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    Chapter 1


    ______________


    Elizabeth


    Washington, D.C.


    June


    I BURST THROUGH my office building’s entrance, cursing the subway emergency which delayed my arrival at work. Spotting an elevator’s closing door, I race for it. “Hold it!” I can’t be late. Not today of all days.


    My desperation catches someone’s attention because an arm darts out to halt the door’s progress. The gold watch and white cuff hint at a man, and a large one at that, going by the size of the hand.


    Breathless, I jump in and turn to thank my Good Samaritan. And just like that, my brain shorts out.


    Gabriel Storm. The British billionaire who put the “B” in bad boy. Heir to an earldom. And COO of Storm Industries, the company on the other side of the multi million dollar deal my law firm has been retained to negotiate.


    He’s tamed his blond hair by cropping it short, but a rebellious sun-streaked strand curls over one tawny brow. Tall, broad-shouldered, with the face of an angel. A devil more like, if half the tabloid reports about him are true. Somehow, I don’t think they’re false. What living, breathing woman would pass up the chance to snack on those sensual lips for an hour or two? As if all that hotness is not tempting enough, his eyes are the color of a Caribbean ocean—aqua, clear, mesmerizing.


    He steps to the side to make room for me, but even so, his shoulders take up half my space. Not that I mind. Men are my Achilles heel, my Kryptonite. I love their smell, their taste, the sounds they make when they come inside of me. But between a full-time job, law school, hours of reading cases, and study groups, I barely have time to sleep, much less date.


    Which is why I gave them up.


    “Which floor?” His upper crust Brit accent curls around my spine, making mush out of me.


    “Uh, nine.” I reach across to press the ‘9’ button, and a whiff of his scent reaches me—expensive cologne, clean soap, and a base note I suspect is just him. My legs, already wobbly from the mad dash from the Metro, turn to Jell-O. Damn! No wonder women stuff panties in his pockets. The man is pure sex on a stick.


    If anybody could tempt me to break my no-screwing-men vow, yeah, it would be Gabriel Storm.


    The door closes and someone coughs, alerting me to the other people in the elevator. Hoping no one noticed my temporary lapse of sanity, I look behind me. Only blank expressions greet me. Thank God. It won’t do for a rumor to spread around the office that I’ve been caught drooling over the COO of the company we are negotiating against. No one would take me seriously after that.


    I do the polite thing and wish good morning all around, get back a couple of nods before the car reaches the second floor, site of my law firm’s cafeteria. As soon as the door opens, the smell of cinnamon drifts into the car. Stuffed French toast day. Knowing what’s coming, I step to the side to avoid the stampede. Not that I blame them. With a limited supply of the delicious treat, it’s every employee for himself.


    When the doors slide shut, Gabriel Storm and I are the sole occupants in the car. For seven floors, he’s all mine. I dare another glance at him only to find his gaze fastened on me.


    Lazily, as if he has all day, he devours me from head to toes. Normally, I would fuss or fidget under such an intent stare, but I splurged on a black Donna Karan jersey dress, and I know I’m looking my best.


    “Splendid morning,” he says.


    Every one of my toes curls at his sexy drawl. “It is now.”


    I smile.


    He smiles back.


    And then the blasted elevator jolts to a dead stop.


    My stomach plummets as childhood memories of being trapped in a closed space beat down on me. Hoping to keep the panic at bay, I take a deep breath. “It does that every once in a while.”


    “Does it?” He doesn’t appear too worried, which is fine, I’m terrified enough for both of us.


    Perspiration trickles down my spine and my breath grows short. I tell myself it’s not the first time this happened. That nobody’s been hurt before. “It’ll start up in a second.”


    “I’m sure it will, Miss . . .”


    “Watson. Elizabeth Watson, I’m Thomas Carrey’s assistant.” I stick out a trembling hand.


    “Elizabeth. Just like our queen. Gabriel Storm.” To my surprise, he doesn’t shake, but kisses my hand while that mesmerizing aquamarine gaze never wanders from mine.


    The elevator jerks again and I clutch him, digging my nails into his hand. “Sorry, I don’t do well in tight spaces.” With a supreme effort, I beat back the nausea churning in my stomach.


    “No need to apologize.” His eyes crinkle at the ends. “Feel free to grab anything that meets your fancy.”


    His humor tears through my crushing fear, and I bark out a laugh. Although I ease my kung fu grip, I don’t fully let go.


    After another shudder, the elevator resumes its journey. I manage a couple of shaky breaths before the doors jerk open on eight. Wrong floor. Figures. The damn thing has a mind of its own.


    Refusing to take any more chances on the death trap, I jump to safety, dragging Gabriel Storm along with me. Behind us, the doors bang shut, and the elevator takes off for parts unknown, leaving us standing in the eighth floor lobby. Alone.


    To his credit, he does not demand I release him, but simply stands there staring down at me until I free his hand. My breathing’s still hit or miss, but at least my heart no longer pounds like a big bass drum.


    “All right now?” He presses a hand against my arm, his ocean-blue gaze filled with concern.


    His warmth sinks into my skin, and I achieve a measure of calm. “Yes, thank you.”


    “Good.” Turning, he hits the ‘Up’ button.


    I can’t believe he’s even thinking about climbing aboard that rattletrap again. “Seriously? You’re braving another adventure on elevator of doom?”


    One corner of his lips curls up. If grins could kill, he’d slay me with that smile.


    “What can I say? I like to live dangerously.”


    Well, that’s an understatement. He’s wrestled alligators in Florida, climbed Mt. Kilimanjaro, heliskied in Alaska. The man loves to live on the edge.


    A car arrives, and he motions me in. Is he kidding? I shake my head. “Nuh-uh. No more rocky rides for me.”


    Something dark and dangerous flashes in his eyes. “Maybe I can change your mind. I love rocky rides.”


    An image pops into my head of Gabriel Storm in my bed, his golden skin sheened with sweat while I ride him to paradise. Oh. My. God. Where did that come from? I’ve sworn to stay away from men.


    The elevator buzzes with impatience, jerking me back to reality. I dart a thumb upward. “Only one more floor. I’ll take the stairs.”


    The door starts to close, but he strong-arms it, stopping its momentum.


    Another elevator stops across from us, and its occupants spill out, some carrying food trays, others talking into their cells.


    To my surprise his stare remains on me, weighing, measuring. “You’ll be at the meeting?” The inquiry comes across as a demand.


    He doesn’t have to spell out what meeting he’s talking about. Having worked on the preparations, I’m infinitely familiar with it. “Yes.”


    “Until then. Elizabeth.” My name, spoken in that sexy voice of his, gives me the shakes. He boards the elevator, all business now. Except for that mesmerizing ocean-blue gaze still pinned on me that makes me want to fall in and never climb out.


    

  


  
    Chapter 2


    ______________


    I RACE FOR THE STAIRS and arrive at my cubicle just in time to hear my phone buzz with the special ring I've programmed for the Smith Cannon receptionist.


    "Your guests are here," she announces in the smooth, smoky voice that helped her gain a job with one of the premier law firms in Washington, D.C.


    Whew! I made it just in time. After grabbing my notebook from my tote bag, I walk into my boss's office. Thomas Carrey, a senior partner at Smith Cannon, regularly brokers transactions in the hundreds of millions of dollars. This one is no different. His client, SouthWind, is bleeding cash; and the good 'ole boy who owns it is looking to spin off some assets, specifically the right to develop a Brazilian wind farm. Storm Industries, a global investor in green energy research and production, is eager to buy. The acquisition could easily come in over half a billion dollars, representing the biggest deal of Thomas Carrey's career.


    "Everything ready?" he asks, not bothering to look up.


    "Yes, Mr. Carrey." Together with our firm's facilities department, I planned everything down to the smallest detail to ensure the Potomac Conference room more than adequately meets the needs of the negotiators—a continental breakfast from the fanciest caterer in the city; an audiovisual array of screens, microphones and flip charts; pads, pens, water, coffee, and, of course, tea since mostly Brits comprise the purchasing team. Even though I got stuck on the Metro, I kept in contact with the facilities manager who assured me everything was in place. "Should I go up and greet them?"


    "No. I'll do it." He stands, grabs his jacket from behind his chair and slips into it. As he walks out of his office, he hands me the yellow pad on which he's scribbled his notes. "Type this and come up. And notify Brian and the rest of the group that the Storm Industries team is here."


    As soon as he disappears around the corner, CeCe, the secretary who occupies the left side of the station we share, pokes her head into my space. "Honestly. Would it kill that man to say please or thank you once in a while?"


