep her safe. She needed me. She might not know it, but I did.

The memory of how her body glowed in the moonlight eased into my head, and my cock twitched in pure lust. I slid my hand under the sheet, pretending it was Sloane’s hand stroking me to life.

I imagined her blonde hair blowing around her face as the nipples of her full breasts contracted from the cool air. I closed my eyes, and she seemed so real. Her skin. Her taste. The little mewling sounds she made. The whimpers. The gasps for air.

My lips pulsed as I thought about wrapping them around those sweet dusky-colored tips. She’d arch with desire, whisper my name, and run her hands through my hair as I sucked, kissed, and nipped her delicious flesh.

I stroked myself, thinking about her getting wet for me as my hand moved down to settle between her thighs. She’d beg me to fill her, using soft-spoken words to encourage me to fuck her until she was crying my name out over and over.

But I wouldn’t fuck her yet.

First, I would kiss every inch of skin I exposed as I stripped her clothes from her body. Her thighs, knees. Her feet and toes. I’d turn her over and kiss her calves and the lovely hamstrings that created a path to her perfect ass. I’d leave her sweet pussy for last, pushing her legs wide so I could watch the butterfly of her sex open for me, revealing the honey-slicked folds.

I tightened my fist and stroked myself harder, imagining her scent as I lowered my head, that first taste as I trailed my tongue up her center, the way her body would tighten as I took her clit between my teeth.

Faster, I stroked myself, lost in the fantasy of Sloane’s lips replacing my hand. I hissed as I imagined how it would feel when her tongue dipped into the tip, her teeth scraping the shaft as she tried to take me into her throat.

“Yes…” I growled as my balls tightened, my cock pulsing in my fist. I was close.

But I didn’t want to come yet, not until I could imagine watching her face as I slid into her for the first time, her body stretching around my girth, filling her like she’d never been filled before.

Her nails would be on my back as I began to spear into her over and over, feeling her body tighten and tremor beneath mine. I’d watch her face as I pushed her toward the edge, watch her eyes as she flew. But I wouldn’t stop. Not until she was spent, completely worn out. No fight left in her.

I was furiously moving my hand to catch my cock up with my fantasy when I felt the first twinge deep inside me. I closed my eyes, cursing Sloane’s name as I came, thick ropes of cum shooting onto my stomach and chest. I groaned so loud I was sure Sloane could hear it next door. 

Good, I wanted her to hear it.

I wanted Sloane to know I was jerking off as I thought about her. I wanted her to see what she was doing to me.

Catching my breath, I turned onto my side and picked up the t-shirt I’d taken off earlier that day and used it to clean up the mess. The mess Sloane made of me.

Lying back on the pillow, I closed my eyes, finally tired enough to sleep. Sloane could only make a mess of me if I allowed that. I simply wouldn’t let it happen.

She’d have to come clean with me about what she was doing in Maldives sometime. I wouldn’t let her leave the island without being real with me.

I couldn’t do that. If I was going to give more of myself than I ever had before, then I’d demand her to do the same. Our meeting may not have been planned, and I might’ve been a thing that was just in her way. But I wasn’t going to run away from her because our kiss scared me. 

I wasn’t that kind of man. I had a chance to find out what would happen if I gave into those falling stars I only had with her. And I had to find out if she had the same experience I did.

Did she see stars too?






CHAPTER TWELVE

Sloane

Steam moved in tiny tendrils above my morning cup of coffee. Seabirds were waking up with the sunrise, starting their morning chorus. I’d been up before daybreak, waiting to see what was proving to be a spectacular event. 

Just as grand as the sunset was, the start of the day was equally gorgeous. I was ready to get going on a new day.

Having Zane leave so abruptly had been a blessing and a curse. A curse because of the mind games I’d been playing with myself, but a blessing his absence had given me an opportunity to slip into Smith’s abode.

True, I hadn’t found anything useful, but I’d eliminated the bungalow, which was useful intel. Now, I just needed to follow him around to see where he was keeping the stash of money the FBI was told he possessed.

“Gorgeous.”

I turned my head find Zane standing on his deck. Even just after waking up, scratching his head, and wearing nothing more than red pajama bottoms, the man looked like something out of a naughty dream.

“It is, isn’t it. You just don’t get sunrises like this back home.” I sipped my coffee and tried not to look at Zane’s crotch to see if there was any morning wood action going on that would give me a hint to the size of his magic wand.

“I was talking about you, Sloane.”

I rolled my eyes but was secretly pleased. “Such a sweet talker.” I pulled the sides of my robe closer together to make sure my tits weren’t exposed. I had nothing on underneath the robe. After the long bath last night that had a very happy ending, I floated to the bed and fell right into it without bothering with nightclothes. 

“What do you say to some breakfast before you get rolling on your book writing?” He leaned over, gripping the rail with both hands, making his pecs and biceps flex, the tattoos moving over the muscles.

My stomach growled as my eyes roamed freely over him. I was hungrier for him than anything else, but he hadn’t offered that.

Damn my luck.

“My stomach is telling me to accept that invitation.” 

Pushing his hair back with one hand, he smiled. “Cool. I’ll take a quick shower and come over to escort my lady. Give me fifteen minutes. Or do you need more time than that?”

“Nope.” I put the coffee cup down and got up. “I can be ready in fifteen.”

I was a bit on the giddy side as I hurried to shower and dress. The best thing about being in a tropical paradise was no one expected you to wear a full face of makeup. It would just melt away anyway, leaving you looking like a sad clown. And with the constant breeze, I pulled my hair back into a ponytail to keep it from blowing all around my head the way it had yesterday.

Well within my time limit, I’d showered, and put on a simple outfit of white shorts and a pale blue gauzy top, then slipped on some sandals.

I loved island life.

Zane knocked just as I was walking out of the bedroom. I grabbed my bag and joined him outside, locking the door behind me.

“You look great.” He took my hand and pulled me to him, leaving a kiss on my cheek.

My lips tingled, wanting a taste of those luscious lips of his, but I wasn’t about to grab him and force him to satisfy my craving. Not after being rejected last night. I couldn’t handle another rejection this early in the morning.

The sound of another door closing had us turning around, and there was Smith with his girl. 

Damn.

“Hey there, Charles.” I looked at Zane in surprise.

When the fuck did he meet my rabbit?

“Hello, Zane. How ya doin’ this fine mornin’?” Smith knew Zane?

How? When? Why?

Zane’s arm moved around my shoulders. “This is Sloane, my girl.”

His girl?

And why did my stomach just flip?

I extended my hand, common manners taking over. “Hello, Charles, did he say?”

“Yeah, I’m Charles.” He shook my hand with a couple of quick jerks then looked at the woman he was with. “This is Grace. She’s my girl.”

“It’s so nice to meet you both.” I shook her hand too.

She had a great smile, but one would expect that out of a mafia moneyman’s arm candy. “It’s a pleasure.” She let my hand go to run hers over her hair that was already beginning to blow around. “You don’t happen to have a spare hairband, do ya?”

I actually did have one wrapped around my wrist. It was a little thing I did when I wore my hair in a ponytail, just in case the one I had broke. My thick hair had been known to pop a band a time or two. “Here, take this one. I have plenty.”

Grace pulled her hair up and slipped the band around it. “Charles picked me up so quickly that I didn’t have time to get every little thing.”

“Oh, was the trip a surprise?” I was loving that I was getting to actually interact with them. I could get the job done so much faster this way.

Zane’s hand ran down to the small of my back. “Baby, we can talk over breakfast. You two should join us.”

How lucky for me that I was with Mr. Social. “Yes, join us. That would be so nice.”

“Sure.” Charles took Grace’s hand, and we all set out to walk up to the café.

We were a few steps ahead of the couple, so I leaned in to whisper, “And when did you meet this guy?”

“Last night.” He moved his arm up and wrapped it around my neck, holding me close and kissed the side of my head. “When you were supposed to be sleeping.”

I didn’t know what he meant by that, but I was still curious. “How did you meet?”

“I’m surprised you didn’t hear us. We were talking back and forth on our decks. What were you up to that you didn’t hear us?”

He grinned, and I felt for a moment that he might know what I had been doing in the bathtub. I had opened the blinds after all, so I could see the moon.

But then I remembered that it was dark inside my bungalow, and the bathtub was deep. Zane couldn’t have seen anything. “Sleeping hard, I suppose.”

He was still grinning. “I suppose so. Did you see them when you were on the plane?” He let me go and held my hand.

“Who? Them?”

He nodded. “Yeah. You all came in yesterday. It would make sense that you all rode on the same plane.”

I couldn’t very well tell him that I came in on a private jet. That would send up a bunch of red flags, and I’d have to create even more lies. “I might have. I really didn’t pay that much attention. I slept mostly.”

“Hmm.” We walked off the pier and onto the beach where Charles and Grace came up beside us. “Did you guys come here on the same plane Sloane did? She said she was sleeping, so she wasn’t sure.”

Charles eyed me then shook his head. “Nope. I’d remember. I never forget a face.”

Zane was really pushing it. I needed to change the subject and fast. “That speedboat ride out to the island was something else, wasn’t it?”

Grace whistled. “I’ll say. I was scared shitless. I had to bury my face in Charles’ chest the whole ride. It seemed to take forever too.”

Zane opened the door, allowing us all to go inside before him. 

“What a gentleman you are.” It seemed he surprised me with every move he made.

“Be sure to tell my mother that. She gave up on me years ago.” He grinned and gestured to the large buffet. “This place has the best breakfast on the island. Get ready to be stuffed.”

After filling our plates, we found a table for four and sat down to eat. I wasn’t about to ask too many questions too fast, so I made small talk as we ate and was happy when Charles invited us to go snorkeling after breakfast.

Zane answered before I could. “That’s nice of you, but we can’t. Sloane has work to do.”

Charles frowned as he looked at me. “What kinda work?”

My lips parted to say that I could put it off, and we could join them. It would be perfect if we made friends with him, but again, Zane spoke for me. “She’s writing a novel while she’s here. She needs time to get some words in today. So we’re out for the morning.”

“I see.” Charles leaned back and patted his round stomach. “What ya writin’ about?”

I forced my face to relax and not give away my irritation. “It’s a romance. Nothing men care to read.” I put my napkin on top of my plate, silently fuming that Zane was speaking on my behalf. “I have to wash my hands. I’ve never managed to eat anything with syrup on it that didn’t somehow leave me sticky nearly up to my elbows. Come on, Zane, you got some of it on you too.”

He looked at his clean hands then shrugged. “If you say so.”

As soon as we got around the corner and out of their sight, I let him have it. “Zane Boyd, I can answer for myself. I want to go snorkeling.”

“But you have to work. You said so last night when you turned my invitation down. Remember?”

“Can’t a lady change her mind?” I asked, practically snarling.

He blew out an aggravated breath. “I didn’t want it to be you who blew them off, so I took the heat of that.” He smiled at me and ran his hand over my cheek. “I got your back, baby.”

I rolled my eyes heavenward, seeking guidance and patience from whatever saint helped women not to kill men. “Get off my back. I want to go. Let’s go tell them that I’ve changed my mind.”

“Nope.” He shook his head. “You have work to do.”

Who the hell did he think he was?

“Zane, I will not…” His lips touched mine, and I shut the hell up as electricity welded my lips closed.

He released my lips, leaving me under his spell. “It’s okay. I have your best interests at heart. Come on.” He took my hand and led me back out to the table. The couple looked up at us curiously. “We’ll catch you guys later.”

“Actually, darling,” I said, batting my lashes at Zane. “I think I’ll be even more creative after a swim in all of nature’s beauty.” I smiled at Smith. “I’d love to go with you.”

Grace lit up, happy to have some company. “That’s wonderful. Let’s meet on the pier in say, thirty minutes? The boat takes off in forty-five.”

I beamed back at her. “Perfect. See you soon.”

Zane didn’t say a word all the way back to my bungalow, but once we were inside, all the ones he’d bottled up came out in a rush. “Who are you? Why are you after Charles and Grace? Why in the hell are you being so cagey?”

I’d gone through interrogations as part of FBI training. They sucked. Really sucked. So you’d think the questions coming from this man wouldn’t rattle me in the least. But I was a bit rattled. What had I done or not done for him to read me so easily? This wasn’t good. Not good at all.

I crossed my arms over my chest and met his look straight on. “I’m Sloane Anderson, photojournalist and wannabe novelist.”

His nostrils flared. “If you insist.”

“It’s the truth.” I looked him straight in the eyes as I lied, ignoring the twinge of conscience the FBI hadn’t completely beaten out of me yet.

His grip tightened on my shoulders, his expression stern. This wasn’t the playboy I met yesterday. “You’ll tell me the truth about everything, or I’ll out you to Charles. I’ll let him know all about your little midnight snoopfest last night.”

I didn’t allow my face to change even as my heart sank into my gut.

I had been caught.






CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Zane

She was good.

Her expression hadn’t changed, but the pulse throbbing in her throat was a giveaway. She hadn’t broken yet, but I had her almost to the edge of the truth.

With exaggerated movements, I ran my hands down her sides and around her back. “I see you left the gun off this time.”

Her expression still didn’t change. “You need to go.”

I closed my hands on her shoulders again. “No. I’m not going anywhere until you tell me the truth.”

She didn’t flinch. “It’s none of your business. We had one drink, one dinner, and one kiss. Walk away.”

I wanted to shake her. I walked her backwards until she was trapped against the wall, my arms moving to either side of her head. “I don’t want to walk away.”

She lifted her chin. “Too bad.”

Time slowed and sped up as we stared at each other. I wanted to kiss her so bad my lips nearly exploded from my head. “Just tell me the truth. Please. I saw what I saw. You aren’t who you said you were. I don’t know if you’re a crook, a spy, a private investigator. I don’t know who Smith is or why you broke into his place. What I do know, is that you’re in some kind of danger. What I do know is that I’d take a bullet for your ass. And because of that, I deserve to know if I’m willing to do that for a good person or a bad person. Is that fair enough?”

Confusion flickered in her eyes, but only for a moment before the walls of her emotions slammed down again. “I didn’t ask you to take a bullet for me.”

“Too bad. I’m in. All in, Sloane. Now, tell me the truth.”

She exhaled, her breath warm on my face, tears pricking her eyes. I nearly sagged in relief. “You can’t tell him about me, Zane. You just can’t.” The tears that she was desperately trying to hold back broke free, cascading down her cheeks. “I’ll tell you, but you have to swear to me that you’ll never tell a soul. Not one person.”

I had her. She was being honest. Finally. Walking her to the little sofa, I pulled her down next to me and plucked a tissue out of the box on the coffee table and handed it to her. “I swear that I’ll never tell a soul a word that you say to me. But I have to know, Sloane. I have to.”

With a nod, she wiped her tears away. “My best friend in high school, Beth Harris, contacted me a few weeks ago. She was upset because her husband of five years seemed to be cheating on her. She wants to get a divorce, but they have two kids, a huge home, and lots of money. She’ll get full custody, the home, and most of the money if she can prove he’s having an affair.”

I was perplexed. Why get an old friend to do such a thing? Why not hire a professional if she was so rich? “And why did she ask you to get this proof?” 

She sniffed but didn’t miss a beat. “She eluded to Charles being into bad things. She said that he knew lots of people and she didn’t know who she could trust. She called me because she knew I wasn’t afraid of danger. I really am a photojournalist. The book writing is made up, but not my job. Being that I’m cool under pressure, she thought I could get the job done. Take a few pictures and get them back to her, she’d go to a lawyer and file for divorce with evidence in hand.”

I sat back and rubbed my temples. It was hard to believe, but I had called it. Sloane was out to get evidence of an affair. I felt pretty damn good about my intuition, and now that I knew everything, I felt damn good about Sloane.

She was one great friend, one brave girl, and I was relieved she wasn’t a thief. “I thought you might be a cat burglar. Hearing that you’re really just a badass friend pleases me to no end.”

Her hand ran up my arm, a smile playing on her lips. “A cat burglar, really?”

“Yeah, really. I’ve thought you were a spy or a private eye too.” 

Her laughter was light and gorgeous. “Well, I guess you were close. I am spying on him for a friend, but 007 I am not.”

I laughed too, thinking I really had let my imagination run off with me. “So, I’m going to help you with this job of yours. I can take lots of pictures in the wide open since we’ll be doing all kinds of things together.”

She shook her head as her brow furrowed. “No. You can’t do that. It’s very important that neither of us ends up in the pictures. The way my friend talked, the man may be associated with a dangerous gang or the mob or something. If he ever thought either of us gave her that information, then we’d be in mortal danger. Let me get the pictures, Zane. Promise me. I’m supposed to take them with my cell and send them to her. After she gets them to her lawyer, she’ll delete them off her phone, so he’ll never know how she got them.”

I was impressed. “You two really thought this shit through. I’ve got to hand it to you, but I still want to help. And, quite frankly, now that I know he’s dangerous, I’m going to have to really protect you.” I wrapped my arms around her, snuggling her close to my side. “I don’t want anything to happen to you. You’re kind of growing on me.”

She kissed my cheek. “You’re growing on me too. I’d like to have you watching my back.”

I closed my eyes, pulling her closer to me. “While we’re admitting things, I should tell you that I saw you almost naked last night. And what I saw started a fire inside of me. One only you can put out.”

She ran her arms around my neck. “Why would I want to put that fire out? In fact, I think I’d like to add some fuel, see how hot we can make it burn.”

Oh, yeah. She was saying what I wanted to hear.

Pushing my hand under her shirt, I ran it over her bare back. “I knew you’d be as soft as you looked, glowing under the full moon’s light like a silver angel.”

She flattened her palms as she moved her hands down my back. Her eyes were dark with desire. “Can I tell you something else without you running for the hills?”

Fuck.

Could she?

After taking a deep breath, I was ready to hear what she had to say. “You can.”

She leaned in very close, her lips almost touching mine. I felt the heat of her words. “Your kiss made fireworks go off inside my head.”

“Did it now?” I barely touched her lips with mine. “And the one in the café? What did it do to you?”

“The same damn thing.” She brushed her lips against mine, nipping at my lower one before pulling it into her mouth.

“I’m not running, and I saw shooting stars. You think that’ll happen again?”

“Kiss me and let’s find out.”

Oh, yeah.

Pulling her close enough that her breasts pressed against my chest, I took her lips, intent on searing our souls together. Yeah, there were shooting stars again, but I didn’t let them scare me. I wanted to see them, and I wanted to know what else this woman could make me see.

Zaps of electricity moved through me, resulting in a boner that grew at the speed of light. I moved with her until her back was on the sofa and I was pressing her down, grinding our sexes together through our clothes.

We were both gasping for breath when my mouth left hers to kiss her jaw, her ear, her neck. “Zane, Zane…” I nibbled her neck then gave it a good bite. She groaned, then pushed against my shoulders. “Zane, we’ve got to stop.”

I exhaled a long breath. “You’re killing me.”

She groaned again, in frustration this time. “Me too, but we can’t do this now.”

“Please.” I jutted my bottom lip out, and she laughed before taking it between her teeth.

She let me go. “Our twenty minutes are almost up.”

Well… fuck.

I sank down on her, forcing her to take most of my weight. “Damn. Forgot about them.”

Her lips brushed the place just behind my ear then she gently bit my earlobe. “Later?”

Feeling like I weighed a thousand pounds, I pushed myself up onto my hands then to my feet. Her eyes widened and I followed to where she was looking. “See what you do to me?”

She placed her hand over me, squeezed, and I closed my eyes. “Damn, Zane, you have a monster there.”

“Set it free, baby. It’s hungry for you.”

She laughed, which made me laugh, then I abruptly stopped when she began to stroke me again. The fantasy of last night was nothing compared to being with the real woman. The shooting stars had turned into a volcano that was erupting, spreading heat in its path, filling me with more than I knew was possible.

She sighed and dropped her hand. “We need to change.”

I stepped back, knowing she was right. “Need help?”

Very slowly, she rose from the sofa, a big grin on her face. “Later?”

My cock groaned. I swear it did. “Damn it.” I took her by the chin. “Promise me we’ll come right back here and continue what we started.”

Her grin was sultry, sexy, and somehow it was also cute as shit. “That is an easy promise to keep. If you still like me after you’ve witnessed me in snorkeling gear, it’s a date.”

Her ponytail was crooked, her lips swollen from my kisses, and she looked even prettier than she did before. I couldn’t wait to see her after she was freshly fucked. 

“I’m going to fuck you so long and so hard.”

Those eyes gleamed. “Is that a promise?”

I smacked her rounded ass. “Absolutely. Now go before I can’t resist any longer.”

She crossed her arms over my chest. “This is my bungalow.”

I’m a dork.

“Well, I’ll go change. I expect to see you in something skimpy when I get back.”

She stuck out a pinky. I grinned and wrapped mine around hers. “Hurry.”

Without another word, I was out the door and pulling on board shorts so fast I nearly ripped off my dick. I was going to make sure she got what she needed with the cheating bastard, and we could put her little job behind us so we could get on to more important things.

Like us.






CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Sloane

Looking in the mirror, I smiled at my reflection. My little emotional meltdown worked like a charm, and it was a little embarrassing to be such a good liar. It was kind of hard to make myself appear that weak and pathetic, but one must do what one must do when on a mission. Even if it was acting like a little girl who’d lost her puppy.

One thing for certain was that I hadn’t faked the way he made me feel with that kiss. He had me tearing myself apart. The sexual side of me thought I should just blow off the snorkeling trip. The agent part of me was thinking I had a job to do and blowing off any outing with the couple could terminate a social connection.

If we got in good with the couple, they might invite us to all sorts of things, and then I’d be a lot more likely to find out where this money was stashed.

Then it would be over.

Which meant Zane and I would be over.

I wasn’t quite ready for that.

Pulling a sundress on over my bikini, I was ready to go just as I saw Zane pass by my window. “Ready?”

I twirled, the skirt of my sundress flying out a bit. “Is this okay?”

I hadn’t brought many clothes that would make me stand out. The bikini was plain black, no frills, but the sundress was pale yellow and see-through. Nothing nearly as sexy as most of the females around the island wore, but Zane looked at me like I was the sexiest woman he’d ever seen.

His eyes seemed to darken as he came up to me, sliding his arms around my waist. “So okay that I might not be able to keep my hands off you.”

“Who says you have to?” I ran one finger over his broad shoulder.

I wanted him to show me affection — for business reasons, of course. It would make us seem more real to Charles and Grace. Things were falling into place quite well for me.

Running my hand down his arm to link my fingers with his, I pulled him with me so we could get to the dock before the snorkeling expedition took off. The heat between us was off the charts. I thought it had been up there yesterday, now it was ten times hotter.

Charles and Grace were sitting on one of the four benches, Grace’s head resting on the older man’s shoulder. They waved at us as we came up and Grace grinned. “I was beginning to wonder if you guys had changed your mind about coming with us.”

“No.” Zane wrapped his arms around me from behind and rested his chin on my shoulder. It sent chills through me as he pressed his body against my back.

“I had a hard time letting her get dressed, that’s all.” He kissed my cheek.

I blushed and looked down as heat filled me right along with embarrassment. Grace laughed. “You two are adorable. How long have you been together?”

I was quick to take on that question, so Zane didn’t mess it up by telling some outlandish lie. That was one thing I knew for sure, people who didn’t lie for a living didn’t know how to do it properly. “He and I met a while back in Pennsylvania. We kept in touch, and he told me he was taking a vacation out here. I thought it’d be fun to come out and surprise him, interrupting his chasing of the other female inhabitants of this island.”

Zane kissed my cheek again. “I was glad she came to surprise me. The truth is, I’ve been crazy about her for years, but she plays a real tough game of hard to get. I’m not about to let her get away from me again. I’m taking this time to make her see that she’s as crazy for me as I am for her.”

He was pretty good at lying after all. I didn’t know if I should be impressed or afraid.

“Don’t let her get away, Zane.” Charles pulled his shades down to look at me. “She has stars in her eyes for you, my new friend.”

Did I?

Damn.

I guessed it was evident that the gorgeous man affected me. Not that it would matter after this week. Or would it?

A fleeting thought went through my head. Maybe I could ask Agent Matthews to do a background check on Zane. If it came back clear, I could come clean with him after this mission was over. I’d see where that would leave us.

But I wasn’t making any call like that just yet. Although our chemistry was off the charts, I didn’t know the man. He seemed harmless but I’d feel on more steady ground after a background check was run.

The captain and his young girlfriend finally showed up, and we were able to get the trip underway. Climbing to the front of the boat, Zane pulled me down until I was sitting between his legs.

Charles did the same with Grace, so I thought it wasn’t going too far. I wasn’t used to so much public display of affection, but I loved it. I loved the way he held onto me. The way his hands moved lightly over my shoulders, neck, arms. The tops of my thighs. It wasn’t just sexy but felt sweet too. 

Looking over the side, I watched as the crystal-clear water changed to a deeper blue, then the captain slowed the boat to a stop and shut the engine off. The water lapped at the sides of the boat as his girlfriend lowered a ladder and offered the snorkeling gear. I put on my rig and flippers while Zane snapped a flotation device around my waist.

“Still think I’m sexy, baby?”

He waggled his eyebrows. “Even that gear can’t take all that hotness away.”

I laughed, but when he put all his rig on, I thought he was still sexy too. He tried to kiss me again, but our masks kept getting in our way, making us laugh. So many emotions. As unfamiliar as all this sexual tension was, the pure joy of being with him felt unfamiliar too. When my cheeks hurt, I realized it had been a long time since I smiled so much.

The water was deliciously warm and clear, and Zane and I waited for Grace and Charles to join us before setting off.

Grace swam over to me immediately and gushed, “Isn’t this sublime?”

Her enthusiasm was contagious and I used her relaxed mood to carefully dig for more information. “Incredible. Don’t see many things like this back in Pennsylvania. Where are you from?”

“Manhattan. So’s Charles.” She pointed at some fish that were swimming below us. “Look, they’re already coming in to see us. Aren’t they pretty?”

We both stuck our faces in the water to check out the brilliantly colored fish, then I felt arms around my waist. It was Zane, and it seemed he’d be holding me throughout our little fish watching expedition.

The water was nice, the fish were pretty, but none of that compared to how it felt to be with Zane. Holding hands, we swam around with our faces in the clear water, pointing out things to the other. It was more than fun, it was special too.

I could just see us in the future, talking about the fish we saw when we were in Maldives. A sharp pain stabbed my heart as I thought that might not happen at all. But I quickly put that out of my mind and went on, enjoying the day with him.

Hours later, it was time to go, and I climbed back onto the boat exhausted but happy. I was glad to have Zane to lie back on as I rested all the way back to the dock. The breeze and rocking of the boat made me sleepy, my eyelids refusing to stay up.

“Wake up, sleepyhead. We’re back.”

I grinned and stretched, rubbing my eyes. “I can’t believe I fell asleep.”

Charles and Grace looked wide awake, both smiling as Charles asked, “You guys want to do lunch?”

Before I could accept the invitation, Zane pulled me into his arms. “Nah, me and the little lady are going to take lunch in my bungalow and chill for the rest of the afternoon. Maybe we’ll catch you guys for dinner and dancing this evening?”

“Sounds good.”

Once the couple was out of sight, I whirled on Zane. “Why did you do that? You know that I need to be around them as much as possible.”

He shrugged. “You’re tired.”

“Tired?” I looked at him incredulously. “I’m always tired, but that’s no excuse for not doing my job.” I stomped off after the couple but was hauled back against a hard chest. “Let me go. I need to join them.”

“No.”

That pissed me off. Did he think he could shut me down with one simple word?

I dipped and whirled out of his restraining arm before poking him in the chest with my finger. “No? Are you serious?”

He smiled, a warning gesture painted on his face. “You’re gaining people’s attention.”

I didn’t even look around me. I knew he was right. With a deep inhalation, I forced myself to relax. “You’re right. Let’s just—”

Before I could finish, his lips were on mine and I was being arched backward like a bow. I struggled for a second, opening my mouth to tell him off. It was a mistake… of the best kind.

His tongue stroked mine as he deepened the kiss, his fingers digging into my skin. Then my fingers were digging into him. I was a maniac, hungry for more, my moans begging him to take me.

There was clapping, and the kiss softened, then stopped.

Zane lifted his head, a little smile playing on his lips. “Our first fight,” he told the voyeurs, who hooted and clapped some more. He looked down at me. “Maybe we should take this inside.”

I nodded, my cells still sizzling from the heat of his kiss. I felt dizzy, like I used to feeling when I rode one of those twirling, whirling amusement park rides.

I grinned at the winks from the women in the group. Laughed when Zane gave some random dude a high five. Then we were in his bungalow.

“Zane—”

His mouth was on mine again, and my back was pressed against the wood of the door. I both loved the kiss and hated how it could stop me on a dime. When he released my lips, I opened my eyes to find him smiling. “Your job is over, baby. I got everything you’ll ever need on the man.”

“Huh?” My head was still spinning with the after-effects of that kiss. 

Damn, the Zane had me right where he wanted me. It was infuriating. Only I didn’t have the power to feel mad because my body was pulsing with desire.

He pulled his cell out of the pocket of his swimming trunks. “While you were sleeping, those two made out like crazy. I got ten pictures of them in various states of making out. I’ll send these pictures to you then you can send them to your old friend, and your job is over. And we can get working on us. Me and you.”

He pulled the sundress over my head, leaving me in the bikini. “Zane—”

“Now it’s time to go back to what we were doing before. You do recall your promise to continue what we started, right?”

“But—”

He kissed me again, taking my mind off what I was going to say. 

The truth was, I had no idea what to say. Maybe letting him fuck my brains out would loosen things up in my head enough that I could think once the coital bliss was over. At the same time, I knew I should do something to let him know it wasn’t okay to make decisions about a job that was mine to do.

He eased the kiss and took my hand. “I have condoms in the bedroom. That’s why I brought you to my place.”

“But—” That’s all I got out before he pressed his finger to my lips.

“But nothing, Sloane. I want you. You want me. No more waiting. No more talking. After we make love, you can talk all you want. Right now, I want you in my bed, naked. I want to kiss every last inch of you, then I want to make you scream my name.”

My brain said to tell him off, but my vagina had a differing opinion.

Brain vs Vagina.

As Zane’s lips found mine again, I knew it wasn’t even a contest.






CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Zane

The sounds of seagulls echoed outside as Sloane’s lips softened against mine. This was it. I was only moments away from having this glorious woman in my bed.

 My cock was throbbing in anticipation. My heart was pounding with desire. My… oomph… lungs were straining to breathe from where Sloane had punched me in the gut.

I held my stomach, trying to draw in air as I watched her turn on her heel and head for the door.

“Wait!” I yelled.

Well, it was almost a yell. If my throat hadn’t been gulping for air, it would have been a loud one. The girl packed a damn good punch.

I’d locked the door, and it was my only saving grace as she fiddled with it to yank open the door. I grabbed her arm. “Where are you going?”

Her glare was like mental darts striking me in the forehead. “Home. I’m not some bimbo that you can boss around. And I don’t appreciate you thinking you can take over my job.”

What? She had to be kidding.

Apparently not. She got the door opened and was sashaying her bikini-clad ass out of it while I pieced together the chain of events.

All the air went out of me as I watched her walk away. I felt deflated, angry, frustrated. “So, lunch or what?” I called out lamely.

She looked over her shoulder at me. “Are you serious? Haven’t you messed up quite enough?”

Then she went into her bungalow, and I was left standing there like a jerk.

I took a deep cleansing breath. It was time for a little self-reflection. Had I taken her job over? Had I overstepped my bounds? Or had I actually helped her out the way I thought I had?

And what about our attraction?

And why did I fucking care so fucking much?

I slammed my door, then kicked it, immediately feeling like a child. Stalking to the little kitchen, I pulled a beer from the fridge and downed it in two long swallows.

Grabbing another, I plopped down on the couch. Sloane Anderson was a puzzle. A beautiful, complicated puzzle. I just needed to figure her out.

Or maybe I just needed to stick with the airheads. Sweet mouths. Sweet pussies. Empty minds. That strategy had worked just fine the past couple decades.

But, dammit… that wasn’t what I wanted. As frustrating as she was, I wanted Sloane. Not just her body, but her mind. The intelligence behind her eyes. And if it took a few sucker punches for me to stop acting like a dick, that was okay too.

I scrubbed my face with my hands. It wasn’t just sucker punches I needed. It was a complete mind shift. Sloane deserved more than I had been willing to give.

She needed security. Promises. Trust.

Could I give her that?

The me of two days ago couldn’t, I realized. That man played life as it came to him, unwilling to step up and take charge. Could two days make that much of a difference? Or was I like a child with a new toy I’d promised I would take care of, only to get tired of dealing with the upkeep and setting it on the shelf once I was bored?

I finished the beer and got up for a third one, trying to imagine going back to my life of a couple days ago. The smiling, giggling girls who were sweet and open for anything. The sultry ones who were more focused on what I could buy.

Smiles. Blue eyes. Lies and deceit. Snorkels and mask.

My cock pulsed.

Yep.

Even thinking about her in that goofy-looking gear turned me on.

I had it for her. For the first time in my life, I could only think about one girl. I wasn’t about to let my pride get in the way of something that had never happened before.

Getting up, I went to the bathroom to shower and change, then ordered us some lunch to be delivered to her place. I blew out a long breath. For the first time ever, I was going to put my heart on the line.

It made me sick. It made me strong. And I supposed that was just about right. Getting shoved out of any comfort zone shouldn’t be comfortable. After I’d gotten dressed, I looked at the nightstand my condoms were in. I left without them. I didn’t want her to think I was asking her for a commitment just to get into her panties. I’d leave sex out of it. For now.

When I approached her door, I lifted my hand to knock then decided to alpha up. Taking charge was what was needed in the situation. Sloane was a strong woman. She needed a stronger man.

I walked right in and went down the short hallway, finding her on a laptop computer, earbuds in her ears. She startled at my appearance, then pulled the buds from her ears, and slammed the laptop shut.

