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Dedication


To Kristy,

It goes without saying how much our friendship means to me, but I’m saying it anyway. And it’s before the dirtiest words I’ve written in public. (We both know I’ve said much dirtier in person…) As irony would have it, this is a dedication to you. 

Holla!




Chapter One


Nicole Harrison ignored the sudden warmth along her right arm. If she ignored the person in the barstool next to her, he’d go away. Her day had started at too-goddamn-early in the morning, and she had every intention of ending it with the shot of tequila in her hand. The liquor would dull the ache in her arches enough to give off a low hum of pain, instead of screaming at her. The last thing she wanted was flirtation or an indecent offer from some horny man.

Out the corner of her eye Nicole could see one long, muscled leg stretched out in navy blue slacks. That long leg was connected to a large, expensive shoe planted on the floor. The other foot rested on the barstool’s rung. From the neck down the man faced her. His posture had all the earmarks of waiting her out. An irritated sigh forced its way out of her lips.

Ignoring him wasn’t going to work. Nicole knocked back the shot. She had to use more drastic measures. “Give me your best line. I can shoot you down and we can end this pick up a woman at the bar bit.”

Most men, when faced with one of her blunt propositions, would have apologized and backed away. Or call her a shitty name. This man let out a deep, rich laugh that dragged her gaze to his. Her skin prickled with sexual awareness.

No wonder her peripheral view of him only went up to his neck. The careless way he leaned one elbow on the wooden bartop couldn’t diminish his height. He had enough bulk to his tall frame to escape the kiss of death of being all limbs and elbows.

And…she really, really should adhere to her personal rule of behavior while in a hotel on business: always be polite. As a publicity manager for Limelight, a PR boutique, someone could recognize her. One day she could mouth off to a potential client and wouldn’t that be awkward?

Shit. She tipped her shot glass in hopes of a corner of liquid. Nope. She met the man’s blue eyes. Amusement darkened the steel-blue shade and she couldn’t look away. Could he guess she regretted the words? More than likely. With a face like his, women didn’t send him packing. Chiseled jaw line, sharp angles, and purely masculine from hairline to chin. Her pulse skittered under the open appraisal of his gaze, and then he smiled. The action should have been outlawed in every known universe.

“Have we met before?”

The heat of his frank assessment hadn’t lessened, but Nicole laughed at the horrible pick up. His smile widened to a grin. No doubt he knew the line for the cliché it was. 

“You’re a handsome looking bastard, so I’ll bet that line works for you anyway.”

He rolled his shoulders in a shameless shrug.  “I assumed you’ve heard it all. Might as well spin a classic.”

Nicole sighed. Just her luck. A handsome and charming bastard. If she sent him packing, another man would come along. Her uncharacteristic need for solitude with a stiff drink would be interrupted again and again until she left. She was a woman, alone, at a bar in an upscale hotel. Nicole had to face the fact she was the equivalent of the last fun-sized candy bar in a dieter’s cabinet.

Press junkets had filled her day, and with more to come in the next two, she’d wanted one flipping moment of quiet. Normally, she’d be riding from the high and getting revved up for tomorrow. Except her boss, Anna, had been breathing down her neck, pointing out any missteps. Nicole was so close to getting the brass ring of directing manager, but this weekend she’d started to feel the wear of the constant pressure. She needed to stay focused and rough it through this momentary falter.

Warily, Nicole glanced down at her silent phone. It was a Friday night, and by now a client or two should have called, needing some wheels greased to get into a hot and exclusive club. She checked the bars on the phone and, yes, she had service.

She cast a fleeting look in the man’s direction. He seemed affable enough and didn’t mind waiting for her final verdict. He had the ability to laugh at the whole single scene. Flirting with him didn’t involve losing focus, but taking a moment, a surprisingly free one, without guilt or worry or stress.

She pursed her lips, getting control of the smile to appear serious in her judgment. Damn hard to keep it in check because she wanted to laugh again. “A valiant effort.”

He made a noncommittal noise. “And?”

“Because you said it while trying not to laugh, you can stay.”

He shifted on the chair but left one foot on the floor. Her red heels dangled around the second bar rung of her barstool. His hair, pitch black, was a little rumpled but he still managed to perfect an image of sophisticated sexy.

She shook her head.  “Model or actor?”

“I don’t want to talk about work. I’ve spent all day dealing with my job, and what I want is a drink with a pretty woman”

“Smooth way to slide in the compliment. Thank you.” Since Nicole didn’t want to talk about work either, she didn’t mind the subtle boundary he cast out. “With that out of the way, how’s the weather for you?”

“Bitterly cold. I’m from L.A., which doesn’t technically have winter. Chicago in December is not for wussies.”

He wore a black dress shirt, sleeves pulled up over his forearms and the top three buttons undone. No tie. He must have settled in somewhere warm, most likely this hotel, to be so under-dressed for the weather. She’d chucked her gear in her room and came down to the posh bar. Thankfully, all of her clients weren’t under the same roof. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have had any time alone. Or alone with a man who made it impossible to look away.

She didn’t miss the fact her breathing grew shallow whenever he smiled. Keep it light, Nicole. “I was chancing fate wearing these.” She put out her foot. “If I hadn’t been going from the car to inside a warm building, I may have lost a toe or two.”

His brow rose as he tilted his head. Yes, his perusal started at her toes, but his gaze drunk in the rest of her. A flush crept over her skin and her nipples beaded against the satin red dress. It was the kind of gaze that didn’t undress her, but lifted her skirt to expose her breasts and ass for easy access. 

“That would’ve been a shame.” The line came out smooth as butter, and sincere. There was no mistaking the flash of emotion behind his gaze—lust.

The same bothersome emotion burned in her breast bone, too. “You’re good at that.”

“I try to be. There’s a line between being complimentary and creepy.”

“You’ve perfected this art form.”

“We all have to have something we aspire to.”

She bit into her bottom lip, sighing again. He was keeping up with her quips and Nicole suspected they could go on for hours without him losing a step. That was more appealing than his face. She lived in the fast lane and many men, at this stage, got left behind in the dust.

“Since it’d be rude for me to order a drink without getting you one too, what would you like?”

She scoffed. “Yeah, you do that incredibly well. Come in, wow the estrogen with your testosterone and the woman can’t help but say yes. So for all of woman-kind, I’m saying no. You can’t buy me a drink.”

“Really?”

She hummed in assent. “I’ve already granted you squatter’s rights next to me. You might get the wrong idea.”

“What would that be?” His laugh was as rich and deep as his voice.

A shiver danced down her spine at the sound, but she refused to revel in the sensation. The wrong idea just might become too appealing. “That your con man smile actually works. Whatever you have in mind, the answer is no and it will stay no. I don’t have time for momentary distractions.”

The wattage of the smile didn’t dim. “Most people believe a moment is a second. It’s a single point in time. Do you know how much can change in a moment?”

Damn, she was charmed. “What?”

“Someone’s reputation. Someone’s beliefs. A clear goal. A single shift in a moment can change anything.”

She eyed him, a little impressed. The man had smarts, too. “That’s pretty deep for the whole pick up bit.” He shrugged. Nicole considered him again. Damn. Damn. “I’ll pay for the drinks. Another shot of tequila, and then I’m done. I’ve got work in the morning.” She dug in her clutch purse on the bar’s top for a twenty and handed it to him.

“Me, too.” He took the money without protest. “I’m only here for the weekend, and then it’s back to L.A. for me.”

“Same here, but not L.A.”

He turned to order their drinks and the full confession hit her. What was she doing telling a handsome stranger her plans for the weekend, as though they were coming to an agreement? I won’t be here for long. I’ve got to work in the morning. Not too much to drink because…

Yeah, she felt lust, but that didn’t mean anything. She felt lust for George Clooney. Didn’t mean she planned to hump him any time soon. Nicole narrowed her gaze when he faced her again. She had to nip this attraction in the bud, because it was too easy to imagine him lifting her dress and keeping up in the fast lane. 

“I’m not looking for a hook up,” she said.

“Neither am I.”

He didn’t sound completely against one. Not from the tone he used. A tone much like her own, if Nicole thought hard about it. The idea took root in her mind. Something light and frothy to ease all the pressure leaving her limbs stiff at the end of the work day. End. There wasn’t one, not really. Publicity, good publicity, had no final destination. Resting on one’s laurels didn’t exist in her world.

Effortlessly, the man sowed the idea of sex with his quips, the smiles, and something as innocent as their legs brushing against one another.  Their limbs connected, his so warm along hers.  She would not have a one night stand with a stranger no matter how attractive or appealing the idea was. It didn’t matter that the idea of letting go for a few hours, instead of a few minutes, sounded downright decadent. She had work in the morning, and he looked like the type to keep her up until the crack of dawn.

He reached forward, placing a hand on the back of the barstool. A presumptive action that drew her attention. She glared at the limb. A little rough but mostly refined.  He didn’t work hard often. And because her job was about appearances, she noted how he claimed her space. Claimed her. With a hand. A very male hand. A light dusting of hair climbed up his forearm, a sinew of muscle on display from his grip on the chair. His leg touched hers again and he didn’t move it.

Her breathing deepened. A very masculine forearm. She had to work to keep the glare in place when she met his gaze.

“You look nervous,” he said. “Want me to leave?”

Yes. Her nerves jumped, settling in her stomach and making it so hard to stick to the plan of keeping things between them light. Of not being tempted by the idea of letting go. Nicole glanced around the room, and more than one man moved their gaze from her direction. “Hell no. Right now you’re keeping the wolves at bay.”

A low groan rumbled from his chest, raising the hair on her arms. “I’m being used. How tawdry.”

He talked a good game. Nicole could give him that. Unfortunately, his game sent her heart racing with excitement and anticipation. “For some reason my bullshit radar is going off. I don’t think you mind being used by a woman.”

A languid and knowing smile spread across his face. “Depends on what she’s using me for.”

The bartender slid their drinks in front of them, and she wasted no time knocking hers back. The faster Nicole was out of the bar and up in her room, the faster she could avoid making a mistake. One that involved sweat, come and a bleary-eyed morning. It’s the reason she didn’t bother with men and relationships anymore. They sucked up time and sometimes good sense. She couldn’t afford to lose either. Nicole was on the fast track. A night with this man demanded slow and all her attention.

The smile was reeling her in any damn way. “Is that why you came over here? To be used by me?”

“No, you looked lonely and like you could use a smile.”

Had she? “I’ve had a long day at work.” Many, many long days.

“I know the feeling.” No condemnation filled his voice. “I also chose to bother you because the rest of the people in here look like they’re on the prowl.”

The nervous titter in her stomach refused to go away. He was too close for common sense to kick in. It was just a leg. One stinking leg brushing against hers each time either one of them moved and her stomach had that jittering sensation one would expect to feel as a teenager. Not as a grown woman.

“You’re safe from me,” she said. Nicole would not consider what her mind kept trying to wander to. This was a friendly nightcap with a man who was sexy as fuck. “I don’t even know your name.”

“Sebastian.”

She laughed, again, at the horribly obvious segue. “I was trying to give you the benefit of the doubt, but now I’m convinced—you’re hitting on me.”




Chapter Two


Sebastian Clark’s intentions had started off good, above reproach. The woman had looked lonely, tense. He’d intended to make her smile, buy her a drink and walk the hell away. He had to get up buttfuck-early in the morning, but then she laughed. His ass became rooted to the barstool, and then he touched her and the dumbest thing would have been walking out of this bar without her.

“It may feel like I’m hitting on you…because I am.”

She played with the shot glass. “How many unsuspecting, lonely women have you picked up in a bar and tried to sleep with? Because I think we’ve passed innocent conversation a while back.”

“None actually. Not my thing.”

Her leg grew tense against his. Maybe she’d read him wrong and this was nothing but polite, flirty conversation. He smiled in a way that let her know she’d been right. Nicole chuckled, still charmed. “Bar hook ups aren’t my thing either, but sex can be just sex.”

He nodded, conceding to the truth. “Until it gets awkward and complicated.”

“Ah.” Her head tilted back, and she began to nod. “The morning after. Or after the deed is done, things change and you’re considering jumping out the window to make an escape.”

“Exactly. I’d rather date and be clear it’s not going anywhere.”

She gave him a dubious once over. “How does that work for you?”

He laughed at her insight. “Not well after the six month marker.”

He shifted on the barstool and her leg brushed his. The heat of her touch invaded his space. Damn, a single touch, an innocent touch and he wanted her. It’s why he hadn’t stood up and left for his room. Common sense told him picking up a woman in a bar who looked lonely would end badly. No, he didn’t get the clingy vibe from her, but that didn’t matter.

He should be calling  his clients to remind them not to get too trashed. It was  Friday night, and most of his clients would be in clubs doing their best to act like they didn’t want their pictures taken while having a wild night out. Yet, making sure the photographer captured their good side.

Snapshot, the PR company Sebastian worked for, had sent him out to make sure his clients fulfilled their obligations to go to each and every one of their press junkets. Almost Christmas, his top actors had movies rolling out. Nothing as insane as summer blockbusters, but close enough when he counted the charity events.

It’s why his intentions had started off good. Sebastian needed sleep after the long day. He‘d wanted solitude and a stiff drink, but now he was too busy listening to what his cock wanted to do.

From the word go she’d called him on his bullshit and kept up with him, unfazed by the charm he threw at her by the truckload. She made it so much worse when she forced her lips into a pout, poking out a soft and succulent bottom lip. “Oh, poor handsome devil. Women want to be with you.”

Sebastian’s gaze zeroed in on her lips. He didn’t mind being called handsome as long as the words were formed on that mouth. Hell. She could have called him a stunted dickwad and he probably still wouldn’t have minded, not when her lips, full and pink, mesmerizing…Sebastian blinked and met her gaze. It was clear what they should do next—go their separate ways and end this.

She slid from the chair. “I’m going to call it a night.”

He let out a relieved sigh and moved his hand so she could go. She chose the right option for them, because at this point Sebastian could not be trusted to do the same. Another moment with her mouth pouted and he’d cross their clear boundary—nothing would come out of this meeting. They both had to get up early for work. One night stands weren’t their thing. It was crystalline clear what they both should do.

But, he didn’t want her to leave just yet.  How many women brushed aside his charm and demanded a real interaction, no matter how meaningless and short? Not many.

“It was nice meeting you,” he said. “Though, I don’t know your name.”

She tsked. “Good night, Sebastian,” she said but didn’t move.

She stood right there between his legs, supple and warm. It made sense to reach out, cup her chin with his forefinger and thumb.

“Let me get one last good look.” He ran a finger over the jut of her delicate jawline, and she trembled beneath the touch.

A no-brainer really to slide his hand to the nape of her neck and lean down. She let out a soft sigh when his lips touched hers. Her fingers curled around his shirt collar, but she didn’t push him back. Sebastian deepened the kiss, delving his tongue into her mouth to taste her and the treble of her moan.

It was a light and searching kiss, testing the passion between them. A first and last kiss rolled into one, except she brushed her tongue against his. A spark of need set fire to any lasting hold on common sense, or what he should do once the kiss ended. She moaned again, but sank her teeth into his bottom lip. The clear solution muddied in his mind. His cock hardened, leaving no question what it wanted to do.

Her grip loosened from around the collar of his shirt. Good. She’d finally push him away. Fuck, he hoped she’d do the right thing because the wrong one was just too damn appealing. Her hands strayed down his chest, to his buckle, farther down until her fingers rested against his cock.

Fuck. Yes. 

She let out a soft sigh and let her fingers glide down the length of him. “I think you should know…my name is Nicole.”

He fought the need to press closer to her hand. Damn hard, as her fingers continued their up and down stroke. “I want you to know…I don’t normally do this.”

She shook her head and chuckled. “Your lines need work.”

He leaned forward and whispered in her ear, “I want you in my bed.” It was the truth and there was nothing charming about the need stretching his cock. A need for her. A stranger.

Nicole shivered. “Lucky for you, that’s where I want to be.”





Chapter Three


Deciding to rent a room had made complete sense moments after Sebastian’s mouth had stopped all rational thought. He wouldn’t know her hotel room number and Nicole wouldn’t know his. She wouldn’t know his last name and vice versa. 

Celebrities had descended on all the high class hotels, so there wasn’t a facial twitch when Sebastian paid with his credit card under a false name. He had the looks to pass for an actor or male model. With her cheeks still flushed, Nicole had the look of a woman he’d planned to take to bed. Rational thought flooded back in when the elevator doors dinged on the floor of their hotel room.

Respectively, so unlike the way he’d pressed her between his legs and tried to kiss her face off, he settled his hand on her back and led her down the hall to their room. He stopped at the door and turned, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

“You know, I always had this fantasy.”

Oh, God. What had she gotten herself into? She knew it. Knew it. This was why you didn’t pick up strange, handsome men in the bar. They turned out to be perverts, and not in a good way.

Sebastian laughed. “Now tell me what you think I’m about to say, because I have to know with that expression you’re wearing.”

She bit the inside of her lip. “You want me to wear a diaper and a baby bonnet.”

“Oh, I fucking love it, but no.” He chuckled and handed over the key card. “I always wanted to kiss someone and fall through the door in a tangle of limbs.” He motioned for her to come closer. “Give me your best shot.”

“You’re kidding,” Nicole said but laughed at the boyish grin.

“It was either make you laugh or throw you over my shoulder to get you through the door.”

He’d read her. That was a rare experience for.  At work, her position forced her to keep up the appearance of being a hard ass, a shark. Sebastian didn’t know her, but he could see straight through the facade. So, of course, he could see the nerves. They didn’t go away, but it felt ok to show them. And to play. She hadn’t played in months, years. Wagging a finger, she said, “I’m not going to let you off that easy.”

“Dirty talk, so soon?”

Nicole wasn’t ready yet for the big time, so she placed a hand on his chest and closed the space between them. A frisson sizzled in the air. Hard muscle warmed her palm. This was hers; he was hers for the night. To do with him all the things she wanted to do. The thought put a crack in her controlled facade.

She ignored the jump in her stomach and tilted her chin to meet his gaze. “No, I was talking about your fantasy. Was it another line?”

“Not anymore.” His arms slid around her waist, and he tucked her closer. “Are you going to seduce me?”

Nicole had plenty fantasies of her own, but his intrigued her. “Is that your fantasy, too?” Her breasts felt heavy and full against his chest.

“Well…now it is.” He didn’t chuckle or smile as he spoke. “Show me how you’d seduce a handsome devil.”

The need to show him just that washed over her. And maybe it was because, finally, she could let go. Nicole lifted on the tips of her toes and captured his bottom lip between her teeth, she lightly grazed the flesh. The way Sebastian groaned let her know it wasn’t too soon to introduce biting. She kissed away any possible sting and did it again when he tried to change the tone of the kiss with his tongue.

Again and again, she kissed him like this and he let her. The control he handed over should have turned her off. All day, at work, she made decisions for people. How to look, where to stand, what words to say and the tone they should speak in. The reward was more publicity and a stellar reputation.

Control over everything was necessary or she’d lose hold of her reputation. Having Sebastian pressed against the door, making him groan—a sound filled with need—was pure pleasure. There was no outcome other than pleasure, but they couldn’t stand in the hallway all night.

She pulled back and inserted the key card into the door. He lifted her when the door beeped and cracked opened. “You should hold on.”

“What?”

He grinned, scuttled back and tumbled to the floor with her on top of him. His breath whooshed out and he coughed for a few seconds. “Good God, that hurt.”

A laugh sprang out of her, because it was the most ridiculous thing to have witnessed. “Gravity’s a bitch.”

His blue eyes gleamed with mischief. “Yeah, but I have you on top of me. So it’s not completely a lost cause.”

He brought his mouth up to hers. No. It wasn’t a lost cause and she could only smile. The exchange between them wasn’t what she imagined. This wasn’t simply sex or something light and fun, but slow. She was getting too comfortable with him. She’d learned the hard way not to romanticize a man. Her heart broken in the process the last time she had and Nicole hadn’t made the same mistake since. They needed to get down to business, instead of laughing and joking with each other.

“Unzip my dress.” Nicole leaned closer to him so he could reach around her.

 Sebastian kissed her again. He used everything in his arsenal and made her forget about comfort, so that all she could think was heat. How it pooled in her stomach and at her core. She was damn near soaking wet from a kiss.

Finally, he unzipped her dress, trailing his fingers down her spine. Nicole was supposed to seduce him but his touch coaxed her into submission. He lifted the hem of the dress and pulled it up to her waist. Without a command, she rose to straddle him. There. Right there, hard and snug against her apex, is what she wanted. It’s what he wanted too, so why in the hell was Sebastian taking his time? She tugged the hem of the dress from his grasp and dragged it over her head.

“You seem impatient,” he said.

“You’re too patient.”

He shook his head, gripping her waist and lifting just the slightest against her core. “I’m letting the lady go first.”

“We’re taking turns?” Her skin heated from the sudden flush.

His tongue skated across her bottom lip. “No pressure. I’m easily impressed.”

“Easily impressed sounds like I can do well enough and skate by. And that you won’t. This is a competition, too?” Her heart beat thumped in her ears. 

“Oh, you have a competitive streak?” His voice deepened, sounding completely aroused. “This should be interesting. The moment I said competitive you looked more turned on than when I touched you.”

He probably wasn’t exaggerating. In her line of business you had to be the best of the best. Knowing she could win, even a contest without a prize—it revved her engine to say the least. But that would mean taking things slow again. She bit her lip and weighed her options. Losing wouldn’t be losing. She’d get what she wanted—him for the night. Nicole winced. It would still be losing. 

He had the nerve to laugh at her pained expression. It rolled out of him, slick and charming. The kind of a laugh a man shared with his lover. To pay him back for it, and because the intimacy hardened her nipples, Nicole ground against him, her panties obstructing all the pleasure that could be derived from the action. The sensation sparked a delicious need anyway, so she did it again. Maybe if they hadn’t started kissing down in the bar or in the hallway, she would have been able to hold out and give him a run for his money. But she was too tense and tight and wet to wait any longer.

“Let’s get more comfortable,” she murmured, voice husky with desire. She stood, undressing as she headed to the bed.

He’d paid a pretty penny for the suite. It looked more like a chic apartment than a hotel room. There wasn’t a kitchenette, but a kitchen, along with a ‘fridge and dining table.  There was more, but all she could focus on was the down comforter covering the expansive bed.  She glanced over her shoulder and his gaze watched each movement. Far from rail thin, there was plenty for him to watch as she climbed onto the soft mattress and knelt on the edge of the bed, facing him.

Sebastian stood, never letting his gaze leave hers as he undressed with methodical precision. What could she say about the sight of him naked? The hard muscles sculpted him into something that looked hard and unyielding, so unlike his personality. From head to toe she couldn’t question his masculinity. The weight of the proof that he was all man hung heavy with need.  No, she couldn’t wait, not even to win a competition.