    I bite my tongue to keep from agreeing with her. His lack of verbal appreciation may hurt, but what matters is the steady paycheck and generous bonuses he makes sure I receive. And let's face it, without his help I'd never gotten into a top-notch law school. Not only that, but he's hinted at an associate position. As long as I keep up my grades and make law review, of course. No, I will not do anything to jeopardize my job, no matter what comes along.


    "Good morning, CeCe. Can't chat. We'll have to talk later. 'Kay?"


    "Fine."


    After CeCe flounces back to her side of the station, I turn to my boss's scribblings, squinting to make sense out of them.


    Done typing the notes, I dash into the ladies' room before heading for the conference room, groan when I catch sight of my frizz. Gabriel Storm saw me like this? Cursing the D.C. heat and humidity, I dig in my tote for the serum spray and smooth it on. Five minutes later, I’ve wrangled my hair into a sleek, tied-back ponytail. A swipe of luscious peach gloss, a quick touch of blush, and I head up the stairs to the tenth floor.


    I walk into the meeting room to find the twenty negotiators, ten from each side, scarfing pastries and guzzling their beverages of choice. Except for Mr. Carrey and Gabriel Storm who stand apart from everyone else next to the horseshoe-shaped conference table. Well, Mr. Carrey stands. Gabriel Storm perched his mighty fine ass on its edge.


    When I approach my boss to hand him his notes, Storm comes to his feet. His navy blue suit screams London's Savile Row. Not a wild guess on my part since I know from the dossier my firm compiled on him he orders his clothes from there. Yeah, I pretty much memorized that report. For my job, of course.


    Should I acknowledge we've met? No. Better side with caution and let him lead the way.


    "Get Mr. Storm something to drink," Mr. Carrey says, taking the pages from my hand.


    "What would you like, Mr. Storm? Coffee, tea?" A third choice, one wildly inappropriate, comes to mind.


    Before he has a chance to answer, a firm associate approaches Mr. Carrey with a question. After a quick “Excuse me,” he heads toward the Smith Cannon team, which is kibitzing in one corner of the room. In another corner, the Storm Industries group whispers madly, holding a last minute session of its own.


    Which leaves Gabriel Storm and I, for the moment, alone.


    "Coffee will be fine, Miss …" I love that he modulates his voice loud enough for anyone to hear. In case anyone’s listening in.


    "Watson. Elizabeth Watson. Just like your queen." I parrot back to him.


    His smile has a boyish quality, one I suspect he doesn't parade often. At least not in a business meeting.


    "Any particular blend? We have Colombian, Kenyan, Dunkin' Donuts."


    One corner of his lips turns up, as if he finds part of my speech amusing. Probably the Dunkin' Donuts part. "Kenyan will be fine. Black."


    "The Kenyan it is."


    He leans toward me and whispers, "Thank you. Elizabeth," before heading toward his team.


    While the coffee brews, the teams take their seats—Storm Industries across the table from Smith Cannon. The head of each group in the middle, with the members of his team arraigned to his left and right.


    After filling the coffee cup with the Kenyan, I lay the mug within Gabriel Storm’s easy reach.


    “Thank you.” To my surprise, his hand brushes mine. Not an incidental contact, for I’ve placed it far enough he wouldn’t get singed by its heat.


    "You're welcome," I murmur, not because I don't want to create a disturbance, but because all of a sudden I find it difficult to breathe.


    Rather than take my seat, I remain rooted to my spot, staring while he sips the heady brew. I've always loved big hands on a man. What would his feel like against my breasts? Touching, fondling, possessing.


    Somewhere in the room, a throat clears. I peer up and note a frown on Mr. Carrey's face as he stares at a document in his hand.


    Christ, Elizabeth! Get your head back in the game. You're here to do a job, not drool over a hunky Brit.


    In my hurry to put some distance between me and the sex god, my knees wobble. I clutch the edge of the conference table to keep from tumbling to the floor.


    Storm’s hand shoots out and grabs my arm, steadying me. "Are you all right?"


    Mortified to my core, I nod, and on less-than-sure legs, head for my seat, right behind Mr. Carrey.


    Through the morning session I remain busy, taking instruction from my boss, fetching documents, accessing information on my laptop. Because of Mr. Carrey's lack of computer expertise, I facilitate his communications with everyone in the firm. A two-edged sword, that. Although I possess intimate knowledge of every facet of the negotiations, it keeps me at his beck and call.


    I stop my gaze from straying in Gabriel Storm's direction. When he speaks, I focus on my laptop, the back of my boss's head, anywhere but the fascinating eyes of Storm Industries' COO. But when he speaks, I can't ignore his brilliant mind. His erudite discussion of the most complex financial matters fascinates me. An argument could be made that his degrees from Oxford and the University of Pennsylvania’s Wharton School of Business have something to do with his acumen and inspired tactics, but rumor has it he's inherited his business savvy from an ancestor—an American nineteenth-century oil baron.


    At the mid-morning break, most of the negotiators make a beeline for the restrooms.


    But Gabriel Storm remains.


    While I call the facilities team to let them know the room is temporarily vacant so they can clear the detritus from the meeting—dirty cups, plates and trash—I notice his fiddling with the coffee machine. Since it's my job to make our guest feel at home, I approach him and demonstrate how the single-serve brewer works.


    "Thank you. Elizabeth." Eyes narrowed, he peers at me over the coffee mug's rim.


    His power, his intense masculinity, hit me like a semi, sucking the air out of my lungs. He doesn't help matters when he steps closer, forcing me to look up at him. My five seven is no match against his six three.


    "You're welcome." I rasp out in a breathy murmur.


    He takes a couple of sips before resting the cup on the counter, his gaze riveted on me.


    Eager to break the spell he weaves so easily around me, I spout, "I don't know how you can drink that black. Too strong for me."


    "I like the taste of potent things in my mouth—coffee, brandy, a woman’s honey.”


    A woman's honey? My pussy clenches and I flush with heat. What would his mouth feel like? Licking, tasting, ravishing me. I shake my head. I’ll never know, will I?


    As the cleaning crew drifts into the opposite side of the room, I emerge from my lust-induced reverie. I need to walk away. Now. Before I do something really stupid. I manage only half a step, before his hand circles my wrist and reels me back to him.


    An urgent heat flares in his eyes. "Are you attached, Elizabeth?" he asks in a gravelly voice, barely loud enough for me to hear.


    My legs turn to rubber. My breath hitches. "Attached?"


    His thumb scrapes the inside of my wrist, setting off a wild pulse within. "Do you have a partner, a significant other, a boyfriend?"


    "No." I blurt out before I can think about the appropriateness of his question. Or my response.


    "Good." The hold on my wrist relaxes. It’s only then I realize how tense he’d been. As if my answer mattered to him. "Are you free tonight?"


    What the—? Yeah, we shared a moment in the elevator and when I entered the conference room. But he’s on the opposing side of a half billion dollar deal. I can’t go out with him.


    Not wishing to appear rude, though, I sidestep the question. "Chances are I'll be working late."


    "Surely Carrey won't keep you. He'll want you to be fresh tomorrow morning for the negotiations. Meet me for drinks at my hotel. I'm staying at The Four Seasons. Around seven?"


    I try to say something. But stunned by the turn of events, I can’t.


    He palms a card from his jacket. "My mobile number. Call me when you leave the office so I know when to expect you." He strokes the card against my cheek.


    His touch sets off something within, a trembling I can’t control.


    As he slips the card into my hand, his eyes turn the color of a savage storm. "You're very responsive, Elizabeth. I like that." And with that he strolls away, all liquid movement and languid grace.


    What the hell just happened? I didn’t say yes. You didn't say no. Elizabeth. His panty-melting voice whispers inside my head.


    The negotiators file back into the room, and I look down, hoping to hide my state of unrest. That’s when I spot my loose sandal clasp. The darn thing’s about to break. No wonder I tripped.


    I access the stairwell, yank off my shoes and dash down to my secretarial station to grab an emergency pair of black pumps I scuffed during a run-in with an escalator. They’ll have to do. Upon my return to the meeting, Mr. Carrey waves two fingers at me. Pinning a rigid smile on my face, I walk toward him, hoping he hasn't noticed my change in footwear. The man is a stickler for spotless business attire.


    But he merely hands over a yellow legal pad and asks me to type his notes over lunch. Clutching it like a life preserver, I leave the room as calmly as my unsure knees allow, resolutely refusing to glance in Gabriel Storm's direction.