She was on her feet an instant later. She had showered too. Her hair was still wet and I could smell the scent of her shampoo. She had changed into shorts and a little tank top, and she wasn’t wearing a bra that I could tell. And she was furious. “Hello? Are you completely without manners?”

“So asks Miss Manners herself,” I tossed back, nodding at the computer. “What’s up?”

She spun around and walked over to grab a bottle of water. “I was messaging my friend if you must know. She thinks Charles is in the mafia. She’ll double what she’s paying me if I can get evidence of that.”

I stared at her, unable to do anything else for several long moments. “No way in hell, Sloane. I can’t let you do that.”

Her hand flew to her hip as fury took up residence on her face. “You can’t let me do that? Ha.”

Was she insane? What made her think she could mess with a man that dangerous?

I wasn’t sure if she was incredibly brave or incredibly stupid, it was a toss-up. “Sloane, you have no idea what those people can do to you. They can disappear you like that.” I snapped my fingers. “I don’t want you to disappear.”

“I’ll be careful. He’ll never know what I’m doing. When I told his wife that I had breakfast with the man and had an in with him, she was over the moon. She’ll get everything if she has evidence of him being in the mafia.” She took a seat and a drink of the water.

I just stood there, shaking my head. “Yeah. She’ll get everything, including a bullet in the head.”

But Sloane didn’t waver. She was all pumped up. Ready to go. And she had no idea of the danger she’d put herself in. So I thought I’d go another route to see if me being in danger would make her see reason. “If you’re going to be in danger then I’ll be right there with you. We’ll both be setting ourselves up for a set of cement shoes, but I won’t let you do it alone.”

She eyed me for a moment then huffed out a breath. Was there a small glimmer of satisfaction in her eyes? “Well, I do need you, Zane. They think we’re a couple. I couldn’t just drop you and expect them to keep inviting me to hang out.”

Cocking my head, I processed her change of mood. Yeah, she was using me, but it also gave me some leverage. “Ha. You need me. I’ve got you by the balls, baby. Not that you have balls, but you know what I mean. If I say no, then the answer is no. And I am saying—”

“Zane, please. You don’t understand. He’ll take her kids away if she can’t put him away. Even if she gets full custody, he’ll still have visitation rights. She’s sure he’ll run off with the kids the minute he gets them. He’ll do it just to stick it to her. He’s a terrible father. Beth told me so.”

Sloane batted her eyelashes and… were those tears pooling in her eyes? One fell. Dammit. She wasn’t fighting fair.

“Zane, I’m not doing this for the glory if that’s what you’re thinking. I want to do it for those poor, innocent children. Imagine how scared they’d be to be suddenly taken away from their mother.”

She was tugging at my heartstrings for sure.

“But it really is dangerous.” I was losing the battle, I knew I was.

Another tear fell as she looked up. “Zane, I can’t stand by and do nothing. Yes, I can give her enough evidence to get a divorce right now. And she’ll get what she wants. But those kids will be in danger of losing their mother forever. If he doesn’t take them right away, he could do it at any time.”

Fuck me.

Why did I have to go and fall for such an amazing woman?

I turned away from her so I could think. I couldn’t think rationally when I was looking at her puppy dog expression. It was impossible to tell that face no.

But I was agonizing over what she wanted to do. It was the mafia we were talking about here. Not just a cheating husband who’d be pissed if he found out it was us who fucked his world up. No. Now it was a group of heartless bastards we had to worry about.

The motherfucking mafia.

No. No way. We couldn’t do that to ourselves. Kids or no kids.

“He shot their dog, Zane.”

I spun around. “Huh?”

“Charles shot their dog.” Tears shimmered in her pretty eyes. “Once, Beth threatened to leave him because she was pretty sure he was having an affair. This was a couple years ago. He shot the dog and told her if she ever left him, she’d get what the dog got. A bullet in the brain. We can’t let him get those kids and kill their mother, Zane. We just can’t.”

Well, fuck me running.

I found myself nodding even though I thought we needed to just get the fuck off the island. I needed to take her and get as far away from that man as we possibly could. 

And if we did try to get some information out of him to help his poor wife, we’d have to be around him a hell of a lot. How could I ever act naturally around the man, knowing all that I knew? How was I going to meet him for drinks and dancing knowing the man killed his fucking dog?

I wasn’t an actor. I wasn’t a great liar. I wasn’t even prepared to handle such a huge burden. But there it was anyway. Thrust on me because it had been thrust on Sloane.

Man, I must fucking be falling hard for this chick.

That was all I could think because I would’ve never done anything like that for any other female I knew. And I was going to do it. I couldn’t let her do it alone. I couldn’t leave her in such danger. I could protect her, physically. But from the mafia?

Shit. Shit. Shit.

What was I thinking? 

I couldn’t protect a tadpole from them. The best I could hope for was that she and I were never found out. I had to make sure we played our cards close to the vest. I had to make sure things were handled in such a way that Charles would never suspect that we could do such a thing.

“Well, I can’t let you do this alone, Sloane. And you seem set on doing it.”

She lifted her chin and stood to face me head on. “I will do it, Zane. With or without you, I’ll make sure the man gets what he deserves, and those kids and my old friend are safe from him. So, does that mean you’ll help me?”

I gritted my teeth until they squeaked in protest. Hell, of course I was going to help her. I just wanted to make sure we did it my way. Something told me she’d fight me on that. I wasn’t some daring spy, and neither was she. But I couldn’t let her take control of this thing. It was just too dangerous.

Closing the distance between us, I ran my hands up and down her arms as I looked into those baby blues. “Sloane, I care more for you than I’ve ever cared for anyone in my entire life. I want something real with you. Something solid. I don’t want to see anyone else, and I don’t want you to either. I want us to commit to each other. I want you to be my girlfriend.”

She just stared at me, her mouth sagging open. I was on edge as I waited for her to say what she thought.

The waiting was going to kill me.






CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Sloane

He wanted me to be his girlfriend. I was stunned. We’d only known each other two days after all. I had every right to be stunned. 

If I wasn’t on a case, I knew I would’ve already jumped in the man’s arms, kissed him, and told him yes, a thousand times yes.

But I was on a case, and I’d just told the man a shit-ton of lies. The lies were piling up so damn high, I was beginning to worry about them crashing down and obliviating me. But they were necessary for me to get my real job done.

So, I just stood there, my mouth gaping and my body shaking as he waited for my answer.

“Do you mean you want us to be exclusive while we’re here? Or do you mean for longer than that?”

“Longer than that. Hopefully, much longer. We can travel together. I don’t have anywhere I have to go, but I like to go. We can go wherever your photojournalism takes us.” His eyes danced as he waited to see what I was going to say to that.

He was too good to be true. And I was anything but true.

Suddenly, it hit me that he didn’t seem to have a job. “Zane, how do you travel all the time? Don’t you have to work?”

He shook his head. “No. I come from money.”

“How much money?”

“A lot of it. More than most people have. I’m an heir to a candy fortune.” He looked down at his feet as if the admission embarrassed him. “Does that bother you?”

“That you’re rich?” 

It kind of did, but I didn’t want to appear bigoted toward wealthy men. It was just that I wasn’t used to having lots of money or expensive things. I was raised in Queens by middle-class parents. What did I know about being with a rich dude?

His expression grew worried. “Yeah.”

“I’m actually not sure. I’ll need a little time to process it all. So, do you live in a mansion, drive cool cars, and stuff like that?”

“My family has an estate. We have lots of cars, some cool, some luxurious. And there’s a private jet and a helicopter. We have a yacht too. A home in Greece, and one in London. There’s probably a few things I’m leaving out. The truth is, I don’t like to be around my parents. They expect me to act a certain way, and I don’t like to be told how to act. So, I travel more often than not.”

God, he sounded like a spoiled rich brat.

But he didn’t act like one. At least with me, he didn’t. Maybe I brought out things in him he liked. Things that were good for him. Maybe having a strong woman around, rather than a little ditzy tramp, was good for him.

If only I wasn’t on a case and having to lie like a rabid dog, but I was. And Zane was looking at me with a nervous gaze that made my heart ache. Could I really leave the island when it was all said and done and not miss the man who made me feel better than I ever had?

Would I kick myself for letting him go? Or would he dump me when he found out the truth?

Zane was an alpha male. Those guys hated being used and lied to. In my profession, I’d seen that happen a few times. It never turned out the way the female agents hoped it would.

Chances were high that I’d end up just like them, talking about the man who rocked their world and made their job so much easier. But then the time came for honesty, and that was when the other shoe would drop, leaving them single and sad.

I guessed I could tell Zane we’d never work out, but I didn’t want to. I wanted to commit to him too. I wanted to be his girl. I wanted that more than I wanted anything.

Screw his wealth, screw my job, screw it all. I cared about Zane more with each passing moment. And I wasn’t going to be a fool. He made things happen inside of me that no one ever had. So, I gave him a nod. One small nod, and he had me wrapped up in his strong arms. “I’d love to be your girlfriend, Zane.”

“You had me scared for a minute there, Sloane. Shit.”

A knock on the door had me looking up at him. “I’m not expecting anyone. Who do you think that is?”

Letting me out of his arms, he went to get the door. “It’s lunch. I ordered it before I left my place.”

I just shook my head as I watched him let the waitstaff in with our rolling cart of food. It was really nice letting someone take care of me for once.

Would it be so bad to pretend for a while? That we were a real couple with only real couple things to deal with?

Food.

Fun.

Sex.

My body sizzled with just the thought of it. Zane had already shown me how dominating he could be. I generally didn’t like that when dealing with a man on a personal level. But in the bedroom, oh yeah, I enjoyed it very much.

Tie me up, pin me down, blindfold me, and show me who’s boss.

I was looking forward to getting to that. But first, there was work to see to. And lunch to eat.

Zane picked up a watermelon that had been sliced in half and filled with all kinds of things. Cold shrimp and crab, melon balls, cubes of various cheeses. It looked yummy and refreshing. A couple of tropical drinks were stashed inside the hollowed out cavity as well. 

“Wow.”

“I know, right. I’ve seen couples order this but never had a girl I wanted to share one with. Now, I do.” He chuckled. “I have a girl. Man, my parents are going to freak.”

My gut clenched. What the hell would his parents think about me? A poor girl. Well, I wasn’t poor. By their standards, I probably was. I bet they’d think I was a gold digger. To my credit, I knew I liked Zane a hell of a lot before he told me he was rich.

I pushed the thought out of my head. I didn’t need to worry about meeting his parents. He’d dump me when he found out the truth anyway. I was sure he would.

But for now, I was having fun with the handsome, thoughtful man. No reason to think about anything else.

We went onto the deck and set up the table, then he took the seat across from me and popped a piece of melon into his mouth. “Juicy.” He crooked a finger at me, and I leaned closer, expecting him to feed me a bite. When he kissed me instead, I tasted the delicious fruit on his lips.

Wanting more, I opened my mouth. He readily accepted the invitation, his tongue moving through my lips, wrapping around mine.

I groaned when he pulled away, his eyes searching my face as he pushed my hair behind my ear. He fed me a bite, then another. That one was followed by a kiss before he fed me again.

“I might forget how to feed myself if you keep this up.”

He popped a cube of cheese in his mouth, grinning like a fool. It made him look like the little boy he once was… adorable and mischievous. He made me feel young too. I wasn’t ancient by any means at twenty-four, but my career choice had left little room for play over the past couple years. I’d forgotten how much fun it was to just say nothing and enjoy someone’s company.

No. That wasn’t true. It wasn’t that I’d forgotten. It was that I’d never experienced this ease before with another person.

Each time he kissed me, I thought he’d push the intimacy farther. I hoped he’d push the intimacy farther. But he pulled away, leaving me breathless and wanting. “We have all day,” he murmured against my lips when I practically begged him to make love to me.

He was right. And the all-day foreplay buildup was delicious.

When we’d finished eating, we curled up on the lounge chair and napped for a couple hours. I awoke refreshed and ready to face the rest of the day.

Zane took out his cell and showed me the screen. “Look, we can use this app to record Charles when he talks. It records for fifteen minutes. If you put this app on your cell too, I can record the first fifteen minutes then you can take over. I’ll make some excuse to get away from you guys for a moment to reset mine. We can go back and forth like that, and hopefully, we won’t miss anything.”

I grinned. “I’ve got an even better idea.” I went to the bedroom to retrieve the much more sophisticated recording device I’d brought with me. “I have this. Beth sent it to me before I came here.” Another lie I’d have to eat when the job was over.

He looked at me curiously. “Okay, I’ll wear it.” He reached out for it, but I held it close to my chest. I’d have to watch the man. He was already trying to take charge.

“It fits snugly under one’s boob, so unless you plan to grow a pair in the next few minutes, I’ll be wearing it.”

Moving inside, he took my hand and led me to sit in the air-conditioned living room, pulling me down on his lap. I wrapped my arms around his neck. “This is really dangerous. I want you to take every single thing we do with that man seriously. No messing around.”

This was getting annoying, but I bit back my irritation. “Remember who you’re talking to. I take everything I do seriously.”

He blew out a breath and leaned his head back against the cushion, staring at the ceiling as if it might give him wisdom. “I know that. I’m just so worried for you.”

“Don’t, Zane. You have to play the role of my boyfriend, not my protector. We have to convince them that we’re in love and are harmless. You showing such stress around them will raise their suspicions.”

He rolled his head to look at me. “Promise me one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“If anything physical happens, promise that you’ll get behind me and let me handle it. I don’t want you to get hurt.” He pressed his lips to mine. “I need you to be safe.”

My insides went gooey, but I ignored the way he was making me feel. I needed to let him think he was the alpha of our little pack or this would never work. “I promise. Although, just to ease your concerns, I have undergone quite a bit of training. I told you about Afghanistan. I’ve taken self-defense classes and took a class on firing a gun.” I winked. “I was the best in the class.”

“Oh, how adorable. My girl was the best shooter in her class.” He laughed and kissed me again, and I thought I might have teased him into easing up. Not the case. He grew serious again an instant later. “I can shoot too. In fact, I have a concealed handgun license.”

I raised my head to look at him. “Do you carry?”

He snorted. “No. Not normally. I wanted to know how to handle a gun if needed. And I wasn’t bad. Good enough that I can take care of you.”

I gritted my teeth when he patted me on the head. I wasn’t some damn dog. I pushed away and sprang to my feet, irritated beyond measure. “Look, I can take care of myself, and I’m not giving you my gun. Get over it.”

I couldn’t, even if I wanted to, but I couldn’t tell him that.

As a matter of fact, I still needed to contact Agent Matthews with the new developments. Or maybe I’d wait until it was over, I wasn’t sure. I was of an “ask forgiveness later” mindset. After all, I was only supposed to be watching. Not only was I planning on going in deeper, I was dragging a civilian in with me.

“Get over it?” Zane was on his feet too, towering over me, which just pissed me off. I could do this. Why did the men in my life think I couldn’t? Sexist asshole penis owners. “Like it or not, I’m not about to let anything happen to you. I’m running this show. Get used to it.”

Oh, hell no.

“Zane, I don’t need you to do this job. Yes, it’ll be easier with your help, but I don’t need you.”

He turned and walked away from me. “Do it yourself then.” To my astonishment, he kept going until I heard the door open and close.

I stood there, stone-still, like an idiot. Fine. I would do it on my own. Screw him and everyone else.






CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Zane

With each step I took, I wondered what the hell I’d just done. 

I walked out on the woman I just asked to be my girlfriend.

Who does that?

But then again, who thinks they can fuck around with someone who works for the mafia?

I went into my bungalow and fell face first onto my bed. I had no idea what to do. Would Sloane really move forward without me? Would she put herself in danger by going to dinner with Charles and Grace alone? And what would she tell them about me not being with her?

Mostly, why did I give a flying fuck?

Lying there, I tried to think like I normally did. Pre-Sloane Zane did not worry about other people. He did not invest himself in dangerous missions that would do nothing to profit him. He did not take shit from anyone.

Sloane was the strongest-willed person I’d ever known. She didn’t seem self-destructive, but trying to get a man to confess to being in the mafia was just about as destructive as one could get.

I rolled over and looked up at the ceiling, forcing my hand through my hair and groaning. I was groaning because I knew what I was about to do. I was going to go right back over there and tell that crazy woman that I was sorry for walking out like that. I’d do it because there was something about the lunatic that made me want to help her, to protect her, to cherish her crazy ass.

Never in a million years did I think I’d fall for a woman like Sloane. But I had. I’d fallen without even trying. Within a damn couple of days!

Funny how shit like that worked. One minute I was partying with three chicks, and the next, I was putting my life at risk by fucking with the mafia.

Exactly when did I lose my marbles?

I had no clue, but I had to admit any semblance of the normal Zane had disappeared. I thought about calling Dad to get his advice. I went so far as to pick up my cell. Then I put it down.

I couldn’t tell a soul about what Sloane wanted to do. Anyone I told that to would tell me to hightail it out of there. And I was pretty sure I should be doing just that. Putting as much distance between me and the coocoo blonde as possible.

But I wasn’t me anymore. I was a man who had someone who meant something to him. Sloane meant more to me than I could’ve ever imagined.

“Fuck.”

I pushed myself to my feet and headed to my door. I opened it, and… there she was.

We stared at each other for a long moment before she caved first. “Zane, I’m sorry.”

Something tight in my chest released and I pulled her through the door and into my arms. “Me too.”

Everything was going to be okay. It had to be. Surely fate wouldn’t be so cruel as to connect me with the perfect woman only to rip her from me just as quickly.

Sloane’s lips were quivering as if she might be on the verge of tears, so I kissed them to stop that from happening. Moving with her, never letting our mouths part, I led her to the bedroom. Lifting her into my arms, I gently laid her on the bed. Finally, I let my lips leave hers.

Sliding onto the bed beside her, I leaned on my hand and looked down at her as I traced my finger along her neck and shoulders. “So, we made it through our first argument as an official couple.”

Her smile was sweet as she pushed her hand through my hair. “We made it. And I don’t want to argue, but I do want to talk about this. Maybe your bed is the best place to come to an agreement.”

Shit. She wasn’t going to let this go. She wasn’t going to walk away from helping her friend. It seemed I had me a girl with a big heart. I wouldn’t want her to be any other way.

“To be honest, I want to help your friend too. It’s the part about you being in danger that’s throwing up all sorts of red flags.”

Her fingers crept over my arm, tracing the lines of my tattoo. “You’ll be there to keep me safe.”

She had me percolating, pulsing, with that sweet little gaze she was giving me. With no willpower left, I took those luscious lips again. She made a soft little mewling sound, and it was over. Passion welled up inside me, causing my cock to swell against the side of her thigh.

I would be there to keep her safe. I’d always be there if she’d let me.

The emotion that was slowly taking me over wasn’t one I’d had before. It wasn’t just from the kiss, it was from something much deeper than just the physical attraction we had for each other. It was mental too. 

I eased the kiss and looked at her as she opened her eyes. “I will be there to keep you safe, Sloane.”

She smiled and ran her hand over my cheek. “Does that mean we’re done talking?”

I nodded as I pushed her hair back. The still damp strands moved through my fingers. The scent of hyacinths filled my nostrils as I moved her hair. I took a deep breath and sighed. “I’ve never felt the way I feel with you. It’s something I never want to lose.”

My flesh prickled as her hand moved under my shirt. “I know what you’re talking about. I feel the same way.”

There was still something I felt she was hiding or lying about. I needed her to know she could trust me. “Sloane, are you really a photojournalist?”

Her eyes went wide. “Yes, Zane. God, I know I was hiding the fact I was here to get information about Charles, but I haven’t lied about everything.”

I studied her. As much as I wanted to believe her, there was something about the way her eyes looked as she said the words. They were too big. But she wasn’t trying too hard to make me believe her, wasn’t forcing the issue. It had me thinking she might be adept at telling lies. 

Why would a photojournalist to be a proficient liar? Sloane was hiding something, but I wouldn’t push her any more at that moment. We were getting along too well to fuck it all up with a bunch of accusing questions.

“So, after we get what your friend needs, then what happens?” I kissed her shoulder then ran my lips up to her neck.

She moaned, her nails raking across my back. “After that, I have no idea what will happen.”

Moving my lips to her ear, I blew into the curved shell, and delighted in how it made her shiver. “You must have an idea of where you were going once you had the information you needed. Where would that be?”

“Home, I guess. My line of work has me kind of on-call all the time.” She rolled to face me, wrapping one leg over my hip. I groaned as the movement pressed our sexes together through our clothes.

I pulled my head back to look at her. “How is a photographer on-call?”

“I stay pretty busy. Between assignments, I usually get contacted by someone needing a rush job. If I have time, I’ll agree to the job. I try to stay flexible.” The way she moved her foot up and down my leg felt amazing. “So, my plan was to go home to Queens and go wherever I’m needed next. What was your plan?”

Grazing my teeth down her neck then leaving a trail of kisses along her collarbone, I contemplated what I should say. The truth was that I never had a plan, but that just sounded flighty. I didn’t want to sound like a loser with no ambition, which I had been up until I met her. Now I had lots of ambition. Of course, Sloane was at the center of all that ambition. “Whatever my plan was, doesn’t matter. You’re my plan now.”

Her voice was raspy, and her words warmed me. “I like the sound of that. And what kind of plan do you have for me right now.”

Moving my hand over her breast and all the way down to her hip, I grabbed a handful of sweet ass and pulled her tight against me. “My current plan includes kissing every inch of the body I’ve craved since you walked into my life.”

Her nails curled into my shoulder as I felt her body grow warmer. “Yes. Please. I want to feel your lips move all over me, then I want to kiss every inch of you in return.” Her lips pressed against my neck, sending goose bumps to pepper my skin.

I’d never wanted to move slow and fast at the same damn time, but with her, that was exactly what I wanted. I wanted to go slow and let this thing we had smolder for a while before we let it burst into flames. Our heat would be insane. The sex would be off the charts. 

As bad as I wanted to be inside her, I wanted to build what we had even more than that. I wanted a solid foundation, one that a great relationship could be built on. Nothing quick, nothing temporary. I wanted slow, steady, and lasting.

Cupping her chin, I ran the pad of my thumb over her plump pink lips. Her blue eyes shimmered as she looked at me. I envisioned looking into those eyes for years to come. I saw a future with Sloane I didn’t ever think I’d be looking at. But there I was, looking into the eyes of a person I couldn’t think about not seeing again.

“Your eyes mesmerize me, Sloane. When I look hard enough, I can see the future.”

Her hand caressed mine as she smiled. “Zane, the prophet. I have to say I didn’t see that coming.” The smile fell away and her eyes grew more serious. “The thing is, the future is a fickle bitch. One never knows how it will play out. But yet you claim to see it in my eyes. I wish I had the power you seem to have. I live life one day at a time, never thinking too much about the next day or the day after that. Are you sure you can see more in my eyes than even I can?” 

Was she taking me seriously? Did she not understand I meant to keep her forever? Never let her go?

“I can see the future in your eyes. Eyes that I will look into even when wrinkles surround them and they lose some of their color as you age. But I will always find love when I look into these eyes of yours. Because I will be the only man who gets to do such a thing for the rest of our lives.”

Though she was smiling again, I felt her body go cold. Had I surprised her with my intensity? Did she really not have any idea how serious I was?






CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Sloane

Words of unending love shouldn’t make one go cold as ice. And if I wasn’t making up one lie after another, perhaps my reaction would’ve been one of a different nature. But I knew how things would end for us. Unfortunately, Zane did not.

I was so screwed.

While I didn’t want him to catch on that I was any less involved than him, the truth was, I had it bad for Zane. After he left my bungalow earlier, I should have let him go. I could have finished this assignment on my own, maybe clinging to Grace and Charles, gaining their sympathy by telling them that Zane had broken my heart. But what did I do instead? I’d gone to him. I’d been about to knock on his door when he’d surprised me by jerking it open.

And now here we were, and I didn’t know how to make things better.

His hand moved up and down my arm. “You have goose bumps.”

“Do I?” I pretended not to notice. 

“Did I scare you?” The sea green pools of his eyes grew stormy as his expression went to one of concern.

I had to ease his mind. We’d just made up after our first fight, I didn’t want to go back to being angry with each other. Not when he was making me feel so damn good as we laid in his bed. “Who wouldn’t like to hear those words, Zane? Maybe I’m just a little overwhelmed by all this. I’ve never felt this much for someone so fast.”

That was true. I’d never fallen so quickly before. It was a little unsettling.

The concern left his handsome face as he gave me a sexy smile. “Good. I’d like to make you feel more… if you’re up for it.”

My heart sped up. “What do you have in mind?”

“How about a full body massage? That way you’ll be all relaxed when we go to dinner tonight. And when we get done there, we’ll come back here and spend the night together.” His finger trailed over my lips. “What do you think about that?”

My head was already growing light, my body pulsing. “I think that sounds wonderful.”

Leaning in close, he kissed the spot right behind my ear. “Good.” He rolled off the bed and stood, looking down at me. “I'll get some lotion and be right back. I want you naked and on your stomach.”

Naked?

“Um, I think that’s—”

He shook his head as he walked away. “Naked, Sloane.”

As if his words alone controlled me, my hands went to work, ridding myself of my clothes. When I was fully naked, I laid back down on the bed, face down, just as he’d directed. My body was prickling all over, the anticipation pulsing through my system.

I didn’t hear him reenter the room and jumped when he said, “Close those pretty blue eyes. I want to give you a taste of what life will be like with me.”

My eyes closed as a sigh escaped me. Life with Zane seemed like it would be pretty damn great. Too bad it couldn’t be that way.

His hands were warm as he started at my ankles, spreading the lotion as he kneaded the muscles of my calves and hamstrings. He stopped at my ass, and I nearly groaned when he started over with the next leg.

But this time, as he worked those magic fingers up my hamstring, his fingers grazed my sex, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. How badly I wanted to feel him inside me. How easy it would be to just turn over and spread myself open for him. Surely, he wouldn’t be able to resist the temptation. 

But I stayed right where I was and let him do what he wanted. The massage would be good too. Ripples of pleasure went through me as he moved his firm hands up my back then over my shoulders, working the tight muscles there.

When he straddled me, I felt his hard cock through his clothes. It grazed my ass as he moved, rubbing my shoulders and back with long, flowing motions. My clit pulsed, moist heat pooled between my legs. The massage wasn’t doing what he intended. I was far from relaxed. I was in sexually frustrated hell.

Just as I was trying to resolve myself to that fact, he moved back and began massaging my ass cheeks. I couldn’t stifle the moan that came low from my throat. He chuckled. “Does this feel good?”

I made some whimpering noise that was supposed have been, “It does.”

I was so turned on I wasn’t even embarrassed as he spread my ass cheeks wide and stroked a finger over the tight pucker of muscle. I groaned, trying to push back into the touch. He chuckled, the sound vibrating through my every nerve.

With no warning, he rolled me until I was on my back. I reached for him but he held my wrists at my side.

“Be still and keep your eyes closed.”

I wanted to argue. I wanted to fight him. But the promise in his eyes urged me to obey.

When I relaxed beneath him, he grinned and squirted more lotion in his hands. His magic hands kneaded the muscles in my arms and shoulders before skimming over my breasts and abs to resume massaging my thighs.

I licked my lips as he massaged my feet, then my eyes popped as his teeth grazed over my toes. When he sucked one into his mouth, I wailed, unable to stop the sound from exploding out of me.

“Be good,” he murmured as he began massaging my legs again, concentrating on the muscles of my hips, my abs, then finally my breasts. I moaned as he touched me, pinching my nipples between his fingers, squeezing my breasts together. “I’ve dreamed of doing this.”

He lowered his head, licking across first one nipple, and then the other. I arched my back, wanting more, and he gave it. The cool air made my wet nipples tighten even further, and when he flicked them with his fingers, my body jerked at the new sensation. Having men play with my breasts had never been a turn on for me. It was a turn on now.

He moved lower, his tongue dipping into my naval.

Lower, his teeth skimming over my hip.

Lower.

His tongue pressed against me, and I cried out, twisting my hands in the sheets.

“Shh. Be good. Be perfectly still. No moving, or I’ll tie you to the bedpost.”

Still? Quiet? I’d fail that mission for sure. Maybe on purpose.

“Will you be still for me?”

Holy hell. How was he always so sexy? His low, gravelly tone should have been considered foreplay. Unable to find words, I nodded, summoning all my willpower and biting my lip as his tongue moved through my folds, searching and exploring my body for the first time. He found and circled my clitoris, pulling it deep into his mouth. He sucked hard on that little bundle of nerves, causing me to push my hips closer, eager for more. And he complied, increasing suction until it was almost painful.

I reached for his hair, holding on while he drove me crazy. He chuckled and kissed my clit before looking up my body, his mouth glistening with my arousal. “Uh, oh. You moved.”

My eyes widened, and I watched as he pushed off the bed and walked to his closet. He wasn’t gone long, a couple ties and the belts of both robes in his hand.

He was serious.

I’d never allowed a man to make me this vulnerable, but I wanted to be vulnerable with him. I wanted everything.

My chest was heaving as he tied my hands to the bed, then did the same with my ankles, spreading me wide. I didn’t recall ever being more excited about anything in my life. I was at his mercy. And if I were honest, I sure hoped he wouldn’t show any.

“Now, you’ll be still.” He moved up to stand next to me. “I have you right where I want you.” Getting on the bed, he straddled my chest, his shorts the only thing between me and his cock. “If you’re a good girl, I’ll let you suck my cock when I’m done. Would you like that?”

“Yes.” The answer came out of me on a burst of air, and his lips quirked up to one side as he ran his fingers through my hair.

 “We’ll see.”

With that sexy smirk still on his lips, he moved down my body until he was between my legs again. His eyes were locked on mine as he slid two fingers inside me. I let out a strange hissing sound when he began pounding into me with short, almost brutal thrusts that didn’t quite hurt but came close enough that I rode the line between pain and pleasure. Then pleasure won out and I came, crying out his name as I pulled on my restraints.

“You’re so very beautiful,” he said, lifting his fingers to his mouth and sucking, “and your taste is addicting. I’ll never get enough.”

Then his mouth was on me again, his fingers and tongue pushing me to and through another powerful orgasm.

I was still panting when he wiped his hand over his mouth, then pulled off his shirt before dropping his shorts to the floor. My mouth watered as he revealed his flesh to me, one article of clothing at a time.

When his cock popped free, I pulled on my restraints, needing to touch him, wanting to stroke the soft steel of him. But that smirk was back, and I knew he wasn’t going to set me free.

He had other plans.

Crawling up my body until he was straddling my chest, he stroked his cock, then lowered the tip to my lips. Sticking out my tongue, I took a first lick, tasting the drop of salty fluid that formed at the tip before taking the head in my mouth to swirl my tongue around the edges.

Zane groaned, and I knew that, although I was powerless to move, I held this power over him. “Feed me, Zane,” I begged and those green eyes grew darker as he looked down at me. I opened my mouth and felt the weight of him on my tongue as he did as I asked.

“Suck me.”

His eyes gleamed as he pulsed in and out of my mouth. He didn’t go in all the way, didn’t make me gag, but he did push me to the point of needing to breathe. When he pulled out, he stroked himself while I sucked in a lungful of precious oxygen.

“You like giving me head, Sloane?” he asked and I opened my mouth in answer. He chuckled, but his nostrils flared as I took more of him in my throat. “You’re driving me crazy,” he murmured, his voice raw with tension.

When he pulled out again, I gasped for breath. “More.”

“You sure, baby? I’m getting close.”

I wanted all of him. I didn’t want him to stop. “Please, Zane. I want you to come for me.”

He cursed and feed me his cock again, holding the headboard to support himself as he fucked my mouth. I’d never done it like that before. It was a first, and I loved the way he made me feel powerful and helpless simultaneously. I loved how my jaw hurt, how my arms ached, how my fingers itched to touch him.

He kept moving, watching his cock slide in and out, then his eyes closed as he moved faster, giving me another warning. “I’m going to come.”

I was ready, swallowing, feeling the power of accepting every part of him, not backing away from this challenge.

Just as I watched him come, I watched him recover from what I’d done for him. He opened his eyes and pulled away from me, letting the ties of my hands and ankles loose.

“Thank you,” he murmured, pulling me against him, his lips in my hair as he fought to control his breathing. “Thank you so much.”

I smiled, curling into him, sated and secure, even though all we’d done was officially foreplay. “Will you make love to me tonight?” I asked, tracing a finger down his arm.

He lifted my chin and kissed the tip of my nose. “I’ve never made love to anyone before.”

My insides curled, warmed by the admission, knowing it was true. “Don’t worry, I’ll show you how.”






CHAPTER NINETEEN

Zane

Adorable.

I still hadn’t officially had sex with the woman beside me, but I’d never felt closer to anyone in my life. The way she had trusted me only minutes before changed something deep inside me.

“What time is it?” she asked. “As much as I don’t want to move right now, I also don’t want to miss dinner with Charles and Grace.”

I lifted my head just enough to see the bedside clock. Shit. We’d been laying here for over an hour. I groaned and rolled onto my back.

“Is that man-talk for ‘time to go?’” she asked, her voice teasing.

I grunted. “Me no want to go.”

She laughed. “Okay, Tarzan. Then you don’t get my making love lessons later.”

I practically leapt from the bed, earning another laugh from her, then dragged her to the bathroom where I turned on the shower.

“I don’t have any of my things here,” she reminded me as I pulled her under the warm water.

“Can you make do with the girly spa soaps the resort left for now?”

She poked me in the chest. “You really don’t understand females very well, do you?”

I snorted. “I know enough to make you explode, if I remember correctly.”

That earned me another poke in the chest, but also a cute little blush on her cheeks.

We showered, and I enjoyed washing her hair, listening to her moan in pleasure as I massaged her scalp. “How lucky I am that I’m your neighbor,” she said. “If I’d chosen the bungalow on the other side of Smith, we might never have met.”