He marred her view for the time it took to root around in his wallet, find a condom and slide it on. “Now how do you want me, Nicole?” 

The question filled her mind with fantasies she couldn’t quite confess out loud, like being dominated in a way that took the control from her grasp, but still fed the ache swelling her sex. “On the bed, on your back and assuming the position.”

“No foreplay? That’s not using me to your full advantage.”

She pursed her lips and considered the implied promise. “It isn’t?”

“Let’s remedy that.”

Sebastian walked forward with absolute swagger and stopped mere inches from bringing them skin to skin. Lip to chest. He cupped her chin with his thumb and forefinger and arched her head up. With his other hand he took out of the pins in her hair. He sank his fingers in the soft tendrils and gripped them in his fist. The grasp was tight, but still felt nice and comfortable. Feelings she didn’t desire. She wanted hot and fast. Not something she would look back on and sigh with regret for what would never be. She didn’t want to romanticize him or the moment. She’d have to walk away in just a few hours and forget him. And he didn’t help.

Sebastian bent down and brushed his lips against hers, teasing out a moan and the worries floated away on the tender caress.  “I want you like this. You’re head back and your ass arched up. But first you get what you want.”

The briefest touch, the low-spoken words puckered her nipples and she started to question her demand to skip foreplay. “Now I’m curious about what you have in mind?”

He loosened the hold on her hair to run his hands down Nicole’s back to her waist, and then swept her off the bed. Her heart shot into her throat. The move was unexpected, but she wrapped her legs around his waist and clasped her arms behind his head. He was taking the control. 

“Oh my, Sebastian. That was so manly.” Though her words were playful, her core slicked with arousal. She wanted to slide down lower to sink onto his cock. Or simply have the bulbous crown of his hardened length rub her clit. 

“Patience,” he insisted. “As I told you before, I like being used in this way. Now, what I think you really want is to end all this build up and come on my cock.”

Her breath caught in her throat. This wasn’t talk of an affable man, the kind who would grin or laugh. Not from the way his eyes had darkened and his voice grew gruff.

“When you put it that way, you’re absolutely right.”

He settled onto the edge of bed where she had knelt, her ass supported by his thighs and her sex finally nestled along his. “Good, because I know a way to give you exactly what you’re asking for. All you have to do is hold on. Do you think you can do that, Nicole?”  

His gaze intensified and there was nothing light or frothy to be found there. He reached down between them and ran his thumb over the swollen nub, testing her arousal. She moaned. 

He blew out a breath. “You’re wet and ready for me.  Just hold on.” 

Sebastian lifted her ass and positioned his cock right at her entrance. She didn’t know how he’d move in the position they were in, but from the way his gaze narrowed she didn’t doubt he’d find a way. He opened his legs, loosened his hold on her waist and she dropped down onto his sex.

Full of and stretched by him, Nicole tried to suck in a breath but whimpered instead. She glanced down at their joined sex and moaned. She was more than ready to come apart and he wasn’t even all the way in. She tightened around him.

He lifted her again, his breath hissing out. “I thought you had more spunk than to be out for the count with one stroke.”

She couldn’t laugh with him stretching her, deep, but not deep enough. “I’m going to bite you for that comment later.”

He chuckled and dropped her onto his dick. Her next reply got lost on a moan. Not giving her time to recover, he worked her up and down his sex. From the way he had her between his legs, she had to take it, no matter how deep or shallow the strokes.  Her skin slicked with sweat and Nicole was the one the being worked. His lids grew heavier, but there was no hesitation in his movements to glide her up and down his shaft. The tenor of her moans changed, faster and higher, and he kept right on making her take it, stealing her control over her own body and thoughts.

If thought could have been a possibility, it would have only told him to not stop. Deeper. Faster. Harder. Yes, goddamn it.  Work? The only thing that had to keep working was his cock, sliding in and out.

This was their first time and what she should have done, she hadn’t. Now it was too late. He was going to win, no question. The things he murmured barely penetrated or simply couldn’t. Not while his cock did most of the talking. 

The words he spoke graveled out of his throat, husky but clear. This was a competition any damn way. She would come first, hard, and all over his dick. His words were dirty and smug and exactly what she wanted to hear.

He’d known what to do, and she hadn’t shared any of her fantasies with him. It was completely against her personality to lose control, and she tried to hold out on the orgasm building where their bodies were intertwined. Really, she did try hard, but he was so damn hard inside her and so slick from her arousal, that she couldn’t stop the quickening of her sex.

“Yes,” he said. “I think you’re ready now.”

Nicole had no idea what he meant, but she didn’t doubt that he knew. Sebastian gripped her hips, held her still and slid his ass off the edge of the bed. Her feet grazed the floor and her toes curled in the plush carpet. He grunted, deeper inside her now. 

He tested the position by raising her off his lap and surging upward. She fisted her hands in the soft strands of his midnight black hair at the nape of his neck, because she finally knew what he planned to do. The bulk to his frame wasn’t for show. With his back still supported by the bed, he used the position as leverage to lift his hips and pound into her. And because he still had a grip on Nicole, she still had to take it. All of him. Harder and slicker. In and out. 

She tightened around him, her skin flushing with heat and nipples taut, wanting attention. Her moans grew shallow and she stiffened as his cock continued to coax the climax wresting through her. The orgasm stole her breath. His shaft hardened, gliding deeper into her as she did come on his cock. Sebastian’s groan sounded pained as he came. He thrust faster, and then a slow grind before he stopped. His breath heaved out, but he wrapped his arms around her waist and slid the rest of the way to the floor.

Nicole waited until her heart slowed before seeking out the crook of his neck. She nipped at the sweat-slicked skin and he trembled. 

“I lasted longer than one stroke,” she said.

“You did.”

“You’re legs are going to hurt like a son of a bitch tomorrow.”

“That’s tomorrow’s worry. First we eat, and then I get my turn.”

She shifted to stare at him. “Excuse me?”

He rested his head on the bed and grinned at her. “Oh, sweetheart, that wasn’t the main entree. That was just the appetizer.”

Nicole had wondered before what the hell she’d gotten herself into. No, she’d no idea, but she damn sure wanted to know.




Chapter Four


Sebastian hadn’t expected to come the first time out, but her skin had flushed and her nipples had puckered right there in his goddamn face, and then she’d tightened around him…He fucking loved it.

What made it so much better is that she’d surprised him, and not much did these days. He had his ambition. It sure as shit wasn’t a soft and warm woman in his bed, but he knew, if need be, he could find one.  But then she’d bit his shoulder as the promised payback, a little breathless and so very flushed. Nicole had surprised him and he liked it.

He hadn’t wanted her to leave the hotel room. It bugged Sebastian now, but he didn’t regret the request for more time. They’d moved to the kitchen and since then she had tried to fit the entire food platter on the small plate. She’d already tucked away the steak and potatoes and was working her way through the fruit.

He cut into his rare steak and considered her. “I can order another steak if you want.”

“No, I’m good.” She swirled the strawberry in the chocolate sauce and devoured it in one bite.

He wanted to believe their situation gave her the comfort to eat like this in front of him. To relax and to let loose with exactly what she thought. She didn’t mind him seeing the real Nicole. The likely truth had everything to do with it being in the middle of the night and him being a stranger she had no intention of seeing again. 

He pushed that worrying belief aside. “Watching you, I know you’re not from L.A.”

“Why?”

“You actually eat.”

“Haven’t all day. Didn’t realize how hungry I was until there was gravy and potatoes for me to dive face first into.” She closed the top of the robe, covering the beautiful curve between her breasts he’d let his gaze feasts on while they ate. She crossed one arm over her stomach and sat back from the table. “That was delicious. Thank you. You’re being so gentlemanly.”

He lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Take heart, I won’t be in a little bit.”

“You keep making these dirty promises. I’m starting to think you’re all talk.”

He chewed another piece of steak before he answered, “A hazard in my line of work.”

“But we aren’t talking about our jobs, remember? So tell me about your childhood, because, of course, that’s not a landmine.”

He considered the boundaries from earlier and shrugged again. “Two parent home. Loving and quite boring when you hear some of the stories from actors and writers. I think my parents wonder why the hell I am the way I am. I’m not settled down nor do I have plans to be.” An old memory dredged up and turned the food in his mouth to dust.  He put down his fork. “I’ve always been able to talk my way into and out of trouble.”

“That, I can see.” She let out a breath. “Me? I came from a single parent home. My father raised me. My mother up and left one day. Turns out, after she left, my mother started a family with someone else.” She stuffed another strawberry in her mouth. “I should be bitter over that, but why should I give a crap about a woman who didn’t care enough to send a postcard on my birthday, at least? Of course, my father felt guilty for this and spoiled me rotten. It’s a miracle I’m not some Prima Donna bitch.”

Appearances were everything in the PR business and she appeared to be unfettered by a shitty childhood. He narrowed his gaze to see any cracks beneath the veneer and found none. “How many years of therapy?”

“Five,” she answered honestly, and then laughed.

He couldn’t laugh with her. Sebastian wanted to, but now he was developing a crush on a woman he would never see again. A woman whom he should have had hemmed up against the headboard, making her come and moan and forget her own name.

But here he sat, asking her to stay a little longer with him, eating and joking with her about their past. This was some ass backward way to conduct a one night stand. Every moment he wasn’t buried balls deep inside her, she’d become a real woman and not some fantasy of an attractive woman. The real her would overshadow and become more appealing than any imagined details he could fill in. They had to get down to business, and quickly.

She plucked another strawberry from the fruit basket. “Have you spent time in a therapist chair being analyzed for what’s human about you?”

“No, but I probably needed to a time or two.” Especially when his college girlfriend took his heart and shish kebabbed it. He wasn’t going to reveal that to her, not while she still looked soft and flushed. 

For the millionth time, her gaze strayed to her phone. She tapped the screen and frowned. It was a little past one in the morning and she was expecting a phone call or a text. If they hadn’t been busy having sex, he would bet she’d have checked her phone then too. Sebastian had a feeling he was getting a glimpse of the woman no one else got to see. He didn’t want the privilege. Definitely didn’t want the way that made him feel about her either.

He stuffed a hand in the pocket of the terry-clothe robe. Not only could one get room service in the middle of the night, one could discreetly order other necessities like condoms in an upscale hotel.

“Are you full and satisfied now?”

“Impatient for your turn?” she said.

“You bet I am.”

She tsked and fought a smile. “You had me fooled down in the bar.”

Confused, he frowned. “How?”

“I thought you were full of charm and humor. You’re a pervert.”

He snorted and stood from the dining room table. “I haven’t done anything yet.”

“No, but I can tell from your little display earlier.” Her hand fluttered toward the bed. “I’m scared.”

“You should be.”

She pointed at him. “See. Dirty promises and a pervert.”

He chuckled and put out his hand. “Come on, let me give you something to tremble in fear about.”

“What is it you want?” She took his hand, rose and stepped in his path.

To keep her here with him all night. Touching her, tasting her and talking to her, but he’d settle for the first two and let the rest go.

“I want to feel just how soft you really are. Everywhere.” He peeled back her robe, teasing his fingers with her silken skin, and let the clothe fall to the floor. Each step he took, she took another back. She was too far away from him. He wanted them skin to skin, mouth to mouth. He needed to be inside her again already.

“Unfortunately for you, that means during my turn I’ll be taking my time,” he said.

“Well it’s only fair that you get your own pleasure. Plus, you came after only a few real strokes. I’m sort of disappointed.”

“You’re going to pay for that.”

Her eyes lighted with the threat, the challenge. “Bring it.”

His cock hardened. He was just as turned on as she when it came to competition. “Get on the bed and assume the position.”

She crawled to the middle of the bed, stopped, arched her ass up and glanced over her shoulder. “This one?”

Sebastian had other things in mind to do to her, but now she had to pay for teasing him. “Yeah,” he said softly. “Stay just like that, but spread your legs a little wider.”

She blinked, surprised at the request, but he could see the moment her imagination took flight. Her teeth sank in her bottom lip and her ass rose up. She ached for him, and Sebastian could say the same. Disrobing, he tossed the terry-clothe robe on the foot of the bed. A condom wasn’t needed for what he planned to do to her. 

Settling on his haunches behind her, he leaned down and placed a kiss in the center of her back. Nicole didn’t taste sweet like strawberries. She tasted like sex. Smelled like it, too. Their own unique mating scent. His cock lengthened, seeking the one thing that would ease its ache. Soon. He had things to make up for from the first time around.

The sable strands of her hair, damp and slightly curled from sweat, tickled his fingers as he brushed it aside.  He hadn’t gotten his fill of her skin before, but now he explored her lush curves. She wasn’t trembling, yet, beneath his fingertips but that was fine. He placed a kiss on her bare shoulder blade and caressed the sides of her breasts.

She sighed. The heat of her core pressed was tightly against his cock. He ground against her, a tentative grind. The sigh deepened into a moan. He kissed her earlobe, and like a whisper in the dark, let his fingertips rove over her nipples. Her arms shook, but she lifted her ass higher, quietly begging for him to thrust into her.

“Not yet,” he murmured in her ear. “We have to make up for lost time. Sit up.”

He straightened so she could and Nicole obeyed. She rest her back on his chest, not allowing any room between his cock and her core. Sebastian closed his eyes, wishing he could see her from the front. Her nipples would be dark pink, pebbled into tight buds. Her clit would be swollen and hard, probably peaking out between the folds of her pussy. One hard stroke and she could make him come from the image alone. But she had denied herself this and he would give it to Nicole as her lover for the night.

“Since I want to get this right…show me how you like your nipples to be touched.”

Her moan was barely audible. He nipped at her ear lobe as she entwined her fingers with his. He closed his eyes again when she guided his hands to cover her entire breasts. The more he massaged Nicole under her tutelage, the heavier her breathing grew. Her grasp fell away and he tugged lightly at the hardened tips.

“Like that?”

“Yes, Sebastian.”

She said his name, leaving no room to doubt Nicole knew who the night would be spent with, who it was giving her pleasure. A simple thing, one he didn’t ask for, but it aroused him.

He took his time and waited for the sign to do more for her. Her breasts were full and the tips tight, but he waited until she rocked her hips forward, seeking to sate a thirst. He reached down to the hair covering her mons and spread her open for his exploration. He toyed with the swollen nub until her arousal soaked his middle finger.

“You’re still not ready.” She whimpered and he bit back the smile. “Don’t move. I want you open for me, just like this. Can you do that for me, Nicole?”

“Yes,” she said, but it sounded like pleading, begging for something to ease the ache between her legs.

He moved, away from the heat and slickness of her pussy and laid on his back. Lids low, she glanced back at him, her breath caught on a curse. He scooted forward, putting his face right where he’d finish his payback. She tried to rise up, away from his mouth, but he gripped her thighs.

“This is what I want,” he said.

 She moaned as his breath feathered along her core. To settle the argument, he licked from around her entrance to the edge of her hooded clit. She trembled above him and moaned deeply.

“It’s your turn and this is supposed to be for you,” she said. “You know I’m not going to tell you to stop.”

He chuckled and then flicked his tongue over the swollen hood. She bit back the moan this time and fisted her hands in his hair. He deepened the intimate kiss and effectively silenced any more half-hearted protests. He supped on the taste of her femininity and it filled him more than the meal. Her bouquet was intoxicating. And fuck, his cock throbbed wanting a taste of her again. He held her prisoner to his desire, his mouth, and tongue and made her come. He continued to lick her even while she bucked and rocked against his mouth. This was what he wanted all along: Nicole undone. Oblivious to anything but her own pleasure.

It was selfish to want her like this. And, quite frankly, he didn’t give a shit as her hold on his hair loosened and she shuddered above him.

“Oh, you win.” She let out a shaky laugh. “You sadistic son of a bitch.”

He let her move and she flopped on the bed beside him, a tangle of limbs and soft moans. He rolled and captured her beneath him. “It’s unfortunate for you that now you’re ready.”

“You’re insatiable.” She sighed and it sounded happy. Relaxed. “Get the condoms the waiter gave you.”

He laughed out of shock. “I didn’t think you saw the exchange.”

The light in her eyes darkened. “This isn’t the real me. I’m not like this. If I could feel my legs I’d get up to check my phone.” She let out a chuckle that sounded bitter. “By day I’m a shark.”

Sebastian had picked up on that much and was curious, but he was going to leave it alone. Bad enough he had a crush, he didn’t want to be some mooning, simpering idiot over her, too. “Even with your shark-like personality, you lost.”

She shook her head. “I’m sick. Like really, really sick because now I’m turned on. I have to prove you wrong.”

He lowered his voice, pressed his cock against her soaking wet entrance. “Bring it.”




Chapter Five


Friday night, or early Saturday morning, had been perfection for Nicole. If you planned to have a one night stand that’s what it should be. Great sex, beginning to end. Yeah, there was some emotional sharing that shouldn’t have happened, but it paled in comparison to coming her brains out. Maybe not paled, but they were mere oversights in the scheme of things.

Saturday night, or early Sunday morning, was the mistake. A big one. One that shouldn’t have happened. A clerical error when you got to the heart of it. The hotel staff had booked the room for the weekend instead of the night. They knew Sebastian’s real identity, thanks to his platinum credit card, and assumed the room would be needed the entire time he’d be in town.

Oh, she would blame them for running into Sebastian at the elevator bank at the end of a very long day.  They should have had quick and efficient elevators. If they hadn’t stood there for three painfully, silent minutes, by the fourth, neither one of them would have broke. They would have been able to pretend to be strangers. Not people who couldn’t keep their hands to themselves. 

The hotel was to blame for the one moment of weakness that had escalated to more. She was on the eighth floor and he was on the tenth. Their room sat on the sixth. If it hadn’t, the mistake would have ended there. Neither Sebastian or Nicole would have been remiss in their unspoken agreement of one night and one night only of pleasure. Except the hotel made it too easy to go back up to the room and repeat the previous night, with the same specular results.

The bastards.

And now here she sat, hiding in the bar on a Sunday afternoon, because who came to the bar on a Sunday? Hunger clawed at her stomach viciously, but the restaurant wasn’t safe to enter. She might see him and her sex would swell at the sight of him. There was no denying that greedy little mouth, not when it came to Sebastian.

The need and want to be with him…was a mistake. Their conversation over late night meals, the laughter, the teasing and competitive foreplay—a mistake. One she could get past as soon as nine p.m. came around and she stepped into a cab, heading for San Francisco, her home. A little past noon and all she had to do was sit there with her carry-on bag until the cab came to pick her up.

Sebastian wasn’t a lush so he wouldn’t think to come to the bar. He loved to eat and the likely place to find him, if he didn’t have an earlier flight, was the restaurant. Nicole would be safe and then she could let this weekend go.

A waiter passed by her table in the dark corner. Nicole needed to relax, something she had managed to do with Sebastian. She lifted her hand to call the waiter back and order herself a drink to calm the nerves making her fingers tremble. She glared at her hand. Maybe not nerves. Something more akin to withdrawal symptoms, like DTs. Dick tremens in her sad, sad case.

“Have we met before?” A familiar deep and rich timbre asked behind her.

Crap on a cracker.

Nicole didn’t turn around, but glanced over her shoulder. Sebastian had on his con man smile as he stood ten feet away. He dragged a carry-on bag behind him. Not for the first time, she wondered about his profession. She’d long since tossed out actor or model.

Sebastian didn’t ring any bells for a publicist, but in her line of work, it was less about them and more about the client. A potential client found out about her due to word of mouth, not because you could look her up in a phone book or online. Even with social media being the new thing, you still knew a publicist by their client list.

None of that mattered as he stood there tempting her. He wore a crisp dress shirt, rolled up at the sleeves and dark gray slacks. The price of his shoes could pay someone’s monthly salary. He had charm and could fast talk her under the table. Or charm and fast talk a woman’s panties off, which he‘d done with a cheesy-ass line. There was more to Sebastian than his surface-level personality.

She wanted to know what lie beneath the veneer of the man and be the woman he chose to tell those secrets to. Not a mistake, but a problem. Her heart wanted things they hadn’t agreed to. Things she’d long since sworn off. Her body wanted to relive the touch of his mouth, hands and tongue. Two nights, or mornings, and she was conditioned to go hot and wet at the sound of his voice, at the sight of him. Her mind might be saying to let it go, let the experience with him become a memory, but her body knew what happened next.

She blew out a breath and then smiled at him, the picture perfect image of unperturbed and not needy and wanting. “I thought you’d be off on a plane by now.”

“Red eye flight,” he said and came to stand at her table.

Nicole shouldn’t have motioned for him to sit down, but what could she do? Send him away when she wanted him there, right there in her breathing space?  This was bad and the longer they prolonged the goodbye between them it would only get worse.

“You?”

“A cab picks me up at nine tonight,” she said.

They were doing it again, laying out the boundaries between them. He watched her as he filed the information away with a slight lift of his head, a gleam in his eye and calculating the things they could say or do between now and then.

If this wasn’t what it was, she’d have the cojones to ask him out for drinks. To see where things could go, because she liked him. He made her laugh and come in equal intensity. They’d shared secrets, because they hadn’t thought Sunday would come and they’d still want to sit across from each other. It was stupid and a mistake and…

“I still have the room,” he said.

Nicole wanted to believe she was conditioned to say yes to the implied question. But what she wanted was to go up to the room and have him one last time, and then she’d be gone like a ghost.

Her lips pulled into a smile, probably as wicked as his kisses, and said, “Lucky for you, that’s where I want to be.”


*****


They were naked before his ass hit the flat surface of a linen-covered love seat by the window. Nicole couldn’t say what Chicago looked like in the mid-day sun or how breathtaking the skyline was when the skyscrapers were lit. She could tell someone what Sebastian looked like with the mid-day sun slanting against his chiseled jaw line. How his blue eyes seemed dark as the night in the twilight hours as he focused on making her speak nothing but gibberish. The muscles in his tall frame had a purpose and she knew very well it was to bring her pleasure.

She straddled his thick thighs. He felt right between her legs, close to her skin, warm and hard. Nicole sighed but bit her lip to keep in the words that would sound too much like she’d miss these moments where she shed the workaholic. A moment where she wasn’t thinking about her clients’ needs but her own. And Sebastian being the man catering to each and every one. Instead, as she’d been doing for the past few days, she mussed his hair more than it already was. Honestly he didn’t need help looking rakish, but she liked the feel of the silky ebony strands between her fingers. He groaned softly, sinking his fingers into her waist.

“So tell me what do you want today?”

She nipped at his bottom lip in answer. The nip turned into a suck, and then they were kissing with such urgency it made her heart ache. It felt like the goodbye neither of them wanted to speak, and the silent conversation held such emotion neither of them should have had for each other. 

Ridiculous, but it didn’t stop her from deepening the kiss until it felt like sex with their mouths. Deep and hard and just the right amount of stroking that left them both breathless. His hands rose from her waist to her breasts. He broke the kiss and cupped the full globes, massaging them, but kept his gaze locked on hers.