    

  


  
    Chapter 3


    ______________


    A COURT FILING, which Mr. Carrey trusts me to see through, keeps me chained to my desk and out of the conference room for the afternoon. By the time the papers are duly docketed with the court, I've talked myself out of going out with Mr. Sex-on-a-Stick. I don’t need any complications in my life. Not as busy as I am. Knowing Mr. Carrey, I’ll probably be working late. And the most important reason of all, he’s on the opposite side of a business deal. If I’m caught with him, I can kiss my career goodbye.


    Around 5:30 I spot my boss strolling down the hallway, flashing his 1000-watt smile and giving the thumbs up to a couple of partners standing outside an office.


    "Went well?" one of them asks.


    "Yes. Both sides are eager to complete the deal and Storm Industries has the assets to make it happen," Mr. Carrey says.


    "Another win, then." The partner pats him on the back.


    "Well, it's early days, but I'm hopeful." He never fails to play up to a crowd, and a crowd it has become as more partners emerge from their offices to join the celebration.


    When he walks toward me, he proves true to form and passes me another pad full of cryptic writing. "Type this."


    "Yes, sir."


    The party moves into his office. Soon, glasses clink and loud exhortations of victory abound. Clearly, they've broken out the booze from my boss's liquor cabinet. Preliminary celebration, if they ask me. This early in the negotiating process, anything can happen. Half an hour later, things quiet as lawyers wander off, probably back to their offices to try and top Mr. Carrey's accomplishments of the day.


    At 6:15, he emerges from his office, a document in his hand. "I'll need you to analyze Storm Industries' proposal. No more than ten pages. Can you do that tonight?"


    Not the first time he’s asked me to evaluate financial data. I graduated summa cum laude in Economics, after all. The document, which contains tables and pie charts, will take me a couple of hours to read and at least another two to analyze. I groan inwardly. After working practically around the clock for the last two weeks, my only goal for tonight had been to veg out in front of the TV with a quart of Ben & Jerry’s Chocolate Fudge Brownie. But that is out of the question now. I can't say no. Not if I want a future with Smith Cannon. I pin on my brightest smile. "Be glad to, Mr. Carrey."


    "Have it on my desk by 8:30 tomorrow." He raps on the ledge, his way of saying goodnight, and strolls away, leaving silence behind.


    I try to stuff the report into my tote, but with my notebook on one side, and my life’s necessities in the other, there’s no room. None too gently, I jam the document into my duffel bag and return to typing his notes. While I work, I pop peppermints into my mouth, the only sustenance to be found on my desk, hoping they’ll hold me until dinnertime. When I'm done, I print out the double-spaced pages, and place them on the center of his desk, duly stapled in the right hand corner the way he likes.


    As I'm signing off from my computer, my phone rings. Caller ID flashes an unknown number with no name. I'm sorely tempted to let it roll into voice mail, but like an idiot I answer. Could be a client after all.


    "Hello, Elizabeth." Gabriel Storm.


    I don't need to ask how he has my number. We emailed our contact information to the Storm Industries' negotiating team. How did I forget to text him we couldn’t meet? Too much on my mind, that's how.


    "Should I send my car for you?" I shiver at the sound of his hot and sultry voice.


    "No, I"—I'm too damned tired for this—"would you mind if I decline your very generous offer?"


    "Why?" Surprise tinges his voice. Surprise and puzzlement. I imagine not many women turn him down.


    "I'm exhausted, Mr. Storm. All I want is to go home and relax."


    “Please call me Gabriel. We can do that if you wish."


    "No. I didn't mean ..." Damn! I can't invite him to my house. I would need to spend a day cleaning it, making it spit spot. "That's not going to work."


    "What will work?"


    I sigh. The man has not become a billionaire by taking no for an answer. Fine. As long as I’m wishing, I may as well shoot for the moon. "A warm bath, a massage, and a steak dinner. Not necessarily in that order."


    "Done."


    "What?!! No, I didn't mean for you—. I need to go home. I want to go home. Do you understand? It's lovely of you to offer but this isn't going to work."


    "Why not?"


    "Because you're you and I'm me, that's why."


    "Well, there's an argument I can't refute." I can just see his luscious smile.


    "It was lovely, really lovely of you to ask, but I'm going home. I’m sorry. I have to go now. Good night." And with that, I hang up.


    I stare at the phone, half expecting it to ring again. When it doesn't, I fling my purse and exercise bag over my shoulder and stomp toward the stairwell. On my way down, I enumerate the many reasons why Gabriel Storm and I won’t work.


    He's a gazillionaire. I barely make expenses every month. He owns mansions all over the world; I co-rent a townhouse in Alexandria with my best friend. Women fall all over themselves to go out with him. I haven't had a date since forever. Granted, by my choice. If all that is not enough, Storm’s on the opposing side of a very big deal. If Mr. Carrey found out I went out for drinks with him, he'd go nuclear.


    How very sad my life has become. All I do is work, study and attend law school.


    Upon reaching the ground level, I bid goodnight to the security guard before schlepping out the door. So engrossed am I in my pity party, I almost miss the Lincoln parked in front of my building. But I don't miss what comes next. Gabriel Storm, pouring out of the limo in one smooth slide, champagne flute in hand.


    For a couple of seconds I stand motionless on the sidewalk, taking him in. He's changed into another suit, a black one this time. The jacket caresses his broad shoulders; the trousers hint at his powerful legs. A slight breeze ruffles his hair, tossing that one rebellious strand over his brow. Hard to believe, but he’s even more gorgeous than the photos Hello! magazine splashes across its pages of him escorting one woman or another, each one more gorgeous than the next.


    But then anger sets in. How dare he show up when I declined his invitation? What if somebody sees him? Sees me? Fuming, I stomp toward him. Conscious of passersby, I lower my voice, so only he can hear me. "What are you doing here?"


    "Making good on my invitation." He raises the champagne glass.


    "This"—I wave my hand at him, at me, at the limo—"can't happen." I grit out.


    Ignoring my anger, he trails a finger down my bare arm, setting off a wild pulse beneath my skin. When his gaze narrows into a sleepy-eyed look, just like that, my panties grow wet.


    "Get in, Elizabeth. We can discuss your objections to me in the car."


    Nope. Not happening. Just as I turn away, the heavy gym bag slides off my shoulder.


    He catches it before it hits the ground.


    “Give it to me.” I demand, sticking my palm out.


    He’s all ease as he holds the bag in one of those big masculine hands of his. “Elizabeth, be sensible. The bag is heavy and it’s about to rain. I'll take you anywhere you wish. Now, please, get in."


    Much as I hate to agree with him, he’s right about the weather. The hot, sultry day has turned cloudy; a storm threatens on the horizon. I’ll be lucky to reach home before it rains. Besides, we've already caused a commotion of sorts. Pedestrians stare as they pass by, no doubt curious about our exchange. Although we've kept our voices low, they’ve probably caught on to my body language. Even more alarming, somebody from my firm could emerge from the building at any second. “Fine.”


    The left side of his mouth kicks up. "I'll have Samuel store your luggage in the boot."


    I look at him, confused. "Samuel?" Who is he talking about?


    A large, African-American man rounds the end of the limo. He’s sporting a Panama hat, and a damned fine summer suit.


    Where has he been hiding? Have I been so dazzled by Gabriel Storm I failed to notice him?


    "Elizabeth, meet Samuel.” Nodding toward the man, Storm hands him my gym bag.


    “Nice to meet you, Samuel.”


    “Likewise, Ms. Watson.” He shakes my offered hand, dwarfing mine with his. Going by his clothes and his professionalism, he doesn’t strike me as a run-of-the-mill limo driver. Could he be something more?


    Once the duffel’s stashed in the trunk, Storm guides me into the limo and crawls in after me. The back seat of the Lincoln contains enough room to sit a polite distance apart, so I scoot over to make sure we don't touch.


    Although Storm arches a brow, he doesn't question my maneuver. Instead, he focuses on my destination. "If you'll provide Samuel with your address, he'll drive you there."


    Not likely. I'm not about to let Storm know where I live. "Can you drop me off at the King Street Metro, please, Samuel? My home is a brief walk from there."


    From the driver's seat, Samuel darts a quick glance toward Storm. Only when he nods does Samuel say, "Sure thing." His accent is a strange mixture of the American south and a touch of Brit which makes me wonder further about his connection to Storm.


    Samuel eases us into the early evening 17th Street traffic. Although it’s past rush hour, enough cars clog the road to slow our progress. The ride will take half an hour, maybe longer.


    Storm slips the champagne glass he’s holding into my hand. "Drink, it will make you feel better."


    I scowl but drain the alcohol in one long gulp. After the day I've had, I need it.