“Fate is a funny thing. If I hadn’t been out on my deck, I might have never seen you.” Pushing her head back, I rinsed the shampoo out of her blonde hair, loving the feel and smell of it. When I brought her head back up, I couldn’t resist a little kiss.

I stopped when my cock twitched. We didn’t have time to do any more. There was dinner to get to, mafia shit to unravel. She smiled as she took the shampoo and washed my hair in return. I looked at her as she moved her hands through my hair. 

I loved the way her eyes lifted at both sides just a bit, the tiny freckles covering the bridge of her nose. Her lips had the most perfect cupid’s bow right in the middle. Her teeth were white, straight, with a tiny gap between the middle ones. “Did you wear braces when you were a kid?”

She laughed and gave me a little you’re weird look. “I did. I was a member of the gap-toothed freckle-faced club as a kid.”

“I bet you were adorable.” She rinsed my hair, then poured body wash in her hand, washing my shoulders and chest, my arms. When my cock took notice, I grabbed the soap from her hands. “Better let me do that. If you raise the beast, we’ll never get to dinner.”

She grinned. “What about you? Have you always been this perfect?”

“God no. I was a gangly teenager with all knees and elbows. I wore glasses up until I was twenty-two when I had laser surgery. You would have found my retainer to wrangle my buck teeth in line especially attractive.”

She laughed. “Are you serious?”

“Unfortunately. I was a dork.”

The grin on her sweet lips made my heart ache, it was so cute. “I bet you were a cutie-pie.”

“I was not a cutie-pie. I didn’t fill out until I was nearly twenty. Only then did I begin to get some weight on me. And once that finally happened, I began to workout with a trainer. The retainer came off, my beaver teeth were a thing of the past. I got myself a haircut, taming the curly mess I inherited from my grandfather and became the man you see before you.”

“And what a man you became,” she purred as she ran her hands over my chest then over my shoulders, leaving them on my biceps. “A very beautiful man.”

“You’re making me blush.” I wasn’t blushing, I was excited and happy she found me so attractive. She made me feel more manly, more attractive, and sexier than I’d ever felt. I took her by the chin and pressed my lips to hers. “I bet we’d make some gorgeous kids.”

She opened her eyes and batted her long lashes at me. “You think so?”

I ran my hands down over her voluptuous breasts, over her round hips and pulled her close to me, flesh to flesh. “I think so. Well, maybe after retainers and braces and such.”

We laughed, and each moment we spent together made me like her even more. Underneath all the mystery, she was real, as contradictory as that sounded.

“We need to get ready,” she said, reaching to turn off the water.

I handed her a towel. “I know you’re right, but all I want to do is keep you naked, take you back to bed, get you on your knees, and—”

She put a finger to my lips. “Dinner. Stop talking, you’re killing me.”

Grabbing her wrist, I sucked a finger into my mouth, sucking gently. “You’re killing me too.” I took her face in my hands. “Let’s get dressed and get you wired, then the rest of the night will be ours.”

She nodded, and I kissed her softly, then stepped away so we could do what needed to be done. She slipped back into her clothes and escaped to her bungalow to finish her routine.

Fifteen minutes later, I was knocking on her door, then stepped inside when I heard her call out for me to, “Come in.”

I followed the sound of a hair dryer, then grinned as I stepped over shoes and a few dresses she’d clearly tried on and tossed aside. I found her in her bathroom, and my heart squeezed in my chest.

She was wearing a strapless sundress that fell just past her knees. There was nothing overly sexual about it, but the dark navy gauzy material was perfect on her.

I leaned against the doorjamb and watched her run some type of torture device through her hair, mildly concerned when steam spiraled up from her head. She met my gaze in the mirror. “It’s not fair that men have it so easy.”

Refraining from telling her I’d been ready ten minutes ago, I just grinned as I became familiar with her routine. Once her hair was straightened and some type of good smelling spray plastered on, she did some kind of magic to her eyes, sweeping on multiple colors that deepened and highlighted their natural beauty.

A sweep of some rose-colored powder on her cheek gave her a pretty glow while a darker bronze color was dotted strategically on her brow and jawline. 

“Can I be perfectly honest with you?” I asked as she traced a coloring pencil around her lips.

“You can.” She filled in her lips like one would do color in a coloring book.

“I kind of like this spy thing.”

She raised a brow. “You do?”

“Yeah. I have a degree, but I never liked being behind a desk. Same with my parents’ company. It never caught my interest, and thank goodness, they never pressed me to become part of it.”

She turned to face me, a little tube of lip gloss in her hand. “Well, you might want to get past this first assignment before you make any life-altering plans.”

I grinned. “True, but so far, this is exciting. I think that’s what I’ve been looking for, you know? And who knows, maybe one day you and I can open a private eye business. A couple of super sleuths who save the world, one perp at a time.”

She turned to face the mirror again, smoothing the gloss over her lips. “Who knows? Anything could happen, I guess.”

“Would you be willing to give up photography to take this kind of thing up full time?”

She fastened a bracelet around her wrist, not meeting my eye, the smile sliding from her face. “We can talk about that. But not tonight. We need to hurry, and I’m not wired yet.”

“Let me do it.” I waggled my eyebrows at her, hoping to break the somber mood our conversation had thrust her in. “I just want to see how it works, of course.”

She rolled her eyes, the smile coming back. “You just want to play with my tits some more.”

“Maybe do a little of that too. They’re righteous. You can’t blame a man for taking every opportunity he can get to play with those babies.”

She checked herself one last time in the mirror. “Come on, Romeo.” 

Back in the bedroom, I picked the wire up from the dresser. With a sly smile on her face, she pulled her top down, and I groaned as her breasts popped free. I looked at her naked tits and sighed, adjusting my pants. “I’m going in.”

She laughed and held out a hand. “I can do it if it’s going to make you uncomfortable.”

“No way.” I slapped her hand. “I like the way you make me feel uncomfortable.”

Together, we got her wired, although I was concerned about how it would feel when it was time for the tape to come off.

“You can kiss it and make it better later,” she promised me then groaned as I took her nipple in my mouth. “Focus,” she said, pulling the dress up and going back to the mirror to look for any sign of it showing through. “Perfect.”

I fist bumped her. “We’re a good team.”

The smile almost slid from her face again before she caught it and forced it on even brighter. Was she just nervous about tonight? Or nervous about us? I couldn’t tell, and now wasn’t the best time to have that conversation.

As she finished getting ready, I picked up her discarded clothes and hung them in her closet. It was then I noticed the sparse amount of clothing she had with her and made a mental note to surprise her with some new things from the local shops.

“Let’s go shopping tomorrow.”

“For what?”

“I’d love to see you in some bright colors.”

She looked down at the navy dress. “Are you saying I look dowdy?”

Oh. Shit.

I held out my hands. “No. You look fabulous. I just think some of the island colors would be gorgeous with your coloring.”

She didn’t look convinced. “I don’t need you buying me things, Zane.”

Women were evil.

“Get over it. I’m going to buy you lots and lots of things.”

She slid her feet into the same sandals she wore yesterday, and I made a mental note to add shoes to our shopping list.

“I can buy my own things.”

“I know you can buy your own things, but I want to. Isn’t that one of the pleasures of being a boyfriend?”

“I—” Sloane stopped arguing and tilted her head to one side.

“What?”

She held a finger to her lips and shook her head before walking into the living room. From outside, I heard someone giggle and Sloane reached for her purse.

“What?” I asked again.

Sloane rolled her eyes. “It’s her?”

“Who? Grace?” I got another eye roll. “How do you know?”

“The giggle is a dead giveaway.”

Another giggle, louder this time. “That?”

“Yes.” Sloane checked her dress. “Showtime. Are you ready?”

I took a deep breath and held out my arm. “Ready.”

As I opened the door, and we stepped through just before Charles and Grace passed by, I thought about our future after we left the island. We had a lot of things to plan out. I wasn’t letting this woman get away from me. No matter what.

But we had to get through this first. Get the information out of Charles, then I’d charter a private jet to get us the fuck out of there. Although I was excited about all of it, I knew I had to play it cool.

With a wave to Charles and Grace, our mission had begun.






CHAPTER TWENTY

Sloane

A star-filled sky hung over our heads as we walked with Charles and Grace to a bar for predinner drinks.

Nerves sizzled in my stomach, and I prayed I was doing the right thing. Before getting dressed, I’d checked in with Agent Matthews and had gotten approval to allow Zane to help me. My handler actually seemed impressed with my quick thinking and use of available assets.

But I still worried that I was doing the right thing, pulling a man I was beginning to care for into this mess. Before I disconnected with him, Matthews’s last warning was for me to make sure I controlled the situation. But the man by my side wasn’t making that easy.

He proved that once again as we sat at a small table, having drinks with the other couple. His lips rarely left my face and his hands were all over me. It wasn’t that I disliked it, I actually loved it. But it was making it hard on me to concentrate enough to make small talk that might get some much-needed evidence on Smith.

I tried to think as Zane nibbled my neck. “I’m a photojournalist. You’ve probably seen some of my work if you’ve read a newspaper in the last few years. What is it you do, Grace?” I thought working on her first might ease Charles’ mind for when I asked him about his occupation.

But Grace didn’t answer me, Charles did the talking for her. “My girl has no need to work. Taking care of me is her job.” He ran his arm around her and pecked her cheek. “Isn’t that right, doll?”

Grace pressed her hand against his chest as she looked at him with large, grateful eyes. “That’s right. My job is to take care of you.”

Zane’s hot breath moved past my ear. “I’m going to take care of you all night long.”

A shudder ran through me, followed by a tingle along my inner thigh where Zane’s fingers roamed under my dress. I took his hand, moving it just a bit, as being diddled under the table wasn’t a very ladylike thing to do. Plus, I had business to attend to, a thing Zane seemed to be forgetting as he pawed me.

After taking a moment to calm my heated body and wandering mind, I turned my attention to Smith. “What is it you do for a living, Charles?”

“My family has an Italian restaurant in Jersey.”

“Mmm… Italian is my favorite. What’s the name? I’d love to try it if I get to that area.”

Smith seemed to be enjoying the show of my smacking Zane’s hand away. Maybe the tactic was brilliant. After all, how could he ever expect that I was trying to get him to expose important information that would have him spending time in the pen when I was busy with my hands-on boyfriend?

“Rubio’s. It’s a pretty nice joint. You have to try my ma’s meatballs. Oh, Lord, but they are to die for.” He rubbed his belly as he thought about the food.

“I’ll do that. How long will you be on the island?” I pushed Zane’s hand down as it was creeping up my side. Holding it, I hoped that would keep it still for a while.

“As long as I want. I booked the place for two weeks. Some friends of mine are going to come for a few days sometime next week. Grace will be left alone while I spend some time with them. You guys should keep her entertained for me.” He eyed Zane. “Can you do that? Keep my girl entertained while I do a bit of business?”

“Absolutely. Anything for you.” Zane gave him a smile then nodded toward Grace. “You can hang with us. That’ll be fun.”

“That will be fun,” I added, smiling at Grace. My pulse had picked up speed at the news, as I I was confident that I knew who his buddies were. If I could get a date of their arrival, then I could call in the big boys to make the bust. “When are your friends coming?”

He shrugged. “Like I said, sometime next week. We don’t like to set dates and shit like that. We’re a bunch of fly by the seat of our pants kinds of guys.” He ran his hand over Grace’s cheek. “I don’t want my doll here to have to deal with my friends. Some of them are crude.”

I leaned up, resting my elbows on the table, feeling Zane’s fingers trail down my back as his lips pressed against my shoulder. “Why don’t you just blow them off if they’re not the kind of people you want around your girl?”

Charles snorted. “Not that easy cutting some people out of your life.”

I smiled. “Kind of like family.”

He laughed. “Exactly. Can’t get along with them. Can’t kill them. So what do you do?”

I lifted my glass to him. “You smile and deal with them the best you can?”

He clinked. “Exactly.”

Unsure of how far I should push him with questions, I decided to not press the visit further just now. Besides, I was beginning to worry about the recording device as I’d felt the tape tug a few times when Zane pulled me close to his side. I decided to check it.

“I’m going to visit the ladies’ room.”

I hoped Grace wasn’t one of those females who felt that no woman should ever pee alone. She apparently wasn’t because she stayed while I excused myself.

Zane smacked my ass before I could get away from the table. “Hurry back. I miss you already.”

I wasn’t sure if he was playing the part of a starry-eyed lover or if he really was one. Although I thrived on his attention, this much PDA was overboard, by a lot.

Once I got into the restroom, I made sure the wire was still in place before opening my purse to listen to the receiver. Tucking buds in my ears, I turned it on and spot-checked the track.

Heavy breathing.

Rustling clothes.

More heavy breathing.

Sexy whispers.

More sexy whispers.

Shit.

I could hear Smith talking, which was the most important part, but I was annoyed with the other sounds that seemed to take over the recording. The unprofessional sounds. I could never share this with Agent Matthews.

Disgusted with myself, I stuffed the receiver and earbuds back into my purse. This was my fault. I’d handed over control, and it had cost me.

Going back out, I found Zane waiting at the table for me alone. He stood when he saw me. “We’re going to meet them at the restaurant.”

I marched right past him. “You go eat with them. I’m too mad to eat.”

With one strong hand, he stopped me. “Hold on a minute. What the hell are you mad about?”

Looking around the bar, I knew this wasn’t the place. “Outside, come on.”

Even as I tried to take the lead to leave the bar, he wouldn’t let me. He took my hand and walked in front of me. As soon as we were out of earshot, he stopped and held me by my shoulders. “Now tell me what you’re so mad about. You have some good information. Someone he isn’t thrilled to be meeting is coming to see the man. Surely, we can get some pictures of him meeting the people. Maybe even find a way to plant a recording device on him or something like that. We have time to plan now. I can get anything we need sent to us.”

I was shaking, I was so mad. Mostly at myself. “Zane, the recording is useless. Thanks to your constant foreplay, all you can hear is your breathing, whispering, and my clothes rubbing the mic.” 

His brows went up, and he pinched the bridge of his nose. “Shit. I didn’t think about that. I’m sorry.” He took me by the shoulders again and looked me in the eyes. “But we have information anyway. Don’t let that little mishap piss you off so much you don’t go to dinner.”

How could I tell him that I was mad as hell at myself and I had to figure out what the fuck I was doing? The professional agent in me was taking a back seat to the new girlfriend I’d become. I had to take some time to redirect myself.

“Look, my stomach hurts. I don’t feel well at all. I’m going to my place to take a hot bath.” I began to walk away. 

He didn’t try to stop me. “I’m sorry, Sloane. I really am.”

“I know, Zane. I just need to be alone for a while.”

I looked over my shoulder and found him heading to the restaurant. I suppose he didn’t want to stand the other couple up. All I knew was that I needed to get on the phone with Matthews as quickly as possible and give him the information I did have.

The lost recording wasn’t the end of the world, but me losing the controlling hand was. Zane was such a powerhouse. I knew it would be next to impossible to get him to follow my lead.

I had to figure out what to do or end his involvement completely. Even if I did have to tell him he was falling for a liar. In the end, I was there to do a job, not fall in love.

As soon as I got into my bungalow, I called Agent Matthews. 

“What do you have, Anderson?”

“Some of the rabbit’s friends will be coming to play sometime next week.” I explained the full conversation and that we’d been asked to babysit his girlfriend.

 I fell back on the bed, feeling frustrated.

“You can’t get a date for us?”

“He said they don’t do dates and I doubt I’ll be given enough lead time to scramble a last minute team. If you send a few agents here early next week and have them stay for the whole week, I’m sure we could make an even bigger bust than we’d planned on.”

“You’re probably right. I’ll talk to my men and get a plan of action in place. How’s everything else going?”

“Fine,” I lied.

Everything wasn’t going fine. I’d lost control. But I wasn’t about to admit that to my boss. I’d work it all out. Even if it meant losing Zane.

“Okay. Keep your eye on the prize. It looks like you’ll be bringing home more than one bad guy, Anderson. Way to go. Way to use what you have available to you. I have to admit, you’ve surprised me. You’ve got a real gift there. With that sweet face and natural, innocent look, no one would believe you were filling them full of shit. You’re learning a lot from this mission.”

My gut twisted. “Thank you, sir. Over.” I put down the phone and hurried to the bathroom. I was going to be sick.

Sick of myself. Sick of being a paid liar. Sick of the fact I was going to hurt a man I was growing to care more and more for with each passing moment. 

What do I do now?






CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Zane

The wind picked up as I headed to the restaurant. I hurried to get inside and found Charles and Grace. Pulling my cell out, I laid it in my lap and turned on the recording app. I’d make it up to Sloane for fucking up the other recording. 

“My apologies for taking so long. Sloane’s stomach was upset. She went back to the bungalow to rest. Have you two already ordered?”

“No, we were waiting for you guys.” Charles gestured to the waiter, and he came our way. “I’ll have the lobster. She’s having the Mahi.”

The waiter turned to me. “The shrimp sounds good. Thanks.”

He turned away, leaving us alone. The room was dimly lit, only candles were used to light the small restaurant. “I haven’t been in this one. It’s very romantic.”

“Yeah, it is.” Charles wrapped his arm around Grace, nuzzling her neck. “Too bad your girl is sick.”

“Yeah.” I rubbed my chin as I tried to think of questions that would have him repeating what he said at the bar. “When did you say your friends were coming?”

His eyes narrowed as he looked at me, and I knew I’d fucked up. Suspicion clouded his usually relaxed face. “Next week.”

Still, I pressed. “You don’t know what days, exactly?”

He shook his head. “No. Is there a problem?”

I sat back, trying to act nonchalant. “Not at all. I’m just a planner by nature and was thinking of what we can do with Grace while you’re busy. No big deal. We can wing it.”

Charles looked appeased but he hadn’t fully relaxed. Grace smiled and shifted in her seat. “Do you think we could do a bit of shopping?”

“That’s a great idea. In fact, I want to buy Sloane some clothes. You have amazing taste, so maybe you could help her pick some out.”

She clapped her hands and looked excited. “Yes. I love shopping. It’s my number one hobby. And I heard there are some great shops on the other islands too. We could go island hopping and take in all Maldives has to offer. Doesn’t that sound fun?”

“It does. We’ll make that our plan then. Shopping, it is.” I sat back, happy the conversation had taken a turn for the better but also a little worried about how we’d get any evidence on Charles if we were gone all day. I pushed that thought away. We had time to figure it all out. It was Friday, there were a few days before the new week would begin.

Our food arrived. Charles rubbed his palms together as he looked at the steaming lobster on his plate. “This looks great.” 

I took the opportunity to ask another question as Charles cracked open the lobster claw and pulled out the white meat inside. “I’ve already forgotten the name of your family restaurant. Sloane seems keen on visiting and I don’t want to forget.”

He looked up from his meal, his eyes narrowed once more. “Rubio’s.”

I stabbed one of the shrimp on my plate and put it in my mouth. “Mmm.”

Grace nodded. “My fish is fantastic.”

“Everything’s good, huh?” Charles continued to eye me. 

“Perfect.” I felt a certain amount of ominous weight with his eyes on me. There was a definite shift in the vibe Charles was giving off.

Unspoken threats seemed to radiate off him.

Had I asked too many questions? Seemed too eager? I was way out of my wheelhouse after all.

Trying to lighten the mood and take his mind elsewhere, I changed the subject. “Have you all been to Texas? I’ll be visiting there next month. Heard they have amazing barbeque.”

“I can’t stand barbeque.” Charles looked grim. “Sorry. My stomach is beginning to hurt too.” He got up and pushed his chair in. “Excuse me.”

My balls tightened. “Hope it passes soon.” But I doubted he heard me because he was already walking away. Grace shrugged and tucked back into her dinner. “Thank God, my tummy feels fine. You feeling okay, Zane?”

“I’m good. Maybe it’s a little bug going around. I don’t think it’s the food.” I popped another shrimp into my mouth. The truth was, mine was beginning to bother me too. I knew it was nerves though. Just like Sloane’s nerves had gotten to her. Was that Charles’ problem too?

A nervous mafia man seemed like a dangerous thing, much the same way they said to stay away from a dog who appeared to be afraid. They tended to bite without thinking.

Would Charles bite without thinking too?

“You know what, I better go see if he’s okay. I’ll be right back, Grace.” 

She gave me a nod as I got up and left the table, tapping the pause button on the app. I went in the direction Charles had gone. Finding the bathroom, I opened the door. He wasn’t in the men’s room.

Where was he?

Looking around, I could see in the kitchen and a screen door led outside. Could he have gone outside? Only one way to find out.

The busy cooks didn’t seem to notice me as I walked through the kitchen and out the back door. Staying close to the wall, I moved slowly, listening intently.

“Hey, I might have a problem here.” It was Charles.

I froze.

“No, no, nothing like that. It’s this couple. They’re asking a lot of questions. The guy seems jittery.”

Shit.

“Of course, I haven’t told them anything.”

But he had told us something. He’d told us both something that could pose a problem for him if he found out we weren’t who we told him we were.

“The chick is almost too smooth. You know the type.”

I frowned, listening harder.

“She exhibits signs of being a government agent. I just want to be careful is all.”

A government agent?

Could Sloane be more than just helping out her friend? Was anything she said true?

“Her name is Sloane Anderson. See if you can find out who she really is. And don’t fall for the photojournalist thing. It’s probably a cover.”

I was stupefied the man knew so much about her. When had she told him all that? Or had I just not been paying attention?

“No, you know I don’t carry a gun. I hate those things.”

My knees went weak with the mention of a gun. This was getting real.

“If you find out she’s an agent, you’ll have to send someone to shut her up. Permanently. That’s outside my pay scale.”

My heart was pounding so hard, I began to worry he might hear it. He was asking for someone to come and kill the woman I was falling in love with.

Love?

Yes, I was falling. Hard. In love with a government agent. A professional liar. 

I shook my head. Was anything she said or did with me the truth?

“The guy? No, he’s an heir to some candy fortune. He’s probably nothing. If I’m right about her being an agent, I’m sure she’s using him. He’s one of those playboy guys. I’m sure she scooped him up upon arrival so she could get an in with me.”

He saw right through everything, and I saw through nothing. 

I was a fool. Blind.

My damn heart squeezed as I went through the past few days in my mind. Maybe I’d find out she didn’t care about me. Hell, she might not even like me.

But what about our heat? Our chemistry? 

As an agent, could she be trained to make men feel more for her? I bet there was a training program just for that. Fuck Men Over 101.

God, I felt stupid.

“I just sent you a picture of her and the guy, his name’s Zane Boyd. I wouldn’t fuck around and kill him, even on accident. His family has lots of money to look for his killer. We don’t need that kind of heat on us.”

There it was. I was safe only because my family was rich. But Sloane was their target. And nothing I could say to Charles would stop that. No amount of physical threats to him would work to stop what he’d started.

And it was all my fault.

No matter how much Sloane had lied to me, she didn’t deserve to die. My foolishness could cost her dearly. I couldn’t allow that to happen.

I wouldn’t allow it to happen.

Barely breathing, I listened to Charles finish the call and walk away. I needed to get to Sloane and get her to the airport. I’d put her ass on a private jet and get her as far away from the island as possible.

Would I go with her?

I shook my head to clear it. Our relationship, fake or not, wasn’t a thing I should even be thinking about. Sloane’s safety was all that mattered. I had to get her to safety. 

If what Charles Smith said was true, I wasn’t sure which agency she worked for. CIA? FBI? Did it even matter? All that mattered was her making it out of this situation alive.

I eased back into the kitchen and saw one of the men looking at me. “You can’t be in here.”

“I’m not staying.” I hurried out, feeling lightheaded. 

Grace was still eating when I sat down again. As much as I wanted to get to Sloane, I knew I didn’t need to fuck things up any worse than they were. I thought it would be best if I was sitting there if Charles came back. I didn’t need to raise his suspicions further. “How’s he doing?”

“I don’t know. I couldn’t find him. Maybe he went outside.” I couldn’t bring myself to eat another bite. “You know, maybe there is a bug going around. I don’t feel like eating either.”

“I hope that bug doesn’t get me.” She took the last bite just as Charles came back to the table.

I sat there, smiling directly into the eyes of the man who’d just ordered a hit on the woman I cared for. It was the hardest thing I ever had to do. All I wanted to do was reach across that table and choke him to death. But even that wouldn’t stop them from coming for her.

The truth was, I didn’t know what would stop them from coming for her. But I’d do everything in my power to stop it from happening. It was all my fault after all.

“You feeling better?”

“Lots.” He began to dig into the lobster again. “My appetite is back with a vengeance.”

“Good for you.” I clenched my jaw as my hands fisted in my lap. I pressed them to my stomach instead.

“Zane said his stomach is hurting now.” Grace wiped her mouth with the white linen napkin then laid it over her plate. “I hope I don’t get whatever is bothering you guys.”

She didn’t have to worry about getting a thing. She was safe. And so was I. The only two in jeopardy were the people we were with. I’d make damn sure Charles got what was coming to him. And I’d move Heaven and Earth to make sure Sloane never got hurt.

“Yeah, you’re not lookin’ so good.”

My stomach somersaulted, and I lurched to my feet. “I should go. See you guys later.”

“Bye, Zane,” came Grace’s cheery voice. “Hope you feel better.”

“Tell Sloane we hope she gets to feeling better. I hate that she’s sick.” The bastard actually sounded concerned. 

I couldn’t even look back at him, fearing I’d dive for him and kill the man with my bare hands. “I’ll let her know. Night.”

I walked out into the dark night. The winds had picked up even more, and I could hear the waves breaking on the shore. Lightning flashed in the distance, accentuating my mood. There was a storm growing inside me. A storm of emotions that would spin into a tornado the likes of which no one had ever seen. 

My woman was in danger, and it was all because of me.






CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Sloane

After a glass of wine and a soak in the tub, I wasn’t feeling any better about things. Padding across the bedroom floor, I went to get a robe out of the closet just as someone began to pound at my door.

I sighed. I had no doubt as to who was there. And I didn’t want to see him. I didn’t want to lie to his face. I just…

Just what?

The knocking came again, and I peeked out the window. Yes, it was Zane, the wind whipping his hair into a frenzy of dark curls. I pressed my forehead against the door.

“I’m not feeling well. I’m afraid our plans have to wait.”

“Let me in now. What I have to say can’t wait.”

Cocky, arrogant, take charge bastard.

“No, Zane. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow might be too late. Let me in. You’ve been found out.”

My stomach dropped. My legs threatened to give out. 

I’d been found out?

By who?

I blew out a long breath to steady myself before opening the door. Before I could react, Zane swept me up into his arms and kicked the door closed. “Baby, I’m so fucking sorry. I’ll spend the rest of my life making it up to you. I had no idea. None.”

I pushed at his chest. “Put me down and explain, please.”

He did as I asked, and I walked on shaky legs to sit on the sofa. He got on his knees in front of me and pulled out his cell. “I turned on the app. It caught the whole thing.” He played it for me.

The suspicious was clear in Charles’ voice.

“You shouldn’t have asked him the same questions, Zane.” I ran my hand over my forehead as it began to ache.

“I know. I’m so sorry.” He was visibly upset.

I listened more and heard Grace asking about shopping. Going on a shopping spree. 

Was Zane upset because he believed we wouldn’t be in the vicinity to catch Charles red-handed?

 “Are you—”

“Shh… keep listening.”

Charles excused himself and then Zane did too. 

He looked sick, a pale green color filtered into his face. I’d never seen a grimmer expression. 

As I listened to footsteps, Zane took my hands and looked into my eyes as I heard the rest of the recording.

Charles called a hit on me.

Even though he only suspected me to be an agent, he’d called the hit anyway.

I listened long enough to find out that Zane wasn’t in danger. His rich family would be too big of a hindrance if anything happened to him. But I was marked.

“I’ll keep you safe, Sloane. No one will ever get through me to get to you. And I’m getting you the fuck out of here now. Pack your things. This is all my fault. I don’t care about you lying to me. I don’t care about a thing except your safety.” He got up, pulling me up too. “We have to hurry.”

My mouth had gone dry. With my hand still shaking, I pulled open the mini-fridge and found a bottle of water. Opening it, I took a long drink.

I turned to Zane, who was staring at me. “Okay, here it is. This is the truth. I’m an FBI agent. I was sent here to watch Smith. I’m sorry for lying to you. Using you. And I’m sorry I got you into this.”

He tried to pull me into his arms, but I pushed him away. “I’m the one who’s sorry.” 

I needed to think.

“Don’t take this on yourself, Zane. I’ve made many mistakes on this mission. I shouldn’t have left you with them. I shouldn’t have lost control. I shouldn’t have…”

Fallen for you.

“I fucked it all up, Sloane. Let me take the blame that’s rightfully mine to take.” He pushed past my resistance and pulled me to his chest. “Don’t blame yourself. You were just doing your job.”

“And I did a piss poor job of it. I let you take control when I knew better than to do that. You have to let me go. I have to call my supervisor to let him know what’s happened.”

He let me go but followed me. “Tell them I can get you out of here. I can hire a private jet, whatever it takes.”

I turned on him. He didn’t get it. “I have to do what they want me to do, Zane. I don’t tell them, they tell me.” I picked up my cell to make the call that would earn me a temporary suspension and a new identity. This wasn’t good.

Zane took me by the shoulders, and if the look on his face hadn’t been so hurt, so sincere, I would have kicked him in the balls to get him out of my way. The thing was… he was sincere, the concern plastered over his expression.

“First, I want this out in the open. Sloane Anderson, I’m falling in love with you.”

I was frozen. “Zane… I…”

Did I love him? I wouldn’t tell the man even one more lie. I had to dig deep. Think about it. He made me feel more than any man ever had. If we’d met any other way, I’d have already been telling him the words right back. But we had started on lies.

I blew out a breath, my heart throbbing in my throat. “How can you say that, knowing how much I lied to you?”

“Because I understand why you did. And I also understand the truths. Your eyes, your body didn’t lie. This connection between us didn’t lie.” He took my face in his hands. “Can you ever forgive me for putting you in danger the way I have?”

I wrapped my hands around his wrists but didn’t pull his hands away. “I keep telling you, this is my fault, not yours. I don’t have to forgive you since I’ve never blamed you for it. The fact is, it comes with the job. I knew that. I knew not going by the book would be dangerous. I did it anyway.” 

My face burned as emotion crept into my eyes, my sinuses. 

“Sloane—”

“Let me finish. I did it because making you happy is all I can think about. Keeping you near me is all I want. And I think that means that I’m falling for you too.”

A tear fell and he wiped it away with his thumb. “Sweetheart, I—”

I squeezed his wrists. “Please, just let me talk. Thinking past this current situation, I have no idea what the FBI is going to do with me now. Maybe put me in hiding, maybe change my identity.” How could a heart hurt so much and still function? “God, how badly I wish things were different.”

He took my hand, kissing each fingertip. “Me too. If something crazy happens and we’re split up somehow, promise me you’ll meet me right back here in exactly one year.”

Such a romantic, foolish man.

“And what if we’re not split up? Then what?”

“Then I’m whisking you away with me to another part of the world where American mafia thugs will never find you. I’ll take care of you forever and keep you safe with me.”

He looked so sincere, in this moment.

“That sounds nice.” And it did sound nice, even though I knew how impossible it was. Did he understand that his idea meant that he’d never see his family again? Or that his family might be placed in great danger if the mafia believed they knew our location.

Better not to bring that up just yet. I had the next twenty-four hours to live through.

One day at a time.

One hour at a time.

Zane kissed me.

One minute at a time. 

When our kiss ended, I could barely breathe. “I love you, Sloane.”

“I love you, Zane.”

It didn’t feel like a lie.

I stepped away. “I need to make that call.”

With a nod, he let me go. I hated that my fingers trembled as I pressed the buttons on the secure satellite phone.

“Matthews here.”

“Sir, I’ve been found out and marked for a hit.”

“Shit. What the hell happened?”

“I made mistakes. Too many of them.”

Zane took a seat and held his head in his hands, his guilt swirling back to land on his shoulders. I wished like hell he could stop feeling that way. I was the agent. He didn’t have the training I did. How was he to know how to act?

“Are you in immediate danger, Anderson?”

“No, sir. I have a recording of Smith calling the hit. He says he doesn’t have a gun and doesn’t like getting his hands dirty. I’m sure men will be flying in to do the job.”

“Secure that recording. We can use that against Smith too. Calling a hit on a federal agent carries stiff penalties. As for you, I’ll have to confer with a few people about what we’ll do with you.”

“I understand, sir.” My head hurt as I felt the disappointment he was feeling, right through the phone.

“For now, you’re safe. How are you preparing for the storm?”

I stiffened. Hell, what else had I missed?

“Storm?”

He cursed. “There’s a tropical storm skirting around the Indian Ocean in that general area. Airports are still open, but they’re on high alert and will close if the storm turns your way. You haven’t heard?”

“No, sir. The island staff haven’t mentioned this, and I’ve not focused on the local news.”

Zane stood up and came to my side, listening in. His brows were furrowed as he pinched the bridge of his nose in aggravation. It was as if we kept getting one hit after another.

“The resort staff is probably waiting for the storm to turn too. They wouldn’t want to start evacuations too early. Wouldn’t want to hurt their Yelp rating.”

At least Matthews was joking. That was a good sign.

“I’ll contact the office and learn the details, sir.”

“And I’ll see what I can do to close the airport.”

“Sir?”

“We can’t get to you, but neither can the hit men. With the weather, we may lose the ability to communicate. You are to sit tight. When it’s possible, we’ll send in a team to bring you home safely.”

Zane scowled at me. “Tell him.”

“Sir, as soon as the weather permits, Zane Boyd has said he can charter a jet to—”

“No. No more civilian involvement. And Anderson?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You and this man, is there anything I should know?”

I couldn’t look at Zane. “No, sir.”

“Good. Falling in love isn’t part of the job, Anderson. Better you learn that now. Over.”

“Yes, sir. Over.”