“You like to watch when you get me off,” she said.

“You bet I do. You get this pretty little flush, a haze falls over your eyes, and it’s the sexiest thing to me. When I get it just right you throw your head back and moan.” He ran his thumb over her taut nipples and she moaned.

She started to tilt her head but stopped and laughed. “You’re a sadist.” She fisted her hands in his hair. “Kiss them and I’ll moan for you again.”

Sebastian tongued her left nipple until he was satisfied with its treatment and then did the same to the right. By now, he knew exactly how to touch her. His hands—she could write odes to them—languidly trailed down to her clit. He buried his thumb along her soaking wet entrance. Nicole didn’t have to ask for what she needed. She took it and he let her use him for her pleasure.

She rocked her hips against his hand. He grunted in assent. The sound teased out the reaction he loved to watch, her hair cascaded over her shoulders, tickling her bare skin as her head fell back. She pressed his face closer to her breast and rocked faster, riding his finger like she would ride him after this interlude. His groan deepened when she clenched around his thumb.

“Wait,” he ordered and moved his hand.

He scrounged around for the pants sprawled across the small coffee table beside the chair. She resented the interruption but so far he’d yet to leave her disappointed for long. He sheathed himself and within the next breath he plunged into her aching, wet sex. Ah, none of the worries she had earlier mattered anymore. Sebastian was right where he should be, inside her, deep and filling her to the core. He wasn’t looking at her with hesitation, as though he should censor his words. He wasn’t even a stranger who knew too much about the woman beneath the business clothes. 

No. He was her lover.

She sighed and whispered his name into the mussed strands of his hair. He rose up, surging forward into her and again, slowly. He wasn’t racing to some finish line or to win some competition. This felt like prolonging what should have ended Friday night and she took it. All of it.

She found his rhythm and met his quickened thrust, tightening around his slick and hard cock. The climax stole through her, and Nicole knew that it wouldn’t be the end. He’d wait until she was fully sated, limp against the crook of his neck. There was nothing to fight hard against, so she let each orgasm roll over her and continued to meet his slow thrusts. His fingers tightened at the nape of her neck, but he tipped her head down and met her lips. Her moan shuddered out, and he captured the sound with his tongue.

This experience was too slow and too soft for what was coming next. It wasn’t another late night rendezvous. It wasn’t meeting unexpectedly at the elevator doors or sneaking up to this room. They were catching planes to go to different cities only knowing each other’s first name. It was an experience she couldn’t tell someone else and they’d believe how the story unfolded.

She couldn’t stop and change the rules they’d set out the moment he grinned at her in the bar. Nicole hated this, but did the only thing she could, and deepened the kiss. 


*****


Sebastian had long since crossed a personal boundary. What was one more? So, he kept right on kissing Nicole like it was the last time he’d get to taste her. It likely would be. They had set up boundaries that neither could cross without losing something in the end. This weekend had been perfect. There was bound to be a minefield he hadn’t foreseen if they tried to prolong it. She couldn’t be this woman who made him forget the bitterness of the past, a woman who made him consider the things he’d long since given up.

Yet, he could believe it possible while buried so deeply inside her, swallowing her moans as she rocked against his sex. And this slow slide into oblivion and insanity was enough to make him come. The next time she quickened, he’d be done and so would this…whatever it was.

“Don’t move,” he heard himself say.

God, it was embarrassing, but he had to get his fill of her now, because there was no rewind button and no moving forward. He cupped the back of her head and kissed her, like a simpering idiot who would miss a woman he met only a few days ago. He kissed her like an unhinged man who’d miss a woman who needed to relax and did whenever he touched her. He kissed her like it was goodbye.

Her pussy tightened around him and that was all it took to drag them both over the edge. He rose up into her, once, twice and they both shuddered with the force of their climax. His soft groan tangled with her breathless moan. Sebastian sighed and rested his head against hers. He didn’t want to open his eyes to see the truth of their situation reflected back in her amber irises.

But he wasn’t a soft man. She wasn’t the woman who changed anything within him. She was his weekend lover. So, Sebastian opened his eyes and saw the truth in her gaze.

“I’ve got to go,” she murmured. 

Hours hadn’t passed and her flight was eons away, but she still spoke the truth. It was better this way. “I’ll let you get the shower first.”

Her lips curved in one corner. “Always the gentleman.”

He chuckled. “Yeah. I’m all class.”

She hesitated, but placed a light kiss on his lips. She lingered longer than what was allowed for in their situation, but he let her because it’s what he secretly wanted.

Much too soon, she broke the kiss and rose from his lap. He listened to the shower run and sat on the love seat, soaked in his sweat and regret that this weekend couldn’t be more.

Just sit. Leave it alone. Let the weekend end like this. Maybe kiss her at the door and wish her a good flight and that would be that.

Yeah… No. Fucking .Way. He smiled a conman smile and rose from the chair and headed to the bathroom. Sebastian opened the door and steam from the shower rolled out. It wouldn’t change a thing to watch her lather soap over the skin he’d gotten to know so very well. Not a thing would be different if he surprised her and watched the warring emotions cloud her gaze.

Just this one last time with her and then he’d let her go. She’d be out of his system. He pulled open the shower door. She turned to him, her teeth worrying her bottom lip. Her gaze roved down, and then up, as she considered him.

“Sebastian,” she spoke softly.

“Yes, Nicole.”

“There’s this spot, on my back, I can never get.”

The tightness in his chest loosened. “I bet there is.” Oh, he fucking loved it. 

He stepped into the shower, closing the door behind him. She handed over the soap. Sebastian let out a long sigh. All he had was her first name. Sooner or later, he’d learn to live with the ache she’d leave behind. Until then, she was his lover and he was hers.


End of Weekend Lover
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 Chapter One


Nicole Harrison’s heels clacked over the granite floor of the office building in a rapid staccato. The sound bounced off high vaulted ceilings lit with art deco chandeliers. 

The loud echo, unfortunately, didn’t drown out Anna’s voice coming from the earbud. “Please don’t tell me you’re late.” The usually husky timbre grew sharp. Anna was about to start ranting.

So, Nicole wouldn’t say she was late. In this case, late was a technical term. She’d taken a break to get a much-needed-afternoon-iced coffee. Keeping calm, she tapped a thumb against the phone’s screen. Ten minutes to make it to the top floor. She downed more iced coffee—the reason she was ten minutes from getting an ass chewing. 

Stark quiet filled the earbud. Silence was deadly, because that meant Anna was gearing up for a condescending rant. It would involve telling Nicole all the things she was doing wrong and implying that’s why she hadn’t made it to the next level of managing director. Reins Anna held like a woman in the 1950’s clutched her pearls when bad words flew out of a pretty girl’s mouths. Since Anna was also the founder of Limelight, an esteemed PR boutique, her word was law.

Nicole’s grasp tightened on the phone. “Am I late?” She pffted. 

“Then you’re there with him now? Because he’s already here.”

Nicole choked. Tapped her phone again. Nine minutes. Stay calm. Don’t panic. The computer mogul paid the company a king’s ransom to make him look good on paper and TV, and despite this, the client never show up for scheduled meetings. She usually had to hunt him down like a repo agent. If he didn’t fork over a buttload of money, Anna would have dropped him long ago for tying up Nicole’s schedule. Reticent to do any kind of public events, she still manged to talk him into a  bachelor auction, on Valentine’s Day. In a month. Handsome and charming, he’d be the perfect bachelor. Unfortunately, he hadn’t finalized any of the details, and it was nerve racking to say the least to build a buzz when the man hadn’t even confirmed he’d actually show up.

Knots in her stomach had become a constant companion, and they twisted in her gut now. After a quick, mournful glance at her feet, Nicole broke into a run. At the first sign of a trash can, she tossed the coffee. 

“Oh, that’s wonderful he’s actually here. I’m right down the hall.” She rounded the corner to the bay of elevators and skidded to a halt. Taped to one of the closed doors was a "Down for Maintenance" sign. One elevator for eight busy floors. Crap on a cracker. She tapped her phone again. Seven minutes.

“You sound winded. Where are you really?”

She headed to the stair case, glanced up. If she made it in time, the moment she got home, Nicole would kiss her treadmill. “I really should go now.”

“You really should let me tell you about your new co-publicist. The reason I called in the first place, but I got distracted by your lack of being where you’re supposed to be.”

“Not that I’m on one, but I’m allowed breaks.”

“Not when you have a client coming in.”

True, but Nicole needed breaks and moments of solitude, with her phone off, for the past two months. Sacrilegious behavior and so unlike her. Something had changed within her and she didn’t like it one bit. She had this feeling before and had killed, burned and buried it. The troublesome emotion had Nicole off her game and not her usual go-getter-work-at-all-hours-of-the-day self. She’d been taking time to relax. A publicity manager one step away from being a managing director, at the top of her game, didn’t relax until she quit or died.

“Do tell.” She cleared the first flight with no problem. “Who is it this time?”

“I didn’t hire him as a true co-publicist.”

“Good, because you know I don’t need help.”

“Of course you don’t,” Anna said as though talking to a simpleton. “You vet newbies for me.”

Third floor and her calves started to scream. Tap. Five minutes. She grabbed the rail, hand slicked with sweat, and took a breath. “Giving them clients, I don’t mind. Training them, I do. Why me? It’s a a pain in the ass. Other publicist on your payroll have patience. Anyone else has more patience.”

“If they can survive your schedule, they can work on their own at a slower pace.”

Fifth floor. Four minutes. She grunted in answer. There would be no kissing the treadmill any time soon.

“But this new guy might give you a run for the money. I stole him from a competitive firm.”

“How? Giving me a run for the money, not stealing. Buying loyalty isn’t the shocking part of this conversation.” She puffed and then sucked in a longer breath.

Sixth floor. Nicole would probably pass out the moment she made it. Two minutes. She moved faster.

“I hired him on as a publicity manager. So, he’s a co-publicity manager.” Anna let that hang in the air before she added, “And, when I called him fifteen minutes ago he was already sitting down with the client.”

The damn knots turned into lead weights, and it had nothing to do with the marathon. “No. ” The word came out like an epithet.

“Yup.”

Probably explained why Anna wasn’t chewing her a new one. This was chastisement enough. Nicole growled and pushed through the eighth floor’s door. Her anger spiked, killing any unease. Her and her addiction to iced coffee. Really, her need to take a break. She had a little anger, too, for the client actually showing up this time. And the rest for the interloper ruining the initial interview for a new campaign.

Oh, yes. He would have ruined it. Most people Anna threw in Nicole’s path didn’t know their asshole from a hole in the wall. Anna threw the newbies at Nicole to train, toughen up and make competent. Anna didn’t hire new publicity managers. That was Nicole’s job because she was fantastic at what she did.

Her clients loved her and so did her stuffed-to-the max contacts list. A list filled with reporters, radio execs, TV and radio personalities, DJs… anyone who would speak her clients’ name with wonderful press coverage. Pretty much everyone but God and the Pope. Not having the latter had everything to do with a lack of trying on Nicole’s part.

And some usurper felt it was ok to go ahead with the interview without her?

“Anna, I’ve got to go.”

The plush carpet quieted the sound of her heels, and the only click was Anna, finally, hanging up. Passing the receptionist—blonde, young and pretty—she grabbed some Kleenex and dabbed her damp face. Very little makeup came off. Still she dug into her purse for lipstick and reapplied the siren-red shade. Not missing a step, she followed the curve of the hallway and dropped the Kleenex, lipstick, phone and earbud into her purse.

Nicole gave herself a moment to breathe deep and dispel any irritation. Calm. Efficient. Capable. Since she’d practiced how that looked in the mirror, Nicole knew she looked every inch of those words.

She turned the doorknob to her office and stepped inside. Her gaze barely glossed over the back of the client’s head. Her gaze was too busy drinking in, and disbelieving, who sat at her desk. The man’s angular cheek bones gave his bronzed skin a striking balance. The peak of his nose was thick but sharp. Yet the steel-blue glint of his eyes held a depth that left her breathless. She knew what it felt like to be under that intense gaze.

The last time she’d seen him, his hair had been mussed and tousled by continually running her fingers through the ebony strands. He’d looked rakish and exactly like the type of man you took to bed, but she got to know he was the type of man you wanted around long after the sex glow dimmed. He was a man who had started the small shift within her to relax and have a little fun. 

Now, not a strand of hair dared to stick out from the slicked-back style. He looked like a shark. A shark perched behind her desk as though it was his.

Damn him.

“Sebastian?” The name spilled from her lips.





Chapter Two


Sebastian Clark stiffened when Nicole smoothly entered her office. Annoyance shot through him at the response. He’d prepared himself for seeing her again, or thought he had. Two months ago they’d spent a weekend together and that should have been it. But it wasn’t. When she’d left the hotel room, without a backward glance, he’d ignored the pang and slight hope to see her again. He told himself a great weekend was one thing, wanting more could easily turn into the worst kind of mistake.

Afterward, life carried on. His ambition opened up more avenues. When Anna offered him a job at one of the best PR companies,  he’d jumped on the chance. And then he found out he’d work beside Nicole. The Nicole Harrison. Her name had clout in this business because of Limelight. For him, her name woke best forgotten memories.

He told himself their weekend had been a fluke. The attraction had become epic in his mind over time. Their compatibility had everything to do with very little clothing and too little sleep. Those rationales flew out the window as she stood in the doorway of her office.

She’d walked in with her hair tucked back into one of those stylish buns women wore now, looking every inch the professional even though a flush had crept over her face. 

A memory crawled out of the depths of his mind. His fingers buried in her hair at the nape of her neck. The silky hair covering her mound tickling his other palm. Nicole flushed from roots to toe, moaning against his neck. Professional looking now, but she was supple every where.  

Like then, her plump lips were parted on a soft sigh. Like then, a bolt of need shot down his spine into his cock and hardening because his body knew what was supposed to come next.

Sebastian tore his gaze from hers. She shouldn’t still have this pull on him. It had been two months, and he wasn’t some simpering idiot who fell for a woman because she could fuck well. They shared a weekend. End of story. Yet his cock stayed hard at the sight of her slightly breathless and flushed. His mind couldn’t help but painstakingly remove the red silk blouse and gray dress suit. Only leaving the red high heels.

Thankfully, Jeremiah Phillips took that moment to turn in the client chair. “Look who finally showed up.”

If he hadn’t seen the shock widening her eyes, Sebastian wouldn’t have known the easy smile for the lie it was. Still, the grin lit up her amber irises.

“Aren’t you the one to talk? Thought I’d have to storm your office and get this meeting come hell or high water. As usual.”

The man stood, straightening to his full height. Sebastian scowled at the subtle gesture. Jeremiah was attracted to her. He was making himself the bigger man in the room, taking up space so her eyes would only be on him. It was Sebastian’s job to know these kinds of things. How a client should look, move and speak. He was an image maker and this image said look at me and only me.

Bastard.

But since Jeremiah was a client and Sebastian didn’t want Nicole for himself, he stood away from the desk and made a mental note to not straighten to his full height. He rounded the crystalline glass desk and gestured to the  couches on the other side of the room.

“We can finish up the rest of the meeting here.”

He settled into the soft cushions first, because it took them a moment to catch up. She was busy giving Jeremiah air-cheek kisses and Jeremiah willingly let her. The irritation wasn’t because it was Nicole, but because it was unprofessional and bordered on cliché. They were supposed to instill in the client that they knew how to put a spin on anything. They knew how to make the client stand out.

But, maybe this is the way Nicole did things and, from the looks of it, Jeremiah was supremely happy. They settled in and chatted for a few minutes. He saw the way she maneuvered the man into talking about the auction. Smooth and without breaking stride. She gained back points lost for the kiss.

“Speaking of that,” Jeremiah said, “I’m not too sure about being a bachelor for this event.”

“Listen—” she began.

“You’re right to feel unsure,” Sebastian cut in.

The lines around Nicole’s mouth tightened, and if looks could kill, a Mack truck would be backing up over him again and again until nothing was left but skid marks and goo.

He went on. “You’re a good looking man and selling sex is easy enough to do. The plan is to make you more accessible. To play up the sexy geek. It’s in right now. This will give your company the commercial exposure it needs. You’ve gained the respect of your peers. Now you need to branch out.”

“I don’t know.” Jeremiah’s face flushed. “Will anyone bid on me? And if they do…” He swallowed nervously.

It became clear to Sebastian the man didn’t go on dates very often. Well, fuck. What the hell had Nicole been thinking?

“Look at me,” Nicole said. “I will walk you through all the possible scenarios. We’ve talked. Quite a bit. So I know you’re charming and smart. Women love that.  Make her feel special. She’s spent money on a wonderful cause. You’re only the vehicle. If things start to make a turn for the worse, you can call me, and I’ll see what I can do to make it better. But you won’t need me.” She clapped, stood. “How about we start off small and not sweat the event yet? You need clothes. Davina has been dying to put you in a suit. Something classic and comfortable. Think Clooney.”

Within minutes Sebastian felt like a third wheel, following them to another floor. Anna was smart and had created a stylist branch to her company—a full boutique for appearances.

There was no question Nicole’s eyes were bigger than her stomach when it came to the securing Jeremiah for the bachelor auction. Yet,  she put Jeremiah at ease. She told him what he needed to do and made it sound like child’s play. She didn’t condescend or bully or do half of the things that some publicist would to get the same result from the client—full cooperation. It was breathtaking to watch.

But that’s not why he agreed to work at Limelight. So Sebastian bided his time, made the right noises and saw the client out. He followed instead of led and waited until Nicole closed the door to her modern and immaculate office. Waited even longer for her to lean against the edge of her desk and cross her legs at the ankle with a smug expression.

“You did a good job allying his fears,” he said.

“But?”

“You’re going to have go in a more drastic direction to get him to show up. Yes, we serve our clients, but it means nothing if we lose our contacts. You’re going to lose the woman in charge of the charity event when he backs out last minute. The man’s one step away from a recluse. Public events scare him so much his balls don’t retract for a week at the thought of public speaking. You’ve set yourself up for failure.”

“Crude but true. Don’t you believe I’ve thought of that?”

“I’m sure you have, but there’s nothing that will get him there.”

Her gaze glinted. “Would you stake your reputation on that?”

“I would.” Sebastian leaned back in the client chair and told himself not to enjoy the way her legs looked crossed. How smooth and delectable they looked bare from her knee down to the toes peeking out from the red straps. It didn’t help he knew how silky her skin felt gliding beneath his tongue. “But, how about we make this truly challenging?”

Her gaze narrowed on his face, and he knew that look. He’d made it form on her features when he told her to come on command. Make me the expression said. “You got him to agree to go to the event,” Sebastian said. “Doesn’t mean he won’t back out last minute. Let’s see who can ensure he shows up.”

She scoffed. “That’s too easy. I’ve never had a client skip an event I’ve scheduled.”

“Neither have I. I know this isn’t right for him. Your ego won’t let you see it. There’s the difference.”

“You’re cocky.”

“You should know.” His voice had gone husky without provocation.

Her teeth sank into the side of her mouth, pursing full lips. She straightened. “I do. Never doubt that.” She made a sound full of contemplation. “Your confidence will be your Achilles’ heel. You think because you know something, you know everything.”

“I’m not new at this.”

“No, you’re not. At least not from the way you conducted yourself. But that doesn’t mean you can’t learn more tricks of the trade.”

He hoped, like hell, they had stopped talking about the client. Then common sense prevailed and shot down the idea. He and Nicole had to work closely together. What happened once could never happen again. The only reason he had the urge to play this game was to prove himself to Anna and her publicity manager. Nothing else. Nothing more. 

“I could say the same.”

A smile, slow and seductive, curved her lips. “What’s the prize?”

“A coveted contact.” He had more than a few she’d salivate over, and after seeing her schmooze Jeremiah, he knew she had a few he’d want.

“Then you’re on, Sebastian. May the best publicist win.”




Chapter Three


A week later, Nicole could look back and see the problem actually started the moment she accepted the challenge. She hadn’t been thinking when he’d thrown it out as bait. Nicole had only been thinking how much she’d love to wipe the smug expression off Sebastian’s face. He’d lulled her into complacency while he’d stood silently as she wooed Jeremiah into a fitting and a follow-up meeting.  She’d forgotten just how dangerous Sebastian could be when he put forethought behind his actions.

It didn’t help when his voice lowered an octave and reminded her of their weekend together. She’d done her best to forget their sexcapade had happened. Except, she couldn’t really forget the way his mouth closed over her nipples, her lips, her clit, especially when he smiled that knowing smile. As though he could detail all the ways she’d practically begged him to take her. Side by side, on top, on bottom, her astride his face. He’d done it all with skill and the same confidence that probably spurred the challenge. 

What was the problem exactly? He was her shadow until Anna said differently. At every client meeting, lunch break, phone call and emailed press release, he was right there, being her shadow. 

Practically every moment of the past week, she had to pretend his proximity didn’t affect her one bit. Nicole had to act like his smell didn’t make her stomach twist with a need that could never be sated. She had to be unchanged by the way his low timbre traveled up her spine and made her want to shiver.  She had to admit, only to herself, she admired the way he handled clients. They didn’t have the same methods, but she couldn’t deny his worked. He was smart and quick and driving her crazy.

She stole a glance in his direction. He’d ditched the suit jacket and rolled up the sleeves of the dress shirt to his elbows. She refused to let her gaze linger on the muscled forearms that brought back too many memories of how strong he was, or how she ran her tongue along the skin there just to taste him. Instead, she focused on his facial features, and, unfortunately, it wasn’t the lesser evil. Not with all the angles detailing pure masculine beauty.

Frowning at the schedule pinned to the wall of her office, Sebastian stalked across the small space. Their last client of the day had left. The stars beckoned for admiration through the large window directly behind her. If he hadn’t been there, she would’ve called it a night, but he was; so she couldn’t.

All those breaks during the past two months had turned her soft. To think, the man who had inspired the slow down mindset didn’t take things at a slow pace himself. What a fraud he’d been that weekend.

Nicole wished she could point it out, but that would be admitting she’d thought more than once about what had happened between them. It hadn’t been simply sex between two consenting adults, but something that changed her. Not a flaw she’d confess to in this lifetime or the next.

Tired, she dredged up all the skills to fake boundless energy and enthusiasm and came up empty. It had been a long day and an even longer week. She rubbed at the worry lines creasing her forehead. “Sebastian, what is it?”

“Chelsea’s really screwed up her hometown girl image. When will these celebrities learn to put on underwear when they’re about to get trashed?” He made a sound full of frustration and ran a hand through the black strands, finally making them look like they had during their weekend in bed. “I should be thinking about fifty different ways to salvage her reputation and image. Who to call. Who to call back first.  Except, I can’t help but wonder what restaurants are nearby. I could kill a lion right now with my bare hands and eat it raw.”