    He takes the empty flute and secures it in a receptacle seemingly tailor-made for it, before pressing a button on the door's arm rest. The partition between the front and back of the vehicle rolls up, isolating us. "Samuel can't see or hear us. Now talk."


    Get in the car. Drink. Talk. The man loves to issue commands. "If anyone from my firm sees us, I could lose my job. We can’t be seen together. Not outside the office." If word got back to the Smith Cannon management that I climbed into a limo with Gabriel Storm, not only would they fire me but my entire future would be in jeopardy. Oh, they would come up with a valid reason for terminating my employment, but the result would be the same. My keister would be out on the sidewalk. And once it got around that Smith Cannon let me go, I would have a difficult time obtaining an associate position in any Washington, D.C. law firm that practiced high stakes corporate law. In a business deal, one simply does not fraternize with a member of the opposing side.


    "Nobody from Smith Cannon saw us."


    "How do you know?" I huff out.


    "Because no one exited your building while you harped at me.”


    Harped at him? "I did not—" I sputter.


    “Calm down." He touches my arm.


    How very condescending of him. But then he’s probably never dealt with someone who depends on her paycheck for a living. “In case you failed to notice, the building has windows. Anyone could have seen us." A note of hysteria creeps into my voice.


    "Relax. Everything will be fine." He reaches over, tucks an errant curl behind my ear.


    “Stop touching me.” I glance out the window. We’ve reached my favorite D.C. monument, the one where Thomas Jefferson stands guard over the Tidal Basin. Another twenty minutes before we reach King Street Metro. I burrow into the corner of the back seat and prop my purse between him and me, hoping he gets the ‘Keep Out’ sign.


    Moving closer, he curls an arm on the seat above me. “What are you so afraid of?”


    “Haven’t you been listening? That I’ll lose my job.”


    He states the obvious. “Nobody here but you and me.” His eyes scrunch as he scrutinizes me. “No, I don’t think that’s what you fear. Or at least not what you fear the most.”


    I cross my arms against my chest. “Oh, really? What do I fear the most then?”


    His hand, that large hand which fascinated me in the conference room, circles my jaw. His thumb brushes across my lips. Shivering, I fight the urge to suck him into my mouth. Taste him.


    “You’re drawn to me.”


    “So what?” I shrug. “You’re an attractive man. It’d be strange if you didn’t affect me in some way.”


    “But you see. Elizabeth. You’re trembling. So that tells me I’m more than a casual attraction to you.”


    “If I’m shaking, it’s with anger, not desire.” I snap back.


    He tilts his head back; his nostrils flare. Is he seeking answers from some divinity? A second later, he fixes that narrowed gaze on me again. “No. You’re lying to me, to yourself.”


    “How do you know?”


    “I can smell your body musk.”


    Oh, geez. Nothing like cutting to the chase. “You’re wrong.”


    “Prove it then. Prove that you’re only mildly attracted.”


    “And how do I do that?” I snarl at him.


    “Kiss me. If you’re not into me, you’ll be able to stop after one kiss.”


    I drop my head into my hands, let out a mirthless laugh.


    “What’s so funny?”


    “You. You’re so fucking arrogant. God.” Glancing up, I drill him with my best glare. “You’ve probably never had to work for it. Have you? Women must drop into your lap without you barely having to raise a pinkie. And here you are at a business meeting, we make a connection on the elevator, and you think easy lay, right? Right?”


    “Wrong.” He shakes his head. A muscle ticks in his jaw. I’ve touched a nerve.


    Good. “You figure I’ll invite her for a drink at my hotel, ask her up to my room and I’m set for the week. Well, I have news for you, Storm. I’m not that easy.” Maybe I’d been, once upon a time, but no more. Not after my party-girl style almost lost me a college scholarship.


    “Fine. You’re not easy. Now what is it going to take for you to kiss me?”


    He hasn’t heard a word I said. I sink back into the seat. “An intervention from above.”


    For several seconds, the only sound in the limo is his heated breathing, in and out. “Everybody has a price, Elizabeth.”


    How dare he imply I can be bought? “Not me. You can’t buy me.” I turn my head to stare out the window at the sparkling Potomac water. A crew team skims along in its skiff. Recreational boats race leaving white plumes in their wake. I wish I were out there, anywhere but trapped in this car with this man.


    “I’ll give $1,000 to the charity of your choice for one kiss.”


    I jerk my head toward him. “What?”


    “$5,000.”


    “Are you serious?”


    “Yes. $10,000. Last and final offer.”


    “You’re insane.”


    “Going, going—


    “Wait.” $10,000 flashes in my brain like a big neon sign. I would love to wipe that arrogant smirk off his face, rather than agree to his damn proposal. But I can’t. One kiss. A few seconds of my time for a woman to have shelter from an abusive spouse, for children to sleep with their bellies full. A small price to pay in the grand scheme of things. “Write the damn check.”


    From an inside suit pocket, he pulls out his checkbook. “Who should I address it to?”


    “Jane’s Place.” The Washington, D.C. charity provides shelter to abused women and their children. I volunteer there every chance I get.


    When he offers the completed check to me, I snatch it from his hand, read it over carefully before storing it behind a zippered compartment in my tote bag.


    “Satisfied?”


    “Bastard.”


    “Oh, Elizabeth.” His lips quirk. “I’m so going to love taming that mouth of yours. Now love”—he brushes my bottom lip with his thumb—“make it good.”


    Son of a bitch. Good? He’s going to get fucking great. I push him into the seat, straddle his hips. As I sink into the velvety surface of the limo's seat, my thighs bracket his. His eyes widen in surprise right before I nibble his lower lip, lick his upper one. He tastes like champagne, hot, rich, delicious.


    One hand curls around my head and his tongue sweeps past my lips, possessing me, ravishing me. Owning me. So much for my controlling the kiss. His free hand slips underneath the hem of my dress, circles around my ass, pulls me against him.


    “Hey!” I reel back.


    His eyes flash with blue fire “I never promised not to touch you.” He rolls a finger underneath my panties, rims its edge to the front, and I clench with need.


    Shifting down on the seat, he positions himself right where I need him to be. When he surges upward, I almost come from the stroke of his hard cock.


    Starved to give as good as I'm getting, I tangle my tongue with his, suckle and bite playfully down on it. The kiss turns incendiary and for endless moments we go at it with tongues, teeth, lips.


    “I knew you’d be scorching hot,” he says, rolling his hips beneath me.


    I throw back my head and moan, while I rub, rub, rub against him. He keeps up his maddening pace, and my panties soon grow soaked.


    “You’re wet,” he whispers in a gravelly voice against my kiss-swollen lips.


    Yes, I most certainly am. His spicy man scent curls around me, entrapping me, seducing me. Eager to learn the flavor of him, I claw at his tie, rip off the top buttons of his shirt, nip him right where his heartbeat pulses beneath his skin.


    His hand clutches my hip. "Bloody hell, Elizabeth. I need more. Lift.”


    I go up on my knees. My thong disappears, ripped by that strong hand of his. I come down to his steely length. He’s right there, pulsing red hot, separated from my pussy by only the silk of his slacks.


    “Ride me, darling love. Ride my cock.” His mouth clamps over mine, and oh, god, his fingers, they mercilessly tease my mons while I rock my clit against the hard length of him.


    "I want to taste your pussy. I bet it's pretty, all pink and soft."


    Whimpers escape me. Can’t help it. I could come from just the sound of his voice.


    "I'd lash you with my tongue. Suck you hard until you came." As I grind on the rock hard erection, he pushes one finger past my folds, buries it in my sheath. “Keep going, darling girl.”


    My hands clutch his biceps. I jerk against him, gulp for air. "Too good. Too damn good."


    Another finger enters the party, joining the one already there and the thumb tormenting my nub. He doubles, triples the pace and everything in me tightens as hot cream pours out of me. An intense pleasure streaks down my legs. A trembling I can’t control seizes me, and I throw back my head and scream into a mind-blowing climax that goes on and on and on. When the delirium stops, I collapse boneless against his chest.


    I swallow hard. Holy fuck. I haven’t climaxed like that since ... ever. I’m fighting to catch my breath when the car rolls to a stop.


    A far off voice—Samuel's?—announces, "We're here, Mr. Storm."


    In a daze, I stare out the window and spot the black pylon of the King Street Metro. Cold reality sets in. God. I allowed Gabriel Storm to finger fuck me in the back of his limo. What is wrong with me? If anyone finds out, I will lose my job. I roll off his lap and, back on the seat, straighten my dress as best I can.


    He’s thrown his head back against the seat, clenched his teeth. A hard-on the size of Texas tents his slacks.