Zane heard what my boss had said, and he smiled as he took the sat phone out of my hand, placing it on the table. Softly, he cupped my chin, drawing me to him. “As if we could’ve stopped that from happening.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Zane

Her blue eyes sparkled, her lips curved into a smile. “I think you’re right. We should blame fate for what we’ve found. But we have a few things in our way right now. Maybe if we turn on the television, we can see if there’s any news on this storm.” Slipping out of my arms, Sloane picked up the remote and turned on the small television.

I hadn’t turned one on the entire time I’d been in Maldives. There were so many other things to watch. The gentle waves, the birds, the clouds as they drifted across the blue sky. Then Sloane showed up, taking the rest of my attention.

She took a seat on the sofa, and I took one next to her as she channel surfed until she found something with a map on it. Some red areas dotted the map, and sure enough, they seemed to be spinning in a circular motion. “So that’s what he was talking about.” I ran my arm along the back of the sofa and watched the screen.

English words ran along the bottom of the screen as the broadcast was in Dhivehi, the language most natives of the islands spoke. North Malé Atoll had a chance of being missed altogether. Evacuation might not become necessary. 

Sloane nodded as she watched the screen. “Looks like it could miss us.” She looked at me. “Don’t you think so too?”

“Maybe. But these things can turn on a dime. We’re not in the clear yet. I better head up to the main lobby in the morning to talk to someone about what kinds of precautions they’re taking. It’s still far enough away we won’t need to act until the morning.”

Leaning against me, she turned her face to gaze up at me. “You don’t know how good it feels to have the truth out to you, Zane. It was eating at me, like a cancer. I was positive you’d never be able to trust me and want to stop seeing me.”

I kissed her forehead. “Never. It was your job. I understand.”

But there was a bit of a niggle in my brain, telling me she was an excellent liar. Could she actually be trusted?

“The thing is, for the first time, I hated that part of my job. I hated the lying, and I hated how good I was getting at it.” She rested her head on my chest, running her hand up and down my arm. “I haven’t felt like a very nice person since I met you.”

Pressing my lips to the top of her head, I ran my hand down her back. “It’s okay. I know everything now, and I’m not mad or holding anything against you. I’m going to be with you every moment to make sure you’re okay.”

She sighed heavily and looked up at me, her brows furrowed. “Really? Even now that you know I’m a trained FBI agent, you still don’t see that I’m capable of taking care of myself?”

I kissed the wrinkle on her forehead. She had a point. I was acting like a sexist pig.

“It’s a conundrum.”

She laughed. “What is?”

“You bring out the protective nature in me, but it’s not because I don’t think you’re capable. I…” I kissed the wrinkle again. “I just want to take care of you. I want to feed you, buy you nice things, make you laugh, keep you safe.”

The wrinkle smoothed out on its own as she relaxed against me again. “The funny thing is, I like the idea of all that. For the most part.”

I chuckled. “I suggest you get over it.”

Her head popped back up, the wrinkle reappearing. “Get over it?”

“Yep.”

“Really?”

“Uh-huh.”

I should have read the teasing in her eyes for the warning that it was, but when she moved around to straddle my lap, all I could see was how her robe was opening just a bit, exposing more of her luscious cleavage.

Then I was freaking paralyzed as she did something to my base of my neck. Then my face was in the cushion, my arm twisted behind my back.

This little one-hundred-and-twenty-pound woman had just taken me down in a blink.

She leaned close to my ear. “In addition to being highly trained with weapons, I know how to disable men three times stronger than me. I know exactly where to punch, hit, kick, and pinch. I can throw knives expertly and shoot a target from fifty yards.”

I tried to fight back, I really did. But I was down, and her soft chuckle proved it.

“Okay… you’ve made your point.”

She let me go and stood up, backing away. She looked pretty satisfied with herself.

As well she should.

It was embarrassing to admit that it took me a good minute to get up, but whatever she did to my neck was brutal. Plus, I was exaggerating the pain a little bit, and her self-satisfied smirk turned to concern.

“Are you okay?”

I rubbed my neck. “I’m not sure.”

She grumbled something that sounded like, “Big baby,” but she headed over to check me out.

Bingo.

She shrieked as I swept her up, pinning her to my chest, her arms clamped to her slides. Bright lights exploded as she rammed her forehead against mine, but I didn’t go down.

This was war.

She was giggling, not that annoying sound I hated, but this one held a musical quality as I ran with her to the bedroom. She was still struggling as I pinned her beneath me and yanked her robe open. She made a sound, half rage, half desperation. Then, somehow, I was on my back and she was off the bed, an evil grin on her face. A pillow was in her hand.

This was fun.

I lunged, and the pillow whacked me in the side of the head. Damn, she was strong for such a little thing. I lunched again, took another pillow to the face. I didn’t let it stop me and soon had her pressed against the wall.

“I’ve got you now.”

She grinned and reared up under me, looking for another head butt, connecting with my chin instead. My teeth slammed together, narrowly missing my tongue. She was like trying to hold onto a tornado as she twisted, trying for an uppercut now. I grabbed her wrists and slammed her arms against the wall.

“Don’t make me hurt you.”

It was the wrong thing to say.

 I felt her lift her knee but pressed harder into her, blocking the blow. My cheek pressed against hers, and god, her smell. The scent of her shampoo now mixed with the hot sweat of her efforts to combine into a wild alchemy that drove me crazy.

Her chest was heaving, her breasts pressed to my chest. I let go of her wrists and took her face in my hands, our breath heating the air between us.

I kissed her. At first, she tried to twist her head away, then she was kissing me back, nearly attacking me with her mouth. I squeezed her breast, one hand running down to cup her ass, pulling her against my rock-hard cock.

She moaned. Or maybe I did. I wasn’t sure. I didn’t care.

She fumbled with the buttons of my shirt, gave up, and ripped it apart. Buttons flew as she shoved it from my shoulders then her hands were on me, her nails raking down my chest.

Her skin was smooth, hot and damp from exertion, and she was kissing me so hard, I thought our lips might split. When she reached for my pants, I spun her around until she faced the wall.

She started to struggle again, but I captured her wrist and held it behind her back.

“Tell me you want me,” I growled as I pushed the robe off her shoulders, letting her go just long enough for it to hit the floor. Her panties were wet, and I wrapped the fabric around my hand and tore them away. She snapped her head back, catching me on the jaw. I saw stars, but it didn’t stop me. I pushed my entire body against hers, pressing her to the wall, my lips on the side of her face. “Tell me that you need me.”

She was panting. “Need. Want. You.”

It was enough.

I reached down and began to touch her. She closed her eyes and groaned. My fingers sank into her wetness, her body clamping down as I stroked deep within her, twisting my knuckles until I found the rough patch I sought.

She cried out as I stroked, my lips at her ear. “You’re mine, Sloane.” She tried to fight back but I stroked her harder, deeper. “Say it.”

“Yours.”

It was a whisper that turned into a wail as her body shook and trembled violently with her orgasm. I grinned in satisfaction and pulled her away from the wall and to the bed. I bent her over it, pinning her upper torso down with my hand.

“That’s right,” I said, fumbling with my pants. My erection sprang up like spring-loaded granite. I quickly kicked the pants aside. No way was I going to deal with my little vixen with my trousers pooled around my ankles. “Mine.”

She was sobbing now, her hands clenching the sheets, and I felt a moment of hesitation.

Had I taken our game too far? Was it no longer a game? I didn’t know.

“Sloane…?”

Her eyes popped open, and she pressed back into me. “Don’t you dare stop now, you bastard.” She words were gasped but the message was clear. Still holding her down, I touched her again. Still hot. Still wet. Her pussy lips were swollen and ready for me. “Do it,” she gasped. “Fuck me, Zane. Hard. Please.”

With a growl, I kicked her feet farther apart, then wiped some of her hot wetness onto my cock. Her pussy devoured me as I entered her in one smooth motion, my hips smacking her smooth ass cheeks.

Her gasp echoed through the room, and my heart hammered in my skull, pounding at my temples. God, she was tight. Her muscles pulsing around me like a fist. This wasn’t exactly how I imagined our first time being, but for us, it was perfect.

I began to move, watching my cock slide in and out of her. Some part of my mind screamed that I hadn’t used a condom, but the bigger part of me just didn’t care. She was mine, and if we made a baby together, it would just be one more thing for me to love.

Sloane began to sob again, and again, I couldn’t tell if it was from pain or ecstasy. The tears streaming from her eyes confused it even more.

I leaned over her, pressing my lips to her ear. “Sloane…?”

“Don’t stop.” Her voice was a whisper, and I didn’t trust it at all.

I pushed her hair from her face. Pulling out, I turned her until she was facing me. “Baby, did I hurt you? What’s wrong?”

“No.” She pulled at my arms, pulling me down onto her, wrapping her legs around my waist. “I need you inside me. Please.”

We both moaned as I connected us again. This was better. I could kiss her now, taste her tears. I could feel her breasts rock against my chest as I moved. Watch her eyes.

“I love you, Sloane,” I said against her lips.

Her eyes had never been so lovely as she said, “I love you too.”

That was it, I realized.

She hadn’t only been fighting me. She had been fighting herself. Fighting what had been happening between us.

I surged forward, my core and ass clenching and releasing with each profound stroke. My mouth found hers, our tongues tangling together.

As I made love to her now, I forgot who she was. Who I was. I forgot why we were there.

There was only our bodies connecting, the heat building, the sound of our skin slapping together in a rhythm as old as time itself.

A loud groan filled the room. It came from me. Or her. I didn’t care and it didn’t matter. All that mattered were her eyes, and the way she was looking at me as I drove her trembling body to the edge of pleasure.

“Zane…”

Her lips kept moving, but they said words I couldn’t hear. Her legs trembled, her core pulsed, and she began to come.

She dragged me over the edge with her, my body fusing to hers as my legs, my balls, my gut was seized by my own climax. Through it all, I felt her coming, heard her coming, watched her come beneath and around me. Nothing had ever been so explosive in my life.

Finally, it subsided, and I eased down on top of her, supporting some of my weight with my elbows. Our lips touched, but we didn’t kiss. Neither of us had the breath. We stayed like that as our sweat began to dry, our pulse returning to normal.

“I’m sorry.”

She laughed and wrapped me tighter to her. “For what? Giving me my most intense sexual experience of my life?”

Confession time. “I didn’t wear a condom. I was already inside you and—”

She kissed me. “It’s okay. I’m on the pill. And I get tested every six months. I’m good.”

I relaxed against her. I was OCD when it came to condoms and had never, ever had sex without one. Until now. “I test every three. And it’s been longer than that since I’ve been with someone.”

Her nose scrunched up. “Really?”

I pressed my forehead against hers, careful of my weight. “Yeah, really. I know how it appeared the day you arrived, but I was seriously getting ready to kick them out.”

She didn’t look convinced, so I just kissed her again. And again. And again.

Easing the kiss, I pressed our foreheads together again. “Sloane, I respect the shit out of you. Never doubt that for one moment. I know you can take care of yourself, but you don’t have to do it alone anymore. I’m here. I’m your man. Use me. Let me stand by your side.”

 Her fingers moved through my hair as she gazed at me. “You’re my man.” A long sigh escaped her. “Wow.”

I began to swell inside her again. “My thoughts exactly. Wow. My girl is one hot as hell woman who also happens to be a badass.”

She smiled, and her internal muscles clamped down on my hardening cock. “You think I’m a badass? You beat me.”

I flexed my hips. “Only because you didn’t want to hurt me bad.”

Her face grew serious, even as I began to move inside her again. “I don’t want you hurt.”

I kissed the tip of her nose. “I don’t want to be hurt, but I’m not leaving you. Hear me?”

She nodded and sighed as I plunged harder into her. “Can we talk about this later?”

I laughed and got to work, making love to her in earnest. “Yeah. Later.”

When we were both sated again, our bodies curled around the other, she sighed. “Your little badass is feeling pretty weak right now. I suppose the shock and disappointment of being found out have gotten to me.” She rested her head on my chest, and I could feel the weight she was carrying around.

She had a job to do, and because of me, she’d been unable to accomplish it. Even worse, she’d been found out.

A blast of wind rattled the window, a reminder that we had even more things to worry about. Sloane shivered, and I wasn’t sure if it was from a chill or thoughts about what we were facing. I pulled the blanket over us both anyway. 

She drummed her fingers on my chest, her breath warm against my skin. “Zane, I want you to know you’re the nicest man I’ve ever met.”

I laughed. “I’m pretty sure I just mauled you twice. We probably have bruises.”

She laughed too. “I think I might have a concussion. You have a really hard head.”

I kissed her hair. “How about you stop ramming your head into it? Can we agree to that?”

She snuggled closer. “Maybe. I kind of liked you going all alpha on me.” My cock jerked against her stomach, and her eyes snapped open. “No. Not again. I need to be able to walk.”

I grinned. “I haven’t had your ass yet.”

She poked me in the ribs. “And you never will.”

“Never say never.”

She snorted and settled down against me again. I thought she was falling asleep when she looked up at me. “Zane?”

“Yeah?”

 “What if they have to put me into hiding?”

“Then I guess I’ll be making love to you in some cave.” She laughed, softer this time, still worried. I kissed her forehead. “Let’s don’t think about that right now. We’ll worry about things as they happen.”

I was a little worried about her being taken into hiding too. I had no idea how that would work for us. My hope was that the other agents would arrive, capture the assassins, and Sloane would be free to live her life as usual. 

Her usual life was more than a bit unusual though. When I thought about our future before, it involved living with a photographer. Maybe even forming a private investigating company together. Now I was looking at a relationship with a woman who’d have to go on dangerous missions and do God only knew what for her job.

It wasn’t a thing that was settling well with me. Would this threat against Sloane’s life make her want to end her career as an agent?

I could only hope it would. I knew enough about people to know a person would have to have strong convictions to work for the FBI. It would have to be a passion of sorts. No one put their lives in danger without having a passion for something bigger than themselves.

As her breathing grew slow and steady, I stared at the ceiling.

Could I live with Sloane if she stayed in her current job?

Or would it eventually end us?






CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Sloane

As if I could feel a change in the atmosphere, I woke with a start. I heard no wind. I saw no white-capped waves as I sat up and looked outside. 

Maybe the storm would pass us.

Zane was still asleep in the early morning light. A shadow of whiskers had shaded his face during the night. Unruly dark waves crested his head. With his massive chest uncovered, I ran my hand over the tattoo on his chest.

Doves.

A stark contrast to the warrior on his arm. But they also complemented the other. To me, the message was simple: Fight if needed, but live in peace otherwise.

It made sense. And it was how I thought he lived his life. Such a different man than I first thought him to be. He had stepped up, ready to fight my battles for me.

I sighed and pressed my lips to his skin. 

The truth was, although I was capable of fighting my own battles, having Zane at my side was nice. The only thing I worried about with us was my job. The more I thought about it, the more I felt like Zane wouldn’t be able to handle me going into dangerous situations. Not without him anyway.

I loved my job. I loved all of it. The research, the hunt, the fight, the chase, but especially the capture. Would I put something I’d worked so hard for behind me for a man?

Sleepy eyes opened and looked at me. “Hey.”

I smiled at him, my heart squeezing in my chest. “Hey.”

His hand moved to take my arm in a loose grip. “Good morning.”

I ran my hand over his cheek, the whiskers like sandpaper against my hand. “Good morning to you and your morning stubble.” I pressed my lips to his cheek and marveled at the way it felt.

His foot ran up my leg. “Seems you have some stubble yourself. I love it too.”

I laughed. “Seems we need a shower and a shave, doesn’t it?”

He snuggled me down into the crook of his arm. “Hear that?”

I listened. “You mean the sound of no wind?”

“I mean the sound of no birds.” He sat up and rubbed his eyes. “I need to get up to the main resort and find out what’s happening with that storm. Things are a little too quiet.” He hopped out of bed, then pulled me behind him, making me squeal. “But first we shower.”

After a nice hot shower together, which Zane kept surprisingly chaste, we were heading out to check on the weather. “Shhh…”

Zane stopped. “Shhh what?”

I pointed through the trees. It was Charles and Grace. They were walking behind a man who was carrying their luggage. 

“Where are they going?” I wondered out loud. Zane growled, his gaze narrowing on the man. I elbowed him in the ribs. “You have to act nice, remember? We know nothing. We have to pretend we’re unaware of what he’s done.”

He growled again but nodded in agreement. “I know. Believe me, I know. But you have no idea how much I hate that man. I could rip his head right off.”

I was sure he could too. With a shiver, I remembered how easily he’d held me down. “Let’s get to the main office and see what we can find out.”

 With one last growl in Charles’ direction, he followed the path to the office. Once inside the main lobby, tension filled the room. For a tropical island, the staff were moving faster than usual.

 “Hello. Mr. Zane and Miss Sloane. We were just about to send messages out to you.”

“About the tropical storm?”

“Yes.”

Zane gestured to the organized chaos. “What’s the latest news, Marcus? Are we a direct hit?”

“Oh, no, no, no.” Marcus looked relieved. “Not directly. But the outer edge will pass over us. That means a storm surge, lots of rain, high winds. That sort of thing. No problem.”

It wasn’t much of a relief to me. It still sounded pretty bad. “So, what do we need to do?”

“We’ll move you into the main resort. The rooms are small, not like what you have out there. But you’ll be perfectly safe in them.” He looked down at our joined hands and smiled. “Will you need two rooms or just one?”

Zane was quick to respond. “One. We’ll go back and pack our things so they can be brought up.” He placed a roll of cash in the man’s hand. “See that we don’t have to wait in these lines. And make sure our room is well stocked.”

Marcus’ grin was huge. “Not a problem, Mr. Zane. All the rooms are being stocked as we speak. I will be sure yours has more of the creature comforts you like. Wines, cheeses, fruits, and Scotch will be added to your room. Once the alarm sounds, then no one can leave their rooms. We have to do that to make sure no looting occurs. Once the storm is over, another alarm will sound, and then you can come out of your rooms. I’ll send a man to get your things in thirty minutes. You come find me, and I’ll take you to your room, personally.”

“Are there any books?” Books were my creature comfort.

Marcus’ eyebrows raised nearly to his hairline. “Pardon?”

“Books. I love to read, and if we’re cooped up in our room for a day or two, I’d love to—”

Zane’s arm came around me. “Baby, I won’t let you get bored.”

I felt the blush creep from my neck and paint its way over my face. Marcus just laughed. “I will see, Miss Sloane.”

Once he was gone, I elbowed Zane in the ribs. He oomphed out a breath. “You really have got to stop hitting me.”

I batted my eyelashes at him. “Foreplay.”

He laughed and spread his arms wide. “Then consider me your punching bag.”

“Come on, Rocky. I’ll check in with Matthews to let him know what’s happening. Then pack my things and we’ll come back here together.”

“I’m not leaving you alone.” The stern look he shot my way only served to piss me off.

I stopped walking and waited for him to face me. “Look, we have very little time and tons to get done. We need to pack everything, be prepared for anything.” When Zane’s nostrils flared, I threw up my hands. “For heaven’s sake. I’ll be next door. I’ll screech and scream your name if I need you and you can come running over to save me if needed.”

His mouth quirked. “Screech?”

How can I ever stay mad at him?

I just rolled my eyes and linked my fingers through his, but he still seemed to hesitate as we got to my door. I stood by with my arms crossed over my chest while he went in and inspected each room, even going so far as to look under the bed.

“Satisfied?” I asked once he was finished.

He yanked me against his chest and grabbed my ass in both hands, pressing me to him. “Ask me that later?”

No. I’ll never be able to stay mad at him.

“Okay, Tarzan. Get to work.”

He kissed me, then rubbed his nose against mine. “I’m sorry for being overprotective.”

I rubbed my nose against his. “Thank you for apologizing. It takes a big man to admit when he’s being an ass.”

He gave my ass a nice hard smack. “Screech if you need me.”

I watched him walk out, feeling all ooey gooey inside, but the moment I unlocked the safe and pulled out the satellite phone, I got serious again.

Pulling out my suitcase, I started packing as the call connected.

“Matthews here.”

“We’ve been asked to move into the main resort until the storm passes, sir.”

“We?”

“Zane Boyd and myself, sir.” I chewed on my lower lip, waiting for his reaction.

It was better than I expected. “That’s good. It promotes your cover. What is the status on the rabbit?”

“He’s already moved, sir.”

“Good. They’re closing the airport, but I have men on standby to fly in once they reopen, with emergency landing priority. We’re currently checking backgrounds on everyone who flew into the island over the past eighteen hours. So far, we have no suspects, but that could change.”

“What happens then, sir?”

“We’re still working on that strategy. There are many moving parts that need to be nailed down.”

“I understand. Use me however you need, sir.”

“I’m hoping that won’t be necessary but prepare to be bait if we need to draw either the assassin or the rabbit out.”

My heart thumped. This was what I’d been both looking forward to and dreading. “Yes, sir. I’m on standby and will be eyes and ears on the ground.”

“Keep eyes on your six. I’ll be back in touch a-sap. Over.”

The line disconnected, and I tossed the phone on the bed, going through all the possible options as I hurriedly packed.

One, depending on the strength of the storm, I could lose communication with Matthews. Two, the assassin could have beaten the storm and already be on the island, but I doubted he would attempt to target me in a resort full of people. Three, I’d need to gain contact with backup once they arrived. Four, if I wasn’t forced to engage before backup arrived, I’d need to mentally prepare myself as bait.

As Agent Matthews said, there were many moving parts, so it was impossible to create a true action plan. I needed to get to that room and stay put.

With Zane.

My stomach twisted as I thought about being so secluded with him. All the ways we could pass the time.

Just as we were experiencing the calm before the storm on the island, I knew the storm itself would be my calm before the shit storm that followed. I just hoped I lived long enough to see clear skies — literally and figuratively — again.

 Packed in record time, I carried my bags to the front door, tucking my laptop and sat phone in another bag I’d carry with me. Avoiding all windows, I stood to the side, wishing I could walk out on the back deck one last time.

Looking up at the bright blue gorgeous sky, it was odd not to see any birds. Nature knew something was heading our way; it let the animals know to stay clear.

Turning, I took in the little place I’d come to adore. Everything was so nice and neat. Perfectly placed to make the best use of the small space. It was hard to leave. I wanted to scoop the bungalow up and carry it to higher ground to make sure it was safe too.

Leaning against the wall, I offered up a prayer for this building and all buildings to weather the storm, along with all the people and animals on the island.

“I’ll be back,” I murmured to the quiet space, but I knew that might not be true. “If I can’t, I loved every minute inside this slice of Heaven.”

It was another reason I loved my job. One never knew where it would take you.

A tear ran down my cheek, and I wiped it away as I saw Zane walking across his deck and toward mine. He looked immediately concerned when he saw me. “You okay?”

“Yeah. You’re making me a big ol’ softie.”

“How’s that?”

“Because I’m finding it hard to leave this place. It’s special to me.”

He nodded. “Me too.”

We both sighed heavily. It was time to go.

Bam!

Adrenaline shot through my system as I dove for Zane, taking him down onto the floor.

Bam! Bam!

“It’s okay, Sloane,” Zane said from underneath me. “It’s a nail gun. Workers started putting up plywood on the windows.”

I sagged in relief and sat up, pushing my hair from my face. My red-hot face. “Sorry. Better safe than dead.”

Standing, I held out a hand and helped pull him to his feet. “I’m supposed to be the protector,” he muttered.

For some reason, his pouty face was funny, and I started to laugh. The more his bottom lip stuck out, the harder I laughed. “I’m sorry,” I said finally, wiping tears from my eyes. “I promise you can protect me next time.”

He bared his teeth at me. “Yeah. It might even be a jackhammer next time.”

That got me laughing again, and I didn’t quit until he shut me up with his mouth.

The kiss started off as a makeshift gag, but it soon turned into one of passion. Then I was against the wall and my shorts were being pushed down my legs.

He fucked me hard and quick, his face intense as he pounded into me so hard my teeth chattered together. I clung to him, taking it, wanting it. Thrilled by his desperation for me.

Life.

I’d spend twenty-four years alive on this earth, but I now knew what it was to truly be living.

“Sloane…” He roared my name into my mouth, his hands around my throat as he pulsed and emptied into me, his throbbing cock forcing me to come too.

It took longer for my heart to calm than it did for our brutal joining to complete, but I was smiling and satisfied as he pressed his forehead to mine.

“We need to go,” I whispered as footsteps clumped on the deck.

Zane let me out of his sight long enough to tidy up in the bathroom. I washed up and stared at myself in the mirror for a long moment.

Bam!

I didn’t flinch this time. I was ready to face what needed facing.

With Zane by my side.






CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Zane

One large window overlooked the lagoon where our bungalows stood, the water still calm. From the fifth floor, we could see the water was rising, moving closer inland. Sloane sighed and closed the curtain. “I’ll never go back there. As soon as this storm is over, they’ll come to take me away.”

I pulled her tighter against me. “We should make a plan. We need to figure things all the way out. Not just wait to see what happens.”

The room was luxurious, but I liked the rustic feel of the bungalows better. In the middle of the room, a king-sized four-poster bed took up most of the space. Green palm-tree-imprinted material covered the bed, the windows, even the shower.

A small flat-screen television hung on the wall in front of the bed while a long dresser took up the space underneath it. Next to that sat a mini-fridge, packed to the max with drinks. Another one had fruits and cheeses in it. There were two baskets filled with packages of nuts of every kind, assorted cookies, and crackers filled with different stuffing. We wouldn’t starve, but there’d be no fine dining. At least there was plenty of wine and a nice bottle of Scotch.

I poured us each a glass of a wine, hoping it would be just the thing to settle Sloane.

She wasn’t quite herself. She seemed oddly uncertain. Wary of what was going to happen. 

I wasn’t a planner, never had been, but I felt like if we had a plan of action, then both of us would feel better. Two chairs were on either side of a tiny round table. The whole setup looked uncomfortable to me, so I opted for the bed.

Kicking off my shoes, I nodded toward the expansive space. “Come, let’s get comfortable while we sip wine and plan out our future.”

Sloane pulled her sandals off and joined me on a mattress that wasn’t nearly as soft as the one we left behind. Lying on her side, she took the glass I offered her. The red of the dark wine stained her lips as she took a sip. “This is nice.” 

I propped myself up on a couple of the pillows and sat back, tasting the wine. “It is good. Now to talk about the future.”

“We can plan all you want, Zane, but you have to know that, in the end, the planning will be done for me. I’ll follow orders. You’ll follow orders. It’s how this job goes.”

“Then quit. You don’t need this shit. I can take care of you.” The words left my mouth before my brain could shut me up. But they were out there, so I left them right where they were.

She took another long sip. “I’m not about to quit. I put too much of myself into this job. I love it.” She met my gaze straight on. “Is that going to be a deal breaker for you? If it is, I’d like to know now.”

And there it was. Sloane wasn’t going to quit. Not for me, anyway. She was a strong woman, with firm commitments to her career, a thing that was respectable.

Which meant I’d have to get over my qualms about her being in danger.

Could I do that?

I couldn’t force her to let me take care of her. I had to let her do what she wanted. No matter how unsafe it was.

“Okay, so you’ll be staying on with the FBI. Where do I stand in all that?”

“Anywhere you want.”

As easy as it was for her to say that, it wasn’t exactly easy for me to understand. “So, am I to stay in Queens or—”

“I don’t live in Queens. My parents do. I have a one-bedroom apartment in Washington, D.C. I also spend time in Virginia at Quantico as often as they let me. When I’m there, I tend to stay in the dorms.”

“You sound kind of busy.” It was all beginning to settle. She wouldn’t have time for me.

She took another long sip. “I am. I have little time off. My life is always a bit hectic. And I can be called into action at any time. I know it’s daunting to think about life with me.” She licked her lips. “I understand that, and I won’t blame you if you want to call it off once this is over, which will be very soon.”

Sloane was hard. I’d never done hard before. I’d never put this much of myself into another person. But I wasn’t afraid of trying.

Taking the drink out of her hand, I set it down and pushed her shoulders onto the bed, hovering over her. “You know… this entire conversation is a buzzkill. We could spend the next day or two talking about all kinds of serious shit, or we could spend it having fun and making love.” I kissed her. “And then, once all this is over, I’m going to show you why you’ll want to work every bit as hard as I will to make sure we stay together. I hope you’re ready for me.”

The blue of her eyes went dark. “Zane, I think I’ve been ready for you my entire life.”

My fingers grazed a path up her inner thigh, moving under the hem of her shorts. With the flat of my palm, I pressed it against her warm mound. “I’m going to show you who owns this.”

But instead of pulling her shorts off and fucking her again, I rolled onto my back, linking my hands under my head.

She cocked her head. “Um… what are you doing?”

“Do you know the movie True Lies?”

She blinked at me. “Yes. The spy movie with Arnold Schwarzenegger and Jamie Lee Curtis that was released about a year or so after I was born.”

Ouch.

I ignored her smirk. “Yeah, it’s one of my all-time favorites.”

She pulled an Arnold accent. “It’s not a tuuumah.”

“Wrong movie. Anyway, there’s this scene that—”

She rolled her eyes and tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “Let me guess. It’s the scene where Jamie pole dances on the bed.” She snorted. “Typical.”

“Hey now, typical or not, that scene is classic.”

“Yeah, it stars in every boy’s wet dream.” She picked up her wine. “And what exactly does that have to do with you…” she slapped a hand on her crotch, “owning this?”

I laughed. God, she was freaking adorable.

I waved my hand. “Don’t change the subject.”

She raised a pale brow. “And what exactly is the subject?”

I sucked at French in high school, but I had the accent pretty much down pat. “Dance for me. Dance sexy.”

She batted her lashes at me. “Let my hands be my lover’s hands?”

I clapped. “Exactly.”

“No.”

I stared at her in disbelief. “No?”

She took a sip of her drink. “Exactly.”

I wasn’t ashamed to beg. “Please.”

She laughed. “No. Talking about a buzzkill. Your buzz will forever be killed if you witness my attempt at dancing.”

I linked my hands behind my head again. “I think I should be the judge of that.”

“You know. I don’t have to strip for you.” She batted those long lashes again. “I’m a sure thing.”

“Strip.”

She looked around. “There’s no music.”

I pulled my phone for my pocket and tapped a few times, grinning as “Alone In The Dark” by John Hiatt & The Goners began to play.

“Seriously?” She looked at me, incredulous. “You are a True Lies fan.”

“Strip.”

She looked around again, searching for an excuse. “But I’ll ruin it for you. Don’t you want Jamie to live forever in your mind for this?”

“Strip.”

She pouted and gulped the rest of her wine. Then she took mine from the nightstand and gulped it. “What do I get if I do?”

I dropped a hand to my crotch, gave my cock a good shake.

She laughed. “Like I’m not going to get that anyway.” Her eyes widened. “I know. If I strip for you, you’ll…” she tapped her lips in thought, “let me tie you up.”

I grinned. I was down with that.

She grinned too. “Ever had a vibrator up your ass?”

I jerked upright, my butt cheeks squeezed to the max. “No!”

“I’ve heard some guys like it that way? I’m sure I brought mine with me.”

I was off the bed. “No!”

She laughed. A full belly laugh that caused tears to squirt from her eyes. My sphincter relaxed, and I sank back down on the bed, eyeing her closely. 

“Come on, Zane…” She unfastened the top button of her blouse, swaying to the music. “Don’t you think it’s a fair trade?” The second button was next. “I’ll be gentle.”

All thoughts of vibrators and asses fled my mind as she slid one side of the blouse off one shoulder. 

 “Slower.”

Pulling her lip between her teeth, she went slower, her eyes on me as she swayed like a cobra, entrancing me with her movements. The blouse slid off the other shoulder, then fell slowly to the floor.

My cock pulsed. “Take the bra off first.”

Her eyes still locked on mine, she reached back and unhooked it, letting it drop just enough to show the top curve of her breast. I groaned, and she let the bra fall away, only to raise and squeeze her breasts with her hands.

Unzipping my shorts, I took my cock in my hand and stroked down the length. She smiled and moved to the bedpost at the foot of the bed. Pulling a Jamie, she licked it, and I nearly came in my hand.

This woman was going to end me.

The music shifted to “Earned It” by The Weekend, and Sloane’s nostrils flared, her hands sliding over her body as I masturbated to her. The shorts slid down her legs, leaving her naked except for the white lace panties covering only part of her ass.

She was wet. Part from where I’d fucked her earlier, and part from her excitement now.

“Touch yourself.”

Her chest heaved as she squeezed her breasts, then one hand trailed down her stomach to cover her center. She cried out as she touched her clit through the wet material.

“Take off your panties.”

Slowly, she did as I said, and her hand went back to her center, one finger moving through her folds. God, she was sexy. My cock was like steel in my hand. I wanted to stop this game. I wanted to drive into her. But I also didn’t want this to end.

Sloane’s thighs shook as she circled her clit, her gaze dropping to my hand. She licked her lips, and it was my greatest desire to slide my cock between them, but I held back, wanting to watch the beautiful goddess in front of me explode.

My balls clenched with need, but I gripped the base hard to stop from coming too soon. This was too good, too quietly intimate. I was a voyeur and a participant. And so was she.

“God, Zane.” The words were light and barely audible in the still air, whispered just as a rumble of thunder disrupted the quiet outside.

I stroked harder too, my hand moving in time with hers. I was certain the expression on my face was just as urgent. The need just as great. As was the sense of raw intimacy I felt having sex with a woman I wasn’t touching.

Sloane exploded first, her legs trembling, her face a picture of beautiful agony. She fell forward on the bed, and I pulled her to me, up me, replacing my hand with her body.

She screamed as I impaled her down on me, her fingers digging into my shoulders, her breath harsh pants in my face.

“Use me, Sloane,” I said as she began to grind down onto me, taking what I had to give. “That’s right. Make yourself feel good. Ride me, grind me. It doesn’t matter.”

What I said was the truth. I’d take Sloane Anderson any way she’d let me.

The storm outside began in earnest, almost in competition to the storm occurring in our room.

She moved up and down, her walls stretching to accommodate me, sheathing me with warmth. I could feel every little movement she made. 