The comment was so unexpected she laughed. A grin whipped across his face and he joined in. Still chuckling, she tapped her phone and looked up the information.

“Depends what you’re in the mood for. Some places deliver, most are Chinese or Thai.”

“I’m feeling like pizza. The biggest slice I can shove in my mouth.” He moved to the couches, dug in his suit jacket and put his wallet in his pant’s pocket. 

“There’s a place adjacent to this building. Tell them I sent you and you’ll get it for free.”

“How about we do one better? Come on.”

He didn’t wait for an argument but headed to the door. She scowled at his back. “I still have some things to do before I can take a break,” she said.

He slowed for a moment, grabbed the door handle and wrenched it open. “You’ve taken one and that was to the bathroom. You’ve been on your phone non-stop. As I’ve learned pretty quickly, that makes you grumpy as hell by the end of the day. You’re taking a break, especially if I have to deal with you for the next few hours.”

He walked out the door, leaving it open. She wasn’t grumpy at the end of the day, she was tired. If she lost a bit of decorum, it was understandable. And if he were a true gentleman, he wouldn’t have brought it up. Her stomach grumbled a protest. The dissatisfied growl made the decision for her. 

Nicole didn’t follow him out—a fine distinction necessary to make—she met Sebastian at the elevator. He stood with his back against the door. It dinged in protest or maybe as a warning.

“You know people have died that way.”

“In movies.” He slid in after her and punched the ground-floor button.

Silence filled the space. This was the first time they weren’t on the move for a client. The first time she let herself actually be alone with him when it didn’t involve work in some way. His cologne filled the space, and she tried to take shallow breaths, because what she wanted to do involved plastering herself against him and nuzzling his chest. Since he hadn’t made a single overture, giving in to the desire would be awkward at best.

“You don’t have to act like I’m going to maul you.”

Nicole must be tired if she couldn’t at least keep up her game face. “Not even close to what I was thinking.”

She was scared of the opposite happening. He was arrogant, bossy and insufferable when it came to everything. He was also passionate. Not to forget, he smelled like something she wanted to sink her teeth into. And she knew just how well those qualities played out in bed.  The changed woman she’d been trying to keep under wraps wanted to go a few more rounds with him, to see if he held up to the fantasies she’d built up around their weekend together.

“Just thinking of how to fix this Chelsea fiasco,” she said. The doors slid open with a ding.

“You’re an incredible liar in business not so much in personal matters. That’s a good thing. Thought you should know.”

“Excuse me?”

He put his hand on the door, waited for her to leave the elevator first and then followed. He stopped abruptly, and she instinctively  turned to face him. Sebastian smirked. Another one of his damn tactics.

“Look me in the eye and tell me you haven’t thought about our weekend. Not once since it happened.”

She had in odd moments, inappropriate ones and for no reason whatsoever. Usually, a momentary ache to hear the deep gasp of pleasure whenever he came. A few more months and the pang would pass. It had to, right? For now, Nicole would know way more than she wanted to about her weekend lover. He walked with the same cocky swagger with clothes on.  His voice had the ability to make her knees weak. He could see through her bluster.

Nicole met his gaze and almost backed out of the stupid dare. Answering would paint a target on her back, one he could pull out whenever it suited him. Three more weeks of his hazing, one he obviously didn’t need, and she wasn’t about to complicate this more.

Nicole told herself he wasn’t the man who knew her intimately, sexually. He wasn’t the man who spurred her need to slow down and enjoy the life she worked hard to attain. He was a man. Handsome as sin, arrogant as fuck, and in need of at least one woman to prove he wasn’t God’s gift to their sex.

“I had a good time but the moment I left that hotel room you didn’t cross my mind. Seeing this is the second time you’ve brought up the experience, I can assume I had a lasting effect.” She smirked at the uplift of his chin. “Now, do you want that slice of pizza, or do you want to be proven wrong about something else?”

A moment passed for an eternity. Sebastian threw his head back and laughed. “Oh, Darling Nikki.”

Her outraged gasp teased another chuckle from his lips. She’d told him over a naked mid-night snack, one of the rare moments of taking a break from bed, that her long ago high school boyfriend used to serenade her with the song. Years later, when Nicole really listened to the lyrics, she realized it wasn’t an endearing love song. She’d sworn him to secrecy to never speak of it again. Ever. “You promised.”

He tsked. “Apparently we’re both liars.” A wicked gleam shone in his eyes.

Clamping her mouth shut, she considered him. She hadn’t been the only one confessing intimate secrets and shames. “You know this means war, right?”

“Bring it, but first, pizza.”


*****


There was no question about it. Sebastian had bitten off more than he could chew. A long line of cheese trailed from Nicole’s mouth to the hot slice in her hand. She twirled a finger around the stray piece and sucked. Her teeth scraped lightly and with expertise over the digit, cleaning off the remnant of food. Was it wrong to be jealous of dairy? Probably, but his gaze refused to move from the seductive action. He couldn’t even pretend not to stare. The mischievous glint in her eyes told him she knew exactly how it looked.

And it all started because Nicole felt the need to lie about what happened. Why did it matter? It shouldn’t have. In their world a minute was a lifetime. Someone’s reputation could be ruined within seconds. There were more than a million seconds in two months. He should have long since gotten over her effect on him. Yet the seconds ticked by as she ate her pizza. Driving him insane. It should have been patently ridiculous but part of the problem was he knew that mouth, those sucks, licks and scraping of teeth. On his skin.

Sebastian curled his left hand into a fist to curb the urge to reach across the table, drag her to him and plant his mouth over hers to show Nicole exactly what to do with her tongue. The little minx knew the right buttons to push as she wiped her mouth and hummed, erotically.

“Thought you were hungry. You haven’t taken more than a few bites.”

He couldn’t continue to show his weakness for her. At least now he could admit to himself it was one. Sebastian still wanted her as much as he did when they first smiled at each other over shot glasses two months ago.

“Oh. I will.” He picked up his slice of pizza, taking a big bite and considered how to pay her back. Mentioning intimate details of their weekend had started it all, but he needed to up his game now.

They had the Jeremiah challenge sitting between them. That he could win in his sleep. She liked to cajole and primp the clients to get them to do what they needed to do.  The problem was most of the clients could fill a stadium of people willing to blow smoke up their ass. There were a rare few clients who had someone that could look behind the facade and see what the person really wanted, what they really craved.

The computer mogul hadn’t shown up to six appointments because the man had spent his puberty in a basement tinkering with gadgets. He had friends to talk tech with. Yet, like any awkward-as-hell-teenage boy, he never got over being shell shocked when a pretty girl not only smiled his way but asked about him, showed an interest in him. Sebastian should damn well know.

Nicole smiled at him, looking smug as hell. His cock tightened with need. He swallowed down more pizza. Eventually, he said, “Since we’re spending the next three weeks in each other’s hip pockets, tell me how you got started in this business.”

Shock widened her eyes.  She hadn’t expected the question. He would have laughed, but he had a plan and wasn’t going to ruin it by celebrating just yet.

“We didn’t talk about our jobs, did we?”

“Nope.”

Moments passed by in silence, and then she shrugged. “In college, I was the newspaper geek. I’d worked my way up to editor when a huge story broke on campus: A student and a professor got caught sleeping together.”

She tore a small piece off her pizza, contemplated it and then chewed. After Nicole swallowed she started up again. “Now, Georgia was in her mid-thirties and was coming back to college to get a degree she missed out on in her youth. She didn’t have kids. Never been married. She simply wanted something different in her life. Since I had my finger on the pulse of everything, even then, I found out they were thinking about firing the professor and kicking the student out.”

Sebastian had asked to distract her, but now he was interested. “What did you do?”

“I hunted Georgia down and convinced her to give a little ol’ college student the exclusive. I promised I wouldn’t make the story a smear campaign. I wouldn’t turn what they had into something tawdry.”

“But the professor was in the wrong for sleeping with the student.”

“No question. He should have known better, but Georgia was going to get thrown under the bus for following her heart, maybe for the first time in her life. I went to the college’s radio DJ and told the story there. Made some more calls and did some footwork.” She spread her hands, another smile. “By the end of it all she got to stay, the professor got sacked, and I wanted to do it all over again. And again.”

“What a soft touch,” he said.

She let out a disgusted sigh. “This is why I didn’t want to tell you.”

“Didn’t say there was anything wrong about being a softy. Just stating a fact.”

A shadow passed over her gaze. “You can’t be soft in this business.”




Chapter Four


Sebastian leaned back and took in her face. Most of the war paint had faded, and she looked more natural, approachable. The same way when they first met. A little vulnerable sitting alone at the bar, but she’d fired back a witty response the moment Sebastian asked if he’d seen her before.

Things changed quickly as the heat between them damn near fried the air. They hadn’t asked many questions. They were taking a night off from work. They were single. They wanted each other. That damn simple. For him, press junkets had filled up the moments they weren’t together. Now that he knew she was the Nicole Harrison of Limelight, press junkets had probably filled up her time too.

When he thought of Limelight, he thought of Anna. The woman had made a name for herself and her employees benefited from her reputation. But the past week he’d learned Nicole was Limelight. She’d told him she was a shark by day and that was the truth.

He hadn’t seen the workaholic during their weekend. He’d only witnessed the passion and soft core of a woman who needed to breathe and not think about what someone else needed. He respected the hell out of the Nicole Harrison, but he wanted this soft and vulnerable woman. He craved for Nicole.

“No, you can’t,” he said. “I like the story though.”

She rolled her shoulders. “Your turn.”

Sebastian shook his head. “My story’s sad and depressing and pathetic.”

She leaned closer. “Let me hear it. Every detail.”

His mouth no longer filled with bitterness when he thought about the reason his life had changed. Something hardened in Sebastian’s chest when he thought about how he fell into a business that was never really about the real person but how the person looked to everyone.

He met her gaze and ate another piece of pizza. She didn’t push or look impatient. He liked that about her. Wiping his mouth, he said, “I fell in love.”

Her brows rose. “Like I love my phone?”

“More. Deeper. And stupid in love.”

Her gaze swept over his face. “I’m guessing she broke your heart.”

“Of course she did. Every man has at least one woman who takes his heart and shish kebabs it.”

Wariness thinned her mouth into a line. “And, you’re going to tell me? No strings attached?”

“Did your story come with conditions I’m not aware of?” He shot back.

“No,” she said, offended.

“Then why would mine?”

“Because you’re cagey. A fast talker.” She ticked off her fingers, counting off his offenses. “There’s a strategy behind this whole get to know each other conversation. I can’t figure out what it is, but I’m going with it for now.”

She was sharp. He grinned. “Have I lied to you yet?”

 “I don’t know.” She crossed her arms. “Have you?”

“I don’t have to.”

“And if you did need to?”

He pointed to the phone that hadn’t left her sight. “Out of all of the contacts you have, how many are real friends?”

“My grandmother told me if you have more than five friends then you’re just lying to yourself.”

“Name one then.”

She lifted her chin. “You were telling me how some woman shish kebabbed your heart.”

“And I’m the cagey one?” He finished off the last slice of pizza. Wiped his mouth again but this time stood. “We’ll walk and talk. It’s going to be a long story.”

She tapped the screen on her phone. “We can’t. We have to—”

“Take a break from work for a few hours or you’ll be useless once we start calling more people on Chelsea’s behalf. She’s laid low like we told her to. The initial spin is out. We’ve got time. Also, I hate talking work after I eat.”

“Could be because you eat like a horse.”

“So do you, and that’s a compliment. Hate to eat with a woman who picks at her plate when I know damn well she wants to lick the damn thing.” She stood too. All supple and tempting curves. Damn. “And I like my woman with curves anyway. Gives me something to hold on to.” He didn’t give her time to hit him back with something. “Which way is the park?”

“At night?”

“It’s unseasonably warm tonight. They’ve got a handle on the seedier side of life and it’s well lit. Since I’m still not planning to maul you, you’ll be safe.”

Sebastian used the same tactic as before and began to walk out of the pizza place before she decided to go with him or not. Leaving first left little room for her to debate the reasons not to. If she waited too long, she’d have to run to catch up. She needed to get in a gripe or two and if he wasn’t there to hear it…

By the time he got to the door, Nicole was at his side. He bit back the smile.

“You do that on purpose,” she said, annoyance clear in her tone.

“Do I? Huh.”

“If I had my purse, I’d hit you with it.”

“Work place violence is not what I expected when I burned some bridges to come work with you.”

“Nuh-huh. We’re talking about the heartbreak first, and then you can extoll why you came to work with me. I’m flattered by the way, if I hadn’t said it before.”

“Bet you are.” 

They stepped out into the night. San Francisco, lit up, had lost most of its bustle, but he could smell the ocean with each light breeze. That alone would beckon to the city goers. Offices surrounded them and since not everyone respected the nine to five rule, even this late, if you looked up, you could see people moving around through the windows.

This city had become his home, and he loved it. Sebastian took it in and then glanced at the woman beside him. It shouldn’t have felt like a punch to the gut when he looked at her. Outside of going home to sleep, they’d spent every moment together. She should have long since lost her appeal for him. Except she hadn’t.

They paused at the stoplight, and he placed a hand on the middle of her back when she stepped off the curb. Her back arched and she tried to hide the sigh.

“Do you want me to tell you the whole story or get to the heart-ripping-out part?” 

“A little bit of both,” she said.

“Back in college, since this is where both of our stories start, I was a debate geek. As a side job I cold called people and sold them stuff.”

“Oh, my God.” She shook her head and made a sound of disgust. “It all makes sense now.”

When they reached the other side, he placed his hand on her back again. Another sigh, softer this time. Sebastian fought a smile and stepped into shoes he wore long ago. He deepened his voice and smoothed it out. “Hello, may I speak to Nicole Harrison? I’m calling on behalf of Life Insurance Company. We want to offer you—”

“Ok. Ok. I give.” She laughed. “You sold stuff. Now what happened?”

It pleased him more than it should have that she wanted to know. He shrugged at the weight of the feeling. “I had a job mainly for a beer budget and so I could date.”

“Let me guess, full scholarship for being a geek.”

“Wow. How did you ever guess?”

She waved her hand. “The girl. Get to the girl.”

“Former cheerleader. Got turned on by philosophy and left popularity behind. We had the same class. We had an assignment and then one night, during a study session, one thing led to another. We were together for two years.”

The path curved, and again just to have an excuse to touch her, he put the tips of his fingers on her back and led her in the direction he wanted. She’d moved closer to him. With every stride some part of them touched. He wanted more of them to touch. Skin to skin. Hot and achy. He sighed when they reached a break in the trees where nothing but grass and the open sky filled the park.

Sebastian glared at the moist ground for messing up his plan. “I should have brought my jacket so you could sit down.”

“I’m not scared of a little wet grass.” She placed a hand on his shoulder and kicked off her heels. 

The heat of her hand stole through him. He almost reached up to keep it there or enclose his fingers around her palm. 

“Come on then,” he said. “I’m sure you want to hear the rest.”

He slowed his pace when she stepped tentatively through the grass. Only lights from the walkway lit the park, leaving them mostly in the dark. It felt right to tell the rest without having her intense gaze on his face. The retelling wouldn’t twist his gut any less, but he could let her know why he’d win, why she was screwed from the gate with him.

He sat down. Nicole settled next to him on the grass, raised her hands up to her hair and started to pull out pins. He wanted to watch. Fuck, he wanted to help just to feel the soft strands between his fingers again.

Sebastian forced himself to look straight ahead. “The big twist to the story is that she wanted a family. In order to start one, I needed a better paying job, something with a bigger take at the end of the day. My sales commission was nothing to sneeze at, but I loved her so I talked myself into an internship for a sport’s agent. They make bank, right? I started to earn big money, but they needed me to travel. A lot.”

“Oh, hell.”

He nodded in the dark. “Nothing makes the college girlfriend’s heart grow less fonder than a long distance relationship.”

“Wait. You didn’t finish college?”

“Geek, remember? Took college courses starting my junior year in high school. Finished with a year and a half to spare. Now, hush. You’re ruining the buildup.”

“I know how this ends. Plenty of my friends back then got themselves tangled up in a long-distance thing.”

“You don’t know the second and unexpected twist.” He lost the battle and let his gaze take in its fill of her. Loose waves of sable strands framed her face, fell a bit over her shoulders. If he couldn’t kill his own urge to want more with her,  Sebastian could do his best to kill hers. It wouldn’t be that hard. She already believed him to be heartless and the weekend some sort of fluke. All he had to do was put the final nail in that coffin.

“The main office sent me back home to scout a player at my alma mater,” he said. “They’d tried before, but he wanted to finish college first then think about going pro. If anyone could talk him into considering signing to an agency, it was me. I also wanted to surprise my girlfriend.”

He paused, and she held his gaze. She saw the truth on his face even in the dark. “Who was she screwing?”

“The football player I was sent to sign,” he said. “My girl hadn’t quite been telling the truth all those times we talked about deep stuff. She still wanted to be a cheerleader. In high school she was the best. In college, she couldn’t cut it. She told him the same shtick about wanting a family. He signed with the agency to give her that dream.”

Her brows knit in confusion. “But a publicist?”

“Since I hated his ever loving guts, I couldn’t represent him. A publicity firm had heard about me and I let them woo me away. Within the first six months the football player decided to sign with a major team. One of our clients wanted the spot. I made sure he got it.”

And because she knew the business, Nicole would know what he’d done. Sebastian had dug up every single piece of dirt he could find to make sure no one would touch the man. Too much bad press. The owners had become skittish to sign someone who looked like too much of a risk.

She gasped, scandalized. “You didn’t?” 

“I did.”

“I didn’t take you for methodical and cold.” She made a noncommittal noise.

“I do what needs to be done for the client.”

“That wasn’t the client. It was revenge for the girl who kebabbed your heart. Different scenario.”

She wasn’t reacting as he hoped. No look of horror, only understanding. This was not good. This was Sebastian’s ace in the hole to get her to stop looking at him as though he should ignore all the rules he put in place when it came to sleeping with women. A little more time and she’d be out of his system. They could banter and quip until the sun came up, but what would be left between them would be remembered chemistry. Not something that hadn’t burnt itself out.

“And?”

“What?” he said.

“The story doesn’t end there. What happened to them?”

He didn’t want to tell her that part. “End of story as far as how I got into this business.”

She pursed her lips and then nodded slowly. “I won’t lie. Your story’s fascinating and puts the younger you in a different light than I imagined, but what happened to the kebabber and the football player?”

“Doesn’t matter.”

“Now I know it does.”

“Moral of the story is I can be ruthless.”

“So can I.” She tilted her head back, let out a soft laugh. “I see. This was really a boogey-man story. I’m shaking in my boots. Maybe if you ask nicely I’ll tell you about the time I pretty much debased myself—showed way too much cleavage to get one of my client’s into an exclusive night club for a sentence in a popular magazine.”

Stunned, Sebastian could only stare at her for a moment, and then he could only laugh. The smirk curved her lips, lush and kissable. The spark in her eyes defied the low light. She couldn’t be conned. There was no bridge he could sell her.

It felt like that first night when she shot down the charm and asked him to join her anyway for giving it a good old college try. He fucking loved it.  He was so goddamned screwed. From beginning to end.

Sebastian stopped fighting the urge and reached out to clasp his fingers around the front of her shirt. Her breasts were soft and heavy against his knuckles. He waited to see if she’d protest, anything other than to sigh softly. Nothing but that damn sigh. He dragged her close, and then, finally, he slanted his mouth over hers.


*****


Nicole knew she should have been more worried he’d maul her in the park. He had a look since the elevator doors closed. A kind of a look a man had for a woman he wanted. For the past week his restraint had held in place, and that’s why hers had too. She refused to be the one to give, but now…

His mouth slanted across hers, sending all sorts of naughty memories rushing back. Her body went on autopilot. It knew this mouth, hands and groan. Her nipples hardened, and she moaned. The sensations of his lips against hers shut down all thought. It had never felt this good to be mauled.

One arm gripped her waist, held her close to the heat of him, the hard length of him. The other hand was buried in her hair. Suddenly, he rolled, pinning her beneath him on the grass. Sebastian didn’t miss a beat. His mouth kept up the assault until she let out a breathless sigh. A sound of surrender.

His tongue slid in, out, and around the curve of her mouth. Her skirt refused to budge and he groaned, laid down beside her, never letting his mouth lose the contact. His hand closed over her left thigh, pushed it aside as wide as the tight material of her skirt would allow.

He hadn’t really touched her, and already she was wet, because her body knew what came next. His hand slid up, beneath the skirt and rested at the edge of her core. She buried her fingers in his hair, pulled him closer to deepen the kiss. Silently, she gave him permission to do what they should have been doing since he scowled at her over Jeremiah’s head. They should have told the client to wait in the lounge and gotten this out of the way so Sebastian could bend her over the desk and release some of the tension they’d bottled up for two months.

He brushed aside the soaked material and ran a thick finger over the tight bud. Her hips rose up as if to force him to continue the delicious caress. 

He dipped two fingers into her sex and hissed. “You’re so fucking wet already.” 

She’d been wet the moment his hand slid down her back to help her cross the street. That was sad and depressing and pathetic. One simple gesture without guile could make her want to come. She brushed her lips against his to get him to shut up and do more things with his tongue. She shouldn’t have. They were in a park, a public place but she needed him to keep on touching her.

He chuckled. “Don’t you worry. I’m going to make you come like you want to. Just let me—fuck. You’re so tight and wet for me.”

She rocked her hips, and he closed his mouth back over hers, the way it should be. He tasted the same—wicked, absolutely wicked. Her memory hadn’t done him justice. It had tried to slap a label on his texture and flavor. No. Simply wicked. That was all she could think as he pushed his fingers deeper, curled to find the spot to drive her wild. 

“I remember exactly what made you beg. This right here,” he said.

 His slow, deep strokes made her whimper and he groaned in kind.  And she would come if the flush of heat continued to build and spread through her. Sebastian savored each quickening of her sex. He stopped long enough that he had to build the orgasm back up, right on the edge. Again and again, until there was nothing left to do but go over the brink in one long, hard shudder, soaking the fingers buried inside her. Because he was a master at this, he rolled his thumb over her clit, forcing her to come again. Harder, wetter and then he added a third finger.

His voice was gruff and filled with the taste of him—wicked, absolutely wicked. “You’re tight but you want to take more.”

“Then give it to me,” she said and then moaned when he teased her clit to build her back up for another orgasm.

“Oh,” he said slowly, softly. “I will, but first, you’ve got to tell me you lied.”

She tugged on the hair at the nape of his neck. Sebastian grunted and the glint in his blue eyes said he liked it. “Never, and you’re a bastard for asking me right now.”

He leaned down, nipped at her earlobe and brought her to the point of climax again. He whispered, “I know.”