    I have to leave. I have to go now. Grabbing my purse, I yank down on the door handle but nothing happens. The door is locked. "Tell Samuel to release the door." I gasp out.


    "Elizabeth." His heated gaze lands on mine, asking, pleading. Sexual frustration beats out of his every pore.


    I know what he wants but it’s not happening. “I can’t.”


    The light in his eyes dim, and he pushes a button on the arm rest. "Samuel, unlock the door."


    The lock pops. Without so much as a goodbye, I jerk on the handle and stumble out. Even though I’m sensitive as hell, somehow I gain my footing and make for the Metro entrance. I hear my name called, but I ignore it, ignore him. Gasping for breath, I run up the escalator, my body screaming every inch of the way. Thankfully, a subway train waits at the platform. I jump into it as the doors start to close. He steps off the escalator, and yells my name once more. But he’s too late. The doors have closed. The train pulls out and the platform recedes.


    As I lean my hot cheek against the cool subway glass, I catch one last glimpse of his tortured face. Oh God, what have I done?


    

  


  
    Chapter 4


    ______________


    MINUTES LATER I emerge from the Braddock Road subway station still agitated from my encounter with Gabriel Storm. Yes, I lied about where I live. My home is close to a Metro station. Not the King Street one, but the one a couple of miles down.


    When I step out in the street, a flash of light brightens the sky followed by a rumble of thunder. It will rain soon. No, not rain, pour going by the dark, menacing clouds rolling in. Better get out my umbrella. I reach for my duffel and that’s when I realize the colossal mistake I made. In my rush to escape Gabriel Storm, I forgot my gym bag with Storm Industries’ proposal inside. With the cone of secrecy surrounding the negotiations, no digital version exists. And Carrey expects my analysis first thing in the morning. My breath cuts short. I’m totally fucked.


    Before I get too carried away with the drama, my saner self rides to the rescue. I’ll need to phone Gabriel Storm and arrange for a drop off. It’s the only sensible thing to do. The feel of his hands molding my ass, finger fucking me flashes into my mind, and my body flushes with heat.


    He must be on his way to his hotel by now. What could I possibly say that would cause him to turn around and come back? Sorry I left you hard and aching, but I need my bag? Shame and embarrassment, along with a healthy dose of guilt, slam into me. I didn’t exactly practice good manners when I ran out on him. Yeah, Elizabeth, you think? I bolted out of that limo so fast I probably left skid marks on the seat.


    But I have to call him. I need that proposal back. I pull out his business card and pluck my cell from my purse to do just that, but as I fiddle with the numbers, big, fat raindrops splatter across the phone. I gotta get home. Now. Before the streets sheet with pouring rain. Calling him will just have to wait.


    Another flash of lightning and the skies open up. Not a soft drizzle, either, but a hard, pounding rain, the kind that blinds you in seconds. I look around for a taxi, but none wait in line. No help for it. I’ll need to make a run for it.


    But I can’t sprint in my high heels, so I’m forced to slow down to a walk. Having nothing to cover my head, I’m soon soaked to my skin, with my hair dripping down my back in a sodden mess.


    Two blocks from home, cars jam the intersection leading to my street. An accident blocks the road. Crushed fenders, broken taillights, mangled car parts strewn down the road. God knows how long it will take to clear up this chaos. I jump across great, big puddles of water and dart between cars whose wipers swish back and forth with mad energy.


    Miserable and bedraggled, I finally make it to my street. As I trip up the sidewalk, I curse the monsoon, Gabriel Storm, my stupidity for getting in the limo in the first place. None of this would be happening if I’d just said no. Well, some of it would, I have to confess. It would still be raining. But, damn it, at least I’d have my umbrella and running shoes.


    Peering through the deluge, I spot someone standing underneath the minuscule gabled entrance to my townhouse. Someone who looks like ... Please don’t let it be him. But it is. Gabriel Storm’s waiting for me, duffel in one hand, huge black umbrella in the other.


    A shot of adrenaline races up my spine as I stagger up the six feet of concrete between the sidewalk and my door.


    “Hello, Elizabeth. Nice to see you again.” He doesn’t in the least resemble the tormented person I left on the train platform, but the one I first met—the sophisticated, gorgeous, wickedly sexy businessman. He steps closer and extends the umbrella over me like the gentleman he is. He’s dry as a bone. I’m a soggy mess.


    Opposing emotions buffet me—relief he’s brought the bag, anger he’s shown up at my door. And awkwardness and humiliation. Let’s not forget about that. I’m not ready to face him. Not after what I’ve done. Add the hard driving rain stinging my skin, and the ruin of my Donna Karan, and my bitchy side comes out. “What are you doing here? How did you find out where I live?”


    “What?” He yells.


    The hammering rain drumming the aluminum-covered gable drowns out all sound, so I repeat my words.


    He holds up the gym bag. “Your carry-all. It has your address on it.”


    I glare at the neon green tag, the very one I’d slapped on the duffel after picking up the wrong one at the gym. His logical explanation has me looking around for a nice big hole to crawl into. How many times must I embarrass myself in front of this man?


    Lightning strikes somewhere close by and I jump. Desperate to get inside before I get struck, I fish out my key, jiggle it into the lock. But before I push open the door, I glance over my shoulder. His limo’s nowhere in sight. “Where’s your car?” I shout.


    “Samuel couldn’t find a place to park. He’s circling the block.” He yells back.


    No surprise. Parking’s at a premium on my street.


    “He’ll be back in a minute,” he says.


    “No, he won’t. There’s an accident down the street.” A punch of lightning fires up the sky. Almost on top of it, thunder cracks. The storm’s right over us. I push open the door and scurry inside my nice, dry townhouse.


    Through the opening, he silently hands me the duffel. Its weight tells me the report lies within.


    “Thank you for bringing it.”


    He tilts his head, a silent question of sorts. He won’t ask. Not out loud. The invitation will have to come from me. I don’t want to ask him in, but I can’t leave him to the mercy of the thunder and the fury either. God knows how long it will be before Samuel pulls up.


    The left corner of his lips turns up. In silent acknowledgment of my dilemma? Maybe. Or maybe he’s enjoying my distress.


    Less than graciously, I widen the opening. “Come in.”


    I shut the door against the rain, the thunder, the storm. Well, maybe not the last. That I’ve invited into my house and stands squarely in my foyer.


    I drop my duffel bag and purse by the console table, rush into the powder room. Grabbing two hand towels, I pass one to him. “Here.” I don’t know why I do it, other than to be polite. He’s dry. I’m the one soaking wet.


    “Thank you. Where may I put my umbrella?”


    After I rub most of the wet from my hair, I take it from him and, squishing wet tracks across the rug head toward the kitchen. I’m momentarily confused about the cleanliness of the place. The living room’s spotless, the rug’s vacuumed, the Redskins cushions are gathered at one edge of the brown velvet sofa and the Nationals blanket’s neatly folded at the other end. Hard to imagine my roommate got a sudden urge to tidy up.


    But then I catch the sign on the mahogany glass-topped coffee table—“Thank you for your business, the Cleaning Fairies”— and everything becomes clear. We’d received one of those Group-on deals for a cleaning service and arranged for them to come this morning. Thank God, because busy as we’ve been for the last two weeks, neither Casey nor I have had much time to clean.


    After I shake the umbrella over the kitchen sink, I place it on the linoleum floor. Even though Gabriel Storm stands by the kitchen entrance and nowhere near me, in the meager glow from the window, the atmosphere feels too close, too intimate. I flip on the overhead and flood the kitchen with light. “We’ll just let it dry in here.”


    He nods, but other than that doesn’t move, doesn’t reach for his cell phone, but simply stands there staring at me. His gaze’s polite, but a banked-up hunger lurks in his eyes.


    Uncomfortable under his unrelenting focus, I turn and my shoes slide. He reaches out to keep me from splatting on the floor, but I manage to save myself by clutching the edge of the sink. Why do I keep doing these things in his presence? And why does he look like he just walked off the pages of GQ when my hair and dress are drenched disasters?


    I need to go upstairs and change, but first good manners require I act sociable. No need to put out the full welcome mat, though. He disrupts my peace, unsettles me. I want him gone. “Would you like something to drink while you wait for your ride?” I ask in a politely aloof voice.


    His smile disappears. For a couple of beats, he glances out the window where the storm rages on. But then his gaze returns to me. “Maybe I should leave.”


    What does that look mean? There’s vulnerability there, a pain of sorts. While I stand there processing what I think I’m seeing, he pulls out his cell, turns and walks into the living room.