When she arched her hips, she became even tighter. When she moved her legs, I felt the difference too. Slight changes in the way she held her body affected the way she felt inside.

I’d never cared enough to take the time to notice all the details of lovemaking.

As she came, and I followed, I noticed everything, then seared it into my mind so I’d never forget. A huge blast of lightning lit up the room just as the lights went out. We’d most likely be left in darkness for the rest of the storm.

For some reason, that didn’t bother me one bit.






CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Sloane

“We’ve lost electricity.” 

Zane was still inside me, our bodies curled together, his dick pulsing. “Is that it? I thought that last climax caused me to go blind.”

I laughed and snuggled into his warmth. I didn’t want to say anything to disrupt our postcoital bliss, but the loss of power caused me to worry. “Marcus said the water will still work, didn’t he?”

He held me even tighter. “He did. It won’t be heated, but it will be wet. If you need to shower, I’d do it now while any heat in it lasts.”

I absolutely needed a shower. “I think I’ll do that.” Grabbing one of the battery-operated candles, I slid off Zane and padded into the bathroom. 

“Bring a wet washcloth back for me, would you?”

I looked at the man still laid out on the bed, hands under his head, looking handsome as hell. “Sure, I’ll come back and clean you all up.”

“I can’t wait.” His smile went from one ear to the other.

Going to the bathroom, the candle’s glow filled the small room with a yellow hue that made shadows dance in every corner. Alone, I could hear the storm screaming on the other side of the wall, and for the first time, fear curdled in my stomach.

Not fear, exactly. Just worry. Concern.

For the briefest of moments, nagging doubt filled my mind.

Would I make it out of this alive?

I thought of all the people who’d lived through a real hurricane, and how horrifying that experience must’ve been, and told myself to not get overly dramatic. But I knew it wasn’t the storm outside I feared.

Jumping into the shower, I washed quickly, being gentle between my legs. I was getting sore. I toweled off and pulled on the complimentary robe, then brushed my teeth as I relived every beautiful moment with Zane.

Not forgetting his washcloth, I wet one for him, using the last of the warm water. His eyes were closed when I padded back to the bed. He stirred, smiling at me as I washed him off, enjoying the simple, caring task.

Looking at his body, I felt a sense of ownership I’d never felt with any other man. He belonged to me, and I wanted to take care of him the same way he wanted to take care of me. Doing something so simple helped me understand him a bit more.

My gaze ran up his body then to his face, his eyes closed again. He was so handsome it made tears spring up in my eyes. Everything about the man was gorgeous to me. Could he really be mine?

It almost seemed too good to be true. 

Leaving him, I went to peek out the window and shuddered as the rain and wind tore at the beautiful island. Tightening the belt of my robe, I let the curtain fall closed and went in search of something to eat, settling on a fresh glass of wine and some cubes of cheese, crackers, and fruit then went back to the window and faced my fear of the storm.

When I was young, I was deathly afraid of spiders. All of them, even the harmless ones. I’d run, screaming like my tail was on fire the moment one appeared. After years of my overly dramatic behavior, my father decided I needed to face my fears. 

He picked up a daddy longlegs one afternoon and told me to come to him. He promised it wouldn’t bite me. I didn’t care. I was scared, and I wasn’t about to come close to him and the thing he held in the palm of his hand. 

After much coaxing, he got me to come to him and placed that spider in my hand. I nearly jumped out of my skin at first, but then I felt how the legs tickled my palm and saw how it was kind of like a work of art. Long, multi-jointed legs and a small round body at the apex. And Daddy was right. It didn’t hurt me. It didn’t do anything to me. 

Dad showed me pictures of the spiders that were harmless and the ones that were not. I began to find them beautiful, and the fear faded after a while. Not so much that I ever wanted one as a pet but enough that I didn’t embarrass myself if one crept into sight.

Maybe I could find the beauty in the fierce storm too.

The wind whipped the rain in all kinds of directions, even straight up as it moved up the building at times. The lightning looked like long fingers as it branched out both across the sky and down to the ground. 

“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

I turned to find Zane up on an elbow. My lips curved into a smile at just the sight of him. “I think so.”

“Kind of scary too, huh?”

I nodded then sipped the wine. Taking the platter of food, I went to him, placing it on the bed between us. Picking up the bottle of wine, I filled his glass. He sat up, facing me. Running his hands under the robe, he pushed it apart, making the belt come untied. He pulled the belt all the way out of the loops. “Uh, oh, did I accidently get dressed?”

“It appears so.” But he left the robe where it was after strategically opening it enough to see a nipple. Yeah, he was sexy as all hell, but he was still a man.

“Are you okay?” I asked him.

He smiled and linked his fingers through mine. “Very. It just amazes me how beautiful you are. No makeup. Wet hair. You seem to just glow with perfection. It’s hard for me to remember a time I haven’t loved you. It’s as if you’ve always been there, lingering just beneath the surface.”

We took turns feeding each other grapes then drinking the wine we’d forgotten about earlier. And it may as well have been the first time for me. With Zane, things felt different. I didn’t know exactly what to call our type of sex. Making love seemed too sweet, fucking seemed too harsh. Somehow, we managed to mix it all up and make it our own.

It was only six in the evening, but the sun had been completely obliterated by the dark storm clouds, making it dark as night. Back before technology came along, one would think the apocalypse was upon us. We were lucky, we knew the storm would end. Only I didn’t want it to end.

I wanted us to stay right where we were, safe from the world and all that was trying to destroy us. Like a kid who never wanted to grow up, I never wanted the fantasy I’d found with Zane to end.

In our little room, we could play with each other, live out all kinds of sexual fantasies, and pretend we were the only two people in the world. In a twist of nature, it was the storm outside keeping us safe from harm.

Zane grew quiet again, and I grew concerned. “What’s wrong?” I asked him, stroking his face with my finger.

“I’ve just been trying to think about how to make all this work between us. I mean, you already have your career going and you love your job. I never cared for anything that much. But I like the whole idea of being an agent.” He glanced up at me, as if measuring my reaction. “Maybe working with you.”

I smiled. “Really?”

He looked surprised that I hadn’t laughed at him, so he went on. “How does one become an FBI agent?”

I watched the wine swirl in my glass. “Well, it all starts with a college degree, at least a Bachelor’s, but it’s better if you have even higher degrees than that. I had a Bachelor’s in Criminology when I began the application process. While I was in school, I also did my internship at the local police station. I was just a dispatcher, but I learned a lot.”

“You knew you wanted a career with the FBI for a long time, didn’t you?”

I nodded, smiling at the memory. “My father’s hometown was Fort Worth, Texas. His father was the sheriff there. I have all sorts of pictures with them both when they were in the Mounted Posse. I didn’t get to know my granddad until I was twelve. That was the first time Dad took us back to the place he grew up. I never got to see my grandfather in action, he was retired by then. But he had lots of stories, and my father had some good ones too from when he was a deputy.”

“Is your father still in law enforcement?”

“No. My mother is from Queens, but she and her family were on vacation, traveling across the country to take in some of the big cities. Fort Worth was one of their stops. They fell in love the weekend she spent there. They did the long-distance thing for a while, writing letters before he finally moved to New York. She begged him not to be in law enforcement. She thought it was too dangerous.”

He chuckled. “How’d she take you getting into the FBI then?” 

That wasn’t a memory I wanted to recall — ever.

“Badly, of course, but I couldn’t let Mom's fear detour my dream. I made the best grades I could in school and applied to the University of Texas, a college where many applicants of the FBI attend. That’s what my grandfather had told me to do. He’s the one who got me on the path I needed to be on.”

He pushed my hair back from my face, looking at me with genuine admiration. “You’re amazing, Sloane Anderson. Being a woman, I bet you came up against a lot of asshole men who thought you should do something else with your life.”

Another bad memory. “Once I got into the academy, it wasn’t just the men who tried to break me, the women did too. I was small compared to some of those amazons, so I worked harder, got in the best shape possible. And learned all I could so I wouldn’t get stuck at a desk once I finished the academy.”

He ran his fingers over my abs. “Yeah, you have proof to just how hard you have worked.”

I couldn’t help but be proud. I’d worked my ass off trying to be fit. “It’s been worth it. I’m still officially a rookie, so landing this assignment was a big deal.”

A big deal I can’t screw up.

He squeezed my fingers. “I know it takes a certain kind of person to make a good agent. I don’t want you to think I’m being a dick when I ask you this.”

I was curious. “Ask me what?”

Trailing a finger up the middle of my stomach, his hand came to rest on my breast. “I happen to have a Master’s Degree in Law. I didn’t go past that. I never even tried to pass the bar exam. I lost interest. Would that kind of degree be helpful in getting through the application process?”

I didn’t mean to look so stunned, but I couldn’t get the stunned look to disappear from my face. Him? This playboy had a Master’s in law? “You think you’d like to become an agent?” He looked embarrassed and I forced myself to stop gaping at him. “Zane, look at me. Are you serious?”

He lifted a shoulder. “I loved helping you. I know I fucked everything up, but I loved doing it up until that point. With some training, I think I might be good at it. I’ve never wanted anything before. The law degree was something my parents thought I should get since I had no interest in anything else. Believe it or not, I’m smart. I can usually do anything I set my mind to. I’ve just never set my mind on anything. Until you came along. Now it seems I’ve got my mind set on you.”

They said to never judge a book by its cover, and no cliché could ever be more true than with the man in front of me. I traced his tattoo, thinking how truly special he was. “You do seem to be genuinely interested. I don’t see why you couldn’t apply. You’ll need a few years of work experience too.”

“Would interning in a law office suffice?”

I laughed. The surprises kept stacking up. “Have you got that under your belt too, Zane Boyd?”

“I do. I spent three years interning as an assistant in a New York law firm. Even though I didn’t want to be a lawyer, I loved the puzzle and challenge of law. Seeking out the truth, stuff like that.”

I leaned over and kissed him. “You are full of surprises, Mr. Playboy. Do you have more I should know?”

“Nope. That’s everything. Well, maybe not. In my search to find myself, I’ve tinkered with all kinds of things.”

“Like what?”

“Well, I’m a certified deep-sea diver, and I can weld underwater too.”

I shook my head, mesmerized by him. “You’re kidding.”

“Nope. Sounded interesting at the time.”

“Shit, Zane all those things are great. When you add in the fact you have a license to carry a concealed weapon, you just might pull this off. But what will your parents think about all this?”

He tucked some hair behind my ear, his eyes growing soft as he looked at me. “They’re going to be so fucking over the moon that I have a woman I love and a career, they’ll probably have a party.”

The thought of meeting Zane’s parents shook me to the core. The weather seemed to agree with me because the wind rattled the window.

“Listen to that wind, Zane. It sounds insane.”

He kissed my temple then my lips. “Yeah, it does.” He pushed me back onto the bed and stroked my nipple with his tongue. “But don’t worry, I’m happy to distract you.”

And distract me, he did.






CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Zane

The storm raged on throughout the night, but it didn’t bother us. All that sex had exhausted us. I woke feeling refreshed. The curtain had been left open, and even though it was still dark and rainy, the sun was up there, behind the dark clouds, lending us some light.

I got up and went to the window, leaving Sloane in bed sleeping. It was still raining, but the winds had let up. It looked like we had survived the worst of it. There was some flooding from what I could tell from this distance, but things could have been much worse.

Climbing back under the blanket, I wrapped my arms around Sloane, nuzzling the back of her head as she slept on her side. She stirred, and I pressed my lips to her neck, then shushed her back to sleep. No reason to wake her up yet.

Holding her quickly calmed me down. It felt like nothing bad could possibly happen to us as long as we were together. I couldn’t see myself ever letting her go. I wouldn’t rush things, but I wouldn’t let things get stale between us either. For the first time in my life, I had something to work on. A relationship.

I’d buy us a home in Washington, D.C. when we went back to America. Should I surprise her with one, or should she and I pick out a home together?

She moved a little, stretching her arm out from under the blanket and yawned. “What time is it?”

Picking up my cell, I checked the clock. “Nine. It’s still raining, but the wind is better. A little flooding but it’s not too bad.”

She rolled out of the bed. Fists rubbed sleepy eyes as she padded over to the window. “That looks like more than a little flooding if you ask me.”

“I’m sure the water will recede once the rain completely stops.” I stayed calm, cool, and collected for her as I joined her at the window.

“How long will that take?” She ran her arms around me, hugging me as she continued to look outside. “How long will we be trapped like this?”

Taking her by the chin, I ran the pad of my thumb over her cheek. “I could stay trapped with you like this forever. Haven’t I made the storm fun for you, baby?”

Her eyes glistened with the memories of all we’d done. “You have, but don’t you find it incredibly frustrating that we have no news telling us what’s going on?” She snorted. “Looters my ass. They just don’t want everyone asking twenty questions.”

“You’re cold. Let’s get back under the covers.” I ushered her back to bed, and we crawled into its warm embrace. 

I could see her mind needed to be taken elsewhere. With a brush of my lips over her cheek, I tried to move my body over hers to get down to something that just might help her. But she wasn’t having it. She was in full-on Sloane mode.

I groaned. “Come on. Let’s take advantage of being cooped up. Besides, this will take your mind off things.”

“Maybe our minds need to be on things. Maybe we need to be thinking of a plan to survive, Zane. Damn.” She wiggled out from underneath me and got off the bed, taking a candle into the bathroom. “I’m going to get cleaned up and dressed.”

I propped my head up on my hand and grinned. She was so cute when she was getting frantic. “And then what will you do?”

“I don’t know yet. But something. We have to do something. Having sex won’t save us from Smith and his cohorts, and now that the storm is almost over, they’ll be coming.” She closed the door, and I laid back down, knowing there wasn’t a damn thing we could do but wait.

I heard the shower come on and couldn’t believe the woman was going to take a cold shower when she was already shivering. I got up and went into the bathroom, finding her teeth chattering as she stood under the water.

“Are you crazy?” I stepped into the shower too, wrapping my arms around her.

“I need…” She shuddered. “Dammit. I just need all this to be over.”

Hurrying to grab the soap, I quickly washed her off from head to toe. Then I washed as she dried off. I hurried to get out of the cold water and grabbed a towel, wrapping it around me.

She looked in the mirror. “God, I look terrible.”

Moving in behind her, I stroked her long neck with my fingertips. “You look gorgeous. Come on, let’s change the sheets, get something to eat and drink. You’ll feel better in no time.”

I pushed my hand through my hair, making it fall into place. She shook her head, apparently disgusted that it took me only two seconds to get ready.

“I’m putting some clothes on. I feel vulnerable without them on.”

Well, the honeymoon was over, apparently. “Okay.”

“I don’t want to get shot while I’m naked.”

What the hell?

“You’re not going to get shot, Sloane. Stop thinking like this.”

She pulled a dress and some underwear out of her suitcase, then she rummaged through the drawer my things were in and tossed me a pair of underwear, some shorts, and a shirt. “Put those on.”

“I prefer to stay naked.” I tossed the clothes back at her. 

She caught them and her eyes narrowed. “No, put them on. I want to be ready to go if the hit man comes calling or if a boat arrives to deliver us somewhere that hasn’t become part of the Indian Ocean.”

My girl was riled. Just to make her happy, I pulled the clothes on then pawed through the baskets of fruit and found a small bag of bagels. “How about bagels with cream cheese and fruit?”

“Sounds good to me.” 

She changed the sheets while I made our meager breakfast, and the act of doing something, anything, must’ve calmed her because she started to hum as she went about finishing the simple chore.

“Sorry for being so bitchy before. I’m not used to being with someone else so much, and I usually get to keep my displays of supreme anal panic in private.”

“Act however you need to act. Everyone deals with stress differently and we’ll get used to each other, learn how to navigate times like these.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Am I ever going to be able to stay mad at you?”

I grinned. “Nope.” 

She sighed. “I didn’t think so.” She looked out of the window again. “How long do you think it will take for the water to recede and the airport to open back up?”

I lifted a shoulder. “A day? I’m not sure. Can you call your contact and find out?”

She glanced the clock. “It’s late evening back home. If he had an update, Matthews would have called.”

I took the last bite of my bagel. “So… how do you suggest we spend our day?”

Sloane just grinned and pulled her shirt over her head. “I guess we just get naked.”

I grinned. “Yes, ma’am.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Sloane

“Did you hear that?” I sat up in the bed, the blanket falling away from my naked breasts. 

He sat up too, listening intently. “You mean the birds?”

Jumping out of bed, I hurried to the window and found the seabirds were back and the water had almost drained away.

“It’s almost over, Zane. It’s finally almost over.”

His arms closed around me. “You act as if spending time with me was dull or something.”

“Not at all. I’m actually unbelievably grateful that I didn’t have to spend these past few days alone.”

He kissed the top of my head. “You’ll never need to worry about being alone again. We just need to start thinking about where we’d like to not be alone?”

I looked up at him. “Huh?”

Zane grinned. “Places for us to live when we get off this island. I can buy us a home anywhere. Many anywheres, in fact. D.C. maybe? We can start shopping for one as soon as we get away from here.”

“You want to buy us a home?” I could barely breathe. Things were beginning to get very real.

“I do.” His lips grazed mine. “I love you, Sloane. I don’t want to be without you.”

I blinked up at him, then pressed my face to his chest so that my eyes wouldn’t give me away. There were still things he didn’t know. More specifically, he didn’t know about Matthews wanting to use me as bait. 

“I love you, Zane. And I think that’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard. But buying a home and moving to D.C. is an awfully big step. Are you sure you want to do that?”

“I am. I’ve never been more certain of anything. We can stay in your apartment until we find a place we both love. What do you think about that?” He kissed me again, excited about our future.

I wished I could be excited too.

I couldn’t count on that, but I wanted to be with him just as much as he wanted to be with me. “I like that idea.”

“To celebrate, let’s come back here in a year and spend a real vacation in paradise. Deal?”

Searching his sea green eyes, I found more love in them than I’d seen before. “Deal.”

His lips met mine again, and our kiss grew. His cock pulsed to life as my core moistened in anticipation. I had no idea a person could have so much sex and still hunger for more. 

 But there was no time for more, and Zane didn’t push the issue. Neither did I.

“You’re everything to me, Sloane. Absolutely everything. Promise me you’ll take every precaution with your safety when it comes time. I don’t know what I’ll do if anything happens to you. You’ve become this part of me, I don’t ever want to live without.”

My heart ached. No man had ever confessed so much to me. No man had ever looked at me with such adoration as Zane did. 

Why did my life have to be in danger right when I found the man of my dreams?

The alarm sounded outside, and I sighed. It was the signal for all clear. Zane smiled at me, then kissed the tip of my nose before walking to the window. “As happy as I am to see the island returning to normal, I wish we never had to leave this room. And I wish I never had to set eyes on that bastard again.”

 “I know.”

I didn’t want to talk about Charles Smith yet. Or hit men. So I changed the subject.

“Hopefully the electricity will be restored soon. I could use a hot shower. Do the bungalows look like they’re still there?”

“They made it somehow. Amazing, don’t you think?”

I was brushing my teeth when we heard a loud banging sound. The lamp suddenly came on, and the mini-fridges’ motors began to purr.

“That was fast.” I peeked through the curtains to see the staff moving around like ants to fix everything back up. I looked farther out toward the water, and spotted the bungalows. Zane was right. There were a few that would need the roof repaired, but most had withstood the storm admirably.

Zane came up behind me. “Let’s relax in bed for another hour or so, then we’ll shower, get dressed and venture out so we can get a real meal. I bet things will be up and running before you know it.”

And they were. If the US government ran as quickly and efficiently as this resort, there would be no national debt and all national highways would be pristine. It was amazing. I’d just gotten dressed when a knock came on the door.

Wary, I stood to the side before calling out, “Yes?”

“Two of our restaurants have opened, and more are close to opening. You can come out now.”

“That’s wonderful news. Thank you.”

It was wonderful news, but I forced a smile on my face. “A hot meal sounds wonderful. Just remember, if we run into the rabbit—”

“The what?”

I smiled. “That’s what we call Smith. The rabbit.”

“Got ya, and I know to act cool. Don’t act like we know a thing. Be ourselves.”

“Yes. And we should act concerned, act glad that we found them.”

 He nodded. “I see what you’re saying. I can do that. I need to learn to have a cool head anyway.”

I’d checked my laptop and phone for a message when I first woke up, but did it again now. I hated not knowing if any of the last passengers to the island were a suspect. Not knowing drove my paranoia up a few notches.

My heart thumped when I found a new message from Matthews. Passenger list cleared. I blew out a relieved breath and shared the happy news with Zane.

“Good. At least we can have one meal in peace.”

We stepped out of the room for the first time in what felt like forever. Other people were coming out too. Smiles were plentiful as everyone was grateful to have the storm over and done with. Murmurs filled the hallways as people relived the past days, the tales of the storm becoming more exaggerated by the second.

The elevator was still out of service, but it was nice to stretch my legs by walking down the stairs. In the lobby, I was amazed to find it spotless. Either no water had gotten in or the crew were just miracle workers with mops.

As we passed the front desk, I overheard a man ask if the airport was open.

The clerk beamed at him. “It is. Outgoing flights begin at eleven this morning. Incoming flights are scheduled for midafternoon.”

Zane clutched my hand and whispered in my ear, “I don’t care what your boss wants, I’m getting a private jet and getting you the fuck out of here before the first flight arrives.”

My heart stopped. I couldn’t do that. I had orders to follow, bad guys to take down. I thought he understood that, but I wasn’t about to argue right here.

I was saved from needing to say anything at all when Grace and Charles appeared on the stairs. “Look,” I said to Zane, tugging on his hand. “They made it.”

Zane, to his credit, didn’t miss a beat. He raised his hand. “Welcome back to paradise.”

Grace laughed and gave me a hug, but Charles face didn’t change much as we went over to them.

“So glad to see that you’re safe,” I said. “We’re starving for hot food. Will you join us?”

“Absolutely,” Grace gushed. “That’s exactly what we were hoping to do too.”

Grace linked her arm through mine as we stepped out into the tropical sun. I raised my face to its warmth, glad to be outside again. Behind us, Charles and Zane chatted about storm surges and repair costs. Idle chatter that seemed natural to me.

It wasn’t until we were seated at a table that Charles said, “I’m going to need to get you two to hang with Grace tomorrow. Will that be okay?”

My spine stiffened, but I forced a bright smile on my face. “Wonderful. What time?”

Charles pulled out a cigarette and lit it. The acrid smell made my nose itch. “Anytime after you guys wake up. I’m heading out early to get to the airport.”

Zane’s smile was easy, relaxed. “Sounds perfect. Are you thinking seven or eight?”

Charles waved him off. “Nah. Ten or so. No reason to be up with the birds.”

The waiter came and took our orders, and I spent a miserable hour chitchatting with Grace about places to shop, clothing trends and colors. Things I knew nothing about.

“This will be fun,” I told her, hoping I sounded sincere.

“It sure will. You can think of me as your personal shopper.” She winked at Zane. “Hope your credit card can take the hit.”

My head was beginning to ache by the time the meal was over and the men paid the bill.

“What’s your room number?” Charles asked, lighting another cigarette.

My heart skipped. A lie would be too easily discoverable, but I hated like hell to tell the truth. There was no help for it. “Five-twelve. You?”

He ignored the question. “Grace can call you. Hotel phones should be working by then.”

My smile didn’t falter. “Perfect. Do you still expect to be away a couple days?”

His eyes narrowed, and I realized I’d asked one too many questions. But, dammit, these were things normal people would need to know under the same circumstances. I waited patiently for him to answer, sipping my tea.

“Yes. Two days.”

I reached across the table and squeezed Grace’s hand. “We’re going to have so much fun. I haven’t had girl time in ages. Maybe we’ll be back in the bungalows before Charles returns.”

When I turned my gaze on Charles again, he was looking at me different. Searching. Considering. Was I passing some test? Was he reconsidering his earlier opinion, thinking he might have called the dogs on me too soon?

And, more importantly, would he call them off?






CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Zane

Although I was quite hungry, the food wasn’t settling well in my stomach as the man who’d called a hit on the woman I loved wasn’t showing one ounce of remorse. He ate his thick, juicy steak with all the trimmings like he hadn’t done one thing wrong.

I did manage to keep a smile on my face and be the jovial man he’d come to know. But inside, I was the angriest I’d ever been. The only thing that kept me from jumping across that table and ripping the man’s heart out was Sloane’s calming hand. It stayed on me at all times. Her touch soothed me somewhat, and for that, I was thankful.

Once the meal was over, it felt like a rock was sitting in my gut. “Well, I think it’s back to the room for us.” I ran my arm around Sloane. “We didn’t get much sleep during the storm.”

“I slept like a baby.” Charles burped as he rubbed his round belly.

I bet you did, you son of a bitch.

Why would a mere tropical storm disturb Satan?

“I’ll be right back.” Charles excused himself, and it took everything inside me not to follow him. When I came close to doing just that, Sloane’s hand squeezed my thigh, reminding me to stand down.

The minutes ticked by as I attempted to focus on the conversation between the two women, but all I could think about was how quickly I could get a flight out of this place. I felt like there was a target on my forehead. Worse, I could almost see the one on Sloane.

And I hated it.

As much as I’d talked about wanting to join the FBI, this was pure shit. I was going to have a freaking heart attack worrying about Sloane. And it was becoming clear that I wasn’t okay with her job, and that I simply had to convince her to let it go.

It might make me suck as a person, but I didn’t care what anyone thought. I just needed the woman sitting next to me to be safe.

When Charles reappeared, my nerves were practically crawling out of my skin.

“Bad news, ladies.” We all looked at him expectantly. “Some of the surrounding islands got hit worse than us, so it’ll be better if you shop local.”

Grace looked devastated. “That’s terrible. I was so looking forward to exploring.”

I could practically feel Sloane start to ask him a question, but I squeezed her hand. She exhaled. “That is disappointing, but I’m sure we’ll have fun around here.”

Grace didn’t look convinced, but she nodded, then took Charles’ hand, rising from the table.

Sloane and I got up too. “I guess we’ll be hearing from you around ten or so?” She turned to Charles. “We promise to take good care of her.”

The older man nodded. “I’ve no doubt about that. Since the island hopping is nixed, maybe a nice boat ride in the morning then lunch right back here around noon. Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

He had it all figured out. Or so he thought.

God, I hated that man.

“Sounds good to me.”

We wished each other a good day, and I took Sloane as walked away, my stomach clenching and unclenching like a fist.

Once we’d gotten out of the open-air restaurant, I looked around. Why would he pick this place?

As I paid closer attention, I saw the patch of trees that would serve as cover for someone who might be hiding. But would the assassin attack Sloane in public? Make her death so obvious? It didn’t seem right, but I didn’t have a mafia mindset, so I didn’t know the rules that they played by.

“What’s wrong, Zane?”

I didn’t want to start her gears going. “Nothing. Just having some regret for not knocking the hell out of your rabbit.”

Her eyes drooped a bit as she gave me a sympathetic gaze. “It will be fine, I promise. No need to worry so much.”

I squeezed her hand. “I know it will be fine, and the reason I know that is because I’m getting your sweet little ass on the first plane out of here.”

Her jaw tightened but she didn’t argue which was a relief. We headed back up to the room, finding it had been cleaned and everything refreshed. I picked up the phone to call the airport. I wanted to get that jet scheduled as soon as possible.

Sloane kicked off her flats. “What are you doing?”

“Chartering a plane. If there isn’t one available, I’m calling my family’s pilot and having him fly in.”

Again, she didn’t argue. Instead, she pulled out her laptop to check her messages. I watched her as she worked, the glow from the screen lighting up her face. When I was finished with the plane, she smiled and closed the lid of the laptop.

“Everything okay?” I asked her.

“Yes. Matthews confirmed that the airport was opening, and that the team would be arriving in the morning.”

I pushed her hair back from her face, and she leaned into the touch. “See? I told you everything would be okay. They’ll arrive and take down Smith and whatever goon they hired. We’ll be safe. It’s a win-win.”

She laughed and went to stand in front of the window. “You’re such an optimist, and you’re right, everything will be okay.” Her fingers touched the glass as she stared out at the overwater bungalows. I knew she loved them. Too bad we could be back within their rustic walls, but that was no longer possible.

The earliest I could book a jet was at eight the next morning, but that still beat Charles’ goons by a couple of hours. I was happy with it. It did make me feel better that we had a plan and none of it included putting Sloane in danger.

Could I ever be okay with her being an agent?

“We should pack up everything except what we’ll wear tomorrow.” I ran my hands over her shoulders as I came up behind her. “The boat ride to the airport is forty minutes. We’ll have to get up and be out of here by seven. I know it’s kind of early.”

She leaned back into my chest. “It’s not too early. We’ll set the alarm for six, okay?”

“Sure.” Pushing her hair to the side, I kissed her neck. 

She turned, wrapping her arms around me. I could feel something inside her. Something looming. Was it fear, melancholy, or something else entirely?

Her hands moved over my chest, opening one button at a time, exposing the tattoo underneath. She ran her hand over it. “I’m sure your grandparents are very proud of you. You’re a good man, Zane, and I’m so very blessed that you were brought into my life.”

Why did this sound like goodbye?

“They won’t get you, Sloane. We’ll be gone before they have a chance.”

She sighed and took my face in her hands. “Do you really think that’s how this kind of thing works? Do you think you can get me away from here and we can just head back to Washington, and they won’t come looking for me there?”

She had a point. I hadn’t thought it all through. It wouldn’t be over, but it would take them longer to find her. “By that time, your people will have them taken care of, I bet.” I had hope it would all work out. I had to have hope. I couldn’t bear it any other way.

She pressed her face against my chest. “Maybe you’re right, Zane. It could happen like that, I suppose.” 

“Sloane, I’ll make it work. I’ll take you anywhere in the world if the FBI can’t help us. I’ll keep you safe until the mafia is no longer a threat to you.”

The sigh that came out of her told me she knew far more about what we were up against than I did. I knew she knew more than I did. That was a given. But I had the resources to keep her out of reach.

“That’s sweet of you, Zane.” She rested her head on my shoulder and swayed as if we were dancing.

I sensed there was a but coming, but I was wrong. She just kept swaying as she held on to me, her hands moving over me as if trying to memorize every part of my body.

Dancing with her, I moved us away from the window and over to the bed, giving her a sweet kiss that I hoped like hell would reassure her. “I’m never letting anything happen to you. I’m never letting you go. Not ever, Sloane Anderson. Do you believe me?”

The blue in her eyes was bright, but sadness lay behind them in the darker depths. “I do.”

If she did then why was she acting so differently?

“Let’s pack then get into bed and make love for the rest of the day and night. Then we can fall asleep and get up when the alarm goes off and leave this all behind. For now, anyway. That’s the best we can do, right?”

Her smile was still sad. “Right.”

We set about packing our things, leaving one change of clothes in the closet for us both. Then we made love with an urgency that shattered me.

I understood why she was sad. She wasn’t the type of person to turn her back on a job. The time on the island paradise would soon be behind us. The real world awaited. The world that would still hold a threat to the woman I couldn’t live without. 

How had it all happened? 

In the blink of an eye, I’d gone from an eligible bachelor with an itch he couldn’t figure out how to scratch. Then this little lady showed up and knew just how to fix me up. And she wasn’t even trying.

“God, I love you, Sloane.” I kissed all the way up her neck as I moved slowly, wanting to feel every inch of her. 

She ran her hands through my hair. “I love you too.”

On and on we moved with each other as if we were floating in a tranquil ocean. One night that would be etched into my brain just as our first time was. It didn’t seem possible to have the depth of feelings I had for her. Not so quickly. But I did.

Maybe it was the severity of the situation that made us form a connection that seemed to be unbreakable. Maybe it was the storm that imprisoned us for hours on end and the love we made through it all that had us falling so deep it seemed impossible.

I didn’t know or care. I just knew we were as close as two people could get. I might not know every little detail about the woman yet. Like what her favorite color was or how she liked her eggs, but I knew her inside and out. All the details could come later.

As we climaxed together, I had no doubt that what we were doing was right. We weren’t running from a problem. We were running to a solution.

When Sloane poured us both a glass of wine, I greedily took it.

She smiled and lifted hers up. “To fate.”

I clinked my glass to hers. “To fate.”

We drank, and to me, all was right in the world.

She ran her hand through my hair when I grew tired and laid down on the bed. Her lips pressed against mine as my eyes grew too heavy to stay open. Warm water fell on my face, and I wondered if the storm had returned. When she whispered, “I love you, Zane. Never doubt it,” her voice was very far away.

When I woke, the space beside me was empty. So was the closet. Everything she owned had disappeared.

The ache in my head was proof of what I already knew.

She drugged me.

She lied to me.

She left me.

Sloane was gone.






CHAPTER THIRTY

Sloane

My heart ached so badly, I feared it might actually break. Leaving Zane proved to be harder than I expected. One last look at his handsome face as he slept only served to fill me with more pain than I knew a person could live through.

I had orders.

And I had to protect him.

If I’d stayed, I would have failed at both.

While he made the private plane reservation, I’d checked my laptop and read a message from Agent Matthews: Contact ASAP.

Knowing Zane would follow if I tried to leave to make a phone call, I pulled up the secure messaging site and pinged Matthews there.

Me: Sir, I made it through one storm. What storm is coming next?

Even with the time difference, Matthews responded right away.

Matthews: A shit storm. Rabbit’s friend confirmed on morning flight.

Me: Yes. 10:00 local time.

Matthews: Negative. Friend arrival at 07:00 local. Agents Tanner, Stevens, and Moore one hour ahead. Secure transport and rendezvous with them at 06:00. Alone.

I’d stared at the message. I couldn’t bring Zane?

Me: Sir, what about Zane Boyd?

Matthews: Dump him. We have no ability to protect a civilian. Can you do this?

Could I?

Through the blood roaring in my ears, I’d been able to hear Zane finishing his phone call with the airport. The moment he disconnected the call, I knew he’d be asking questions. I had moments to decide.