He sucked the soft flesh into his mouth and bit her a little harder. He had her right there. Right there. So close. 

“Until you confess this is all I’m going to give you,” he promised.

He wanted her vulnerable and exposed. She couldn’t do it. Not even if it meant the ache, deeper and unquenchable, could be sated.

 “Just remember,” she said. “I know all the ways to make you come too.”

“You do, but I’m the only one who can say I had you trembling, moaning and practically begging. In a park. I win this round, my Darling Nikki.” 

She heard Sebastian’s chuckle—the sadist—right before he made her come again.




Chapter Five 


“How are things between you and your co-publicity manager?”

She flushed and thanked the heavens her boss couldn’t see her face. Nicole pushed the earbud in deeper and shifted into a more comfortable position behind her desk. The chair creaked and the noise brought Sebastian’s gaze her way. He’d made her blush frequently for the past two weeks. This time was no different. The flush heated, and he smirked before concentrating on his phone call, one he took in his area of her office. The early morning sun warmed the room and so did he.

“He’s working out fine,” Nicole said. “Don’t know why he still has to shadow me. He knows his stuff.”

The absolute truth, the kind she’d only utter at gun point? Her co-publicity manager had become quite insufferable, and she only had herself to blame. She’d thought sooner or later he’d break. A moment filled with heat and need would hit them and boom they’d start going at it. Except at it meant everything he could possibly do to her, all but the one thing she really, really wanted.

It was like the weekend they shared except for the insanity of him being the biggest tease ever to be spawned. For two weeks. They took lunches together. They talked, not chatted. He conned her into taking breaks every four hours, including an hour lunch. A smile formed. He’d rewarded her for that one. Hemmed her up against a wall and licked her clit into mindless oblivion.

The bastard.

More than a few times Nicole thought she had him. Finally they could have sex, he was going to give and let go of the lie. Let them have exactly what they’d been craving. Nope. The man had more restraint than a nun. 

She tore her gaze from the cocky swagger, because every time she let herself look too long, the longing for more would start. That would be disastrous. She had no delusions about their relationship. He had ambition. If Sebastian had the chance, he’d take her job without losing a wink of sleep and would still lick her into mindless oblivion.

You didn’t let a man like that in your heart. You damn sure didn’t admit thinking about him when it had been clear the affair would end the moment the lock on the hotel  door clicked back in place. You didn’t dare utter things about changes and fatigue about the life you’d been living. 

Nope.

“Nicole!”

“Hmm?”

“You have been distracted these past few weeks. What is he doing? Tell me the truth.”

“At the moment, he’s convincing John Paul to let Chelsea explain what happened on his show. Well, what we told her to say.”

“John Paul? The conservative who only lets women who are married or are wearing purity rings on his show? Are you serious?”

“As a heart attack.” Sebastian turned to her with a mile-wide grin, and her heart fluttered. She ignored the pesky sensation and said, “And, I think he just got it.”

Anna made a lewd sound. “If I wasn’t already married, I’d marry that man. By the way, I heard about the challenge between you. Now I have my complete faith in you, but if he can get Jeremiah to show up for the bachelor auction, I might offer him a managing director position. If he stays on for another two years.”

The flutter died. “What?”

“Don’t sound put out. I’ll split it.”

Her fist balled on the desk. “Split it? Ah.” She’d been working, practically killing herself, for a piece of the PR agency. She’d forgone branching out on her own to help build this place to what it was. And Anna was going to split it? She swallowed back the bitterness climbing up her throat. 

“Why else do you think I paid an arm and a leg for him to work me? I wanted to see what you guys could do together. I’m beyond impressed.”

“Thank you.” Her jaw clenched. “Anyway, I’ve got a call coming in on the office line.”

“I’ll let you go then. Tell Sebastian he’s doing a great job. I’ll call him later in the evening.”

“Sure. No problem.” The phone line clicked in ear. She closed her eyes and her back teeth ground together.

“What is it?”

She jolted, opening her eyes. Concern furrowed his brows. Genuine and without guile, but he had ambition. Why else walk away from a firm he’d been with for years? Freaking out wouldn’t do her any good. And, maybe, he wasn’t after her job. Maybe Anna had made promises about a career climb to Sebastian, like Anna had made to Nicole, and planned to change them at the last minute.

Hopefully those promises didn’t include stepping on Nicole’s head to get there. Anna had said managing director. That meant splitting the business in three ways. Instead of one step closer to actually being an equal and respected as one. One step closer to not being another publicist who worked more hours than necessary for little return that clients turned around and screwed up again anyway. She’d worked like that for years to get where she wanted and he’d get that same brass ring in two.

She smiled. “Nothing. Excuse me. I’ve got to powder my nose.”

Sebastian’s gaze narrowed, and he straightened. “Right.”

Using one of his tactics, one Nicole picked up on fairly quickly, she walked out before he could get another word in edgewise. Once in the bathroom, she took out the earbud. A small gadget compared the wide expanse of the marble counter. A minute little thing that had practically lived in her ear for the past few years. With that wee gadget, she’d took and made calls at all hours of the day and night. Nonstop. Without a real break. She glared at it and seethed. 

Nicole had been busting her ass and for what? She could practically hear Anna’s nattering words. Someone else is doing as good a job, but I’ll give him everything you’ve tried to work for. You’ve made a few mistakes. I’ll focus on that instead of the countless ways you went above and beyond the call of duty.

Pressure built behind her eyes, but Nicole would be damned if she let one tear fall. A savage noise broke from her throat. She bent over and ripped off her heel. She banged it down, squashing the ear piece like a bug. 

The door closed with a click, and she scuttled back in surprise. Seeing who it was, she let out a breath. “Goddamn you. It’s the women’s restroom, Sebastian.”

“Yeah, but you looked like you were about to murder someone. Making sure you had an alibi.”

Tired now, she put a hand on the sink and leaned against it. For years she’d worked hard to gain respect and equality.  She’d ignored her own life for her ambition and she couldn’t give that up, not even a piece of it. To him. It would feel like the lost of something so much greater than a piece of Limelight.

“No one’s dead,” she said.

“It’s a symbolic murder.” He motioned to the earbud. “Everyone knows that’s one step away from a real one.”

She intended to laugh at the lame joke, but part of the sob broke away and spilled out instead. Sebastian made a soft sound, and then he was there. His arms wrapped around her, warm and steady. The next sob, too, got away, and his embrace tightened.

“Don’t tell anyone I did this.” His chest muffled her words and the piece of herself she was trying to hold back, slipped away. “If you do, your death won’t be symbolic.”

“I promise.”

“You broke your last one.”

“I know. This one I’ll take to the grave.”

“You can’t show any weakness in this business.”

“I know, but you can’t live your life through this business either. I don’t know what Anna said, but don’t let it get to you. Everything is an illusion in our line of work. Everything is about what things are supposed to look like. It’s never really the truth. Not in publicity. You can’t live through an illusion. It’ll drive you nuts.”

“I should know,” she whispered, face still pressed in his chest. He stiffened, and that’s when Nicole realized what she’d said. Out loud.

“You’ve been holding out on me.” Curious interest colored his tone.

Pulling herself together, she wiped her face and tried to push away. “I’m going back to work.”

Sebastian’s fingers curled around her arms. “You don’t have to tell me what that means, but you’re calling it a day.”

“You’re not my boss. So, no, I’m not.”

She didn’t try to fight the hold because it felt nice. It felt like nothing else mattered in that moment. Sebastian’s fingers, warm and strong, holding her against him as if he could stave off the worse of what she was feeling. As though this was the kind of relationship where one listened to the other, come hell or high water.

Nicole sighed as a spurt of hope splashed against her common sense, burning a hole in it. The hope? Damn, she hoped his fast-talking would come next. She wanted to see if he cared. Even a little. The fast-talking only came out when he wanted something from her he couldn’t quite admit to himself. Though, she knew waiting for it was a road heading heart first into disaster.

“No, I’m not.” Sebastian pulled her closer, made sure their gazes were locked when he spoke the rest, “But I like to think of myself as your lover, and as your lover I can see you need a day off. If that doesn’t persuade you, I can make one phone call. So either I’m your lover or the bastard who made you take a day off. Your choice. I’m fine with either label.”

Her heart fluttered like it always did. Her lover demanded she take care of herself. Her lover. Aw, shit. Heart first into disaster it is then. “Since we, technically, haven’t had sex again, guess you’re going to have to be the bastard.”

He growled, soft and low, and then kissed her. She wrapped her arms around his neck and fell into it. He wrapped both arms around her, kissed her deeply. His tongue, hot and silken, lapped up her breathy moans. He backed her up against the counter and groaned. The slacks did nothing to hide his desire.

He pulled back, breathing heavily. “I’ll take the day off with you. Say yes.”

 “As my lover or a bastard?”

His forehead rested against hers. “Today I want to be the former. I’m fine with that.”

It was the give Nicole had been waiting for. Yes, she knew he was ruthless. He had boundless ambition, but she wanted to feel, at least, like they were even. She wouldn’t be the only one vulnerable. The only one who needed whatever this was between them more than him.

“Ok.” Barely mid-morning, it would be a whole day off. A first in a long time.

“Since you killed your earbud, I’ll make the call. Be ready in five minutes.” He sighed, tilted her face up. She couldn’t read the emotions passing behind his gaze, but her chest tightened, filled with an emotion she didn’t want to feel. Not for him. Anyone but him.

“Five minutes,” he said again.

He released the hold on her, turned and stalked out the bathroom. Alone, it was easier to let the laugh turn into a small sob. 




Chapter Six


Sebastian stole a glance at Nicole’s face when he flicked on the lights in his home.

“Your maid service hates you,” she said.

His home was stuffed with glass and things that constantly needed dusting, so she was probably right. “All things I’ve picked up during my travels and promo-whoring for others.”

Her gaze roved over the wall dedicated to signed guitars, framed photos, key chains, watches and a lot of other things one picks up working the circuit. If he bothered to insure it, the wall would probably cost more than he paid in rent for a year. 

Other than the promo-whoring corner, the rest of his apartment was built for comfort. Two baby-blue, linen-covered love seats sat on either side of a large window facing the bay. A table and a lamp picked up from a cherry auction separated the space. A long coffee table sat in the middle of the room, beneath it an area rug that covered most of the wooden floor. The massive dark-gray couch faced an even more massive flat screen TV. It was his sanctuary. His escape from the bustle of work.

He hadn’t even thought twice about bringing Nicole here and allowing her entrance to his inner sanctum. She needed something to appease the sorrow, and he had stepped up to give it to her. Dangerous actions and needs had clouded his mind. Yet seeing her take in his home, Sebastian couldn’t scrounge up the right tone of regret or fear.

 “I’m surprised you keep it all,” she said. “I re-gift. A lot.”

Her comment made him think of why they were at his place. He threw his suit jacket over the couch, sat on the edge of the back and faced her.  Sebastian hadn’t expected to feel this invested in whatever it was they were becoming. Something their boss had said made her usually vibrant skin go pale. An instinct to protect her had drowned out his thoughts, and he’d followed her into the bathroom. Her tears almost broke him, and that was just wrong. They were lovers, nothing more. 

He wanted her in his bed, and, yet, he needed her to tell him the truth. Wanting honesty from your lover wasn’t asking for a king’s ransom, was it? Still, asking for something with an emotional depth left him a little breathless. He’d avoided love ever since he’d gone heartless and ruthless and almost ruined a man’s life because of it.

Sebastian chose words that would invite more conversation, but if she tried to avoid the landmine, he wouldn’t complain. “I love what I do and all the perks that go with it. I like the challenge, and at the end of the day it’s enough for me.”

“The paycheck doesn’t hurt either. Or getting diamond-encrusted watches.”

“Goes without saying, but I’m a salesman. Always have been. If I hadn’t needed to get a little revenge, I might have stayed a sport’s agent.”

“Yeah, falling in love didn’t change you. It was the heartbreak.”

Leave it alone. He’d done more than enough damage when he followed her, held her and called them lovers. Leave. It. Alone. “And, you should know?”

She shrugged out of her suit jacket and tossed it on top of his. Sliding between his legs, Nicole began to unbutton his shirt. “I was waiting to see if you’d pry.”

“How could I not? The Nicole Harrison, publicist to an exclusive list, publicity manager to the esteemed Limelight firm…she has a dark past. Had to ask.”

“Not dark. Cliched. I fell for a man. He made me believe in happily ever after, and then he fileted my heart.”

The way her eyes shadowed as she spoke told him it was so much more. He shrugged out of the shirt. “How?”

Her laugh was bitter, but she looked him right in the eye. “He thought he had made it clear he wasn’t the marrying type. Of course, within six months of breaking up, I heard he’d gotten engaged.” She pulled off his undershirt too. “He’s still married. Two kids, too. You know, the ones he didn’t want, ever.”

She sighed, ran her hands over his chest. “It sounds like I’m not over it, but I am.”

He dug his fingers into the back of the couch as her hands explored lower. She did away with his belt, then pants.

 “Things like that leave a mark,” he said.

“They do. Now you know, and now I’m not holding anything back from you.” She caressed his cock with her knuckles through the material of his underwear.

“Not everything. You still haven’t told me the truth.”

With a sly smile she stilled. “You want me to stop?”

“I didn’t say no damn thing like that.”

“Good. Now get naked but stand right there, arms down at your side. I like you all submissive.”

“Bet you do.”

Sebastian took a great deal of satisfaction when she bit her bottom lip as he leaned against the couch, hands at his side and naked. “You look a little flushed, Nikki. You all right?”

She slowly drank in the sight of him. He didn’t think it was possible, but he hardened more. Her eyes widened, filled with desire. “Since I haven’t thought about our last time together, I forgot some choice things about you.”

Nicole placed a kiss on his cheek, his stomach, his hip. She knelt down, let her lips fluttered over the thatch of hair.

“Like?” His voice grew husky.

“The way you smell.” She scraped her nails down his thighs, back up, and then stroked him. “Your taste.” She flicked her tongue over the crown of his penis. “Better than I remembered.”

Closing a fist over the head, she sucked and licked at the underside of his cock. Up and down. Stroking him with her mouth but never taking all of his length inside. He grunted and dug his fingers into the couch. She glanced up and laughed. 

“Message received.” His head reeled from the sensation of her mouth and fingers. “I shouldn’t tease you.”

“I don’t mind the teasing.” She wet her thumb, lubricated the tip in slow circles. Pre-cum rose to the slit and helped her torture him. “I do mind that all the teasing is one-sided.”

She dipped her head and continued to stroke him with her mouth and tongue. 

An intense pressure began to build at the base of his spine, spread down with heat to his balls as she massaged them in one hand. One hard, long suck would undo him. She tightened her fist and with each down stroke, she swirled her thumb over the tip. A low gasp spilled out.

“Yes,” Nicole moaned. “Let me taste it.”

She closed her mouth over the head, sucked him long and hard, just the way he needed her to. Once, twice and the third time his hips jerked forward, burying himself deeper into her mouth. He started to come and she sucked him deeper, longer, harder. It took a while for the haze to clear and for his breath to even out, but when he did, she was already licking her way back up. 

“You know,” he cleared the hoarseness out of his throat, “if that was payback, I’m only going to tease you more.”

She hummed assent, nipped at his neck. “I guess this means war then.”

He fucking loved it. “I guess it does.” She pressed against him, along the sensitive length of him. He groaned. “You know the first one is easy to come by.”

“Oh, puns.” She fluttered her lashes and laughed. “Your publicist is showing.”

“Sorry, my Darling Nikki, you can’t joke your way out of this.” He didn’t take his time unbuttoning her shirt or pulling down her skirt. He yanked them off. She started to climb out of her heels and he stopped her.

“I’m starting to get worried,” she said.

“You should be. Be glad I’m not bending you over the couch first.”

She glanced at it and her brows rose with interest. He chuckled. “Later. Don’t worry. We’ve got the next two days off.”

Her hands dropped from the clasp on her bra. “Excuse me?” 

Sebastian placed a hand on her stomach, pushed her backward. She followed for a few feet without thought, and then stopped. “I didn’t tell you?”

“You know damn well you didn’t. I can take today but not tomorrow.”

He pushed her against the wall, pressed his lips against hers in a kiss. When her breath rasped out, he said, “Tell me why not.” 

“Because I have to work.”

“You want to. There’s a difference. You should know I told Anna we’re close to obliterating the Chelsea thing and needed to gear up for Jeremiah. Complete radio silence was required to get this done. If you call her now, what would she think?”

“That you lied.”

He made an eh sound. “And about our sudden absence. Together?”

Her mouth fell open, and he leaned down, nipped at her bottom lip. She moaned but placed a hand on his chest to ward him off. “Was that additional lie a lover or a bastard move?”

“Both. You needed some time off. I was selfish enough to want to spend those days with you.”

“Oh.” The sharp tone softened.

While she considered how to react next, he helped her with the bra, and then pushed her again. She opened her mouth to argue and he kissed her. Distracted her with that until they made it to his room. Another type of haven, but of another sort. There was a simple dresser, closet for his clothes, nightstand and lamp but a big-ass bed. He had the  kind of headboard a woman could lose consciousness with if her head happened to ram into it.

Nicole saw it and her gaze darkened. “I see your point. We can argue later.” She threw her arms around his neck. “Because what kind of Nikki would I be if I bickered with a naked man?”

They tumbled on the bed together, him on top and already snug between her legs. “A poor one.”

She curled her fingers in his hair, brought his mouth down to hers. He nestled closer to her sex. She sighed and then said, “My reputation means everything to me.”

Sebastian slid one hand between them, used her own arousal to do some stroking of his own. He deepened the kiss and swallowed her moans. He did that until they were even and she’d gone pliant beneath him.

He said, “I know, and that’s why I respect the hell out of you.”

He caught her vulnerable expression and went hard again. Sebastian was so up shit creek when it came to Nicole, and he didn’t care. “Let’s see what these heels look like on you.”

He leaned back, grasped her ankles and spread her legs wider for him. The swollen hood of her clit glistened and puckered out from the position. He made an appreciative noise. “I think pink looks good on you.”

She trembled but let out a chuckle. “Sebastian, my heels are black.”

“That’s what I meant to say.” He straightened and then knelt down, resting on his haunches. “Do me a favor and grab that pillow above your head.”

“Why?”

“In order for me to give you exactly what you want, I’ll need it.”

“What is it I want?”

He rubbed the head of his penis over the swollen nub in answer. She gave him the pillow. He gave her three more instructions, each time reminding her exactly what was at stake if she listened. Nicole did all three. By the end of it, he had on a condom, his pillow rested under her butt and she’d taken off the heels for safety reasons.

Her hair spread across his comforter and she watched him, flushed from the roots. Sebastian kept his gaze on her face. He wanted to watch when her world broke apart. He wanted to see for himself how he made her feel when they were like this. He needed it for the past three weeks more than he should. The only thing that kept him from having her naked and his for the taking was stubbornness. Maybe self-preservation too.

There was no getting her out of his system. He was going to take her now and every moment until she finally realized he was the same ruthless man that had ruined someone’s career for revenge. Until then…

He entered her slowly, inch by inch, and tensed when he hit her G-spot. Not because he couldn’t go farther, but because she’d tightened immediately. The sensation made his damn scalp tingle. Her hands balled into the comforter and her breath caught.

“This is payback,” he said with a grin.

He thrust into her over and over again, hitting that sweet spot each time. If Sebastian hadn’t already come, he would have within the first few strokes. She was so goddamn tight. Wet and then wetter. Fisting around him with every thrust.

But then she looked at him. Low lids, gaze hazy and filled with intense pleasure. The longing he had buried, rose and spread like a heat in his gut, his heart. She bit her lip and let out a long moan. The sound strummed some chord within him. His thrusts lengthened, going deeper, past the spot that had been driving her wild. Tight and wet and all around him. Squeezing and stroking him at the same time. He gasped.

“Yes.” She let out a short laugh, naughty to its core. “Come in Nikki.”

He couldn’t laugh even though he fucking loved it. Sebastian slanted his lips over his dirty little minx’s mouth. She moaned and came again, dragging him with her.




Chapter Seven


“For a man who doesn’t like suits, you look damn good in one,” Nicole said.

She caught Jeremiah’s blush but didn’t point out that he was pleased with her observation. It was clear he had a crush on her. Noting the reaction would be inappropriate and unprofessional.

On the other side of her, Sebastian shook his head. Ok. Correction. Inappropriate and unprofessional was having bi-hourly sex with her co-publicity manager.

Sebastian stuffed his hands in pockets and straightened to his full height. “When was the last time you went out on a real date? Not a woman that realizes who you are and throws herself at you, but a drinks, dinner and maybe sex-sooner-or-later kind of date,” Sebastian said.

Jeremiah’s gaze flicked to Nicole and she pretended to check out material samples. “A while,” the man answered in a whisper.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. You don’t date often. Is this the reason why we’re only now doing a fitting? A day before the event?”

Out the corner of her eye she saw Jeremiah tilt his head down and then up. Sebastian winked. “Nicole, I’ve got this covered.”

Her heart twisted, which was stupid. What mattered was a client needed to show up to an event and a publicity manager got the job done, by soothing feathers and easing nerves. Who got the client to show up was of no consequence. Yes, her competitive streak had made her throw out the challenge. 

What did it matter if Sebastian made co-managing director? That was two years from now. This was her last event before getting that brass ring. And Jeremiah hadn’t backed out and he wouldn’t. Working so long in PR, she’d know the signs if the thought had crossed the man’s mind. She also knew, and so did Sebastian, what had changed Jeremiah’s tune and convinced him the bachelor auction was the best thing for his career. Even now, Jeremiah ate up everything Sebastian said and was following it to the letter.

She felt sick. Just sick. “I need to make some calls. Would you two excuse me?”

Nicole didn’t need to make some calls. She needed a swift kick in the ass. Here she was doing it again. Falling—ok. She’d fallen for a man who hadn’t spoken of long-term anything. A man who was more than likely after her job, the reason he left a cushy one. A few sweaty nights and here she was losing herself with every pitter-patter her heart made when he looked at her. Simply forgetting she was Nicole Harrison. Part human, part shark when it came to her clients.

Oh, she should have been livid over the wink. She should have punched him right in his patronizing eyeball for it. Like she’d never talked to a man about how to act on a date before. She created images in actions to be caught on camera or written up in magazine pieces. No. What she should be doing was securing her place here at the firm instead of mooning over Sebastian Clark.

She changed direction and headed for Anna’s office. She blew past the receptionist and marched through the double doors. 

Her boss flipped through a magazine. “Good. Have a seat; we need to talk. I thought I should update you. Sebastian and I have been negotiating his stay here. After the John Paul interview, we both felt he didn’t need time to prove he should be managing director. He’s also investing a good share of his money.”

Nicole plopped into the chair, let herself flounder for only a moment and then acted like the publicity manager she should have been. “Congratulations. I know you were looking for more investors.”