    Maybe he has ulterior motives for bringing my duffel bag. But the fact remains, he’s done me a favor. And for that, I’m extremely grateful. I carefully make my way to him, touch his arm.“Wait. I didn’t mean you should leave right now. It’s still nasty out there.”


    He clicks off his phone, tucks it back into his jacket, pivots back to me. Once more I’m the recipient of that insistent stare, the one that makes me ache for things I should not want.


    Pinning on a bright smile, I head toward the kitchen. “Now, what would you like to drink?” I fling open the refrigerator to cover my trembling which I tell myself is due to the tempest outside and not the storm within. “We have beer, wine, water.”


    As I stare into the shelf space, he closes the distance to peer over my shoulder. The scent of earthy man and cologne slam into me, and my mind wanders into forbidden territory. Storm lifting me to the countertop, kissing me stupid, those big, masculine hands tilting me toward him so he can lick my—


    “I’ll take the Guinness dark lager.”


    Gah! I clutch the door for support, grab the beer, and then rummage in the cupboard for a mug. Anything to keep me busy, to keep me from reaching for what I want.


    “I don’t need a glass if that’s what you’re looking for,” he says. While he drains the brew in one long swallow, I lean back against the refrigerator and watch his Adam’s apple bob.


    Finished, he rests the empty on the counter. “Thanks. I enjoyed that.”


    Me too. “My roommate loves it.”


    “Roommate?”


    “Casey owns a restaurant in Georgetown that carries all these different brews.”


    “A restaurant owner. So your flatmate won’t be home for hours?” A slow, crooked smile travels across those sensual lips of his.


    Stupid, stupid, stupid. Way to go, Elizabeth. Not only have you invited him into your home, but you’ve practically told him he won’t have to worry about somebody dropping in.


    He rests one powerful forearm against the refrigerator and shifts closer, trapping me between him and the door.


    My breath grows short. Heat spikes between my legs.


    He curls a damp strand of my hair around one finger and whispers against my ear, “You’re wet.”


    Yeah, in more places than one.


    His eyes take on a wicked sparkle.


    I place my hands on his chest, unsure if I want to push him away or pull him in.


    His smile takes shape against my cheek. Damn it. He knows what I’m thinking, what I’m feeling, how much I want to screw him.


    “Better go change.” His words tickle against my ear.


    Do I? Maybe I’d rather stay and fuck him stupid.


    A boom of thunder rattles the house, and I jump. The overhead light flickers off and on. A warning of sorts, courtesy of Mother Nature, to keep my eyes on the prize. My job, my career, my future. That’s what’s important, not this insane craving for him.


    I dive under his outstretched arm and scramble up the stairs to the haven of my room. When I arrive, I lock the door firmly behind me. Safe for now. But for how long?


    

  


  
    Chapter 5


    ______________


    MY THOUGHTS SCATTERED, I kick off my heels, slip off my Donna Karan and, hoping it can be saved, hang it in the bathroom to dry along with my clammy bra. When I catch sight of my reflection in the mirror, I cringe. Just like I suspected, my hair’s a frizzed out mess. I shower in record time and slather on the gardenia-scented lotion Casey gave me for my birthday, before blow drying and pinning my curly hair into a sleek knot.


    From my clothes wardrobe, I pick out my favorite slouch top, a spaghetti-strap cami, and a pair of skinny jeans. As opposed to my room which at times resembles a hurricane strike zone, my stand-alone wardrobe is a model of order. Blacks with blacks, blues with blues, dresses on one side, suits on the other, blouses and jeans in the lower rack. I have a perfectly good walk-in closet, but I don’t go in there. Too afraid of what happens in the dark.


    When I descend the stairs, I find him, jacketless, hands in pockets, staring at an etching of a nude, a study in charcoal and pencil Casey picked up at a friend’s art gallery opening. Next to it hangs Casey’s most treasured possession, a baseball bat signed by one of his idols. I dig my nails into my palm to keep from tugging the golden hairs peeking out from the top of Storm’s shirt.


    “That is quite good.” He points to the drawing before pivoting to me. His polite regard turns molten, as he slowly, languorously takes me in.


    My traitorous nipples perk up, just for him. Maybe I should have worn a bra rather than a cami under my blouse. “Would you like another lager?” I ask in a strained voice.


    “Yes, thank you.”


    I head for the refrigerator, hoping its cold temperature will cool my flushed cheeks. After I hand him a fresh bottle, he sips his beer, while keeping his hot gaze on me.


    While I pour a glass of Chardonnay, I desperately search for something, anything to break the spell he so easily weaves over me. And I find one. An apology for the way I behaved. I turn around and face him. “I’m sorry for ... the way I left things.”


    “No need to apologize.” His gaze smolders when it lights on me, and I go up in flames.


    Whew, boy! I’m in big, big trouble. You see, I love men. And the only way to manage my fascination with the male species is to go cold turkey. For the last three years, I haven’t dated a guy, much less screwed him. No going out for drinks, lunch or even a walk in the park. Yeah, some guys tried it. The frozen avian method worked just fine. Until now. Until him. With every look, every touch, he’s dismantling every one of my defenses. And I can’t afford to succumb to him. Deep into my musing, my stomach rumbles, reminding me it needs to be fed.


    “Hungry?” he asks, not unkindly.


    “I skipped lunch. Excuse me.” I make for the refrigerator where earlier I spotted an aluminum foiled dish, and peek underneath the foil to discover one of my favorites—a spicy mixture of ham, Andouille sausage, chicken, shrimp and rice. “Umm, jambalaya.”


    “From your flatmate’s restaurant?”


    “Yes.” I stare at the mountain of food Casey brought home last night. Way too much for one person to eat. An invitation to dinner trembles on my lips, but I hesitate. His driver could be here any second. “Have you heard from Samuel?”


    “He texted while you were upstairs. Got caught in the jam and holed up in a parking lot to wait until it clears up.”


    No surprise. Between the rain and the multi-car pileup, it will be a while before traffic flows again.


    “I told him to grab something to eat. By now he’s probably tucking into a nice, juicy steak.”


    Either Storm has been incredibly kind to his driver or he’s manipulated the situation so he’ll remain longer. My bet is on the latter. But I can’t kick him out. Not with the storm raging outside, and I do owe him something for bringing the duffel. “Would you like to join me for dinner?”


    “Love to. I’m famished.” His devastating smile brushes aside my misgivings about asking him to stay. Maybe he’ll behave. And if he doesn’t, I’ll find the strength to resist.


    Yeah, Elizabeth, and maybe pigs will fly.


    I retrieve the covered dish from the fridge, ladle out portions into two plates and stick one in the microwave. While dinner is heating up, I make small conversation. “Must be tough being a chauffeur. All that sitting around waiting for the phone to ring. I couldn’t do it.”


    “He’s not just my driver. He’s part of my security team.”


    My gaze darts to him. “Security team?” From the dossier my firm compiled on him, I know Storm Industries acquires energy projects not only in the more developed parts of the world, but in places where bloodshed is a way of life. “Did you arrange for protection as a general precaution or against a specific threat?”


    “Both, although I don’t expect our negotiations here to turn violent as they did in Honduras five years ago.”


    “What happened?”


    “Our hotel location leaked out. Guerillas opened fire on us as we arrived.” He recounts the event while calmly peeling the label from the bottle. Like it’s no big thing. Or like it’s so huge, he can’t bear to think about it.


    Horrified, I stare at him. “Was any one hurt?”


    “A couple.” He bunches up a shoulder. “We withdrew from the project, of course. Unfortunate because it would have brought much needed income into the area. We’d already agreed to build a school and provide decent housing to the workers and their families. But the guerillas were not interested in such things.” When he glances up, shadows lurk in the depths of his eyes. Something bad happened in Honduras, something he doesn’t wish to discuss.


    My heart twinges in sympathy. I want to ease his pain. But knowing the danger of going down that slippery road, I busy myself laying out placemats, arranging silverware, organizing bottles on the spice rack. Anything to stop thinking about the gorgeous man sitting in my kitchen, boring holes into me.


    While we eat, we discuss art, music, theater. He prefers Monet to Picasso. Loves classical music. Hip hop leaves him cold. And he’s a Shakespeare buff.


    “What about you? Do you like the theatre?” he asks.


    My gaze searches out the duffel. Reassured it’s right where I left it, I answer him. “I do, but I’m too busy with work and school to attend.” And the theater prices in D.C. are way beyond my price range. I tip back my goblet and drink the last of the Chardonnay.


    “School?” He pours more wine into my glass. If he’s trying to get me drunk, it won’t work. I know my limit—two glasses.