Agent Matthews was right of course. Zane had no training, and our agents had to focus on the targets, not a civilian. I typed quickly.

Me: Yes, sir. Over.

I had hated to drug Zane, but I knew he would leave me with no choice. I couldn’t take the chance that he’d wake as I slipped from the room.

He would be hurt. He might even hate me, I knew. Hate me for lying to him, deceiving him, leaving him.

Once this was over, I’d find him, beg him to understand.

Then what?

I pressed the heel of my hand into my eye. Then I’d have to make a choice — my career or Zane.

It should have been an easy decision. Women everywhere would think I was a fool for even hesitating… but I knew in vivid detail all that the mafia could do. I hadn’t told Zane everything when I told him my reasons for becoming an agent. Yes, law enforcement was in my blood, but there was more.

I lost my best friend in high school to a turf war battle. Sloane, two more of our friends, and I had been walking home from the mall when it all started. Bullets rang out, and when it was over, two of my friends were dead.

Why they were struck while my other friend and I were saved, I would never be able to understand. But as I held Sloane’s head on my lap as the breath left her body, I swore I’d make whoever had done this to her pay.

So, it wasn’t just a job. It was a promise to the friend I’d known since the first day of kindergarten. The friend whose hair I braided, shoulder I’d cried on, boys we crushed on together.

I couldn’t just abandon her redemption, especially when I was so close.

I’d even taken her name as my cover. Another lie. Another reminder of why I did this job. Another reason I couldn’t fail.

Not that this assignment would take down the mob. I knew that what we did today would be like spitting on a fire. But by taking out one of their moneymen, I broke off a spoke in their massive wheel. If I broke enough, the wheel would eventually collapse, and maybe I’d be able to sleep again.

I shivered.

Although the night air was warm, I was cold as the speedboat docked on the island. I looked at my watch. I was ahead of schedule.

After leaving Zane, I called Agent Matthews and discovered the plan was underway. My fellow agents would be at the airport about the same time the speedboat got me to it. We’d only have a small amount of time to let the officials know what we were doing and get our guys. 

With my bag draped over my shoulder, I stepped off the boat onto the dock. I turned to look out at the pink hue that was just beginning to stain the early morning sky. 

I really left him behind.

Shoving my hands into my pockets, I turned and walked away. Zane could never let me be who I was anyway. He was too protective of me. We’d never work out in the real world, outside the bubble of the island.

The lights from the black jet caught my eye as it came in for a landing. The others had arrived. Time to go to work.

Inside the jet’s cabin, Agent Miranda Moore looked island-ready in her boho chic clothing. “Well, look at you, Moore. You look ready to walk down the runway.”

She ran her hands over her curvaceous hips covered in long, flowing, light tan bell-bottomed slacks. “Do I? I was a little afraid I’d overdone it.” She gave one of her long dark curls a twist with her slender finger. Her other hand ran over her low-cut, flowery top. “It’s kind of early to be looking this sexy, though.”

I cocked my head to one side, looking her up and down. “I don’t know. You seem to be pulling it off.” I was wearing a little yellow sundress with nude flats. My gun was strapped securely to my thigh, giving me easy access.

“You look cute, Anderson. Did you have a nice vacation?” I turned to find Agent Stevens grinning at me. 

Agent Lyle Stevens was dressed like a stoner, his baggy shirt and long shorts practically to his knees. “Do I look like a burnout?”

I waved a hand in front of my face. “Yeah. If the shorts didn’t give you away, the smell does. You’re making me high just standing near you.”

David Tanner was the opposite, playing the role of a preppy tourist, his pink polo shirt and khaki shorts neatly starched.

I turned back to Moore. “We should check in with security now.” Leading the other agents, we left the jet after I stowed my bags in the overhead compartment. I’d be leaving with them, no matter how it all went down. I wouldn’t be able to go back to Zane. A thing I was thinking way too much about.

I had to put all that out of my mind and be the agent I was.

Miranda walked next to me as we went into the terminal and headed straight to the security desk. Just as we walked up, a man dressed in an expensive-looking suit spotted Miranda and gaped. 

The guy actually reached out, taking her by the arm. “I hope you’re staying at the Coco Bodu Hithi Resort.”

Miranda looked at him with a sly smile. “Sorry, no.”

“If you have reservations elsewhere, change them. I promise you’ll have a better time at my resort.” His dark eyes moved over her like he wanted to eat her up.

Miranda had nerves of steel though. She wasn’t shaken one bit. “Some other time. Thanks for the invitation.”

“If you change your mind, drop by my resort. I’ll be there the entire month. My private bungalow has a guest room I’ll keep open for you if you think you might come for a visit, Miss…?”

She extended her hand. “Moore, Miranda Moore. And who are you?”

He grinned. “McClain, Gavin McClain.” He took her hand, leaving a kiss on top of it. “Tell them at the front desk your name and that you’re there for me. I’ll leave word with the manager. Please come see me, Miranda Moore. I would very much like to see you again.”

With a confident nod, Miranda smiled. “We’ll see, Mr. McClain. I really must go now.”

Releasing her hand, the tall, muscular man who looked to be in his early thirties seemed reluctant to let her walk away. “Remember my offer.”

I stared at her as we continued to our destination. “What the hell, Moore?”

She winked, and the veteran agent actually looked a little flushed. “I have no idea, but I do have vacation time I can use. How’s life on the island?”

A pang went through me. “It’s good. Very good.”

“I do like a tall, dark, and handsome man.” She looked back at him over her shoulder. “Maybe I will take a much-needed vacation after this is over.”

I smiled, another pang hitting me as I thought of my own tall, dark, and handsome. But I pushed it away as we approached the security desk.

“We need to speak to head of security.” We discreetly flashed our badges and were taken into a room behind the small desk. The staff had already been prepped and were expecting us. I only prayed one of them wouldn’t turn, tipping off the mobster for a well-lined wallet. It had happened before, and it was a risk we had no choice but take.

Because I was in danger of being recognized and was the most junior agent on the team, I was planted in a backroom, a wall of monitors in front of me. From there, I could see nearly every part of the airport. 

After a mic check, the other three dispersed to the assigned area to watch and wait, and I was pleased with how well the agents fit in.

Fifteen minutes later, my gut tightened as Smith strolled in, taking a seat near Tanner, who was flipping through a golf magazine. I reported to the development to my fellow agents. “Our rabbit is ironically wearing head to toe white this morning.” 

Tanner didn’t even flinch, just cleared his throat as an affirmative that he’d heard me. I studied him, hoping I’d be as good as him one day.

Smith flipped through an old magazine as he waited, not looking at all like the bastard he was. He was so relaxed, one would never guess his status or that he was waiting for a henchman to take out a woman he suspected was an agent.

I gritted my teeth as I watched the man. I looked forward to taking him down. The world would be better off with that man behind bars.

Listening in to air control, I learned that our target’s flight had wheels on the ground and was rolling to the gate. I reported the development, adrenaline surging through my system. It was about to happen. Good or bad, it was all going down.

Stevens had been leaning on the wall, acting like he was looking through his cell phone, a huge pair of headphones covering his ears as he bobbed his head to the music. He walked straight by Smith, going to buy a cup of coffee, I knew. I watched Smith look over his shoulder at Stevens then shake his head and grin. He must’ve been smiling because Stevens reeked of marijuana. He had doused himself with that scent to make his cover more real. It looked like it was working.

The first few people came off the plane. The rest trickled in, and I spotted the men who looked out of place. They wore black suits, complete with black hats that were tilted just enough it made their faces impossible to see.

Before I pointed them out, I wanted to make sure Smith was going for them. He sat perfectly still though. Maybe I was just going for the most likely suspects. I kept looking, but my eyes went back to Smith as he got up and went to a small bookstore. He went inside, and I changed the monitor I was looking at to follow him. 

Placing some cash on the counter, he was given a black bag the clerk took from under the desk. He walked back out, and I changed monitors again. Very smoothly, the men in black fell in step several yards behind him. If they had even made eye contact, I hadn’t been able to see it.

This was clearly not their first visit.

I reported the development, providing descriptions. “They’re on the move.”

Stevens moved first, coffee cup in one hand, his phone in the other, tapping away with his thumb. For the casual observer, the collision was an accident. A distracted walker not paying attention. Coffee splashed all over Smith’s nice white suit as the men collided. I hoped that it was hot.

“What the fuck?” I heard Smith shout over Stevens’ wire.

Like true practiced criminals, Smith dropped the black bag, and one of the men picked it up, heading toward the men’s room. 

“Move in, Tanner,” I said in my mic.” Men’s room. Moore, create a distraction. Shout at Smith that he dropped his black bag.”

There was no hesitation. “Hey, Mister.” Moore hurried up to him, her face a mask of concern. “Those men took your bag. I saw them.”

Smith, still irate about being doused with hot coffee, tried to wave her off. “I’m sure you’re mistaken.”

“But I saw it,” Moore crowed, pointing after the men. “I’ll get security for you.”

“No!” Smith shouted, grabbing her arm. He looked around him, noticing people staring, and lowered his voice. “I’ll take care of it. Thank you.” 

At the same time, Tanner intercepted the men. “The lady is right. I saw you steal from that man.” He pulled his phone from his pocket like he was a do-gooder calling 911.

Then everything happened at once. Guns were pulled, punches were thrown. My heart pounded as I could do nothing but watch the screens, rooting for the good guys.

I didn’t breathe again until all three goons were on the floor.

Smith was spewing threats and claiming false arrest as handcuffs were snapped around his wrists. The other men were less vocal but very menacing as they were cuffed and patted down, the local authorities coming in to assist.

I sat back in my seat, my heart still hammering, hands trembling from the rush of adrenaline that was slowly fading from my system. There was still a mile-deep pile of red tape we’d have to wade through to make the charges stick, but we had them for now.

Dropping my face in my hands, I let out a long breath. After all the buildup, the actual takedown was almost a disappointment. Had I really drugged and lied to the man I was crazy about for… this?

Yes.

Yes, I had.

Of course, things could have gone much differently, I reasoned with myself. Shots could have been fired. Injuries. Fatalities. We’d been lucky to have such a well-trained team assembled, and things had gone exactly as planned.

Maybe Zane would understand and forgive me. With things having gone so smoothly, maybe I wouldn’t have to leave after all.

Hope filled my chest, and I pushed up from my seat.

I’d find him. I’d tell him the truth. I—

“Don’t move, darlin’.”

I froze, barely groaning as the gun drove into my back. Fingers came over my mouth before I could react or make a sound. Hot garlic breath was sickening as the man pressed his lips to my ear.

“Do exactly as I say.”

He yanked out my earpiece and crushed it under his foot. The mic was next. The man knew what he was doing. I nodded, forcing my breath in and out of my lungs, needing the oxygen to clear my head so I could think myself out of this mess.

Who was this man? Where had he come from? Was he on the plane, and if so, how had I missed him?

So many questions, so few answers. But I knew one thing… if he was my assassin, I would already be dead. So what did he want? And did I have any leverage on my side?

As he guided me through the office door, I caught a glimpse of his reflection in the glass. From what I could tell, he was holding a revolver. Another tell. This man wasn’t planning on leaving shells for evidence.

Another glimpse told me he was wearing a suit. Not black this time. Something lighter. Cream or taupe.

Passing the security desk, I saw a guard on the floor, blood spilling around him from a brutal-looking neck wound.

The gun jammed harder into my back, and the man whispered, “Act natural, darlin’.”

“What do you want?” My voice was calmer than I expected it to be.

“Something that’s mine.”

“And what exactly would that be?”

His grip on my arm was excruciating, his fingers digging nearly to the bone when he answered with one word. “Smith.”

Damn.

I swallowed. “That’ll be a problem.”

He chuckled. “Only if your superior doesn’t value your life like I hope.”

It was a trade. Smith for me.

“No.”

He chuckled again. “Spunky. I like that.”

“Freeze!”

It was Miranda’s voice. She was behind us, but I knew it was her.

The man whirled, his arm coming up around my neck, dragging me with him. The gun nearly cracked a rib as he pulled me back against him. His back was to the wall, leaving me to shield him from the front.

“Easy…” It was Miranda again, her gun up, spectators screaming and running for cover. From the corner of my eye, I saw Tanner ease behind a potted plant, his pink shirt barely hidden.

“Smith for the girl,” the man behind me yelled. “Trade goes down on the tarmac, under my terms.”

Miranda met my eyes, and she gave me an almost imperceptible shake of her head.

No, I mouthed, hoping she understood. They couldn’t give Smith up. He was too important to our cause.

I raised one finger, pointing right.

“You’ll let Ms. Anderson go unharmed?” Miranda asked, keeping the man talking.

“Yeah. Follow my instructions and the trade will go smoothly.”

I raised a second finger, my heart throbbing in my temples. The air in my lungs struggled to get past the arm clutching my throat.

As I raised my third finger, all I could think about was Zane.

I’m so sorry.

Three.

I leaped into action. Bringing my elbow around, I ducked and turned, moving as fast as possible.

Bam!

Bam! Bam!

The man dropped to the floor, his cream-colored suit blossoming with red.

“No!” Miranda’s eyes were wide in horror. “Sloane!” 

Why was she looking at me that way? Why was she rushing to me?

Why was I falling?

Why was the world growing dark?

And why couldn’t I feel any of it?






CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Zane

As pissed and hurt as I was, I wasn’t about to let Sloane do everything on her own. She could be badly hurt or killed if I did that. 

If she wasn’t already.

I had no idea when she’d left me. No idea how far behind her I was. But it was still early, the sun was just beginning to come up. 

I moved at hyper speed to get dressed and grab my bags to head out. Luckily, a speedboat had just come in, bringing in more guests. That told me that the hit men most likely had arrived. A lot earlier than Smith had us believing. 

The bastard.

On board, the boat took an agonizing forty minutes to get to the airport. My heart was pounding as I thought about all the things that could be happening to Sloane right now.

Yes, I was mad as hell at her for her deceit, but my anger could wait until I was sure she was all right. If I could ever fucking get there!

The questions stirred in my head, flooding my mind with doubt. Was everything between us a lie? Was she that good of an actress?

Or was I just that big of a fool?

As much as I wanted to protect her, I had to think about myself too. Setting myself up for her to lie to again and again wouldn’t be healthy for me. It would tear me apart eventually. I had a lot to think about, and so did she. And we’d do that, either together or separately.

I wondered about the plans we’d made, or rather, I made. As I looked back on it all, going over every little word we’d said in the last couple of days, I had been the one who made plans. She simply went along with them. 

Could it be she never meant to follow through with any them?

I had so much to ask her. And I’d get my answers. If I had to hook that woman up to a lie detector to get to the bottom of everything, I damn well would.

If I found her, that is. Everything centered on that. And her being okay.

When I finally saw the main island, I thanked God I was almost there. I caught sight of a black jet taking off, and something told me she was in it. It wasn’t marked as far as I could see. No signs of it being FBI, but I felt it in my bones.

I shook my head to clear it. It couldn’t be her. I couldn’t have missed her by that small amount of time. 

But what if I had?

What if she was gone?

Hope was fast retreating as fear took its place. Everything felt like it was spinning. My head felt light, and I leaned over, putting my head between my knees so I wouldn’t pass out.

The boat cruised into the dock. After a sharp turn that had us coming in sideways, we stopped. A hand touched my shoulder. “You okay?”

“No.” I looked up at the captain. “But it’s not your fault.” A porter came, grabbing my luggage, sensing my urgency as I was hustled to the airport.

The first thing I noticed was how electric the atmosphere was when I got inside. People were talking excitedly to one another. I looked around and saw no sign of Sloane. 

Thinking the best place to start would be at the security station, I went there with my cell in hand. Pulling up one of the pictures I took of us together, I showed it to the small woman who stood behind the desk. “I’m Zane Boyd, and I’m looking for this woman.”

Her brown eyes flashed wide, but only for a second before her expression went back to normal. She gestured for me to come to the room that was behind her. “If you come this way, we might be able to help you, Mr. Boyd.”

Based on her expression and actions, I wasn’t sure if I should be relieved. I followed her as the man who carried my baggage put it down. He shook his head, backing away. “I’m not going in there.”

Weird.

With no time to ask questions, I tipped the man and picked up my bags myself, carrying them into the little office. A rotund, walrus-looking man stood up when I entered the room. The door closed behind me, and I heard it lock. My spine bristled. Now I understood why the porter hesitated.

“You are looking for Sloane Anderson?” The man gestured to the small wooden chair in front of his desk, and I tried not to show my surprise that he knew her name. I hadn’t said it, only shown the picture. “You are Zane Boyd, the man Ms. Anderson’s been staying with, no?”

“I am. Do you know where she is? I need to find her.”

Hope that I was going to find her swirled together with terror that I was too late.

Then the man smirked at me and crossed his arms over his bulging stomach. “If a woman wanted to be found, then she would be. Please leave the airport. There is nothing here for you.”

I just stared at him, anger seeping through my pores. “Can you at least tell me if she’s okay?” I placed my hands on his paper littered desk. I wasn’t leaving without some answers.

“Okay?” He rubbed his chin. “Why wouldn’t she be? That woman is more than capable of defending herself. Even more so than most men.”

My chest finally relaxed. 

She was okay.

“Can you tell me what happened? I’ve been a nervous wreck since I woke up and found her gone. She and I had plans. We were going to live together. Fuck, maybe get married…” I trailed off as the man’s smirk grew into a look of outright sympathy.

 “I hate to break it to you, Mr. Boyd, but you were used.” He leaned forward and placed his elbows on the table, threading his thick fingers together. “Agents must use every available resource, and I’m sure the US government appreciates not only your participation but your confidentiality as well.”

My heart cracked, then sank to the bottom of the ocean. “Did she actually say that I was only her cover?”

He exhaled a long breath that stank of cigarettes and coffee, even from this distance. “No. She didn’t say anything about you at all. We were briefed by another agent that you might be making inquiries. I was told to break the news gently.”

I couldn’t believe it. 

“She told me she was FBI.” It occurred to me she could’ve even lied about that. “Was she?”

He nodded but didn’t verbally confirm. “I can see that you’re heartbroken. Take it from me, any kind of undercover agent is not easy to love. They lie for a living, Mr. Boyd.”

“Yeah, I know.” My heart was barely beating. Everything inside of me ached. She’d been so dishonest, yet… what? How could you love someone you didn’t even know? “Can you please tell me what happened at least? I have to know.”

He was already shaking his head. “I’m sorry. That’s classified information.”

I was getting angry now. “I understand, but you need to understand that I was part of the operation. I helped—”

The man chuckled and stroked his bushy mustache. “Mr. Boyd, I’m sure your, um, services were appreciated. I’m sure if they are needed again in the future, the young lady will be in contact with you.”

This was getting me nowhere.

I’d been used. Discarded. I didn’t want to make things worse by continuing to make a fool out of myself… or being hauled off to prison for beating this smug-ass man half to death.

I rose from my chair, mustering every ounce of dignity I possessed. “Thank you.”

He didn’t bother to stand. “Good day, Mr. Boyd.”

Just as I reached the door, it clicked open, saving me the embarrassment of trying to break it down.

Stalking out, I realized I had no idea what to do next.

No, that wasn’t true. I did know.

It was over.

She was gone, and I didn’t know where.

“May I be of assistance, sir?”

It was the woman from the security desk. I shook my head and went in the direction of customer service. I had a jet to catch. A life to put back together.

There were police everywhere. Crime scene tape. A body under a tarp.

I hoped it was Smith. It was a man. The size gave it away.

An hour later, I was in the air, staring down into the ocean. Taking out my phone, I scrolled through world news updates. Nothing.

Would a shooting in a small island airport even warrant a headline?

“Coffee, Mr. Boyd?”

I shook my head. “Scotch, please. Breakfast of champions.”

The attendant simply nodded. “Right away, sir.”

Completely dejected, I refreshed the screen, hoping some news report would appear. Nothing.

I drank scotch and refreshed. Nothing.

Again, when the attendant poured my second drink. Nothing.

A thought occurred to me. The airport shooting might not’ve been making world news, but it might certainly spread like wildfire with staff and crew.

“Jacob?”

The attendant turned back to me. “Yes, sir?”

“Did you or the pilots hear any rumblings about a shooting in the airport?”

His eyes grew wide. “Yes. You were very lucky to have just missed the action. From what I understand, the situation was very tense for a while.”

I refreshed my phone again. Nothing.

“I was hoping for more information, but it doesn’t seem to be making the news.”

He tapped his lips. “Did you YouTube it?”

“What?”

He lifted a shoulder. “Every person with a smartphone probably recorded the action and had it uploaded within seconds.”

I began tapping at my phone. “You’re brilliant.”

He beamed at me, then stepped closer to watch over my shoulder. “There it is. Maldives Airport Shooting.”

Sure enough, he was right.

I tapped play.

The video was jerky and the person recording it had been late to the game because three men were on the ground being handcuffed. I recognized one of them as Smith.

Damn straight.

But where was Sloane?

Frustrated, I scrolled for additional titles. “There,” Jacob said. “Maldives Airport Shooting, Part II.”

I tapped, and disappointment had me sagging in my seat. In this video, Smith and the two men in black suits were being hauled away by airport security personnel as well as some hippie-looking dude and another guy in a pink shirt.

“Freeze!”

The person recording jumped and whirled around, the video image a blur until it stabilized.

My heard squeezed. It was Sloane, and there was a man behind her, his arm around her throat. She was wearing a yellow sundress, her eyes huge in her pale face.

“Oh my,” Jacob breathed from behind me.

People were screaming, and the person recording was running, so I missed an exchange of words. Behind a column now, the person stabilized their phone, then zoomed in.

As I watched, Sloane lifted a finger, clearly trying to communicate with the female agent in front of her.

Oh no. The man was talking, something about a trade.

She raised a second, and I thought I understood. My heart was a roaring monster in my chest. “Don’t do it,” I told the phone, my anxiety ratcheting in degrees.

But she did.

When the third finger lifted, Sloane became a blur of swinging elbows and twisting body.

I jumped as the gunshots rang out. One. Two. Three.

The man collapsed against the wall, and for a moment, I could breathe again.

“No!”

It was a female voice, and suddenly, I understood. The agent was rushing to Sloane, who was looking at her in disbelief.

Red — the color of fire.

Yellow — the color of sunshine.

Together, the combination simply looked evil. Wrong.

There was so much blood.

The video stopped as the woman I loved was falling to the floor.






CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Sloane

Five weeks later…

Tendrils of steam floated up from my cup of herbal tea, playing with one another as if they were happy dancers, moving to a slow rhythm. Miranda elbowed me gently, regaining my attention.

“Penny for your thoughts.”

I set the cup down on the table. “I’d owe you change.”

She rubbed my arm, her face filled with sympathy. It was an emotion I had grown to hate the past few weeks.

“You still miss him.” It was a statement, not a question. And I knew the look on my face answered it anyway. She nodded, knowing all too well what I was going through. As female agents, we all faced falling for men who thought of us as breakable little girls who needed their protection.

We were far from that.

I swallowed. I used to be far from it anyway.

Resting my hands on the wheels of my wheelchair, I pushed myself to the window of the rehab center that had been my home for exactly twenty-nine days. I had a gorgeous view of the parking lot and a tiny green strip of grass beyond. I wheeled away and faced my room instead.

It wasn’t much better.

Though an effort had been made to brighten the sterile space, it was still a hospital room at its core. A vase of fresh flowers Miranda brought for her visit sat beside the bed. A quilt my mother made spruced up the metal bed as did the one tossed across the rocking chair.

It made me feel old.

Used up.

Depressed as all hell.

Although I was fighting it, constantly reminding myself how lucky I was, the depression settled around me like a wet blanket, especially at night.

In the dark, as my legs spasmed from the day’s exertions, I had too much time to lie awake and remember. And those memories always spiraled around him.

The way he looked at me. The way we moved together. The way my heart was simply happier when he was at my side.

And I threw it all away.

For what?

My ego?

My need to prove my independence? My badassness? My loyalty to an old friend?

“Stop it.”

I glanced up at Miranda. “Stop what?”

“Whatever is causing this wrinkle…” she poked me between the eyes, “to exist.”

I blew out a breath and forced my face to relax. “Better?”

She sat down on the rocking chair so I didn’t have to crane my neck up to look at her. “Much. Want to talk about it?”

“Not really. What’s there to say?”

She lifted a shoulder. “Well, you could start with how it felt to take a few steps by yourself. That’s a freaking big accomplishment in such a short amount of time.”

I smiled. She was right. I did take steps. Not on my own exactly, but close enough. Using the bars for support, my legs had moved five full steps.

The bullet caught me as I was turning, entering my abdomen and glancing off my T12 vertebrae, causing the bone to fracture. Although my spinal cord wasn’t severed, the fracture pressed on the sensitive nerves. I was taken to a local hospital for immediate surgery to remove the resulting hematoma and stabilize the vertebrae, taking pressure off the cord.

As a result… I was lucky. I could feel my legs, and my therapists felt sure I’d be able to walk again in a few months, although it was doubtful I’d be running any marathons in the near future. Or ever.

Leaning forward, Miranda took my hands in hers. “I need to tell you something.”

My stomach immediately began to churn. When Miranda arrived unexpectedly, I knew there was a purpose behind the visit. We drank tea, did some idle chitchat, but now the time had arrived. “Go ahead, tell me.”

She took in a deep breath. “Zane has gone online, offering a million-dollar reward for any information on you.”

My eyes popped open, and I gripped the sides of my chair. The room did a few revolutions around me as I attempted to breathe. “You’re kidding.”

“I’m not.”

Rolling the chair to the table where my iPad lay, I tapped the screen, then tapped again. Shit. Miranda was right. There, so achingly gorgeous I nearly hugged the device to my chest, was Zane. I tapped play and closed my eyes as his voice filled the room.

He held up my picture. “This is a woman I’ve known as Sloane Anderson…”

I was leaning against the railing outside our little bungalow. It was my profile and I was smiling up into the sun. “I don’t remember him taking this,” I murmured.

He held up another. I was asleep, my hand under my cheek, my hair falling into my face.

“I’m very worried about her, and I’m offering one million dollars for information regarding her well-being.”

Another. I was laughing.

“If you know her, tell her that there isn’t a day that goes by that I’m not searching for her, that I’m not thinking of her, dreaming of her.”

Another. Walking toward him.

“We didn’t know each other long, but she made a profound impact on my life.”

Another. Me wearing snorkels.

“I miss her.”

Another. I was asleep on his chest. He was in the photo too. It was on the boat after the snorkeling trip, I realized.

I smiled. Zane was a better spy than I was.

“Please, if you have seen this woman, please tell her I’m sorry.”

I frowned. Sorry for what?

“And Sloane…” He looked directly into the camera, those green eyes gazing directly into mine. “I love you. I miss you. I’m worried half sick about you. Please… put me out of my misery. One word. Just one. Call me.”

The offer of the reward popped up on the screen and I laid the iPad in my lap.

Miranda’s hand came down on my shoulder. “He’s right. There hasn’t been a day since you were shot that he hasn’t called or dropped by the office. Even though I’ve been tempted a number of times to just tell him where you are, I’ve kept my promise.” She tapped the iPad. “But now, with a million dollars on the line, there is no HIPPA regulation, no change in identity that will stop someone from cashing in.”

She was right.

A tear fell, and I swiped it away. But another one followed. Then more.

“I don’t want him to see me like this.”

It was a terrible admission. All ego, no soul. But there it was… I couldn’t face the sympathy I knew I’d see in his eyes.

Her voice was gentle. “Isn’t it better than not knowing?”

I met her eyes. “He’ll stay. He’ll feel like he has to. Because he’s an honorable man—”

She quirked her brow. “For a total hot ass playboy.”

That got a laugh out of me. “Yes, for a playboy or anyone.”

Even before the shooting, Zane considered me to be someone he had to watch over, keep safe. I looked down at my legs. And now?

“Honey, why is him staying so bad?”

I swallowed the emotion that threatened to strangle me. “Because I’m not the same woman he met. I can’t do the same things I once did. I can’t…”

Make love? I actually had no idea if that was a possibility.

“It’s just better if he forgets about me. Then he won’t feel compelled or whatever to take care of me or some shit like that.”

Miranda frowned, her jaw growing tight. “Better for whom? Did you look at his face? His eyes? Did you see the strain there or are you so caught up in your own pity party that you can’t see what’s in front of you?”

My fingers itched to slap her. “Is that what you think?”

“Yeah, it’s exactly what I think. And I’ve been thinking it for a while now, but like everyone else, I’ve been tiptoeing around you.” She stood, jamming her fists on her hips. “Not anymore.”

“Don’t you tower over me. Just go away!”

“No!”

I stared at her, then dropped my face in my hands. She was right. I knew she was right. She knew that I knew that she knew that she was right. Or something like that.

I needed to face this. Face him. Put both of us out of our misery. It was the fair and honorable thing to do.

“Okay.”

Miranda sank back into her chair. “Okay, what?”

“Okay, I’ll call him.”

She closed her eyes in relief. “I’m glad.” When she opened her eyes again, she was grinning. “On behalf of me and everyone in the office, thank you for doing this.”

“Was he really that bad?”

She rolled her eyes. “Bad isn’t the half of it. Matthews threatened to arrest him a few dozen times.”

“Really?”

“Yep. And for the record, Matthews is in complete agreement that you should get in touch with the poor man. He said if he thought you’d follow orders, he’d actually order you to do so.”

“Is he still mad at me for getting shot?”

She rolled her eyes again. “He would have preferred that you didn’t. But he’s proud of you. For a rookie, you did good.”

I snorted and look down at my legs. “Well, I rookied myself right out of the field.”

“Have you thought anymore about working in the crime lab?”

I nodded. “Yeah. I’ve been giving it a lot of thought, actually. I think catching bad guys like that could be fulfilling too.”

“That’s great. I—”

“Sloane?”

Both of our heads swiveled to the partly opened door, only to find an ancient-looking woman peering at me through the six-inch crack. Miranda answered for me. “Who are you looking for?”

“Are you Sloane Anderson, young lady?” She pointed a gnarled finger at me.

Well… shit.

The woman grinned at me, her dentures pearly white against her wrinkled mouth. “You are, aren’t you?” She cackled, a distinct wicked witch kind of sound. “It’s her, Ethel,” she called out to someone who apparently didn’t have very good hearing and took off on her walker. “We’re rich!”

I looked at Miranda and groaned.

“Well, if you want that million dollars, you better beat that old woman to the punch,” I told her and she laughed.

“Actually, if things keep going the way I hope they’re going, I’ll have my own personal sugar daddy to fulfill my every wish.”

My mouth dropped open. “Spill.”

Miranda Moore actually blushed. “Remember the man who spoke to me at the airport before all holy hell broke loose?”

I nodded. “Tall, dark, and handsome?”

“Well, he and I have been chatting the past few weeks, and he re-offered his offer for me to visit.”

I wasn’t sure if my smile would fit on my face it felt so big. “And you’re going?”

She giggled. Miranda Moore giggled. Clad in the usual FBI garb — black suit, white shirt, sensible footwear — such a joyous sound should have never been allowed to escape. “Next week. I have some time off coming up, so I thought… what the hell.”

My heart squeezed. “I hope you have a wonderful time. Take yourself some of that boho chic clothing though. You rocked that look, girl.”

“I did, didn’t I?”

I wished I was going with her. I wished so many things.

She squeezed my hand. “You’re going to call him?”

I squeezed hers back. “Yeah. I’ll put him out of his misery.”

And me out of mine.






CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Zane

The smell of bacon filled the air as I stepped into the breakfast nook off the kitchen. When I left the island, I went to my parents’ place in Scranton. I just didn’t want to be alone or go to another exotic location.

It was only supposed to be for a few days, but I was still here most of the time, weeks later.

Acting like a lovesick puppy.

Sloane haunted me. I saw her virtually everywhere. Even her scent lingered on the clothes I brought home. 

I tried to find her.

God, did I try to find her.

At first, her coworkers were mulishly silent, but lately, the looks of sympathy they shot me wounded me to the core.

I’d come to the belief that Sloane Anderson wasn’t her real name. If it was, the two best private investigators in the damn country couldn’t find her. The only Sloane Anderson they found of the right age and physical description was apparently dropped on this earth by aliens only a few years ago. Five weeks ago, they apparently came back to get her.

She’d disappeared as mysteriously as she’d appeared.

I didn’t think she was dead. If that was the case, surely someone would have told me. Not even huge men in SWAT jackets could be so cruel.

Then, where was she? Why wouldn’t she see me? Talk to me. Write me a note.

Was she really so coldhearted?

“Coffee, dear?”

I leaned down and kissed my mother’s powdered cheek. “Sounds good.”

She inspected me as she handed me the cup. “Did you sleep better last night?”

“Yeah, better,” I lied, but she didn’t look convinced. 

She sighed. “I’m worried about you, sweetheart.”

I sipped the coffee, not wanting to have this same discussion again. I knew she was worried. Both of my parents were. I just needed some time to dig myself out of the hole I found myself in.

My phone rang, and I dug it out of my pocket. It was my P.I. I answered the call. “Hey, Frank. Any luck?”

He exhaled a long breath. “It depends on what you call luck. If luck equaled a shitload of leads, yeah, we’ve had plenty of luck. My assistant is actually threatening to quit if we don’t hire some help.”

“Hire it. On my dime.”

Frank laughed. “Of course it will be on your dime, but that’s not all that’s on your dime. With this reward, you’re going to be paying off my mortgage while I track down and quantify all these leads.”

“That’s okay. Any good ones?”

“Let’s see…” I could hear him flipping through papers. “Your girlfriend has been spotted in all fifty states and half of Europe. One whack job places her as the ghost that hides in his closet. Another thinks she’s secretly living in his attic and stealing data from his wi-fi.”

I groaned.

“But wait, there’s more. We have her dating Kidd Rock, and one old crone has her living in her old folks’ home. Says she’s paralyzed and has a fetish for quilts.”

“You’re kidding.” I sank down on the stool, aware of Mom’s worried look. “I thought my reward would help.”