“With that said, I no longer feel I can cut even more of the pie and make you director too.”

Of course she didn’t. Anna had never seen her as an equal but a work horse to bring in the big bucks. Threatening to leave wouldn’t mean anything. Not with Sebastian at Anna’s side. He probably did have a contact for the Pope in his back pocket.  He’d have it because that was the type of man he was.

“I do want to reward you for your loyalty.” Anna threw out an extravagant raise. Told her to take a vacation, not too long, after the bachelor auction. Anna went on, not too long, about how much she appreciated all the work and hours. There were some nitpicks at how Nicole did her job, but those things could be overlooked. Soon after, Nicole was dismissed.

For a split second, as she made her way back to her office, she considered walking and not stopping until she stood outside the building. That wasn’t professional and she hadn’t lived up to her own standards of work long enough. If Nicole had been professional, and lived up to her reputation, she’d have known Sebastian wouldn’t work for two years to reach managing director. He’d leverage all that he had to get what he wanted as soon as he could get it. He’d put his money where his mouth was. 

He’d wink at Jeremiah, and have her convinced the best thing to do was step out. Would he have sex with her to get what he wanted? He ruined the career of a football player because the man had slept with his long-time-ago girlfriend. 

The office door stood open. Nicole placed a hand on the door jamb to give herself another moment to steady her breath.

“What is it?”

Her gaze whipped up. He was already striding forward to her. She straightened. “Took the stairs for coffee. Forgot my purse. Winded.” She took in her office. “Where’s Jeremiah?”

“I gave him an assignment. He has to flirt with five women.” Sebastian tapped his ear where an earbud was settled inside. “I’ve got it on mute. When he comes back, I’ll let you finish up the rest. I have a meeting with Anna.”

“No problem. I’m sure it’s something I can handle.”

He frowned at her, but she kept talking. “Keep me updated. I need to make some calls. If you could excuse me.” She gestured to the door and marched past him to her desk.

“Not until you tell me what’s really the problem. I thought we didn’t lie to each other.”

She sat down, folded her hands on top of her desk. It was that or risk him seeing them shake. “Really? What’s the meeting about?”

Wariness filled his gaze when he took in her demeanor. “No point in asking if you already know. And I didn’t say anything because the details aren’t ironed out yet.”

“Oh. Ok. Congratulations, either way. I really need to make these calls. So…”

“Nicole,” he said softly with a hint of anger. “I’m not into playing games. If you’re mad at me about something, say so.”

“Who pitched the idea for you to be my co-publicity manager? And was it before or after you found out it was me?”

“After and mine. You’re the top publicist at Limelight.” He didn’t even blink.

Anger curled around her aching heart. “Now all I want to know is was it your idea or hers to fuck me into submission? Just in case I decided to point out what was promised to me and make a fuss, ruining the deal?”

His chin slanted to the side as if she slapped him. Doubt niggled its way in, but then Sebastian’s gaze went arctic. He stalked to the desk and bent down, so they were eye to eye. “You have me dead to rights, huh? Tell me, why didn’t you see it coming? You should know.”

She flinched. “I do know, because I was paying attention during your boogey-man tale. It still pisses me off.” 


*****


Nicole didn’t know the meaning of the phrase, Sebastian decided. Pissed off? He wanted to hit back with something scathing, a single sentence that would scorch the earth between them. Yet, he knew some things you could never take back. No matter how much you tried to rectify them. They’d stay there, sour in your mouth and heavy in your heart.

Her words kept digging deeper in his gut and tightened his chest. The reaction would have ended there if Sebastian couldn’t see behind the anger to the hurt. He shouldn’t have cared, because that was the man he needed her to see: the ruthless, get what you want at any price man. He made sure of it. His heart and libido had co-conspired against his better judgment. It didn’t want to let that weekend stand as something perfect two people had shared. All the while, his head had told him to let it go. No. He hadn’t listened.

He brushed aside the ache in his heart. This was for the best. Might as well end it now before he was really up shit’s creek. Before he began to consider slowing down, changing the way he lived. He should be grateful. And he would be. As soon as the taste of her faded from his memory. Since he knew two months wouldn’t do it, he had to look forward to a very hard next six months, at least.

He fucking hated it.

Her face had smoothed into a mask of professionalism and nothing penetrated the facade. The simple truth—she didn’t want him to have any part of the business. The ache dug deeper. Sebastian didn’t want all of Limelight, although he could have asked for it. He didn’t want to cut her out, because she loved this crazy job, this crazy business and specifically Limelight. He kept that in mind throughout the negotiations. A weakness. He had asked for a split that would leave equal shares between himself, Nicole and Anna, knowing the owner would do the right thing. And, Nicole knew—she had to know he’d want a piece of the business. Still, a piece was too much for her.

Sebastian straightened. “As a favor, because I still do have a lot of respect for you and the work you do, I’m going to forget this conversation. Hard feelings would only get in the way of what we do best.”

She picked up her phone, tapped the screen. “Already past it. Like I said, earlier, keep me updated.”

Sebastian had to force himself to turn around and leave; he’d seen the tremble in her fingers. Two months ago things between them were over as they should have been the moment the hotel door clicked closed behind her. This interlude between them had a momentary relapse. Nothing more. A one night stand that had lasted a few more days than necessary. One that involved a few too many secrets and intimacies, and pesky emotions that made him want things he hadn’t in long time. He’d get over it.

He didn’t acknowledge there shouldn’t have been anything to get over. Instead he turned off the mute button, because Jeremiah’s voice still buzzed in his ear. “Good job. I think you don’t need me anymore. When you’re done, call Nicole.”

He ended the call without another word, stepped into Anna’s office and let his ambition soothe him.





Chapter Eight


Nicole fisted her left hand and wished for a moment alone in the ballroom as a happy cherubic naked-baby balloon flew in her face. She wanted to punch that rosy-cheeked face. She had to pretend this Valentine’s Day was peachy keen and wonderful when every inch of her felt achy and angry. Down with love. Down with cupid. Hell, anything that involved fluttering hearts and men so ruthless they didn’t have a heart to break.

She had to smile instead of scowl and mutter. No ranting about men who, after someone pointed out their lies and deceptions, only reminded the person of why she had a damn good reason for breaking things off. A man who had the nerve to look hurt and angry when someone accused him of sleeping with her for a leg up in their competition.

All the man had to say when she accused him was he couldn’t be in the same room with her and not touch her, that he needed to have some part of his body in contact with hers. But ruthless men didn’t make confessions like that. No. Men like that convinced you saying it first was the best course of action. A simple truth that hurt no one once spoken.

“Down with men like that,” she muttered, and Jeremiah glanced at her.

“Did you say something?”

“Don’t look so nervous.” The smoothness in her voice didn’t waver. “None of these women will bite you.”

She hoped. These things could get out of hand sometimes. The low lights in the ballroom didn’t dim the cougar glint in some of the women’s eyes as they passed the mogul. The other bachelors were every shape, size and nationality. Still, there was something about Jeremiah that gave him an untouchable appearance. The suit helped. Also, the light bronzer she’d tricked him into putting on. She’d changed the labeling with one that said sunblock. It gave the dusky-brown hue to his skin a glow. She’d almost pay good money to have him throw a smolder her way. So would any woman in the room. Her job was almost done.

“Where’s Sebastian? I want to go over some things I should say again.”

He’s somewhere becoming my boss. “He’s not here yet. You can ask me. That’s what I’m here for.”

“I don’t know. It’s the way he said it.”

Nicole wanted to growl, but she plastered on a bigger smile. “What was it about? Maybe I can spin something of my own.”

“No matter the woman, you can always find something attractive.”

“That’s true. The same can be said about men.”

He squinted as though trying to remember something else. “Talk to her. Listen. Get to know who she is. Keep it light.”

Sebastian broke his own rule, dammit. They hadn’t kept it light and now look where they were. Maybe she wouldn’t have lost her mind if he’d pretended not to notice how upset she’d been. If he hadn’t held her when she’d cried, there wouldn’t be an ache now. Maybe, if she hadn’t wanted to keep all of Limelight and her heart too,there wouldn’t be an ache..

“For tonight that’s perfect advice.” She glanced at him. “What exactly can’t you remember?”

“What to say first. To get to know her.”

“Have I seen you before?” Sebastian’s voice broke in.

She gripped the clutch purse and turned around. “It’s a cheesy line that gets you nowhere.”

But it’s what Sebastian had said when he sat on the barstool beside her when they first met. If he hadn’t said those words with a mile-wide grin, she would have sent him on his way. If she had, Nicole wouldn’t be feeling the stupid ache in her chest now.

The bastard.

“You should go mingle,” Sebastian said. “Standing next to your publicist makes you look like a loner.”

“I am one.”

Sebastian tsked. “Appearances, remember?”

“A minimum of one drink,” Nicole reminded him.

“One real sip. Six closed-mouth ones and then give the rest to a passing waiter,” Sebastian added.

“And then pick up another,” Jeremiah finished for them. “I will find someone else to be around. Together you guys are worrisome.”

And then her only excuse to not look at Sebastian walked off into the crowd of dancing couples. Nicole faced the front again. She had to remind herself to let go of the tight hold on the purse and to look relaxed, poised. She’d practiced in the mirror and knew he wouldn’t be able to see how much being this close to him unnerved her.

“He’s only socially awkward around women,” Sebastian noted.

“I know. That’s why he kept rescheduling.”

“You knew?”

“Of course. I did my research. He’s an adult male who never had a long-term relationship. Ever. He’s the reason why the stereotype of geeks living through their avatar lives on. Why else do you think I signed him up to do a bachelor auction?”

“Doesn’t hurt pretty much every woman in here is drooling over him.”

“I’m not blind.”  Nicole clenched her teeth to keep from saying more and glanced at him.

Intent, his gaze stayed on her face. She could see the longing still there, and it damn near broke her. Sooner or later it would disappear. It had to. Not like before. This time it would.

“Well,” she said and gestured to the room.

“We should mingle.”

“Right.”

Neither of them moved for a second. She took a step to the left at the same time he did.

Sebastian sighed. “I’ll be going right.”

“Good. Good.” She made her escape and headed straight for the bathroom to let go of the appearance of being fine, of not wanting him in every way, for a little while. She could tell herself over and over again being near him hadn’t made her heart flutter at all.


*****


Sebastian gave himself that one moment alone in the banquet hall’s hallway to feel regret and the emptiness in his chest. He could hear the bathroom doors opening and closing around the corner, but no one came his way and left him to it. 

He should have said something. Apologize first and then he knew Nicole would’ve too for accusing him of fucking her into submission. That was far from the truth and so belittling to what they shared. He could see the longing for them to make it all right in her gaze. He hated this and wanted to put things back to where he was her lover and didn’t mind the label at all.

Except they’d screwed it up, and neither of their personalities allowed for going back. He cursed and slammed his palm against the wall. He would have done it again, but he heard the methodical click of heels and pulled himself together.

Anna moved seamlessly down the hallway, her hair up in a twist. The black dress looked elegant—so unlike the woman. A frown marred her brow. “Sebastian, I was looking for you. We need to talk.” 

He hadn’t gotten a word in edgewise during their last meeting. Since his head was elsewhere after arguing with Nicole, he hadn’t minded.

“Sure.”

“I noticed the little exchange between you and Nicole.”

Everything within him went on alert. He didn’t like the tone of this conversation, and she hadn’t even started yet. “I don’t have a bad word to speak about her. She’s an incredible publicist. A much more incredible publicity manager. Seeing the work she did for Limelight is the reason I decided to work for you in the first place.”

“Of course you wouldn’t have a bad thing to say about her.” Her tone grew snide. “And, of course, you decided to work for me because of her.”

She pulled out her phone and checked something as though he or this conversation was on her to-do list. That pissed him off, but Anna had a tendency to disregard common courtesy with her employees.

She sighed and met his gaze again. “I think we should be clear about her. Before I hired you, I planned to make her managing director. I’m a business woman and money talks. Something I think we can both understand.”

Lead lined his stomach. No wonder Nicole had been so pissed, so hurt. She’d believed Sebastian had a hand in her not becoming a co-managing director. Fuck, no. He’d assumed Anna would do the right thing and split what was left of the business with Nicole. If not for her, Anna wouldn’t have had half of her clients. 

Wary, but still on alert, he said, “Money talks for me because I have a long-term plan which includes running my own PR company. Leaving my last agency, where I was getting nowhere fast, and buying into your business puts me where I should have been two years ago.”

“And as a business-minded man, emphasis on man, you should know better than to fuck the help. End it. I’d really hate to have to get rid of her because you couldn’t control yourself.”

Sebastian took a step forward, cold spreading from his from his heart to head. At the moment they both agreed about what needed to be done. He had been played and used to hurt Nicole. And, Nicole had been played and used for far too long.

Anger shot adrenalin into his system. Sebastian stepped into shoes he’d worn a long, long time ago. There wasn’t any question how he felt about Nicole. The last time he felt this cold instinct to destroy he’d been a young man still reeling from heartache.

“Are you finished?” His voice could have cut glass. Anna stepped back. “I think we do need to be very clear about Nicole Harrison. You wouldn’t have a business if not for her. She’s carried you for the last couple of years. For whatever reason she didn’t push you into making her a director. She’s not ruthless, which is a good thing for you.”

He took another step and Anna’s hand went to her throat. Good. “Unfortunately for you, I am, and I care a great deal about Nicole Harrison. You will never again call her the help. Nor will you describe what we do as fucking. What we do after hours is no longer any of your business. Matter of fact, since we’ll be signing papers soon, what we do during business hours is also none of your concern.”

He smiled and he knew it was one of a shark. “Lastly, are you aware that getting rid of her, in the manner in which you imply, might be considered quid pro quo? Not only is that an insult to a woman who has worked tirelessly to be your best publicist, it’s just a heinous thing to say. And because I do care a great deal about Nicole Harrison, I take offense on her behalf. I think this requires an apology before I hand over any money.”

Another step and her eyes bugged out of her head. “I’m sorry for the way I spoke about Nicole.”

“Not good enough.” He tilted his head back. “I’m going to give you a moment to think really hard about what’s a sufficient way to show you too care a great deal about Nicole. Let me draw you a picture.” He whipped out his phone. “Now my contacts aren’t as impressive as hers, but the ones I do have pack a punch. As you know, I have a way to make people listen.”

He paused to let his words sink in, really well, and then said, “First order of business would be letting Nicole know exactly what you said and how you said it. I’m guessing she’d love to share her contacts with me afterward. I will then go through the list and methodically call each and every single one of them and let them know I’m starting a business with the Nicole Harrison.”

He put his phone up for her to see the contact. She paled. He put his phone back in his pocket. “Now I do think she coddles her clients a little too much, but again she’s not ruthless like me. That has made quite a few people loyal to her, not the PR firm.”

He held her gaze. “With that said, what do you think would happen?”

Anna looked nauseated, but she forced a smile to her lips because she was in the PR business. Appearance was everything. “So glad we had this talk. I think the next best course of action is to split what’s between us and include Nicole in this new partnership. An equal share for all of us. If that sounds good to you?”

“It does.”

Anna made a noise between an assent and a whimper.  “I’ll drink to this new and surprising avenue.”

He smiled again. “You do that.”

Anna stepped away and faltered. He followed the woman’s gaze. Nicole stood at the end of the hallway. Nothing on her face showed she’d heard the conversation, but it wouldn’t. She nodded to Anna as the woman passed by and then disappeared around the corner. With pursed lips she walked to him, stopped an arm’s distance away.

“The Nicole Harrison?” She’d heard everything, but he couldn’t tell how she felt about it. She had on her publicist expression.

“It’s how people said your name when I asked around about you.”

She met his gaze and worry creased her brow. “Is that how you dealt with the football player?”

“It was.”

She swallowed. “You never told me the rest of that story.”

This was it. This was the moment to tell her exactly the kind of man she was looking at. Not just the one he needed her to see, but the real him. All of him. Wanting, needing her to see him in that way scared him.

“Six months later I still couldn’t sleep. I knew what I’d done was wrong. I took him on as a client. No charge. I did my best to rebuild what I had torn down.” He told her the man’s name.

Her features softened. “He’s quite famous now. Powerful too. You fixed what you could out of guilt.” She hesitated. “And is that what you were feeling, just now? Guilty?”

“No.” He started to close the distance and stopped himself.

Nicole wished fervently he’d reach for her already and not stand so close without touching her. She needed him to touch her. Never had someone come to her defense with such ruthless precision. She should have been perturbed at Sebastian, but Nicole was still pissed Anna had called her the help. Even on her best day she could have never gone for the jugular like that. 

And if at heart that’s who Sebastian really was, he would have done the same to her. After what she’d said to him. Oh. God. It was worse than what Anna had spoken, by far. She’d accused him of sleeping with her to get a stake in Limelight. Sebastian didn’t need to do that and never had. He’d wanted her. All of her.

She nodded and stepped forward. Still, Nicole didn’t touch him. She looked down, letting go of the need to hide her soft side. “The answer is every day.”

“What?”

She blew out a breath and took another step. “I thought about you every day.”

He gasped, low. “Look at me and say it.”

She laughed and met his gaze. “Since the day I left the hotel, I haven’t stopped thinking about you. I haven’t stopped wanting you to touch me, kiss me, talk to me. I’ve wanted to be that woman I was with you.”

Sebastian leaned down, resting his head on hers. “I should know, because I haven’t been able to stop wanting all that either. With you.”

She scoffed. “You defanged Anna for me. I kind of got that you liked me.”

“I did, but for us. We need her capital to start our own business. And I couldn’t have her talking like that about my lover and treating her that way either.”

“Your lover?” Her heart fluttered and the ache went away.

“If you’re fine with that label?”

She lifted her chin, and his lips brushed against hers. “I am.” She smiled. “And that means we’ll have to have a lot of make-up Valentine’s Day sex.”

“Oh, my Darling Nikki,” he said, grinning.

Nicole laughed at the wicked reference, and then kissed him, like she had that first time. It took her a moment to remember the question she’d wanted to ask him. “Wait. What contact did you show her?”

“Really, you want to know this right now as we’re making up?” He chuckled when he looked at her expression. “Of course you do.”

Sebastian muttered something about loving it, but then he showed her. The blood whooshed from her head, and Nicole almost passed out. “You know I can’t share that one with you,” he said.

“You know this means war, right?”

He grinned, pulled her up to his lips. “Bring it on.”


End of Down With Cupid
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“There are only two things one can do after a nasty break up: One, get so drunk you see four of everything. Two, sleep with the first man that smiles at you to reaffirm you are in fact a catch.”

~A Samantha Black Wisdom

A wisdom Samantha Black had every intention of following. Except her well-meaning friends refused to let her drink herself into a stupor. Unfortunately, the only man within a five-mile radius had the same genetic make-up. The only option left was to lie and say she felt fine, ditch them and find the nearest bar.

She could feel guilty later about that. Her ex was like a sour taste in her mouth only a cold, yeast-filled beer could do away with. Or anything fifty percent proof and up. Her ex had the tendency, on a really bad day, to make it worse. And love, in any way shape or form, was a risk. One that didn’t pay off this time.

So, it was like she had tunnel vision. She left work, headed to McGee’s, got out of her car and finally something inside Samantha loosened when the smell of tobacco, stale peanuts and beer wafted up to her. The familiar, weathered door warmed beneath her hand. A smile spread across her face until her gaze clashed with one man. Probably the only other man who could rain on her parade.

Yes, the day could, in fact, get worse.

Pride propelled her forward. She couldn’t turn back around; she’d been spotted. With a lift of her chin, she made her way to the bar. Sam was a grown up. She could reside in the same bar as Evan the IT Geek. Being in the same space as Evan didn’t mean she had to drink with him. No, Evan wasn’t the bastard who left her, on Valentine’s Day no less, but the one who found it entertaining to annoy her on a daily basis.

The truth was his face was the last she wanted to see period, whether in a drunken stupor or not. God, she could almost hear him asking, in that deep baritone of his, if she’d tried to turn the computer off and then on. Who in this day in age didn’t do that first?

It didn’t stop there. The endless questions, the almost condescending chiding when updates made her computer practically implode. And the snotty e-mails advising her to not Reply All on the latest Internet meme sitting in her inbox. Before she sent it. So, she made sure to only forward them to him.

Their relationship consisted of glittery graphics, God loves you and subtly patronizing exchanges. The icing on the cake: Evan looking completely exasperated as he tried to squeeze into her cubicle to fix whatever program she happened to break. Emphatically, yes, the day could, in fact, get worse.

The bartender nodded his head at her as if he could read what she need on her face. “Scotch on the rocks.”

She nodded her consent at the choice. Didn’t matter now. The hairs along Sam’s arm stood up like they always did whenever he was within breathing distance. Sam sighed before saying, “Hi, Evan.”

“ Sam.” He smiled at her, more of a smirk really. Thick brown locks of his hair fell over his forehead, stopping just short of black-rimmed glasses. Hazel eyes smoldered behind the the glass frames.

She held her breath, telling herself it had everything to do with staunching the dislike. You know, ’cause she’d just broke up with her three month-long boyfriend. She couldn’t be attracted to uber-geek Evan. Despite these thoughts, she noticed the way his eyes softened when the bartender placed her order down.

“Since I never see you in here I’m going to guess you’ve had a rough week.”

She snorted. “You care?”

Something passed behind his gaze again. Something she refused to read into. “I don’t kick people when they’re down.” He slid onto the bar stool next to her, and the words left her speechless. “You look down. You look like you want the bartender to leave the bottle in front of you.” He nodded to the bartender. “Leave the bottle.” He placed a fifty on the counter. “Since I’m nice at least once a year I’ll help you forget your troubles.”

Okay, was he hitting on her? No. Sam glanced down into the cup. Thank God. She hadn’t lost any inhibitions yet.

“I would say thanks, but I think this kindness comes with a price tag.”

He gave her another one of his smirks and filled her glass to the rim. “Drink up. You can worry about that later.”

Figuring he’d just agreed to pay the tab for the night, Sam couldn’t agree more.

*****


Sam blinked into her third glass. One should never drink on a stomach full of bar peanuts. And, beer goggles was a cliché term for a reason. ’Cause around the same third glass Evan had stopped looking like a geek. All the condescending, subtle snideness she contributed to his tone of voice had fallen away. His hazel eyes shone with a secret joke only he knew. By the same third glass she wanted him to share that joke.

“Sooo,” she slurred. Yeah, the beer goggles made her feel loose, sexy, uninhibited. She knew it was the Jack in the glass, but at this point she didn’t care.

There was the shine again, and that sultry smirk. “Yessss?”

“I told you about the break up. The time I fell off my bike and got this scar.” She lifted the gauzy skirt to show him her knee.