    “Law school.”


    His eyes widen slightly. “You’re studying to become a lawyer?”


    I take offense at his surprised look. “Yes. Is that so hard to understand?”


    His gaze turns serious. “No. Not hard at all. You have a sharp and agile mind. I’m impressed.”


    Maybe he’s blowing smoke up my chimney or maybe he really believes it. Either way, my credentials are nothing to his. “This comes from a man who graduated at the top of his class at Oxford and Wharton.”


    “Unlike you, I wasn’t working at the time, and I could dedicate all my time to my studies.”


    I snort. “Something tells me you did not spend all your time hitting the books.”


    “Well, maybe not all.” When he waggles his brows, I can’t help but smile. I bet he made the rounds with the co-eds while he attended those schools.


    “So how did you end up working for Carrey?”


    “During my senior year in college, he taught a corporate law seminar. After seeing my work, he not only encouraged me to apply to law school but recommended me to a top tier program. I wouldn’t have gotten in without his endorsement.”


    “Why do you say that?”


    “I had top grades and law school admission test scores, but with an after school job, I didn’t have time to participate in the extracurricular activities law schools love to see. Anyway, when I received my law school admission letter, I phoned to let him know, and he talked me into working as his AA, promising he would delegate as much responsibility as I could handle. And he has. I’ve never regretted coming to work for him.” Even if he never says please or thank you.


    Entertaining as this conversation is, I must break it off. It’s growing late, and I need to start on that report. Once more, I search out the duffel.


    Without missing a beat, he asks, “What’s so important about the gym bag?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “You keep staring at it, like it’s going to grow legs and walk away.”


    “Before he left the office, Mr. Carrey handed me Storm Industries’ proposal. He expects my analysis on his desk first thing tomorrow morning.”


    “And you threw it in the bag?”


    I duck my head. “Yes.”


    “No wonder you looked so relieved when I showed up.”


    Wow, he caught that in the middle of my rant? Smart, observant, and perceptive. Add that to his killer looks, and dangerous does not begin to describe him.


    “The report is over a hundred pages long,” he says.


    “Yeah, I know.” It will take me half the night to read and analyze. But I need to do it to score points with Carrey. “I’m a fast reader.”


    “I can help. If you want my help, that is.” Keeping his focus on me, he tips back the lager and sips.


    “That’s nice of you to offer, but I don’t think so. It would be a conflict of interest at the very least.”


    “But—Whatever he’s about to say gets interrupted by a buzzing coming from the living room.


    “My mobile. Excuse me.” When he wanders to the couch to retrieve his jacket, I sigh. The man’s got one of the finest rear ends I’ve ever seen.


    While he talks on the phone, I busy myself clearing the plates, loading the dishwasher, tidying up.


    He clicks off and turns back to me. “Samuel. He found a way around that mess. He’ll be here in five minutes.” Going by the downturn of his lips, he’s not happy.


    To tell the truth, neither am I. The stupid side of me wants to pick up where we left off in the limo. Thank God that’s a no go.


    After he slides on his jacket, I hand him his umbrella and walk him to the foyer.


    “Thank you for a lovely evening.” Just like this morning on the elevator, he kisses my hand.


    I wish. Oh, never mind what I wish. I can’t go to bed with him. I just can’t. “Thank you for bringing the duffel.” I bend down and dig out the proposal to cover up my horniness.


    When I straighten out, he points to the report. “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay and help you?”


    No. I’m not positive at all. But, of course, I can’t say that. It’s best if he left. “Yes.”


    As I open the door, the limo pulls up. The storm’s a distant rumble, but a drizzle remains. And so does the oppressive Washington D.C. heat and humidity.


    “Elizabeth.”


    I cut him off. “Good night.”


    “Good night.” That devil-may-care light he’s sported all night dims in his eyes. He pops open the umbrella and walks toward the car, not once looking back.


    I shut the door, wishing I’d asked him to stay, wishing I didn’t want him so much. The silence, after our easy chatter, overwhelms me, so I search out a baseball game on the big screen TV and click on the channel for background noise. Resigned to my task, I pour another glass of wine and climb the stairs to my home office. While the rumble of the announcers and occasional roar of the crowd drift into my study, I type the salient points of the proposal into my laptop. A discussion of how the acquisition might be financed—debt, equity and a combination of both. Sometime later, I have a thorough analysis in my hands. I glance at my watch. Midnight. Not bad. Thought I’d be up half the night.


    After one final read through, I save it to my laptop and a flash drive. I also print out two copies and tuck them into my briefcase. Bit of an overkill, but I’d rather be safe than sorry. If I have multiple copies, both in digital and paper form, less chance something will go wrong.


    When I stand and stretch my spine cracks from sitting so long. I stroll down the stairs to put the wine glass in the dishwasher, and my cell phone rings. Who on earth’s calling this late? I dig it out from my jeans pocket and look at caller ID. No name but the number’s familiar. And then it hits me. The same number that called my office.


    Gabriel Storm.


    

  


  
    Chapter 6


    ______________


    “ARE YOU OKAY? Is something wrong?” My voice crackles with concern.


    “I’m fine. Are you done with the analysis?” In his background glasses clink, men and women speak. With their voices jumbled, I don’t quite catch what they say.


    “Yes. Where are you?”


    Somebody laughs, a woman. “A bar.” The clinks and the voices dim, but other noises emerge. The whoosh of a car, a distant horn. Street noises. “May I come over?”


    At this time of night? I’m hoping it’s not what I’m thinking, but knowing him. Yeah. It’s a booty call. “What do you want, Storm?”


    “I need to talk to you.”


    Talk? Sure, tell me another one. “It’s late. Can’t it wait until morning?”


    “No, it can’t.”


    I’ve worked practically round the clock for the last two weeks and spent the last three hours performing a high-level analysis of complex material. My brain’s fried. My body’s exhausted. All I can think of is sleep. “Sorry, no can do. I’m going to bed.”


    “Look out your window, Elizabeth.” A direct order. What is it with this man and his commands?


    “Why?”


    “Just do it.”


    I live on a very busy street. My side is residential but the other is all businesses—restaurants, bars, stores. Not sure what I’m supposed to see, I peek through the blinds. Cars, both parked and on the road, late night revelers on the sidewalks. The spotlight across the street gilds the head of a solitary figure with a cell phone to his ear. Storm, standing outside the sports bar across the way.


    What the hell? “Have you been there all night?” I’m starting to get a bad feeling about this.


    “Yes. Inside the pub.” Behind him, three women emerge from the bar, one short, one tall, one none too sure on her feet.


    “Why?”


    “Waiting for your lights to go out.”


    Fuck! The implication slams into me like a sledgehammer. “That’s some serious stalker behavior, Storm.”


    “I’m not a damn stalker.” He yells.


    The trio of women glares at him. Not a good thing.


    “He looks familiar,” the drunken one says her voice loud enough for me to hear.


    “Yeah, I saw him on that show the other day. He’s somebody famous, I think.” The tall one pipes up.


    Storm glances back at them. I can’t tell if he’s ticked off.


    “What show?” The short one asks.


    “Shoot. Can’t remember, but it will come to me.”


    Shit! Storm appeared on CNN Business News last week. If that chick caught that show, she must be wondering what the hell he’s doing standing outside a sports bar cursing into his phone. Better get him away from them.


    I sling open my front door. “Get over here.”


    He waits for a car to pass, arrives a bit disheveled. His hair’s mussed. His jacket hangs crooked on his body. No wonder. He’s buttoned it up wrong.


    “What’s wrong with you? Do you know how weird your behavior is?” I ask.


    “I don’t give a damn. Invite me in, Elizabeth.”


    “Have you been drinking?” He doesn’t smell like it, but I have to ask.


    The look he sends me should slay me on the spot. “If you’re implying I’m pissed drunk, I’m not.” Again, with the loud voice.


    The trio of twenty somethings whispers back and forth. “That’s who it is!” one of them says. She digs out her phone and points it at him.


    Fuck! If they take his picture and post it on the internet, it won’t take long for someone from work to figure out he was outside my door. I pull him into my house and slam shut the door.


    Head down, he takes a deep breath, exhales. Like he’s been holding it in half the night. “Thank you.”


    “Don’t thank me. I dragged you in here because those three women were about to take your picture.”


    “Really?” He arches a tawny brow.


    “Yes, really. I think they recognized you.”


    Gazing at me through those luscious lashes of his, he smiles slowly, like his lips know a secret I don’t. “Maybe they thought I was hot.”


    The ego in him. “Yeah, right.”


    “You jealous?” His eyes light up.