“And it still might. I warned you that this would happen, but the thing is, you’ve got to dig through a lot of turds to find the diamond.”

That made zero sense.

I shook my head. “Hire more staff if you need to. There’s no budget on this.”

“I know. I know. You’ve said it before.” Frank exhaled so loud it crackled the phone line. “Just hate seeing you like this, Zane. When is enough going to be enough?”

I scratched at the growth of whiskers I hadn’t yet shaved off. “When it feels like enough, I guess.”

Another long sigh. “Roger that. I’ll be in touch if anything sounds promising.”

“Thanks, Frank. You do that.”

Mom slid a plate of bacon and eggs in front of me, and I smiled at Barbara, the wizardly looking cook who’d been working for Mom and Dad since way before I was born. She gave me a wink, making me smile for the first time in days.

I crunched into a slice of bacon, even though I didn’t have the appetite. I’d lost weight over the past weeks, not that I cared. I still worked out like a fiend, probably even more than I ever had. Pushing myself in the gym, lifting weights until my arms were dead was a distraction. And it helped me to sleep. At least a little.

My phone rang again, and I was tempted to ignore it. Especially when I glanced at the screen and didn’t recognize the number. But because so few people knew how to contact me on my personal cell, I decided to answer.

“Hello.”

“Zane?”

My bacon fell to my plate. My heart fell to my stomach. I pressed the phone tight to my ear, praying I wasn’t hallucinating. “Sloane?”

Both my mother and our lifelong cook turned to gape at me.

“Yeah, it’s me.”

I practically ejected myself from the stool. It was her. I’d know that voice anywhere. “God…” All my air left me in a rush, leaving me gasping for breath. “Thank God. Where are you? How are you? God, baby, do you know I’ve been out of my mind?” Anger wanted to seize hold of the joy but I pushed it away. For now.

“I’m sorry. I… Zane… I…”

She began to cry, and I was man enough to admit, so did I. “Sloane—”

“My name is Lillian. Lilly Carlyle. I was named after my grandmother.”

I pressed the heel of my hand into my eye. “It’s beautiful. Like you. Perfect.”

“You don’t hate me?”

“No. Never. But I don’t understand.”

She sighed. “I know. If you’ll listen, I’ll explain.”

No. Not like this. Not over the phone. I needed to look into her eyes. Not that I’d be able to tell the difference between truth and fiction, but I needed to try.

“Where are you? I want to see you.”

The silence was so long I feared we might have been disconnected.

“I’m different.” The words were small, hesitant. And I didn’t give a damn.

“I want to see you,” I repeated, willing her to say yes. That one word would save my sanity.

“I’m in D.C.”

The bastards. I’d been to D.C. dozens of times, and her coworkers wouldn’t say a word. I could respect their loyalty, but damn.

“I can be there in four hours. Hell, I could take the jet and be there in an hour.”

She laughed, and I closed my eyes at the sound. “I’ll text you the address. Text me back your estimated arrival time.”

“I will.”

The call was winding down, she’d hang up soon. There was so much to say, so much that didn’t feel like it could wait. As I listened to her breathing, I knew I needed to be patient. I needed to not take control.

“Sloane?”

“Lilly.”

I breathed in the name. “Lilly, I’ll be there as soon as possible. Promise me you’ll be there waiting.”

“I promise. I’m ready to explain.”

The silence stretched, neither of us willing to break the connection.

“See you soon,” she finally said.

“Yeah. Soon.”

The line went dead.

“Well?”

I looked up to find Mom’s and Barbara’s arms around each other as they watched me, clearly waiting for the whole story.

“I’m going to D.C.”

Barbara hooted, and Mom covered her mouth with her hand. I hugged them both.

“I’ll call Steven and have him ready the plane,” Mom offered.

“I’ll make you up a couple sandwiches for the trip,” Barbara added.

I knew I shouldn’t be so hopeful, so quick to forgive and forget… but damn, I was happy to finally have the chance to see her.

Within the hour, I was in the air. An hour after that, I was on the ground. Mom had even hired a car and driver so I wouldn’t have to deal with traffic.

I was nervous as hell as I gave him Sloane’s — Lilly’s — address.

Soon, we were pulling into a drive. I looked around. New Haven Health and Rehabilitation.

My stomach tightened, uncertainty curdling inside it.

In a daze, I walked inside and was told that Lilly Carlyle was expecting me, and given a room number. But I didn’t know what to expect. Hoped I was man enough to face it.

“It’s him!” came a loud whisper, and a tiny woman with a walker nearly toppled her friend over. “We’re rich, Ethel! We can live out our days being fanned by cabana boys on a tropical island.”

The pieces fell together. Crone. Old folk’s home. Something about quilts and…

I arrived at room twelve.

Paralysis.

I was frozen, staring at the one and two on the door. I shook my head. This was Sloane inside. Shit, Lilly. Whatever.

It was her.

I’m different.

She had warned me.

My heart was in my throat as I knocked. It hammered in my ears, almost blocking the soft, “Come in.”

Then she was there.

Her.

Sitting.

Beautiful.

Her blue eyes shining with every emotion possible.

It was her.

And everything else faded away.

I could breathe again. I hadn’t drawn a full breath in weeks.

“Hi.” It was a lame beginning, but it was a start. “I’m Zane Boyd.”

She smiled, the smile that showed all her teeth and made her eyes crinkle in the corners. “I’m Lilly Carlyle.”

Our hands touched, clasped, clung together. Then I was on my knees and my lips were on hers. The only place they belonged.

“I’ve missed you so much,” she whispered, tears pouring down her face.

I laughed. “I missed you more.”

Her brow furrowed. “I’m different.”

I tucked a lock of her hair behind her ear. “You haven’t changed.”

There was a great big elephant in the room. It needed to be addressed.

“What happened?”

She told me a story of bullets and surgery, physical therapy and probabilities. “I’m not fully paralyzed, but I won’t be dancing anytime soon.”

That sparked an idea. “You wanna bet?”

Her eyes narrowed at me, the woman I knew on the island shining through. “I’ll take that bet.”

I pulled out my phone and opened the music app. Decision, decision. I selected one and put the phone aside.

She was still looking at me funny as Mazzy Star’s smooth voice filled the room with “Fade Into You.” One of my favorites. I smiled down at Lilly — yes, Lilly — knowing we were either about to create a beautiful memory, or we’d fall on our faces. 

I held out my hand. “Shall we?”

She clearly had doubts regarding my sanity because she looked from face, to my hand, and finally, her legs. I didn’t explain. Didn’t beg. Didn’t bully. I just waited.

Deciding to trust me, she placed her hand in mine.

Leaning down, I lifted her until she stood on my shoes. Automatically, her arms wrapped around my neck, her body pressed against mine. I held her tightly against me, my forehead falling to meet hers as I moved my feet, swaying us to the music.

“How can you forgive me so easily?” she asked, her breath warming my lips. Her expressive eyes were filled with hope and fear and… lust, I was happy to see.

“Forgiving is easy. Forgetting will take a while. We still have much to discuss, but right now, I just want to hold you. Is that okay?”

Her eyes filled with tears again, and she blinked them away. “Yes.”

Damn. That mouth. Those lips. My dick pulsed, remembering everything.

Our faces were just inches apart, and the desire to take those lips, drop us to the floor, and take her was almost too much to contain. When I didn’t kiss her, she pulled my head down until her lips almost touched mine.

“If we’re not going to talk about things yet, can we do this?”

My answer wasn’t verbal.

I growled into her mouth as the weeks of fear and longing melted us together. I took her mouth with a fierceness I didn’t think was inside me until that moment.

She moaned into my mouth and kissed me back with a primal urgency I could only hope to match. Lifting her higher onto my chest, I walked us to a small loveseat in the corner of the room, my lips never leaving hers.

Her fingernails dug into my scalp and I wasn’t sure if I was the predator or the prey. And I didn’t care. All that mattered was this. Her lips on mine.

I sat down, and Lilly used her upper body strength to turn her body until she was straddling me.

Once we were face to face, I pushed her hair back, looked my fill of her lovely face.

“I was wrong.”

Her breath left her in a whoosh, her face instantly guarded. “About what?”

I stroked her back, her shoulder, her arms. “There are some things I need to know before we go further.”

She nodded. “Ask.”

“Was everything a lie?”

A sob escaped her lips, but she didn’t cry. “No. It was too real. I think that’s what scared me.”

“Why did you leave me?”

“It was my orders. I was told we couldn’t offer you protection, so I—”

“Drugged me.”

She didn’t blink. “Yes.”

“Do you love me?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want to be with me?”

“Yes.”

“Is it only because your…” I squeezed her thighs, “circumstances changed?”

“No.” She shook her head vigorously. “No! After we took down Smith and his goons, I was leaving the monitoring room with the intention of going back to you.” She grabbed my face between her hands. “That’s the truth. I was going back to you when a man caught me by surprise.”

“And you were shot?”

“Yes.”

I turned my face and kissed her palm, leaned into the warmth of her hand. “Why did you wait so long to call me?”

She looked ashamed. “I didn’t take the diagnosis well, and I didn’t want to bring you into the hell I was going through.”

I nodded, understanding. “Why did you call me today?”

“I saw your video.”

I couldn’t help but ask. “So, you want a million dollars?”

She poked me in the chest. There was my girl.

“No, but I think a couple of the old ladies here might want part of the pie.”

I nodded. “Already met them.”

She waited for the next question, and I pondered and discarded most of them. Except the most important. But first…

Moving my hands into her hair, I pulled her head back and kissed her neck, stroking my tongue over her soft skin. Her fingers tightened on my shoulders, and she ground down into me so hard, I could feel the heat of her sex against me.

“One last question.”

She licked those sultry lips. “Yes?”

“Can I break you out of this joint for the night?”

Her laughter was pure joy. “It isn’t a prison.”






CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Sloane

It was good to be out of the rehab facility. Be in a car.

Be with him.

I still couldn’t believe it.

He was right. We still had much talking to do, but that didn’t have to happen right now. Just like any dating couple, the details would trickle out. The thought made me smile. Us. Dating. After our explosive meeting, it was funny to think about us doing something so normal.

Well, normal for us. Our version of dating was on steroids with loads of heavy baggage attached.

As Zane pushed me through the plush hotel lobby, not as many people stared at me as I thought they would. It was something I’d been worried about. That people would stare. That their eyes would be full of sympathy. But they didn’t.

And I was wrong.

Having them not stare was worse.

It’s been said that hate was the opposite of love, but as people turned their heads or refused to meet my eye, I realized that avoidance was more painful.

At least hate was pure, it had foundation.

Avoidance was true to its origin. It left a void, made you doubt your presence and substance within the universe.

As we rolled, I found myself trying to smile at people, catch their eye, let them know that I was here, that I existed. That it was okay to acknowledge me. That I wasn’t a cripple. I was so much more than that. I was alive. Here. Not the same, but fully present.

In the elevator, Zane laid his hand on my shoulder, and our eyes met in the mirrored wall.

If I’d become weaker during our time apart, he’d become stronger. His muscles seemed to be bigger even though he appeared to have lost some weight. His hair was a little longer too, like he’d been avoiding the barber. I liked it. It made him even more Tarzan-like.

The room he’d rented was lovely. I heard him speaking to the hotel staff on our way there, asking for an upgrade to a room that was handicap accessible.

I still wasn’t sure how I felt about all these new labels. Handicapped. Disabled. Challenged. Maybe I was focusing on the wrong ones. My other labels were no less true. Woman. Lover. Friend. Colleague. The package was different, but the contents of that package didn’t have to change.

We had sweeping views of the White House, National Mall, the Washington Monument, and the Capitol Building, but I only had eyes for Zane.

“Are you hungry?”

I shook my head. “Not for food.”

His nostrils flared an instant before his eyes grew concerned. He knelt in front of me, taking my face in his hands. “Will I hurt you?”

I honestly didn’t know. I told him that. “This isn’t something I’ve spoken about with my therapists… but if they have me up walking, surely a different type of exercise will only be helpful.”

He raised a brow. “So, are you using me as your personal jungle gym?”

I ran my hand through his hair, smiling at my earlier observation as the curls slipped through my fingers. “Is that okay with you?”

He kissed the tip of my nose, my ear, my neck. “Absolutely.”

“Zane?”

He lifted his head. “Yes?”

“I’d like to take a bath first, if that’s okay. It’s been a long time since I’ve had access to one so big.”

He kissed the tip of my nose again. “I’ll fill it for you now.” He pushed up to his feet, and a few minutes later, I heard the water begin. And with it, the doubt flooded back.

Zane didn’t mind doing these things for me now, but what about a month from now? Six months? A year? Would he soon find me to be a burden?

I gave myself a mental shake. I had to stop thinking so negatively. I was meaner to myself than I’d ever been to a bad guy.

When Zane came back in only his jeans, my mouth began to water, and he must have sensed my instant lust because he grinned. “Arms up.”

It took a second to understand what he wanted before I slowly raised my arms, and he pulled my shirt over my head. With a flick of his fingers, my bra was next. He considered me for a moment, trying to decide how to handle me.

“I can stand.”

He smiled but the gesture didn’t show through in his eyes. He still looked concerned. “Show me.” I noticed he stayed nearby as I used my upper body strength to get to my feet. “Bravo.” But there was a frown on his face as his eyes scanned my torso.

“Yeah… ugly scars.”

He shook his head and stepped closer to me. “Never ugly,” he said, his fingers unfastening my pants. They dropped to the floor, and soon, my panties followed. “So beautiful,” he murmured, his thumbs sweeping over my nipples. They hardened instantly at his touch, and I moaned with the pleasure.

Stepping forward, he effortlessly lifted me into his arms, then turned in a fast circle, making me laugh. “Do you know how much I’ve missed this? Having you in my arms?”

I did know. I’d missed it just as much.

We kissed, and he carried me into the bathroom. When he lowered me into the water, I groaned loudly as I sank into its warmth. I relaxed and went under. All the way under, cocooned below the surface until I needed a breath.

Reaching for the handle, I pulled myself up to find him sitting on the side of the tub. I quirked a brow. “Coming in?” 

His eyes flared, the green growing darker. He stood and finished undressing. My entire core squeezed as his cock popped free from his boxers, pointing straight at me.

Zane climbed in behind me, and I was soon surrounded by his arms and legs. I loved it. He palmed my breasts, squeezing them, kneading them until I ached with the need for more.

Desire twisted in me, and I turned my head to find his mouth. The movements weren’t fluid, but between the two of us, we managed to get me turned until I straddled him, his hard cock between my legs.

I ground down on him, so very grateful that I could feel him. Yes, my injury could have been much worse. A few more centimeters to the right and my spinal cord would have been severed.

His teeth were on my neck, biting my skin, leaving marks across my shoulder, his hand dipping low to find my clitoris, to sweep inside. I didn’t care about marks. All I cared about were the sensations below my waist.

“Can you feel this?”

I took his face in my hands, meeting his eyes as I came. Pleasure exploded, and I cried out, feeling my eyes roll back in my head. His fingers slowed, but stayed inside me, on me.

“I love making you come. Love watching your face. Hear the noises you make.”

I laughed. “Please don’t ever take a picture of my orgasm face. I might never recover.”

And that was how it was for a while. We laughed and kissed while he shampooed my hair and I shampooed his.

Kissed while I washed his back, his chest, his arms.

We kissed as he washed me in return, his strong fingers kneading the muscles as he cleaned.

Turning on the water, he picked up the handheld nozzle. “Lean your head back.” I did what I was told and soon the bubbles were rinsed away. I touched his face, traced its strong contours while he finger-combed silky conditioner through my hair.

“This was never a lie, was it? This powerful attraction between us?”

It hurt my heart to see the doubt, the worry, in his eyes. “Not for an instant. You have some mighty powerful mojo, Mr. Boyd.”

“Only for you.”

I breathed in the words and took his mouth in a long kiss.

“I want to make love to you now,” he said. “In bed. On top of you. I need you, Sl…lilly.”

I laughed. “Slilly?”

He laughed too, pressing his forehead to mine. “I think I like it. You have to admit, it suits you.”

I reared my head back. “Slilly suits me? I think I might possibly be offended.”

He pulled the drain on the tub, still grinning. “Get over it. You are now officially my Slilly, the perfect combination of badass Sloane and gentle Lilly. I decree it to be so.”

I batted my eyes. “Well, if you decree it then… okay. Just not in public.”

He laughed, and I noticed he didn’t make any promises. “Let’s rinse off and get out of here.” He turned on the nozzle and rinsed us both as the bath water drained away. He stood, and I watched the water run down his powerful legs.

He was so very beautiful. Powerful and strong.

Mine.

Because I decreed that to be so.

I would hold on to him with both hands and my teeth. I would work harder in therapy to walk so we could dance in earnest. And if I couldn’t dance, then I would make him so happy that nothing else mattered.

“What are you thinking?”

I let my eyes take a long stroll down his body. His cock bobbed under my hot gaze. “I’m thinking that I can’t wait to have you in my mouth, my body.” It bobbed again, as if nodding in approval.

“Then let’s make that happen.”

I was scooped up and deposited on the floor in front of him, the tile cool under my bare feet. “Hold on to me,” he said as he wrapped a towel around my hair.

Just like things had been easy between us when we first met, it was easy now. He just seemed to get me. Understand my limits without any awkwardness between us.

Feeling steady on my feet, I reached for a towel and dried him too. 

“I decree us dry enough,” he said and swept me into his arms.

“Yes, my king.”

Weeks ago, he would have tossed me on the bed. Now, he gently lowered me onto the mattress. But that was the only concession he made to my handicap. I could tell that he wasn’t going to treat me with kid gloves otherwise. And I was glad.

My hunger for him surprised me. Surprised him.

I wanted to feel really alive again. Feel this. Feel him.

Before he could move away, I sat up and took his cock in my hand. Steel wrapped in the softest velvet, it pulsed in my palm, growing even harder in my fist. I stroked down, and he groaned. He was long and thick, my fingers unable to close around the base. I swiped my thumb over the head, spreading the drop of pre-cum before taking him in my mouth.

His fingers were in my hair, fists pulling at the strands as I licked and sucked, cupping his balls in my hand. He growled low in his chest as I took him into my throat, wanting to consume all of him.

With no warning, he pushed me until I was on my back, his cock popping from my mouth with a sound that was erotically vulgar. Before I could protest, his lips were on mine, stealing my breath, his fingers clamped around my breast.

“Please.”

I wasn’t sure what I was asking for, and he didn’t ask me to elaborate as he kissed down my throat and chest until he was sucking on a nipple. Each pull of his mouth sent pleasure down into my toes.

“You’re so beautiful,” he growled against my skin as he continued to pull bliss from deep inside my core. Each time he sucked, I arched into the pleasure, my legs weak but bending at my command to help me.

Then he was kissing my scar, licking into my navel, spreading my legs apart. I cried out, gripping the sheets when his mouth found me.

“Do you feel me?”

“Yes.”

I did. It was different than before but no less powerful. No less urgent than my need of him.

Not just this. But the man. This man who’d fallen into my life, been temporarily entrapped in my web of lies… and who loved me anyway. The depth of my feelings for him astonished me. 

I sank my fingers in his hair, needing to hold on to him. He tongued me harder, faster, sucking my lower lips into his mouth. I felt it, felt everything when his fingers entered me.

Crying out, I was overwhelmed with sensation. His fingers moved inside me as his tongue and teeth stroked up and down my sex. I was going to come, probably harder than I ever had in my life. As it built, I feared that it would shatter me completely. “Please… I can’t.”

“You will.”

I did.

As I exploded, he licked and sucked, his hand moving up to my breast. My desire for him intensified as his fingers twisted and squeezed my nipple. Pleasure danced with pain, leaving me breathless as I absorbed and surrendered to it all.

Zane moved up my body, licking into my mouth, his knees pushing my legs farther apart.

“Tell me you want me.”

My eyes snapped open and I looked into his. “I want you.”

“Tell me that you need me.”

“I do. I need you. And not just here, not just now. I need your presence, Zane. I need you in my life. These past weeks have been miserable without you.”

His nostrils flared, satisfaction in his eyes.

“Tell me you’ll never leave me.”

I cupped his dear face in my hands. “I will never leave you. Never again. Even if you try to get rid of me, you won’t be able to.”

He lowered his hips, settling between my legs, the tip of his cock nudging my entrance. “Date me. Live with me. Let me take care of you. Let me hire a therapist to come into the home we choose together.”

My heart squeezed and I smiled. “Date?”

He smiled too. “Yeah… those things where I pick you up and we go to dinner and a movie. We get to know each other, ask lots of questions.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard of those.”

He kissed the tip of my nose. “The only difference is that I’ll pick you up at our master suite. I’ll drop you off at our door. It’ll be perfect.”

It would be perfect. Not typical, but exactly right for us.

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Are you withholding sex until I say yes?”

He chuckled, the sound vibrating from his chest and into mine. “And if I was?”

“Then I say you have perfected torture. You could give the FBI some tips.”

He pulsed his hips, giving me less than an inch of his length. “So… Slilly. Will you date me?”

I rolled my eyes. “I suppose. It’ll be hard putting up with all your sexiness, but I… ohh.”

He was inside me. Deep. To the root.

With a combination of strength and gentleness, he made love to me, careful to keep his weight off my hips and stomach. I wasn’t able to wrap my legs around him like I wanted to, but I’d just make that another goal to attain.

“I love you,” I said, my hands on his face, needing him to see the truth of my words in my eyes.

“I believe you.”

Beautiful words. Words I held on to and vowed to never take for granted.

When I came and he followed, it wasn’t the explosion of sensation I was used to experiencing with Zane. It was still powerful. Just different.

And maybe different wasn’t so bad.






EPILOGUE

Sloane

The cool ocean breeze came through my parents’ overwater bungalow.

I was back in Maldives and the weather couldn’t have been more perfect for the happiest day of my life.

 Miranda was curling my hair, her blue and green bridesmaid’s dress falling from the thin straps on her elegant shoulders. She smiled at me in the mirror. “Nervous?”

To my surprise, I wasn’t. I held out my hand to check for shaking fingers, but I was steady there too. “I’m actually surprised at how calm I am.”

She sprayed a curl, trying to force my normally straight hair into some semblance of beachy waves. “I’m not surprised. You’ve worked hard for today.”

I had worked hard.

Zane had moved into my little D.C. apartment until we found a house we both loved. It wasn’t a mansion, but it was spacious with large rooms and wide doorways that gave me plenty of space to wheel around. A heated pool in the backyard was a place Zane would often find me when I wasn’t in the FBI crime lab, where I’d begun to work three days a week.

He built a gym and hired a therapist as promised. Over the months, I grew stronger, and my legs slowly began to move at my command. I wasn’t ready for a marathon, or even a ten-yard dash, but I could do what I’d strove to do today. I would walk down the aisle to my man.

Mom came out of the bedroom, turning in a circle. “So, how do I look?”

A slenderizing column dress in the palest blue had Mom looking like a fashion model. “Hey, now. You aren’t supposed to outshine the bride.”

She swept her hand down the dress and fluttered her eyelashes at me. “This old thing?” Then she sighed and the tip of her nose turned pink. “Sweetheart, you look so beautiful.”

Looking back into the mirror, I felt beautiful too.

Miranda swiped at her eyes. “Okay you two. Knock it off. No ruining of makeup until the ceremony at least.”

Dad stepped into the room, looking dashing in super trendy khaki suit I’d chosen for the occasion. Mom and I had gone round and round about the dress code for the wedding. She “envisioned” formal while I wanted comfort and ease during my paradise bound nuptials.

I won, and Dad looked wonderful. I couldn’t wait to see Zane in his suit too.

Miranda made the last curl. “There you go. You look gorgeous.”

I looked closer, impressed with my friend’s many talents. She’d even done my makeup, and I was glowing. I almost didn’t recognize myself.

The past year hadn’t been all rainbows and butterflies. Zane and I fought. Not knockdown, drag out like at the beginning of our relationship, but we still snarled and spat at each other at times. Fighting then making up.

The fighting mainly revolved around my work, and how, now that I was benched in the crime lab, it was me who didn’t want him to join the bureau. I didn’t want him to be in danger.

He found that pretty ironic. I guessed I found it ironic too.

He’d finally relented, and we’d come to a mutual agreement. I would work in the crime lab a couple days a week, and he would continue to be my beck-and-call playboy. So far, it was working out great for me, for obvious reasons. For Zane, taking care of me tapped into his naturally protective nature.

I’d learned to not take his hovering as proof that he didn’t think I could do things on my own. It was just his way. And it was a good way once I got used to it. He didn’t clip my wings. He just provided me a safe place to land if I fell.

As he and I grew closer, Zane began to show more interest in his family’s business. He didn’t want to work in the company full time, but he joined the board of directors, pleasing his parents to no end.

And speaking of his parents. I loved them. Adored them. They adored me too.

I was happy.

And more than anything, I was content.

I’d made my peace with Sloane, my friend. The girl who had become my alter ego. The girl to whom I always had something to prove.

Sloane Anderson was dead. The YouTube video that went viral was proof.

Charles Smith and his buddies were still battling it out in court, and they probably would for years. That was okay. The judge refused to grant him bail, believing him to be a flight risk. 

Through the power of social media, I learned that Grace had dumped his ass and was now arm candy for another sleazy-looking man. It was too bad. I’d genuinely liked her, but she made her own choices. I silently wished her well.

Miranda clapped her hands together loudly, snapping me out of my memories. “Game time, people.”

I smiled at my friend. “Thank you for everything.”

She kissed my cheek. “You’re welcome. Now go out there and get this done. My vacation clock is ticking and I want to spend all the time I can with my man.”

I laughed. Miranda and her tall, dark, and handsome were going strong. In fact, she and Gavin had a neighboring bungalow, completing our small, intimate group.

 “Ready, honey?” Dad came to me, extending his arm as Mom and Miranda went on ahead. “Time to give my beautiful daughter away.” He kissed my cheek, and we left the bungalow.

I froze. “What is that?”

I eyed the brightly decorated golf cart sitting on the dock.

Dad winked at me. “Your chariot, darling. I knew you didn’t want to be in your wheelchair today so…” he extended his arm in Vanna White fashion, “viola.”

Tears pricked my eyes. He was right. I didn’t want to be in my wheelchair, and refused to go down the aisle in one. I’d known I wouldn’t have the strength to navigate the island on my own and had mentally submitted to the idea that I wouldn’t be able to completely abandon it.

“It’s perfect.” I wrinkled my nose at the balloons and streamers. “Gaudy, but absolutely perfect.”

Off we went toward the gorgeous secluded section of the beach where we would exchange our vows. As we approached, the sky changed colors above us as the sun began its evening decline.

Knowing I might have trouble navigating over the sand, the wedding planner had a specially made bamboo runner brought in. Dad parked and squeezed my hand. “Ready, sweetheart?”

I took in the scene before me. Flower encrusted arches ran down the petal covered bamboo runner, at the end of which the most important part was standing.

Zane.

His eyes didn’t leave me as I took Dad’s arm and walked toward him.

Walked.

It was slow, but I was in no hurry as the cello’s soothing notes ushered me on.

Walked.

As the sky all around us burned with color.

Walked.

To my future. My family. My everything.

Then I was there, and Dad was kissing my cheek, and Zane’s hands were in mine.

“You’re beautiful,” he said, tears shimmering in his eyes.

“So are you.”

My last identity change was taking place today. In a few moments, I would be Lilly Boyd, and I’d hold on to that name for the rest of my life.

“Dearly beloved…”

The pastor began the official ceremony. I heard the words as clearly as I heard the background music of the waves washing back and forth over the sand.

“Do you, Slilly Carlyle take Zane Boyd to be…”

Really?

Very slowly, I turned my head to look the pastor in the eye. He grinned and sliced his eyes toward Zane, who was grinning too.

Instead of poking him in the chest, I just shrugged. What the hell did it matter?

“I do. I absolutely, positively do.”

And I did.

And we did.

And the ceremony was over with Zane sweeping me into his arms.

He kissed my nose. “I thought you were going to punch me back there.”

I pressed my lips close to his ear. “Paybacks are hell. I brought my vibrator for later. Bzzzz.”

He laughed and kissed me hard. “You’re joking, right?” Was that fear I saw in his eyes?

I could use that.

“Maybe I was,” I teased, running my hand through his hair. “Maybe I wasn’t.”

The thing was… we had the rest of our lives to find out.

THE END

Continue on to read a special sneak peek of one of my recent releases.


A Sneak Peek

THE CHRISTMAS BET






CHAPTER ONE

Tabby

“If you’re not there, I’ll kill you.”

I rolled my eyes and flicked a longing glance to the door. Grace stepped sideways to block my view with her narrow hands poised on her even more narrow hips, her eyes sending bridezilla death rays in my direction. “I’ll be there.”

“No, I’m serious, Tabby. I had to pay an extra hundred to bump the eleven o’clock out for you. You have to be there…” her nostrils flared, “on time.”

I took a deep breath, breathing in hope, breathing out hate. “I will be, but I still have time to do my own nails if you want to get your money back.”

Grace’s azure eyes narrowed as if I’d suggested something treasonous. “Are you kidding? Do you want to wear a dress from Walmart too? Get your hair done by Pantene? How about—”

I held up a hand. “Okay, okay, I get it. I’ll be at the salon tomorrow at eleven. Scout’s honor, pinky swear, cross my heart, and hope to die.”

“Yes. Die.” My cousin was extremely scary when she was angry. “That’s exactly what’s going to happen to you if you’re not there.”

I smiled past my gritted teeth. “You need to relax, Grace. Isn’t this supposed to be the happiest day of your life?”

She scoffed, tossing her auburn head and scowling at the ceiling. “It would be if everyone would stop messing up and start listening to me. Nothing goes right, and nobody cares.” Turning her critical gaze on me, she crossed her arms over her chest, her nose lifting just a fraction. “You’ve never been engaged. You wouldn’t understand.”

Keeping my face carefully neutral, I let the verbal slap go unanswered. It was simply easier that way.

I’d already endured more than my fair share for my privileged cousin’s wedding. Three weeks after the invitations were sent, one of Grace’s tequila-and-pearls sorority sisters ducked out as a bridesmaid thanks to an unexpected positive pregnancy test, and I received a half-hearted text asking if I’d fill the empty spot. Two Coronas and an hour-long lecture from my mom about familial obligations later, I’d agreed and cemented my role as the redheaded stepsister in the glitzy affair. While the other girls cashed Daddy’s checks to pay for their designer dresses and first-class plane tickets to New Orleans, I had to pick up three extra gigs just to afford the Zac Posen gown and snag an economy seat on the same flight as the rest. And that didn’t even account for the sickeningly expensive shoes — Giuseppe Zanotti — and the diamond drop earrings — Tiffany, of course. The exorbitant costs were bad enough, but dealing with Grace’s panicked midnight calls and neurotic text floods had left semi-permanent teeth marks below my mouth from biting my lip so much. Thanks to our shared childhood of Grandma’s ham salad and grass-stained Keds, I became her sounding board for all things stressful.

Normally, I would’ve told her off after the second or third emotional explosion, but I’d forced myself to be understanding in light of her big day. This little jibe about my single status, however, was one shot too many.

“You’re right. I wouldn’t.” I twisted around her to head toward the door.

Grace spun on the spot. “Where are you going?”

“I need to get out of here.” Lowering my voice to a mutter, I added, “Before I strangle you with my Walmart belt and douse your head in Pantene.”

She had the nerve to stamp her Jimmy Choo clad foot. “We’ve got dinner in an hour!”

I froze with my hand hovering over the door handle before slowly turning to look back at her. “You told me the rehearsal dinner’s tomorrow before the bachelorette party.”

She closed her eyes, rolled her neck, and pressed a palm to her forehead like she was suffering a great trial. “It is, Tabby.” Her syllables were clipped, testy staccatos. If I hadn’t been the target of her disdain, I would’ve easily believed she was talking to an alien from outer space who didn’t understand human speech. “This is just a normal dinner. Enid made a reservation at Restaurant R’evolution a month ago.”

“Yeah, I think I’m going to skip that.” A mild throbbing was setting in at the base of my skull. Eyes still on the bridal beast, I wrapped my fingers around the handle and opened the door an inch, just enough that the intermingling smells of leftover room service and carpet cleaner wafted in from the hall.

Grace frowned, which splintered her smooth coral lipstick into creases and divots. “Fine. Just don’t forget your manicure t—”

“Tomorrow at eleven. I know.” Before she could say another word, I turned and flung the door open enough to cross the threshold and ducked into the corridor.

My career had provided me plenty of opportunities to stay in hotels around the country, but the Harrah’s of New Orleans where Grace had put the block for the wedding party was a huge step up from my usual accommodations. Instead of threadbare carpets and comforters boasting patterns from the seventies, the rooms were chic and glamorous in rich hues of violet and champagne. The bed was comfortable, and the view from my window was overlooking the Mississippi River. My favorite amenity, though, was the onsite casino.

Entertainment beyond reality TV marathons was a rare benefit to my hotel stays, and I had a slight obsession with penny slots — meaning I tended to dig into pre-budgeted food money rather than walking away when I maxed out. With change jingling in my pocket, I had a little spring in my step as I strode away from Grace’s suite in pursuit of a solitary night of gambling rather than dinner with my tense cousin and her pretentious friends.

The sound of mechanized jingling and the smell of stale smoke met my senses before I entered the casino, but I immediately felt relief. This was hardly a place I’d run into one of the soul-sucking trust-funders, and even with all the retirees seated in front of the slots and the businessman/tourist blend surrounding the tables, I was awash in the isolation I’d craved since my plane touched down at Louis Armstrong. Keycard tucked into my back pocket and several twenties folded in my hand, I started to wind my way through the banks in search of a machine that whispered promises of millions.

Within a minute of wandering, the headache that had been blossoming in the back of my skull was already waning and my shoulders were starting to relax. I was able to dismiss the stresses of bridesmaid obligations much more easily than I’d expected, all to the tune of recorded nickels tumbling into waiting cups.