The scar zigzagged from the top of her knee to her shin. He touched it with his forefinger, traced the scar up to the tip. Sam’s breath hitched. She wasn’t sex starved. That was the only good thing between Sam and her ex. They had sex all the time. It was the only thing they agreed on, but that had ended more than a few weeks ago. The beginning of the end.

And, yet this touch…she made a humming noise. His wide palm rested on her thigh a moment, and then he pulled down the soft material of the skirt. In that moment she wanted him to touch her again like that. To let his fingers caress her inner thigh until any thoughts she managed to hold onto drifted away, drowned out by the sensation. But this was Evan, the uber-geek. The same man who got irritated when she left her computer on during the night.

She blew out a breath, staunching the irrational thoughts. “And I know nothing about you other than you work in the IT department.”

He leaned against the counter, poured himself another glass. His cup held more ice than the last time she saw it. “I graduated from Fresno State with a Masters. History.” He paused, turned a swift, but hot gaze on her. “It was a passion.”

Just like the moment his hand rested on her thigh she wished for more of the same. He cleared his throat, spoke again, “Couldn’t find a job though so I went to a vocational college for computer engineering. Graduated and started to work for our company.”

She jerked her head no. “Those are facts. I’ve given you scintillating details. Have you ever gotten your heart broken?” Sam blurted out before she could stop herself.

Without the liquor she would have known it was the wrong thing to ask. When he straightened away from the counter, his reaction confirmed it. She mentally kicked herself. No matter how she felt about him a couple hours ago, he’d listened to her whine about a relationship that didn’t last long enough for her to be heartbroken over. But the main thing is he listened.

“Yes.” He lifted his glass and stared at what was left.

“I didn’t mean—”

The smirk came back. “I’ve been enamored with you for a year.” He nodded, confirmed the timing in his head. “Watching you, you ignoring me, my heart’s been plenty broken. For a man my age it’s a little pathetic, but I can’t—” He shook his head. “Yes, it has.”

He saluted Sam with his glass and finished the drink. The bottle sat empty between them. She yearned for another drink after his announcement, but had hit the point where if she had another glass someone would have to carry her home. She lifted the cup and sucked on an ice cube to get her brain to work properly. How do you reply to something like that? Before this night she hadn’t thought twice about Evan in that way. Now…yeah, she liked him.

Maybe even started to like him, like him He was funny, smart. Did she mention he had a wicked sense of humor? Her true weakness. Ok. Ok. Maybe more than twice she’d thought of him that way, because it was hard to not note how he smelled while they were stuck in a sardine-can-sized cubicle. The small space would fill with something akin to…man and musk. The type of scent filled with pheromones that made her think of mating and kissing and other things she shouldn’t let cross her mind. But then he’d ask something like, “Did you just close your eyes and jam the flash drive into the general area of the USB port?” And the moment would be gone.

Her eyes strayed to him. He was staring at the bottom of his glass like an oracle lay in the amber colored ice. “Um.” The best she could come up with while her brain soaked in scotch.

The smirk spread into a smile. “It’s okay.” He nodded to the bartender. “Just cups of ice.”

He turned to her, but the secret joke had left his eyes. “I hear a good way to sober up is to move. Let’s dance.”

“Ah, um.”

He took her glass and then her hand. She couldn’t even hear music, but who was she to question? Sam knew she shouldn’t have felt obligated to dance with him. Callous, but she hadn’t asked him to be enamored with her, least of all tell her how he felt. What type of person used words like enamored? A

person who studied history. A person who thought smirks could come off as smiles. His hands encircled her waist. Maybe just him.

And did losing one’s inhibitions always feel this good, though? She wanted to throw her head back and let out a big laugh. Or just snuggle closer to the warmth of him and fall asleep in his arms. She silently prayed it was the liquor and not him making her think like this.

Because Sam didn’t know, she sighed, moved closer to him. He stopped in the middle of the floor, in front of the small stereo. When did that thing get there?

He cupped her cheeks, lifting her face to his. A wry smile twisted his lips. “How many of me are you seeing?”

She chuckled despite the turmoil knotting her stomach. “Didn’t know you had a twin.”

His hands slid down from her face, the sides of her breasts to her waist again. His touch created an anxiousness, a warmth between her legs. She couldn’t look at him. Not while she tried to register each sensation, each emotion flitting through her head. He continued the caress, until her breath came out in gasps. So instead of trying to pin down one thought, she rested her head on his chest. Sam took in a breath, taking him into her senses again. She buried her face in his shirt. He smelled of laundry soap and man. She wanted to convince herself alcohol had nothing to do with the reaction.

“I’m drunk,” she said.

“A little hazy, but shhh. Dance with me.”

You know, that would probably be a good idea. Her head weighed a ton and her legs had turned to the consistency of Jell-O…shhh, she was dancing. Not able to place the song, she let him rock her to the beat.

Sam closed her eyes just in case the room started to spin. She breathed him in again and he smelled better than before. She wrapped her arms around his neck and sighed. In the back of Sam’s mind she knew this moment would end. She would have to admit Evan the IT Geek and she just weren’t made to fall in love.

He had a thing for computers and being a little too bossy. She’d spotted him at least once with a pocket protector for goodness sakes. But, oh, she ran her palms down his shoulders. The cotton glided beneath her hands and so did the muscles under the shirt. Being her hands were making there way farther down, she made a silent promise to listen to her friends next time. Scotch was not the cure all for a semi-broken heart. She also noted, lifting computers could afford you with sinew muscles that felt wonderful beneath a cotton shirt.

Finally the music penetrated through and she hummed with it. At this point it could have all just been in her head, but Evan rocked with her as the notes wrapped her in their embrace. His smell clouded her judgment even more. She opened her eyes, pulled back, lifted on tip-toes and kissed him.

The whiskey tasted different, better on his lips. Oh, God. She was kissing Evan. She liked kissing Evan. She wanted more of Evan than his mouth, wet and hot, on hers. Sam’s lips parted on a soft moan, and the world did spin. His tongue brushed along her bottom lip. She hungered not for more Scotch, but for him.

At some point they’d stopped rocking, but the world still didn’t feel steady. Her heart pounded in her ears, but she kept riding the wave of sensations Evan’s mouth created. Minutes later they came up for air. The secret joke still hadn’t returned a sparkle in his eyes, but this time the shine had everything to do with desire.

“My place or yours?” she purred.

He lowered his head again, kissing Sam until her chest burned from the rise of passion. She saw the apology in his eyes before he spoke. “I’ll get you a cab.”

With his comment still lingering in the air, he walked away. Sam stood there on the makeshift dance floor. Makeshift ’cause they’d danced in a space between the stereo and tables. She hadn’t noticed, which meant she was sobering up. Sam had been cast aside twice in one day, had to be a Valentine’s Day record. She jerked her head, left then right, to shake off the remnants of Evan clouding her thoughts, and came to the same conclusion she had earlier— sobriety was overrated.

*****


Sam placed the cold towel over her eyes. Saturday hadn’t brought any more clarity on what happened the night before. Only two things made sense: One, she was definitely over the ex. Two, Valentine’s day could burn in hell from now until the end of time. Add those to Samantha’s wisdom. But she still was thinking about kissing Evan again. She wanted to know how and why he had ended up so into her.

Me.

Fixing someone’s work computer is no way to start a love that will stand the test of time. Really, was it love at first control-alt-delete? Sam went through every memory she had of Evan. Only two came to mind outside of last night.

The first time they had been introduced at work. She closed her eyes bringing the memory up, until that day played like a movie in her mind. She’d smiled at him. Probably the only real one she’d given him. The sparkle had been there too. They’d chatted about work and that’s it.

She sat up when the second memory made its way through the fuzz of the night before. They had lunch. Not just the two of them, but the whole department. He sat next to her. She squeezed her eyes tighter to see that day again.

Evan leaned over to her. “I have the sudden urge to tell our boss to remove his nose from the head guy’s ass.”

Sam had placed the napkin over her mouth, having thought the same, but would have never dared to say it out loud though. “Just pass him your napkin to wipe the brown off his nose. He’s been doing it for years, and has axed people in the past for mentioning it. Let your six months pass first that way you can at least get unemployment.”

The memory faded. She couldn’t remember any other detail about that lunch. She did recall having spent most of that lunch behind the stupid napkin, trading insulting quips about their boss. And, then he became Evan the IT Geek.

Someone knocked on the door, she groaned and kept the towel on her head. At this hour it could only be her neighbor to chastise Sam about stomping or showering while normal people slept.

She swung the door open, “Wha—”

The towel dropped from her head. Evan. Her eyes took all of him in. He’d hadn’t shaved, but the scruff gave him a broody, bad-boy appearance. His hair was cut close to his head. How had she thought him just an uber-geek?

She didn’t know. He looked better without the beer goggles. And then the shock wore off. Oh, God. She slammed the door in his face.

“Give me a moment.” She ran a hand over her hair and winced. “Don’t leave,” she yelled over her shoulder and ran to the bathroom.

One glance in the mirror confirmed her worst nightmare. Sam didn’t just look like she had spent a night in a bar, but an all night bar brawl. She brushed her hair, teeth, and grabbed a sweatshirt she’d thrown on the bathroom floor.

Sam double-checked her breath, and went back to the door. She wiped damp palms on the sweats and tried not to think about the bleach stains. He leaned against the stairwell, the same one he walked her up last night. He hadn’t left and she didn’t know why she wanted him to stay in the first place. A hot body and incredible kissing skills didn’t make for a relationship. Not to mention, she’d just got out of a relationship.

She opened her mouth to speak, Evan held up his hand. “When something is really funny you snort with laughter. You wrinkle your forehead when conflicted, like you are doing now. You bite your pens during meetings. I’ve never seen you drink coffee, and you were always nice to me. Even when you thought I was Evan the IT Geek.”

“Um.” She didn’t have scotch to blame this time. Sam swallowed the lump of emotion in her throat. She should have been scared he noticed all those things, but only her friends knew Sam like that. And, they’d known her for years. 

“Well, I don’t know anything about you to make this like a Lifetime special moment. You know, when the couple gets together.”

He didn’t move toward her as she wished he would. The feelings of vulnerability were ridiculous. She had nothing to lose, but everything to gain.

“I’m not asking for your hand in marriage, so you don’t have to look scared.”

No, he wasn’t. “You’re asking me to trust you?”

Something she had went on at length the night before. Stupid, semi-drunken stupor. Just the thought of getting back on the relationship roller coaster had her heart pounding.

He smirked. “And, can I trust you?”

“Of course, you can.” Sam paused when that beautiful smirk crossed his face. Okay, maybe he did know me a little bit. She tilted her head, took him again. Maybe she hadn’t wanted to see past the pocket protector. Didn’t mean she hadn’t. More memories flooded through her brain.

She smiled back at him. “You hate mornings.”

“I do.”

Something else hit her. Why hadn’t she wanted to see it? “You mutter to yourself when you’re neck deep in work. It’s kind of cute.”

He lifted a brow. “Kind of?”

She snorted and a hand went up to her nose. Well, hell. “Ok. Very.”

“That’s it?” he asked.

No, but it didn’t make for long-lasting love, but it made a foundation. One that stood on steadier ground than anything else she’d ever experienced. “You don’t kick people when they’re down.”

“So, what do you say?” he asked. “It’s worth the risk?”

“Being single is a little overrated.”

He took a step toward her. “And?”

“You won’t be breaking up with me on Valentine’s day

since it was yesterday.”

Another step and she tried to fight the hum of attraction, of comfort and rightness urging her to meet him half-way.

“And,” he murmured, stopped moving.

She stepped out the door to him. Even with a late night binge he smelled of man and laundry soap. She barely stopped herself from burying her nose in his shirt. Waking up to a man that smelled like that. A man who noticed her idiosyncrasies. And maybe it was just him.

“I’m willing to take the risk,” she said.

The light came back into his eyes and she wanted to jump him. She wanted to kiss him. Evan the IT Geek. But then…shhh, she was kissing him.


End of Talk Nerdy to Me
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The Sixteen Year Itch

Morgan Stevens took in the pink and red heart-shaped balloons, the rows of endless chocolate in heart-shaped boxes, the heart-shaped greeting cards, and her stomach clenched.

“You know,” she said. “I really hate this holiday. It’s not even a week from now and everything is so…ugh.”

Alan, her best friend, laughed. The deep, silken trace of amusement colored his voice as he said, “Only because no one has ever asked you to be their Valentine,” he shrugged. “Could make anyone grumpy.”

Morgan took in the atmosphere again. She’d missed the naked babies armed with heart-shaped arrows. Oh, and the array of pink stuffed animals. It was like Pepto-Bismol on crack. “Definitely not grumpy. Naked babies with weapons? Who finds this heart-warming?”

She followed him down the card aisle. His long, easy strides ate up the floor. She tried not to watch the view from behind. He was her best friend of sixteen years. She wasn’t blind, but…you just didn’t check out your friend.

She rolled the discomfort from her shoulders. “Why did I get dragged into this again?”

“Because you love me.” The comment stopped her cold, until he continued. “And because you know what card my mother would like.”

The fear seizing Morgan’s heart loosened. He only saw her in a platonic fashion knowing someone since the age of five could make you see someone as nothing else. But there had been moments when things between them shifted like a crackle in the air. Moments when if she had leaned forward, just a little, the platonic part of their relationship would no longer exist.

Morgan never leaned forward and those moments passed as if she imagined the zing in the air.

There had been one of those moments just that morning when he reached behind her for a coffee mug. He had paused. Her breasts had been pressed against his muscled chest. Her heart had thudded seeing, feeling their mouths touching like she fantasized on too many nights to count. He had smiled down at her like a brother would and the moment evaporated like a puff of smoke. Another opportunity lost.

Morgan pulled her mind back to this moment. Nothing could come out of her crush-that-should-have-died-years-ago. They were friends. They’d always been and always would be friends.

In the near future, instead of years of hot, sweaty, monkey sex with Alan, Morgan consigned herself to be the one to tell him to put his teeth in. She’d stand in as his best man when he’d inevitably get married. She’d be the adopted aunt to his children instead of the mother of them. Something sharp and angry coiled in her gut.

“What’s wrong?” Alan asked softly.

She jerked a shoulder, forcing a nonchalant air. “The capitalist way of saying I love you with an oversized-balloon that says, “I love you, 'beary much' is getting to me. I think I’m developing an eye twitch.”

She pointed to her face. “I’m sure of it. Tell me, is my eye twitching?”

He reached out and cradled the side of right cheek with his wide palm. The corner of his mouth quirked up, and made the dimple in his left cheek peek out.

The sight made the zing zipped through her again. And no, she wasn’t imagining the feeling this time. The same nameless emotion that had been driving her berserk since puberty flashed in his hazel eyes.

He caressed her eyebrow with his thumb. Under the florescent light his caramel toned skin appeared flush.

This was it; he was finally going to kiss her. Yes, yes, yes!

The smile spread, the damn brotherly smile, and the moment went poof.

“Your eyes are fine.”

He turned back to the cards, and her heart, like it always did after one of those zing moments, broke a little. She let out a frustrated breath. She had to stop doing this to herself.

Who was she kidding? This was maddening. Holding her breath for one of those moments to stretch and become more was pointless. They would never become more. Maybe, if she really wanted to delude herself she could add up those moments and hold them close.

And it still wouldn’t be enough. Morgan crossed her arms to stave off the cold creeping up her spine. “I think your Mom would like the one on the left. Twelve o’clock.”

His hand went straight to it. “Not too cheesy?”

A laugh finally broke through the melancholy. “Everything in this aisle is too cheesy.” Including me.


*****


Alan tried not to let his glance slide back to Morgan, but lately keeping his eyes off her was becoming troublesome.

The leather upholstery squeaked when he shifted again to curb the urge to look his fill of her. He knew without having to look something was off.

If he only had one guess, Alan would pick the moment in Lucky’s Superstore. God, he shouldn’t have touched her. When would he learn touching Morgan only made the need to do so worse?

He had come close, twice, in one day to kissing her. If Morgan had been anyone other woman he’d have close the distance, placed his mouth over hers and tasted her. By now he’d know the contours of her plumps lips. He’d have nipped and sucked them swollen. But she wasn’t any woman.

Alan needed to be rid of these feelings for Morgan or he’d do something dumb and ruin a friendship.

She was smart, witty, and incredibly sensual. Over the years they’d argued, made up with a joke or smile, but most people couldn’t go from lovers to friends. That and many other reasons is what stopped him every time.

Just see what happens, his mother’s voice lodge in his head. More often those words pushed him closer to forgetting his reasons for keeping things on a platonic level.

The silence on the other side of the car continued. Alan gave up and glanced at her—big mistake, because his eyes strayed to her lips, thick and kissable. Lips that had comforted, chastised, and encouraged him when he needed it.

Damn, damn, damn. He was in deep this time. He had to get her out of the car, now, because Alan was sure, he was going to do something dumb. He slowed to park in her driveway. He kept the car running. “I guess I’ll see you later.”

She made a noncommittal noise and opened the door. The leather seat seemed to hug her wide hips as she slide down from the SUV. Finally the seat let her go and she turned those dark brown eyes on him. Something was definitely off.

“I think we need some time from each other,” she said and uncertainty furrowed her brows.

Those had been the last words he’d expected her to say, so it took him a moment to get his brain wrapped around them. His hands gripped the steering wheel. He saw what she was going to do in her eyes. He’d known her too long to assume what had happened in Lucky’s didn’t already change things between them.

Even knowing the answer, Alan still said, “Can I ask why?”

“I just need some time. Away from you. We’re twenty-eight. We’re unattached. Most men I date don’t understand our relationship.”

She scoffed. “Hell, most of them offer a three-way, thinking we’ve already been there and done that.”

She shook head as if to say that’s not my point. “The comment you said back at the store got me thinking. I’ve never had a Valentine. Not that I really wanted one, but still…” She stopped, unable to meet his gaze.

Whether or not he’d acted on the urges, the intent in his actions had consequences. Had he not considered this same type of break? This would be good for them. He wouldn’t lose her and that was the last thing he ever wanted. Alan couldn’t imagine his life without Morgan in it.

He took in her expression. Nerves. Uncertainty. And…something he didn’t want to see, because he felt it too.

And this is why men shouldn’t talk, Alan conceded, at least why he shouldn’t talk. But this separation would be a good thing for them. He never really looked at any other woman as a possible girlfriend, much less as a wife.

When Alan did he compared them to Morgan. None of them ever passed muster when he did. Maybe it was time to let their friendship die. They could stay in touch by phone. He gaze went back to those chocolate irises. His stomach clenched harder. He wouldn’t be able to admire how her soft features belied the sarcastic temperament underneath. He wouldn’t be able to drown in her eyes, secretly, and not want an anchor when the undertow of the woman dragged him under. She sunk her teeth in her bottom lip, her nervous tell, and the thought hit him. I’ve lost her already.

It was for the best.

Okay, think brotherly. Think non-sexual, non-lust, sans kissing or making love…His lips started to pull into smile. Morgan made a disgruntled noise and slammed the car door.

Moments passed by in silence. Finally, he banged his head back on the headrest and then reached for the door handle. He couldn’t bring himself to open it. Ages ago he should have made the first move. It’s not like there weren’t moments where he could have taken the opportunity. His mind went back to the first and only time they kissed back in the 8th grade.

“I’m going to be dead before a boy kisses me,” Morgan had said. They’d been sitting on the bleachers outside the cafeteria. She’d been doing math homework, and he was waiting to copy the answers. Without thought but plenty of gumption, he leaned forward and gave her a closed mouth kiss. Her eyes had widened, but then surprised turned to pleasure.

A punch of lust, so foreign to him then, and so rare to him now, had hit him. A simple brush of their lips had kept him up many nights since. He hadn’t known, truly, what he’d been doing. She’d been inexperienced too. What would a kiss be like now?

Alan shook the thought of his head. They’d never talked about the kiss or how it felt. Now that Alan considered about the situation, he’d made a joke afterward and they moved on like they always did.

But there were other times: summers spent half naked and swimming in Dead Man’s Lake dancing together at prom, drunken college nights spent in their dorm. A few million opportunities, all wasted because he’d been too chicken shit to take a chance.

He scowled at the home Morgan disappeared into. One level, but plenty of yard to make up for the house’s lack of size. A home she’d made for herself and no prospect of a family because she had to be waiting for him.

No, he hadn’t been too chicken shit, only scared that any relationship they’d have would crash and burn like all his relationships. She was the staple in his life, for better or worse. Their lives we so intertwined and Alan tried to think of a time when Morgan wasn’t there. Fear pumped into his veins.

He couldn’t walk up her to her door and knock. He definitely couldn’t wrap his arms around her the moment she opened the door and kiss her. He couldn’t tell her all the number of ways his heart pounded in his chest at the sight of her or even when they touched. She’d probably throw back her head and laugh, a flippant quip on the lips he wanted to kiss.

Alan loosened his grip on the door handle, stared at her house for a few more moments, and then threw the car into reverse. No, he was definitely a chicken shit.



*****


Morgan stared down the phone on her kitchen counter then said, “I swore on a stack of Holy Bibles I wasn’t going to call.”

She didn’t turn to her mother’s sigh, a few feet away, at the kitchen table near the bay window. “Dear, either you call him or stop calling me.”

Morgan whirled around, not surprised at her mother’s reply. “What kind of mother are you? You are supposed to be my moral support. You are supposed to be the one who says, ‘It’s all right, let me kiss your hurt.’ Not, ‘don’t call me.’ Ugh.”

“I would be if you hadn’t called me for seven days straight, asking me if you did the right thing. Every day I’ve come over here to watch you mope around the house for hours. In between the moping I’ve watched you break your neck every time the phone rings. So, that circles me back to call him.”

Her mother lifted the Chardonnay bottle. The five carat diamond wedding ring shone in the false light. “Looks like you need a refill, Honey.”

No wonder Morgan was so screwed up. Not that having June Cleaver as a mom seemed like a better choice out of the two extremes, but she wanted…Morgan wasn’t sure what she wanted.

On a whim she’d spoken words she wished to take back. She thought her life would be simpler without pining over Alan. Apparently life completely without him didn’t lessen the pining.

She wanted him here, anywhere near here, just to be there with her. Apparently, he still wasn’t out of her system. Realizing how pathetic she appeared, Morgan marched away from the phone and took the glass her mother offered.

“If I call, he wins.” And my heart will keep breaking every time he doesn’t touch me.

Stacey rolled her eyes. “And what if he doesn’t call? Weren’t you the one to tell him you needed time away? I mean really, dear, sometimes I don’t know how you became so contrary.” Her mother took a liberal sip of wine.

“I have a mother that says contrary and celebrates every holiday on a calendar year.” Morgan rubbed the condensation from the glass. The liquid beaded on her fingertip. “But I think my contrariness has screwed things up.”

“What’s to come is inevitable. Think about it, dear, for sixteen years you guys have ignored this elephant in the room. Also, in sixteen years this is the first time you guys haven’t talked.”