Ting-ting-ting-ting-ting-ting-ting!

“Oh, god!” I yelped, jerking backward unexpectedly as my shoulder crashed into another shoulder and lukewarm liquid splashed over my front. I was scouring the slot bank nearest the blackjack tables, and my intense analysis of the Crazy 7’s had prevented me from seeing the gray tailored suit in my path.

His arm shot out, and a hand clamped around my wrist. He tugged, pulling me upright and helping me regain my equilibrium, but I was too dazed to trust his strength and trying to compensate, bent too far forward. His other hand flattened against my collarbone to stop me from tumbling onto my face. “Let me guess… you’re a world-renowned gymnast famous for your skills on the balance beam.”

“Funny,” I muttered, finding it suddenly difficult to take in air. Finally stabilized, I lowered my face to hide my burning cheeks and refused to meet his gaze, which I could feel pressing into my temple. “Sorry about that.”

“No harm done.” His voice was like butter, warm and rich and silken, and I could hear the amused smile woven between his syllables. I was too embarrassed to look at him, but the fingers still wrapped around my wrist were long, young, and well-manicured, and the palm pressed to my upper chest radiated pleasant heat through my top. When I was younger, I’d gone to plug in a Christmas tree, and when I did, a spark of electricity had traveled up my arm, keeping me rooted to the spot for a few moments before the circuit breaker blew.

That was how I felt now. Rooted. Under siege by something unexpected and unfamiliar.

I wanted to see his face, to find out if he was as attractive as he sounded, but my humiliation for my clumsiness — and my reaction to his presence — was too great. Instead of eyeing the well-trodden carpet, however, I noticed the blossoming stain across his pelvis. The gray fabric was darkening to a rich charcoal hue as the remnants of his jarred drink crept outward from groin to hip.

Horrified at having potentially destroyed a suit that no doubt cost more than Grace’s wedding dress, I snatched the hem of my shirt and darted forward, determined to scrub the stain away. “God, I’m so sorry.” Regret for my stupidity mingled with a dull fear that I’d be expected to buy a replacement. “I wasn’t paying attention.” He didn’t step away or brush my hand aside as I attempted to rub the splotch clean, but the heat of his stare rested heavily on my head as I sped my hand up, making my voice falter.

It didn’t occur to me I was basically stroking his crotch until I felt a mild stiffening beneath my touch and heard his grunt of amusement. I paused and glanced around. Others were watching me too. A trio of girls barely twenty-one were snickering amongst each other, and an elderly man with a slicked toupee was eyeing me with uncomfortable interest. One woman was smiling sympathetically as she punched the SPIN button on her machine so fast her hand was almost a blur. I just wanted to get away from the scene I’d created.

Straightening up with burning cheeks and tugging my wrist from my victim-slash-savior’s hold, I again mumbled, “Sorry.” Without giving him a chance to reply, I hoisted my purse strap securely back onto my shoulder and hustled away, ducking between two electronic slots featuring Playboy-blonde mermaids in gleaming LEDs.

It took me at least five minutes to finally feel like nobody was staring at me anymore. I’d never been one to seek out the spotlight, certainly not for something as embarrassing as ramming into an innocent bystander in a crowded room, and while I didn’t consider myself shy, I didn’t care for attention in exorbitant quantities. Having too much attention always made me feel like I was covered in sand after a trip to the beach, itchy and uncomfortable. As soon as I thought I’d wiped myself clean of it all, I always found a little more. Hunkering down in front of one of the more isolated game choices brought me back to the state of relaxation I’d been hunting for when I came down to the casino in the first place.

The acrid sting of cigarette smoke and gentle burn of vodka from the cocktail waitress-delivered screwdriver stripped away my lingering irritations minute by minute until I was twenty dollars in and completely absorbed in finagling bets and lines to maximize my profits. The machine I’d retreated to wasn’t one of the flashy modern noisemakers to which most people flocked, but it chimed appreciatively every time I won as little as two cents and offered enough bonuses to keep me interested. I was actually starting to forget the whole reason I was in New Orleans at all when, out of the corner of my eye, I spotted an unwelcome reminder.

“You’re skipping a fantastic meal at an elegant restaurant to do this?”

Grace had managed to transform herself from the casual, albeit expensively outfitted, bride-to-be I’d seen upstairs to a shamelessly glittery mannequin in the short time since I left her room. Layers of bronzer had deepened her skin tone to better match her reddish-brown hair, dense false lashes perched atop her perfectly acceptable natural ones, and a sparkling purple dress more akin to adjoined ribbon strips than fabric clung to her slim form like plastic wrap. It was hard to look her in the face, especially when she moved and shards of light ricocheted off her sequins directly into my eyes.

“Wow,” was all I could manage.

She looked smug for about a half a second before the scowl returned to her painted lips. “Why don’t you just go upstairs and put something nice on and come out with us?”

I lifted a shoulder. “The only thing I have that’s nice enough for this kind of restaurant is the bridesmaid’s dress.”

“Seriously? You came to New Orleans without any formalwear?” I nodded, and she shook her head in judgmental disbelief. “Well, whatever. You can just borrow something of mine, I guess. Come on.”

“Grace, I really don’t want to go out,” I insisted, rotating on the padded stool to show her how serious I was.

She threw her arms out to the sides dramatically. “This is my wedding! Don’t you care that you’re embarrassing me? What am I supposed to tell everyone about why my cousin isn’t doing anything with us?”

I was inclined to snap something at her about telling them the duties of alternate bridesmaids aren’t quite so involved, but I kept my cool and ran my peacekeeping mantra through my mind for the umpteenth time. “Anything you need me to do for the wedding, I’m happy to do, but I’d really appreciate some time alone tonight. I can’t be much help to you if I’m a wreck myself, can I?”

“Hmph,” she grunted. I could tell she wanted to comment that I wasn’t much help anyway or I was always a wreck no matter what I did or something else in the snotty vein, but like me, she controlled her impulses. Apparently, we weren’t as different as I wanted to think. “If you’d rather hang out pushing germ-infested buttons and losing your money, I’m not going to stop you. Just—”

“Eleven tomorrow.” I forced a tight smile. “Right.”

She turned on her platform heel and walked away, and I swiveled to face my machine again. I was actually feeling pretty proud of myself for staying as polite and collected as I had, because the last thread of patience I maintained for Grace’s snobbish attitude and ridiculous demands was fraying. Stamping my forefinger down onto the flashing green circle, I watched the reels start spinning and mentally congratulated myself. Maybe I’d make it through this weekend without imploding after all.

When a dark figure materialized in my peripheral vision, however, my pride was snatched from me as that single thread snapped. I swung around, steam practically pouring from my ears, and barked, “I said I’m not go—!”

It wasn’t Grace. A tall, dark-haired man stood where my uppity cousin had just been, wearing a gray tailored suit and an amused smirk on his beautifully carved lips.






CHAPTER TWO

Owen

She was strange.

It was the first thing I thought when I looked down to see who’d crashed into me so violently. Everything from her bumpy blonde ponytail to her scuffed Hello Kitty sneakers was strange, especially in New Orleans, and her unbalanced flailing made her seem even more bizarre. I tried to help her regain her footing before squaring in on her appearance.

“Let me guess… you’re a world-renowned gymnast famous for your skills on the balance beam,” I quipped, hoping to break the ice and eliminate some of the inherent awkwardness. Her cheeks, as round as apples, were hot pink and splotchy with embarrassment.

“Funny,” she replied with strained annoyance. She wouldn’t meet my eyes, either because she was still flustered or because she was still dazed from the near fall, so I took the opportunity to study her.

I couldn’t figure her out. The jeans she wore were distinctly non-designer, and the flowing olive tank top screamed Midwest club scene, but the slightly askew black frames on her nose hinted at the artiness of a Brooklyn transplant. Her shoes were unequivocally West Coast, along with cherry-shaped studs in her ears, yet her skin had the natural glow of someone raised in Miami sunshine. Nothing about her made sense. Nothing fit together to form the completed puzzle. She was the essence of quirk, and I was fascinated.

“Sorry about that,” she apologized half-heartedly.

I felt her pulse throbbing beneath my fingers where the pads met her wrist, and I was reluctant to remove my hand from her collar for fear this ungainly nymph would tumble over again — and, frankly, I was reluctant to give her reason to walk away. “No harm done,” I assured her, smiling against my will. I didn’t want her to think I was laughing at her, but I couldn’t help myself. She was just so unusual. And when she started grinding the bottom of her shirt into my prick while mumbling further apologies, I knew I wanted her. If she felt the blood pooling in my nether region, she knew I did too.

She still hadn’t made any eye contact when she pulled her arm out of my grasp, and I tried to tilt myself just enough to see into her face properly as she bumbled a repetitious, “Sorry.” She was gone before I could ask her name.

Women were hardly a weakness of mine, not to say I had strings of them or enough notches on my bedpost to whittle it into a toothpick, but there had been a time or two when I’d found myself drawn to a particular female without much rhyme or reason. The first had been a girl in my sixth grade Christmas pageant who insisted on being one of the Three Wise Men even though her gender didn’t exactly suit the role. I’d liked her because, yes, she was pretty, and yes, she was nice, but she was determined to be different, and I wanted different.

In the years since, I’d maintained interest in women who were leggy and beautiful and charismatic, but each had possessed at least one skill or interest to distinguish her from the last. Twenty years later, I was still looking for different.

This one was different, but far from the cliché of the phrase because she didn’t try. She just was. I felt it in her skin.

“Are you betting, or have I crushed your ego enough?”

I slowly tore my stare from the slot machines that had swallowed the mysterious creature to find Howie turned in his seat and grinning toothily at me. I’d known the guy since we were seven, and that clownish grin had never changed. More than once, I’d pictured him at eighty with crinkled eyes and a stretched mouth exactly like he had now, but with nothing except gums to show.

“Yeah.” I lifted a shoulder and attempted to turn my attention back to the game. “I’m betting.”

Taking my vacant seat next to him, I slid two chips forward without caring to notice their value. The others around the table mirrored my action, and the dealer began his routine. He, too, was a man I knew well, a burly fellow I’d nicknamed Jeeves long ago after learning he’d attended a butler training academy in England, and he kept one eye on me as he expertly doled two cards each to the players. In a way, I thought he had a better idea what was going on in my head than Howie, mainly because Howie was caught up in rehashing a date with Janine, the float designer.

I didn’t want to play. I wanted to get up and go after that ponytailed enigmatic woman.

Resisting the urge to turn around and see if I could spy her, I instead made a silent deal with myself and focused my stare on the cards.

King of spades, seven of diamonds.

I tapped the table. “Hit me.”

Howie gaped. “Hit on seventeen? You haven’t lost enough money already?”

I frowned. “I haven’t even touched my second stack.”

His lips fluttered with a harshly exhaled breath. “You must have a lot of faith in that new restaurant you’re backing.” His mouth pulled into a tight line of disapproval and a single bead of sweat trailed down his temple from his bald head. Blackjack was one of the few things Howie took really seriously. Even Jeeves looked uncertain, disregarding his strict dealer training to do what the player bid despite his better judgment.

Narrowing my eyes first at my friend then at the friendly employee, I tapped my forefinger twice on the felt tabletop. My third card was dealt without argument.

A four of diamonds joined the king and seven.

“Twenty-one.” I pushed my chair back without waiting to snatch up my winnings. “I’ll be back.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” Howie stuck his arm out in front of my midsection to stop me. “You were lucky enough to have your spot held when you went to take a piss a minute ago, but you can’t keep coming and going without giving up your chair. Even you aren’t that important, Driscoll.”

He was only half kidding. I shrugged, turned back toward the table, and grabbed my pile of chips. “Fair enough,” I conceded, flipping a chip to Jeeves as a tip. “See you later, then.”

“You’re hot for that girl who tried to run you over, aren’t you?” Howie needled, his large teeth showing again.

I dropped a chip in front of him too. “Next hand’s on me.”

“Owen.” He sounded serious again, stunning enough in itself but particularly so as he actually turned his body away from the table to face me straight on. “She’s not through The Club.”

I stiffened, my hands curling into fists. “Yeah, I know.”

His eyes narrowed as if inspecting some insect he’d never seen before. “You only date through The Club.”

Even though my chest tightened, I forced a smirk onto my face and repeated, “Yeah, I know.”

Howie poised his chin on his thumb and considered me warily. “Is this some kind of challenge for you? Has the ever-rotating pool of beautiful women available to you become stale?”

Rather than providing a snappy-tongued response like I ordinarily would have, I gave his question some genuine thought. He had a point. I, by no means, had a shortage of female companions in my life, and I never did expand my dating conquests beyond those who frequented the elite club of which Howie and I were both members. Yet, there was no thrill in it. The same women, discernable from each other only by their hair colors and dress labels, offered themselves up to my whims while talking about triathlon training or puppy rescues in an attempt to demonstrate how unique they were compared to the rest. There was safety in routine, though, which was why I understood Howie’s hesitation to encourage my pursuit of the clumsy, spectacled anomaly who gracelessly slammed into me and spilled my drink and wiped my pants. She was the antithesis of a Club girl, and she was dangerous.

But I was feeling reckless.

“There’s something about her,” I told him. “I need to know what it is.”

“You’ve never been a romantic fatalist before. I’ve seen you turn down the most gorgeous, exotic women before without explanation.” He leaned forward a bit and lowered his voice. “I know you don’t care to have the rapidly revolving door we both know you could, but if you need to blow off some steam we can hit The Club tonight. No risk, big fun.”

I smiled and shook my head, my attention taken away by a Santa carrying a Mrs. Claus over his shoulder through the casino. “Bet big. I’ve got a good feeling about your next hand.” Then, I gave him a telltale wink and walked away.

To be honest, I wasn’t even sure she was still in the casino. She’d seemed so embarrassed that I wouldn’t have been surprised if she darted out right away. I kept my spirits up and my eyes peeled anyway. Something about her had me transfixed, and if she’d disappeared into the streets of the Big Easy, I was prepared to hunt. But I was going to scour Harrah’s first.

It turned out my heft of determination was unnecessary. Only a couple of minutes later I spotted her, glasses braced at the tip of her nose and expression forcibly somber. She was engaged in conversation with a brunette dressed to the nines who bore a close resemblance to the type of women I usually went out with, but she seemed to be wishing the purpled female away with a hard, unmoving stare. I loitered back to avoid interrupting. It didn’t occur to me until later she might’ve appreciated the interruption.

The dressed-up woman was speaking. “If you’d rather hang out pushing germ-infested buttons and losing your money, I’m not going to stop you. Just—”

“Eleven tomorrow,” interjected my interest, the words tight beneath the honeyed tone. “Right.”

She had spunk. I grinned in appreciation and watched the attitude in heels stalk away, then hung back for a minute longer to avoid appearing like I’d been eavesdropping. I wasn’t nervous to approach her, but the electric tingle of excitement was sparking in streaks through my limbs. She was a rare find, this one.

Just as I drew near, I saw her stiffen. She spun herself on the stool with fire in her eyes and practically shouted, “I said I’m not go—!”

Realization dawned on her face, and the pink I had seen earlier in her cheeks returned with vehemence. She stared at me, mouth still open and lashes craning to caress her brows. It was the first time she made eye contact with me, and I was startled by the intricacies of her features.

She was beautiful, though very much uncharacteristically so. Her face was rounded at the cheekbones and soft at the chin rather than surgically sharp or defined like most women I knew. The lips parted in a silent gasp were slender and unenhanced with a deep divot above the top lip, hidden in the shadow of her crested upturned nose. Her eyes, however, were the most enchanting characteristic. Marbled with mossy green and mocha brown, they were large enough to swallow me whole, almost doll-like in their extreme facial proportion. I was so preoccupied by those orbs, in fact, I failed to take in a proper analysis of her figure like I ordinarily would have.

“Sorry,” she fumbled for the third time that evening. Somehow, the word didn’t sound the same now that I was watching it spill from her lips. It was gentler, more endearing. “I thought you were my cousin.”

“No harm done.”

She froze, and again her lashes separated in opposite directions like the lowers and the uppers were desperate to escape one another. “Oh, no, are you the guy I bumped into?”

“That’s me,” I admitted, offering her a smile and my hand. “Owen Driscoll.”

Her gaze dropped to my hand, then shot back up to me quizzically. My smile became a snarky grin, and I almost jibed her about not knowing what a handshake was before she slid her palm into mine. “Tabby,” she returned cautiously.

I quirked a brow. Tabby. Like a cat. Interesting. “You don’t seem sure about that.”

She lifted her chin. “The only thing I’m not sure about is why you came over here.”

Little spitfire.

“You caught my interest.” I explored her face with my eyes. “It’s not every day a woman tries to tackle me in the middle of a casino, much less engages in a softcore hand job.”

I expected her to be pissed, maybe slap my face and run away. But she surprised me and snickered, a single beat low in the back of her throat, and crossed one leg over the other. I permitted myself a split-second glance at the appendage and was thrilled to see its shapeliness even through her jeans. “You’ve got a really cocky air about you, you know.”

“Cocky or confident?”

Without a flinch, she leaned forward, crossed her arms over her knees, and repeated, “Cocky.”

I couldn’t stop staring at her to the point that I knew I was toeing the border between rude and creepy, but I couldn’t help it. Her eyes were utterly intoxicating, her skin was refreshingly unblemished by tanning lotion and makeup, and her mouth formed words the way Mozart wrote symphonies. Each of her features alone would’ve been unremarkable, perhaps even disorienting, but together they created a vision of immeasurable perfection.

“So, let’s cut to the chase,” she bluntly said. “You came over here to make fun of me, right? Or to yell at me for not watching where I was going?”

Or to bend you over that stool, pull down those jeans. Sink deep inside your body…

I ran a hand through my hair as my balls tightened at the thought. “No,” I chuckled.

She squinted at me suspiciously. “You’re not hoping to sell me something, are you?”

Again, I laughed, and I shook my head in a steady back and forth. “I’m not in the business of selling,” I assured her. “If there’s anything you need, though, I can most definitely make it happen.”

Tabby settled back, leaning her elbow on the lip of the slot machine she’d been playing. I noticed an orange drink — probably a screwdriver, judging by the glass — a few inches behind her arm and opened my mouth to warn her she was about to spill it, but she spoke first. “Okay, Owen Driscoll, I’ll bite… what can I do for you today?”

The left corner of my mouth tugged up into a smirk as my gaze fell to her lips. “I can think of a few things.”

Her lips parted, and I could see the pulse thrum in her throat. Good. I was affecting her the same way she was affecting me. “I’m all ears.”

Her moxie alone was enough to make the decision to leave the blackjack table worth it. My pants started to feel unusually snug, and I took a step toward her. “Be careful, Miss Tabby,” I said, lowering my voice to a soft murmur. “Don’t take me for a politer man than I am.”

It was difficult to be sure, but I could’ve sworn I heard a quick breath slip between what I imagined were pillow-soft lips. The wool fabric of my trousers strained further. I was sorely tempted to reach out and touch the space where the breath had emerged with the tip of my finger, but I curled my hand into a loose fist instead and practiced the hellish art of restraint.

She seemed lost for words for a long second before mustering up a coherent sentence. “What, um, what do you do?”

I threw my head back with unexpected laughter at her drastic change of tack, and the metaphorical ice broke. Our exchange instantly felt comfortable, easy, and enjoyable. “I’m an investor,” I said with a careless shrug, still guffawing a bit to myself.

“The fun kind of investor or the boring kind?” she pressed. She appeared to have regained a measure of composure.

“Is there such a thing as a fun investor?” I joked, tilting my head. She nodded, and I clarified, “Well, I invest in restaurants. Mostly in the New Orleans area, and mostly flagships for new chefs who’ve gained just enough recognition to justify opening a place of their own.”

To my surprise, her marble eyes lit up into brilliant sparkles of thrill. “Really? That’s amazing!” Her enthusiasm was undeniably genuine, and it was more infectious than I’d expected. My work immediately seemed ten times more interesting than it had at the beginning of our conversation.

“It’s not without its perks,” I conceded. “Free drinks anywhere on Bourbon only excites for so long though.” My close relationships with so many restaurant and bar owners in the city tended to be a point of attraction for many women. Something about beverages and food “on the house” was impressive.

“Oh, no, that’s not what I meant,” she responded, her ponytail swinging from one side to the other as she shook her head. “No, I was referring to the experiences you get for doing what you do. I travel for work, and one of my favorite parts is trying all the weird and wonderful dishes across the country. I imagine you get to do a lot of that.”

The surprises kept coming. I held up a finger to indicate I’d be just a moment, turned around, and snagged an empty stool from the nearest machine behind me. Pulling it close enough to smell her flowery, sugary aroma but keeping it distant enough so as not to encroach on her personal space, I slid myself onto the cracked leather cushion. She waited patiently for me to settle myself, and I was pleased to see she was not averse to continuing our chat.

“What is it that has you traveling all around America, then, and has presumably brought you here?” I didn’t ask obligatorily. I truly wanted to know. Tabby was as intriguing to me as my English Lit professor had hoped I would find his class. I chuckled to myself. I had yet to encounter a time in my career that the ability to recite Chaucer was to my benefit.

“I’m a freelance photographer,” she said, smiling a little self-consciously. I wondered if she had been met with enough unsavory responses to her chosen vocation that she’d adopted the expression. “I have gigs with travel websites, anything from articles to blogs to review sites. When luck’s in my favor, I land a gig directly with an establishment to do the photography for their marketing campaigns.”

A lightbulb pinged on in my head, but I didn’t share it yet. I wanted to test the water first. “And what are you planning to photograph in New Orleans?”

“Nothing. I’m here to be a bridesmaid in my cousin’s wedding.” Waving a hand haphazardly toward the casino entrance, she added, “She was talking to me right before you appeared. That’s why I thought you were her and almost bit your head off.”

“A wedding isn’t a wedding without family drama,” I mused with a wink.

Tabby rolled her eyes and a smile played on her mouth. “For Grace, life isn’t life without family drama.” She laughed, but there was a flavor of bitterness under the lilting notes.

She was extraordinary. Quick-witted and full of spark, yet her job and fashion sense reeked of a whimsical spirit my life had sorely lacked. As if that wasn’t plenty enough to rope me in, her unorthodox looks had me salivating.

I was itching for more. I wanted to take her out, to find out what it felt like to curl my arm around her waist and walk side by side into one of my many restaurants. I wanted to figure out what buttons to push to bring out her spunk like launched missiles. I wanted to show her the NOLA nightlife and see how she glowed beneath neon lights. I wanted to take her everywhere.

Including The Blackjack Club.






CHAPTER THREE

Tabby

I was more than a little interested in the suave man before me, as much as I hated to admit it because it would’ve been so much less humbling to just try and forget about the whole drink-on-pants scenario. Whether he was intelligent or not, I didn’t yet know, but he was definitely quick on the verbal draw. He was also either an incredibly good actor or he genuinely cared more about me as a person than he did about me in the sheets — a rare trait in attractive men, in my experience.

And speaking of attractive men...

He was. Oh god, he was. I’d been too embarrassed to look at him properly when I’d run into him before, but now with him sitting in front of me on a gambler’s stool I had the no-holds-barred close-up, and it was a thing of the gods. A coif of smooth chestnut hair fell over a smoother forehead, which melted into a sharp brow that shadowed eyes of the palest aquamarine. His jaw went on for days, adjoining an aristocratic chin in the front and angling up toward his ears in the back. The mouth above that jaw was thin but shapely, and it didn’t escape my notice that his glistening pink tongue slipped out to stroke the crease between his lips each time I spoke. This investor may have had innocent intentions in conversing with me, but he was utterly drenched in raw, wicked sexuality that had my inner thighs tingling.

Maybe I was the one only interested in sex. It wasn’t my style, but there was a first time for everything, and Owen Driscoll had all the makings of a divine first one-night stand.

“So, Miss Tabby…” His voice was dangerously suggestive and sinfully alluring, like a velvet-swathed razor. “Is it safe to assume you’re a betting woman?”

I glanced to the machine on which I was casually resting my arm. The money I’d put in was waiting patiently in the balance bar. Ordinarily, I would’ve been unable to resist the glowing SPIN button and would’ve carried on the chat while clenching my teeth and hoping for a jackpot hit. Owen had managed to break my questionable gambling tendencies merely with his presence.

“I am,” I admitted, “but I don’t think I’d use the word safe so close to the word betting in my case.”

“Oh? Do you have a tendency to get carried away?” He crooked his head and lifted a brow as a corner of his tempting mouth tilted upward.

“It’s an inherited trait,” I said, shrugging. “My dad had as serious a gambling addiction as it gets. Paycheck, car, house… if he could use it to feed his addiction, he would. Luckily, the worst thing I’ve ever gambled away was my food budget for out-of-town gigs. I guess I’ve got more willpower than he did.”

Owen’s expression changed, and I immediately wondered if my admittance of my vice had scared him off. I didn’t realize he was looking at me with concern rather than judgment until he asked, “Has he gotten back on his feet? He isn’t homeless, is he?”

His concern was endearing and something inside me melted a little.

“He kicked the habit when my mom kicked him out. She ended up being more important to him than the rush. They’re fine now, albeit living in a house half the size of the first and sharing a station wagon.” I chewed on one of my cheeks and averted my eyes as a mild ripple of embarrassment misted over me. Who could’ve imagined that avoiding dinner with Grace’s friends would have resulted in me telling a perfect stranger about my parents and their troubles? Weirder than that was he actually seemed to give a damn. What an unusual man. In the interest of lightening the mood, I pushed my glasses farther up my nose and joked, “Why, you want to buy him a house?”

He lifted a shoulder. “It’d be a drop in the bucket.”

I didn’t doubt that. He was dressed like a Rockefeller and dripped the kind of sophistication only money could buy. Even his cologne, a scent so deliciously intrusive I could taste it in whispers on my palate, smelled like wealth.

“Would you care to make a wager?” he went on. He smiled as yet another Santa walked past, bells ringing with each step. “A Christmas bet.”

The budding arousal and hints of affection plucking at my insides stilled, and the cloud I’d been floating on thus far sank an inch. Him asking me to make a bet with him after I’d just shared my difficulties in that regard raised a red flag for me. Though the flag was much closer to coral than it was to crimson, it was a flag nonetheless. Perhaps he was one of those men who sought out women’s weaknesses and preyed on them. If so, I’d offered up mine like a prayer. Then again, maybe he was simply trying to inject some good-natured fun into our exchange.

I pursed my lips thoughtfully. “A Christmas bet, huh? What are you thinking?”

He motioned to his right, in the direction of the place where I’d failed to pay attention and humiliated the crap out of myself. “I sit down at a table. Blackjack. I get one hand.” He bent forward, placing an elbow on a knee and canting his head until his eyes bored into me like sensual drills. “If I lose, you get whatever you want.”

“That’s awfully vague.” I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knee. “What if I want a yacht or a trip around the world or the lead in a box office smash?”

“The yacht and the trip aren’t a problem, but I’m afraid the best I could do on the movie is supporting actress in a straight-to-DVD. Hollywood hasn’t been a priority for my portfolio.”

I gave him a long sigh and leaned back, pulling my ponytail over my shoulder to stroke my fingers down the length. “What a shame. And here I was almost impressed.”

He grinned, smattering his masculine features with a playfulness I didn’t think possible. “Fair enough. I’ll be more specific. How about this… if I lose, I’ll make you photographer for my newest restaurant’s PR package. It’s an easy gig. The designer staged the place last week, so it can be done whenever it suits you, and I’d guess it pays better than normal gigs.” It was his turn to lean forward, and the energy between us grew heavier. “And I’ll cover your extended hotel stay and flight back home to wherever you live.”

“Chicago,” I murmured. I was startled by his offer, not only because of the financial generosity but also because he’d never even seen my work. For all he knew, I was a hack who’d never done anything greater than sell stock pictures I took from an iPhone. On the other hand, I was curious what the balance was. If he was willing to give me that much if he lost, I could only imagine what he wanted if he won. I had a feeling I was about to see his true colors, dark and lecherous, come out.

“Chicago, then,” he agreed with an amicable nod.

I mirrored his nod with a watchful one of my own. “And if you win the hand?”

His eyes flashed, and a shimmer of rosy excitement caressed his face like a kiss. I felt the weight of his words before the first syllable even left his lips. “I take you to The Blackjack Club.”

Disappointment hit me like a slap, but I didn’t let him see it. “What’s that?”

“You don’t get to know until you go.” He stood up, shoving the stool back with the sole of his sleek black shoe, and held a hand out to me. It was the same hand that had clutched my wrist and kept me aloft in my moment of instability, but it somehow looked different now. Strong. Powerful. Enticing. The palm was smooth, the fingers long, and his thumb was twitching almost imperceptibly with repressed energies. “Shall we?”

I was eager to accept his proffered hand, but the logical side of my brain had more muscular control than I wanted it to have and refused to let me follow him wherever his heart desired like my wilder yang craved. The only thing I knew about this Blackjack Club was its name, but that was enough to craft images of seedy, glamorous people in a seedy, glamorous venue. I wanted to know more. Despite Owen being a physical Adonis and an oral charmer — god, I bet he was! — I didn’t truly know him, and going with him to a place I’d never heard of that he refused to explain was hardly a good idea. Plus, I was still a little wary about his request to make a bet after I’d confessed my gambling demons. I wasn’t sure what that said about his character.

“Tell me something about this club,” I said, “and I’ll do the bet.”

He didn’t take his hand back, but his shoulder relaxed slightly and a smirk graced his face. “You’re a feisty thing, aren’t you.” It wasn’t a question, and the way he said it sounded like silken liquid chocolate. I just kept my stare fixed unblinkingly on him rather than responding, though my belly had plenty in the way of response. Prickling heat bloomed in my core.

“I can be.”

The smirk widened, and he acquiesced, “All right. One thing, and the bet is on.” He swung his eyes up to the ceiling for a moment before returning them to me. Once he refocused on me, his expression again was hinted with pink thrill. “The Blackjack Club is the biggest secret you’d ever have to keep.” With that, he snatched my hand in his own. “Time to make good on your word, kitten.”

The way he said the nickname forced me to press my legs together. There was such double meaning to the innocent word. A play on my name, yes, but something else more raw and primal. A verbal pet… stroke… everywhere.

“That didn’t tell me anything!” I protested, digging my heels into the carpet and resisting his pull.

He narrowed his eyes at me, then shimmied them down the length of my body as if sizing me up. “That’s all you’re getting, sweetheart. If you want more, you’ll have to go there with me. Now, you can either straighten up and walk on your own, or I can throw you over my shoulder and take you to the table. Your call.”

Every inch of my body was immediately drowning in chills, and I sucked in a sharp breath. He was so pushy, but I didn’t find it offensive. I found it… hot.

I looked at my drink. Had he slipped something in it? Not a date rape drug, but some kind of aphrodisiac? Or were his pheromones just this powerful?

“I’ve got money on the slot,” I pointed out and recrossed my legs, watching him watch me do it.

“I’ll reimburse you,” he said with a falsely irritated sigh. “Grab your purse.”

The logical part of my brain jabbed me sharply in the temple, but I ignored it. I snagged my purse, tried to gather as much composure as possible despite my trembling nether regions, and turned back toward him with my hand still curled snugly into his. “Okay. Let’s go, card shark.”

He grinned and started walking. I kept stride with him, but I felt extremely aware of every step I took. All the people who’d noticed me earlier weren’t even in my realm of awareness anymore. I was very conscious that I was side by side and hand in hand with quite possibly the handsomest man I’d ever met. More than that, I felt like everyone could see the flirtatious things he’d said to me stamped across my forehead. I might as well have been wearing a collar around my neck labeled “Owen” or had a chain around my wrist connected to his.

And I didn’t hate it.

The second we reached the blackjack table, I knew he was a regular. The dealer clearly recognized him, acknowledging him with a brief nod and a courteous, “Back so soon, Mr. Driscoll?”

A player seated at the table was evidently a friend or associate of Owen’s as well, given the raised eyebrows and knowing smile he offered, but he didn’t say a word. The bald man did, however, change his focus from Owen to me and didn’t look away until Owen slipped into the empty seat next to him.

“Really feeling ballsy today, aren’t you?” he muttered.

Owen cast him a sideways glance and flicked a casual smile back. “No more than usual,” he responded nonchalantly. He looked over his shoulder at me and reached behind the chair he now occupied. Fingers curled around my thigh. I shivered and involuntarily stepped forward until my hip pressed against the chair’s back.

Chips and money were exchanged, then cards were flicking from the dealer to the players, but I was too distracted by the gentle stroking of Owen’s forefinger on the inner seam of my jeans to pay attention to the scene unfolding before me. I didn’t even care that the bet determining whether I landed possibly my biggest gig ever was playing out. All that mattered was my body reacting to a gentle touch in ways I wasn’t accustomed to and the man making it happen.

“Looks like Lady Luck is on my side, sweetheart,” he murmured. He lifted the corners of his dealt cards to reveal a pair of queens. “The only chance I’ll lose is if Jeeves has—”

“Twenty-one,” the dealer announced, a distinctly British lilt in his voice.

I beamed with gleeful smugness. “You were saying?”

“There’s a lot more you could do with that mouth than brag,” he returned with soft venom.

I shivered again and sealed my lips together. Owen stood up, clapped a hand onto his shiny-scalped friend’s shoulder, nodded to the dealer, and removed his hand from my leg to weave his fingers between mine. The next thing I knew, we were walking, this time toward the casino exit.

“So, are you going to be sour lemons the whole time I’m shooting your restaurant because you lost?” I asked, only half kidding.

He came to a stop just before the doors and faced me. One of his eyebrows was stretching toward his hairline. “Who says I lost?” he challenged.

“The rules of blackjack, I believe,” I said, sarcasm dripping from the words.

“Oh, no,” he corrected, shaking his head and sending stray strands of hair across his forehead. His eyes bolted with lightning. “No, I definitely won.”

TO BE CONTINUED...
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