Her mother took a sip from her glass and then said, “There is going to be an implosion. I just hope I’m not in the way when it happens.”

Morgan glanced down into her drink. “No, I’ve definitely screwed this up.”

Before she could take a sip from her glass the phone rang. She skidded across the floor, snatched it up from the counter and answered it half-way through the first ring. “Hello?”

She didn’t hear the reply over the ringing of the doorbell.

Still couldn’t pin-point the voice when her mother yelled, “I’ll get it.” And the swigging door to the kitchen swished behind Stacey.

“I’m sorry can you repeat that.” She said.

An automated voice said, “If you don’t have renter’s insurance here’s your opportunity to.”

Morgan slammed the phone down. The swinging door creaked open behind her. “It wasn’t.” She glanced up and stopped mid-sentence.

Alan wasn’t calling her, because he was standing in her kitchen. Wrinkles clung to the bottom of the denims he wore. His collared shirt was half tucked into his pants and half out. She backed up into the wood counter, not sure if it was his appearance leaving her at a lost for words or that he was standing in her kitchen.

“Stacey said she had to go and something about an implosion,” Alan said. She said you’d know what it meant.”

There was an implosion alright. Was it wrong that she wanted to run to him and wrap her arms around his steady frame? Maybe, but seven long days had changed her outlook a little. It was time to stop lying to herself.

She loved Alan, and she’d been in love with him for sixteen years. Morgan told her rational brain to shut up and took a step forward.

“I’m sorry,” Alan said, and a multitude of emotions colored the words. “I—it’s been hard.”

Morgan stopped moving at his words. “What do you mean?”

He stuffed his hands in his pockets. “I thought I would go out on dates. When that didn’t work, I grabbed the nearest sibling and went on a drinking binge.”

“You drank? Hard liquor?” Morgan narrowed her eyes.

He grimaced. “Sure as hell wasn’t a Fuzzy Navel.”

She took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Why?”

Morgan asked, though she already knew the answer.

“Because I was trying to live my life without you in it.” He moved toward her. “It’s damn hard.” He took another step until he stood in front of her. “Frankly, I don’t want to.”

Damn the consequences. Morgan closed the distance between the, until they were chest to chest. Her breasts were pressed against the hard wall of muscle. It felt right.

She licked her lips, filled with nerves and who-gives-a-damn and said, “Kiss me.”

His wide palms, the ones she’d fantasized about cradled her face. Heat spread from her temples down, down farther, until she moaned against his mouth. The kiss was everything she dreamt it would be, but it didn’t scratch the itch.

“I love you.” He murmured.

Oh, that was close, but not quite there. “Beary much?”

He pulled back and his dimple deepened as he chuckled. “Forever.”

That hit the spot. “I love you, too.” She paused, her hand on his zipper. “But first I’ve got an itch only you can scratch.”


End of The Sixteen Year Itch
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See Lynne Chased, Chapter One Excerpt

Lynne Kelley squared her shoulders and channeled Scarlett O’Hara. “As God is my witness, I won’t be cynical for the next five minutes.”

She glanced down both sides of the street to double check for any mood killers and to make sure there would be no witnesses for what she planned to do next.

No one who knew her would ever imagine her capable of the giggle escaping her lips. One look at the siren-red hair slicked back with gel, and no one would suspect she ever squealed with glee. If that weren’t enough, her current love affair with punk rock attire sealed the illusion of an anti-social cynic.

Another quick glance assured her the streets were empty. A key clutched in her right hand, Lynne skipped across the road. After six years, four months, and twelve days of putting the most diehard miser to shame, she placed the owner’s key for the Boutique into the lock. She let out a lover’s sigh when it clicked open.

Mine.

The earthy scent of fresh flowers assailed her. Blush-colored tulip bouquets sat in homemade vases on tables around the store. The sun hit the multicolored glass, filling the room with iridescent rays. She toed off wedged heels and her feet sank into the beige carpet. A toe wiggle and another skip brought her to the cash register. She ran a hand along the counter and barely resisted the urge to twirl.

“Seriously, where are the woodland creatures when you need them?”

The bell over the door rang and Lynne snatched her hand from the cool surface. After lifting her gaze to glare at the idiot who stole her one moment of unadulterated happiness, Lynne froze.

“Oh,” slipped through her lips.

Life could not have gotten this good in twenty-four hours. A man stood at the glass doors. He had a tailor’s dream body. No need to make alterations to trick the eye into believing the man’s shoulders were broad or that his arms had lean muscles. A vest peeked underneath a well-constructed silk jacket that only enhanced an already athletic body.

She narrowed her eyes. She’d bet her bottom dollar those buttonholes were hand sewn. Cuff links caught the morning light as he moved to shut the door behind him. And, oh, even with the scowl slanting across his face, the hue of his mahogany-toned skin made her want to run her tongue along his Adam’s apple to see if he tasted as good as he looked.

Her libido took a backseat when he still hadn’t spoke. She crossed her arms, cleared her throat. Apparently the five minutes of non-cynicism were up.

“May I help you?” she asked while mourning the good part of her morning.

“Morning,” he said.

The scowl transformed into a smile that men in those kinds of suits shouldn’t be allowed to possess. He stuffed large hands into his slack’s pockets and stepped toward the counter. “Saw that you were open and decided to come in.”

The smile went up a notch, now selling scorching sex fantasies—no. Bridges. Selling bridges. “Nice store.” He paused. “Nice retail.”

This wasn’t the average customer. Customers didn’t say “nice retail.” Nice clothes or nice merchandise, maybe. Customers didn’t wear three-piece suits at seven o’clock in the morning. Not in Valley City where gossip might as well be the local newspaper. It’s why she loved it here. It’s why she narrowed her eyes and leaned back against the counter. The other shoe would likely drop in a big pile of dog crap.

“I’m sorry, but the store isn’t open yet, and, it won’t be open until ten.”

He walked to the wall of evening gowns and picked the most expensive dress. He tested the silk between his thumb and forefinger. The inspection could have been misconstrued as a caress. Just watching the intensity in his eyes change to appreciation made her ache low in her center. She shook her head and cleared her throat again.

He placed his hand back in his pocket. “Very nice retail.”

She knew flirting when it bit her in the butt. Normally, if he hadn’t ignored her implied demand, or even if they hadn’t been in the store this early in the morning, she might have flirted back.

Okay, it was the fact he had on a three-piece suit in the morning. No man like that would be interested in someone who had a noticeable love affair with hair gel. She didn’t fit into the uppercrust of society. This man probably rubbed elbows and platinum credit cards with those types of people. If he were a serial killer, she’d be dead by now. No, he was another kind of trouble.

She pushed down the attraction and asked, “What do you want? I doubt you’re here to buy something.”

“To the contrary. Would you mind giving me a tour?”

“I would mind, but I don’t think you’re easily deterred.”

He smiled again and she wanted to sigh. Not only had she been cheery this morning, but Lynne had also reverted to teenage years, sighing over the cute quarterback.

“Never deterred,” he said again. “For future reference. What do you say, a tour?”

Her father would say it was better to know thy enemy. The man hadn’t said he was one, but she didn’t have to get bitten by a snake to know it would hurt.

“Your name,” she demanded.

“Nathan Craine.”

She had expected Sin or The Second Coming. Didn’t either of those usually show up at your weakest moment? The name Nathan did no justice for a man who stood in front of her with such entitlement.

“Well, Nathan. Let’s begin with my nice merchandise.” She gestured to the evening gowns he still stood next to. “We don’t import any of our clothing. All the clothes you see are from local designers.”

“More expensive,” he noted almost to himself.

“The customers not only desire quality but want their clothes to have a special meaning when they put them on.”

“Quality doesn’t make good business sense when it pushes you into the red every month.”

“And who is to say I’m in the red every month? You’re assuming, Mr. Craine. You should know what that can make you.”

“Touche.” The smile remained on his face. “You don’t carry men’s clothing. Why?”

“It doesn’t make sense to do so in a town that’s more than half female.”

“You have the statistics? And the men here are just out of luck because you don’t find them important enough customers?”

“I live here.” Feeling defensive she added, “I did look into men’s clothing. For me, right now that’s too much of a risk.”

He made a noncommittal noise, and Lynne gritted her teeth. “The fresh bouquets are a nice touch, but, again, expensive.”

“Not when you get them at a discount,” she said.

His eyes glinted. Lynne suspected he was enjoying this byplay. “Let me guess, good friends with the owner of a local florist in town.”

“She invited me to her baby shower,” she said matter of factly.

He waved his hand in the air. “Isn’t that what they call nowadays BFFs?”

“No, it’s called networking.” Lynne smiled this time and hoped it appeared as disingenuous as she felt. “I’m sure you’ve heard of it.”

He moved from the evening gowns to the other side of the room where scarves and costume jewelry dangled from the wall.

“No mirror for them to look at themselves.” He flicked his hand at a maroon scarf.

“I’m surprised about that.”

She bit back a comment on where he could put a mirror. “Have you seen all that you’ve come to see?”

It was his turn to smile, and for the life of her Lynne couldn’t stop the sigh.

“I could be a customer who prefers one-on-one meetings with the owner,” Nathan said.

“And I could be Gandhi reincarnated.”

She crossed the room to him. He was trailing his finger down a rhinestone necklace. Would he stop touching things like that? She fought the involuntary shiver. The attraction she had for him should have died the moment he said BFFs, but it hadn’t. She’d have to ignore it because this man was the Spawn of Satan. Had to be.

“I prefer we finish this talk in my office,” she said with steel in her voice.

Lynne had to tilt her head to meet his gaze, which probably killed her I’m-the-boss demeanor. If only she had kept on her wedged heels. She turned, and he placed a hand on the middle of her back. The heat of his palm emanated through the thin shirt. Dear baby Jesus, she wanted to hum. She wanted him to run his hand farther down. Lynne picked up her pace to escape the touch.

They passed the stock room and turned left to get to the office. Once there, she sat on the edge of the desk and gestured to the chair only a few inches away. Before he sat down, Nathan unbuttoned his jacket, but now he had to tilt his head to meet her gaze.

She smiled. He touched his thumbs together and steepled his fingers into The Mr. Burns. “Excellent,” she blurted out. “What part of the nether world did you come from?”

“That isn’t important.” He smiled again, but this time it didn’t reach his eyes. There were no lines around his mouth. Apparently he didn’t smile often, so why did he feel the need to do it with her? 

Before she could ponder it further, he spoke again, “I own several businesses and I want to buy yours.”

“What makes you think I’m selling?”

“For the right amount of money anyone is more than willing to sell.”

“You have a point.”

She curled her hand into a fist to keep it from touching her chest. Men like this ate fear along side their caviar. They could walk into a crowd and the people would part like the Red Sea. Nathan Craine would expect no less treatment. For all of mankind she had to take him down a notch.

“Let me be frank,” she said. “I’m not one of those people. You can find some other sucker to sell to you, because, again, I won’t sell. You have nothing to offer me.”

He waved his hand in a dismissive gesture and threw out an outrageous number. “That should cover how much you paid for this place plus a pretty good profit, including the retail you’ve already ordered for the next six months.”

If he really knew how much she’d paid for this place, he wouldn’t have offered her that number. Too high. Although, that chunk of money would be nice. She could open up another store—heck, several stores.

She broke the eye contact and glanced at the wall next to her. The candid photo of Megan and her stared back. Before Lynne had come into Megan’s life, the woman didn’t smile. Scratch that. She smiled, but only in business situations.

Lynne’s gaze strayed to the next photo. A family portrait, or at least the closest to  family Lynne would ever get. In order to get a family photo, everyone had to be present. Megan, her husband Aiden, Megan’s mother, Nicole, and Shep, her mother’s husband, Aiden’s mother, and even Butch were squished together while Lynne took the photo.

Her family had entrusted her with the store. No amount of money could ever mean more than these walls. She glanced back at Nathan while he waited, and since he didn’t, she smiled, and knew it didn’t reach her hazel eyes. And, if he were as smart as she suspected, he would see the glint.

“It’s still early in the morning. I’ll be polite. No, thank you.”

His lips quirked. “Where were you going to tell me to put my offer?”

“Use your imagination.” She did her own version of the Excellent Steeple. “I’d say I enjoyed this conversation, but we both know that would be a lie.”

With his voice low and rough, he said, “You’re not even tempted?”

She was tempted all right, but it had nothing to do with his business offer. “When it comes to the Boutique I can use your words: never deterred.”

She crossed her legs at the knee, and for less than a split second his eyes followed the motion. So, there was a man beneath the horns. Interesting. No. She sucked in a breath.

Don’t think about it.

But then his eyes traveled up her leg, to her breasts, and then her eyes. She now knew what a hot flash must feel like, because every inch of her body burned. 

“I should let you know something,” he paused. “You intend to make this a fight, and I won’t do any dirty business. It’s not my way, but don’t think because you are a woman I’m going to make it easy for you. You will sell me your store. Willingly, or because you have to sell to me. The choice is up to you.”

The certainty in his voice should have put the fear of God in her heart, but she’d learned long ago God was a woman with a horrible sense of humor. “Then I should let you know something.” She pushed back her shoulders. “You better be ready.”

“You run a nice little shop, Ms. Kelley.”

She jolted. “How do you know my name?”

“I know everything about you.” He smiled another genuine smile, but this time it gave her a chill. “It’s best to know your opponent. The next time I make you this offer it’ll be for considerably less money, and barely enough to buy your way out of debt.” He flexed his hands. “Let me give you another piece of advice.”

“Aren’t you generous?”

If she hadn’t been sitting down, her knees would have given out. So, yes, that’s the best Lynne could come up with.

“You should look me up. Craine, LLC. Google or Search It.”

Lynne frowned. He would know the newest search engine. Would have made sure every time someone searched his name a picture of horned demons popped up to scare anyone willing to say no to his offer. “Why do you even want my store? It’s in a little nobody town that’s never going to make millions of dollars.”

“It could. This city has an untapped potential. I see this all the time. People are comfortable in doing okay. Getting by. I’m here to change that.”

“So you think you are God’s gift to Valley City?”

“I know a potential profit when I see one.”

He had a point. Valley City was less than twenty miles from beachfront property. It’s the reason she survived. And survival was why she narrowed her eyes.

“Let me see you out,” Lynne said.

When he stood, he buttoned his suit jacket. Businessman through and through. Lynne was in deep shit. She forced another smile and led him back out to the front of the store.

He stopped at the glass doors. The morning sun peeked over the building across the street. His shadow darkened the floor in front of him. Yes, Lynne’s feelings were ominous at the moment, so when he spoke she jolted again.

“You should also know I’ll be opening a men’s clothing store next door. It should be ready by next week. You’re invited to the grand opening.”

Thankfully his back was turned when her mouth fell open on as he exited. No, strutted away. All in a day’s work. Scare the locals. Threaten business owners with offers penned in the blood of innocents.

Lynne was in very deep shit. She would have wallowed in it, but Jeremy came in just then. The man hadn’t met a novelty shirt he could walk away from. Today’s saying: “Great Scott!” She could relate, all right. Stepping into his space, the smell of Stetson cologne soothed her. She would have laid her head on his lean shoulder, but it was still spinning.

“Who is the suit?” his gestured his head at Nathan.

“The devil in Armani.” She sighed, the fight leaving her stance. “He’s here to buy the Boutique.”

Jeremy frowned. “But you just bought it. Isn’t today like the official opening under new management?”

“Exactly, and if anyone could buy this place from me it would be him.”

He crossed his arms. “I could take him.”

“You’re what? Two hundred pounds soaking wet. 5’7”. You’d need months of steroids first. Sadly, I would take you up on the offer if it would help this situation. What I need is a strategy or a mob connection.”

“I’ve got an Uncle Joey.”

Lynne tore her gaze from Nathan’s retreating back, and concentrated on Jeremy’s face. The wide ridge of his nose flared whenever he smiled. His brown eyes always had a dreamy quality, and if she didn’t think of him as a brother, she would have taken their relationship to another level.

But he did feel like a brother, the family she’d never had being an only child, so she didn’t. Right now, however, she wanted to curl into his embrace. She needed to let him convince her everything would be all right. It wouldn’t fix the situation, but it would ease the knotting in her stomach.

Instead Lynne fell back on what she knew how to do best. “You’re not even Italian.”

He grinned. “Okay, okay. I’ll call my cousins Roscoe and Pookie.”

“Whatever.” The laugh loosened the tension in her shoulders. “We should start getting the store ready. I think I want to have a sale today.”

The smile faded. “You’re really worried about this guy?”

Nathan reminded Lynne of her father. If he wanted it, Preston wouldn’t stop until he had her store. He was calculating and didn’t care who he hurt. Emotional attachments didn’t matter; business was business.

“Yes.”

Jeremy nodded and then grinned, putting on his best-friend face. Lynne sighed. Okay, maybe things would work out.

“Since you’re all gloom and doom this morning, I won’t tell you I met someone.”

Yes, everything would be fine. “Okay, then don’t tell me.”

“This woman had the most beautiful eyes.”

Just fine.

*****

Sylvia placed the large container of coffee in front of Nathan. Ebony strands were pulled back into a taut bun. Like him, she wore a business suit tailored to fit her body perfectly, but, unlike most of their meetings, she wasn’t wearing a business expression.

Her stride lacked its usual purposeful rhythm. Her step had a spring to it. A pep? Sylvia’s walk had a…pep. Nate closed his mouth when his assistant of eight years smiled brightly at him.

“Morning,” she said in a sing-song tone.

She pulled out the wooden kitchen chair across from him, looking comfortable in his rental apartment as she glanced around. “I passed by some shops this morning. Saw some curtains that would work in here. These local shops are pretty amazing.”

Why was she talking about curtains? He cleared his throat. “I’m only going to be here a month at the most. Buyouts never take longer than that.”

Sylvia shrugged. Flexing a tighter grip on the cup, he ignored the nonchalant gesture.

“The current decor will do,” he continued.

She waved her hand at his comment. “I know you aren’t the type to roll out the welcome mat. You make the deal and you go on to the next, but don’t you think that even a month with more than passable decorations will lighten up your life?”

What had someone done to his right-hand woman? This woman had a full-wattage smile. He mentally pulled himself out of shock.

“We don’t have time for enlightenment or curtains.” He sat straighter in the chair, hoping his stance would put her back on track. “I went by the Boutique this morning.”

The declaration didn’t dim the smile or make her eyes focus. He ignored it. She’d get into the game. Sylvia had been on vacation for the past weekend, which just meant he hadn’t called her in to work for one reason or another.

“Sounds nice.”

He had to replay her response in his head to make sure he had heard her right. He had.

“The owner is pretty…” He paused, looking for the right word.

Suddenly, he was struck with the fact that Lynne was pretty. Underneath the hair gel and red streaks, her oval-shaped face had an angelic quality. Angelic. He snorted.

“What?” Sylvia asked.

“Um, the owner is pretty unstable when it comes to her business. She doesn’t make decisions based on what’s cost-effective, but on emotions.”

Sylvia sighed and finally the smile dimmed. “From what I hear, the Boutique is one of the most successful businesses in Valley City. Women go there for special occasions. High school girls flock when it’s time for prom. The previous owner handed over a solid business. She can do very well for herself.”

“She can do better.”

“According to you, Bill Gates can do better.”

He leaned back. They never argued. At least never about the actual buyout. She wanted him to ask pointless questions today of all days? But if it would get them back to the matter at hand, he would.

“How was your vacation?”

The smile came back and along with it a whimsical quality to her eyes. This was not good.

“I met someone.”

He put the hot coffee to his lips, trying to come up with something appropriate. Another moment passed. Sylvia waited with her arms crossed. He had nothing.

“Ms. Kelley only purchases local retail.”

She rolled her eyes. “What else is she doing that is slowly draining her store of profits?”

Sylvia had rolled her eyes. Sylvia. “Who is this new person?” Nate had to know so he could strangle the man.

His assistant picked up her notepad. “The Boutique has an established demographic. The age group ranges widely from women in their teens to those in the mid-thirties. It’s in a small town, but is near a gold mine. This one being the untouched beachfront property that sooner or later the rich and famous will discover.”

“The person you met,” he insisted, knowing she’d continue to ignore him.

“The owner is relatively young. A woman without any attachments who will likely say yes to an obscene amount of money.” Sylvia finished scribbling on her pad, her face devoid of emotion.

“She didn’t take the offer, and I know how much she paid for the Boutique. Ms. Kelley plans to fight.”

That finally gave Sylvia pause. “She refused your offer?”

“Ms. Kelley intends to make this deal much harder than it needs to be.”

For a moment he allowed himself to smile again. It had been awhile since someone had said no to him. In the scheme of things it didn’t matter. The Boutique would be his.

It had to be.

“She’s ballsy,” he added.

She smiled. “You like her.”

Forcing a mask of indifference into his features, he said, “I respect her fight, though it’s misplaced.”

She tilted her head. “You don’t think she’ll win?”

“She will give up,” he said with certainty. “Everyone does.”

Sylvia put her notepad on the table. “Are you sure about that this time?”

“It won’t be a problem,” he said with more force than necessary.

He loosened his hold on the coffee cup. This meeting and the one with Lynne had him on edge. He had mentally drooled over her delicate feet, her creamy skin, and that pink, pouty mouth. Who in their right business mind walked around barefoot? He must have momentarily lost his mind right along with Sylvia. He had to close the deal and finish what his father had started.

“She has you shook.” Surprise dripped over each word. “That’s the second time you’ve stared off into space.” Sylvia leaned forward. “You’ve got to tell me what she said to you.”

He wanted to squirm under her gaze. The impulse further irritated him. Nate didn’t squirm. “I want you to go into the Boutique and ask for something she’ll need to order. Be difficult, adamant. Report back to me tonight.”

Sylvia mock saluted him and began putting away her things, but he knew she’d won this round. Nate should have just asked about the new person in her life immediately.

“You still haven’t told me what she said to you.”

He shifted to a more comfortable position. “It’s nothing she said.” It was when she flashed her bare feet that he’d been caught off guard. “It’s how she looks and carries herself. I’m trying to figure out how she gets people with serious money to burn to shop there.”

She stopped stuffing her notepad into her purse. “Her charm?”

He snorted again. “Like a snake.”

The full-wattage smile came back. “You like her.”

“I respect her.” He stood to cease the incessant twitching.

“I bet she’s a ten.”

“On the insane scale.”

Sylvia picked up her purse. “I’m heading over there now.”

“What?” The second the words were out of his mouth, he shook his head. He’d just asked Sylvia to go over there. He cleared his throat. “See yourself out. I need to go for my run.”

“This is going to be too good.” She sounded downright pleasant about it.

Dreamy expression, full-wattage and now giddiness? His unflappable assistant was losing her edge before a big game day. A first in years.

Not a good sign at all.

End of Excerpt
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