    “Of three chippies who want a picture of you? I don’t think so.” I toss back my hair.


    “You are.” His smile turns triumphant. “You have nothing to worry about, you know. They’re too young for me.”


    “Too young for you? You’re what? Thirty two and they’re like in their mid-twenties.”


    “Yes.”


    “And just how old do you think I am?” I prop a hand on my hip.


    “Umm, loaded question if I’ve ever heard one.”


    “I’m twenty two.”


    “You don’t look a day over twenty one, love.” One side of his mouth hitches up.


    “How can they be too young for you and I’m not?”


    His gaze turns serious. “They’re out trolling for men on a Monday night. You’re at home working. You’re a hell of a lot more mature than they are.”


    Something warm and fuzzy blossoms inside, and I can’t help but grin.


    Storm being Storm’s not slow to take advantage of it. “And ten times more beautiful.”


    Oh, hell, he had to go and ruin it by saying the ‘B’ word. Beautiful’s not in my vocabulary. I’ve known since I was little that word does not apply to me. My hair’s a frizzy mess, my mouth’s too wide and I’m twenty pounds overweight.


    I stomp to the front window and peek through the blinds. “They’re gone. I’ll call a cab to take you to your hotel.”


    “I’m not leaving.” He doesn’t bother to turn around but remains rooted to the spot.


    I stride back and confront him. “You’re not spending the night.”


    “Give me one good reason.”


    “I don’t want you here.”


    His large hand cradles my cheek; his thumb strokes my lower lip. “Yes, love, you do.”


    He’s right, but I can’t allow this to happen. If I have sex with him, I’ll want more, and before you know it, I’ll be right back where I was three years ago. Obsessed with men. Letting everything go by the wayside. Not caring about anything but the next fuck. He has to leave. Now. Before it’s too late.


    Except—


    It’s already too late. He’s kissing my neck, nibbling my ear, and my traitorous body is buying everything he’s selling.


    Hoping against hope he’ll listen, I launch a Hail Mary. “Please let me call a cab for you.”


    “I don’t want a taxi. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m hard and aching for you.”


    My gaze dips to his slacks, to the placket tented by an impressive erection.


    “You drove me crazy all night, you know. Couldn’t stop thinking about your body, your scent, your glorious hair.” He wraps a finger around a loose tendril. “All I want is to make love to you.”


    I shiver with longing. He smells like everything I want and nothing I can allow myself to have. “We can’t do this, Storm. Why don’t you understand?” I’m at the end of my rope.


    “Because of this, darling girl.” He tunnels his hand through my hair and devours my mouth. His tongue surges in to tangle with mine, and I curl my hand around his neck to urge him closer to me. It’s after all what I’ve wanted all night. His big hands mold my ass, lift me. Hungry for the feel of his hard length against me, I clamp my legs around his waist and rock against him. We go at it full tilt--sucking, licking, biting each other’s lips.


    My conscience nudges, but I fight back. Damn it. I deserve this. For the last three years I’ve done nothing but study and work. I’ve earned a reward for good behavior. Besides, he’ll only be in town for five days. So surely, I can control my sex drive for one lousy week.


    I force our mouths apart and drill him with my best no-nonsense glare. We’re going to do this on my terms. “One night. That’s all you get.”


    His sizzling look loosens my bones. “One night won’t be enough. Not nearly enough. But I’ll take what I can get.” His lips crash down on mine, and we pick up where we left off. He suckles my lower lip, nips the upper one. I breathe him in. Hard to say which scent turns me on more—his cologne or him. His arms tighten around me; his hands knead my ass, my side, my breasts. It’s like he can’t get enough of me and doesn’t know what to fondle next. Returning the favor, I palm his ass and squeeze. A thrill runs through me when he grunts in my mouth.


    “Bedroom?” His voice turns deeper, huskier. He’s through playing games.


    “Upstairs.”


    My legs, wrapped around his waist, don’t slow him one bit. On the way up the steps, I nibble every inch of skin my lips can reach. He tastes of sin and heat and delicious man. When we arrive in my room, he stands me up next to the bed and pushes everything to the floor—quilt, blankets, pillows. Only the sheeted mattress remains.


    Barely coherent, I explain, “I’m on the pill, so you don’t have to worry about getting me pregnant. I have condoms.” My voice comes out in a whisper. I’m not trying to be sexy. Just finding it hard to breathe.


    “No worries. I brought my own.” From his slacks, he fishes out a string of prophylactics. Six of them for the extra-large man.


    “Awfully ambitious, aren’t you?”


    “I believe in being prepared.” He’s dead serious.


    Whoo! I reach for my blouse, but he stops my hand.


    “Don’t. I want to strip you.”


    I shiver, loving the command in his voice.


    He toes off his Oxfords, sheds his socks, all while keeping one hand clamped around my back. Is he afraid I’ll run away? One handedly, he unbuttons his shirt, lets go of me only long enough to slip if over his head. He’s hard all over, tanned all the way to his waist. I run my hands up his steely arms, ripped abs, defined pecs. Perfect, except for the blemish that mars the upper part of his chest. A scar several inches wide.


    “What’s this?” My fingers brush the thick ridges.


    “Gunshot wound.”


    “Honduras?”


    He nods.


    That injury must have hurt like a son of a bitch. “But you—”


    He takes my hand, kisses its palm. “I don’t want to talk about it.”


    I don’t like to talk about my scars either. Not that he’ll ever discover them. Mine are on the inside, where they can’t be seen. “I’m so sorry you got hurt.”


    His only acknowledgment is a brief nod before he unhooks his belt, slips it off. Unlike his shirt, which he’s thrown on the floor, he coils the belt on my night table, right along the condom six-pack. He shucks off his slacks, faces me wearing nothing but his boxer briefs which detail his erection. He’s huge and hard and thick. I lick my lips, anticipating the taste of his cock.


    He palms my ass, raises me so he can get to my mouth. “You’re so fucking hot, Elizabeth. I can’t get enough of you.”


    Something twinges inside of me. A longing that things could be different, so I could have him more than one night.


    Lips locked, we fall on the bed, him on top, me underneath. While he hovers over me, we continue to kiss. I thread my fingers through his businessman’s cut and tug. “You should let your hair grow longer.”


    “Maybe I will. For you.” He licks up the side of my neck, nuzzles my ear lobe. Sweat trickles between my breasts, and I’m dripping below. If he gets anywhere near my pussy, I’m going to blow.


    I trace the blond treasure trail that runs from his belly button to the edge of his underwear. His blazing gaze follows my hand, but he doesn’t do anything to stop me. Through his briefs, I stroke the head of his penis, trace his erection, cup his balls, and his stomach muscles tighten up. He groans when I pull down his briefs, baring his cock. I scoot down to tongue the head, circle both hands around his erection, stroke the hard silk of him.


    He grunts. “Keep that up and I won’t last five minutes.”


    For a couple of seconds, he allows me free reign, but then he takes control. “I see I’m going to have to take firm measures with you.” He pulls me back up and, curling his fingers around mine, pins my hand above my head.


    Jagged shards of memories flash inside my head, and I freeze. “Please don’t.”


    He releases me immediately and falls back on the mattress, gazing at me out of worried eyes. “Sorry. I didn’t mean—”


    I place two fingers against his lips. “It’s okay.” I hate it that my past still haunts me and has killed the mood. I liked him soaring over me. I like the playful side to him. Eager to recapture the buoyant feeling, I trace his golden skin with my tongue, play with his nipples, suckle them with my tongue. The flavor of his skin reminds me of a spiced punch I’d once drunk which went to my head. I suspect he’ll intoxicate me as well.


    He shudders beneath me and his eyes close. “You’re killing me, love.”


    “Well, we can’t have that.” Eager for the show to start, I peek up at him through my eyelashes. “Fuck me, Storm.”


    “Not just yet.” Rising, he slides me under him again, but with his weight on his elbows, I can’t feel his body on me.


    “Are you fine with this?” he asks.


    I smile. “Lower.” I wrap my arms around him and urge him down.


    He dips down to nibble the sensitive skin of my throat, and his chest brushes against my breasts. Wanting more than a kiss, I entwine my legs around his and rub against his bulge.


    He groans, but maintains the same maddeningly slow pace, kissing and nibbling his way across my shoulders. And then he stops. Just stops and gazes down at me. “You are so beautiful.” His knuckles brush against my collarbone. “Your skin’s like warm cream.”


    Oh, my. I think he really means it. Totally seduced by his gentle touch, the timbre of his voice, I shiver with red hot need. Desperate for him, for what he can give me, I press my groin against his erection. “I want you inside me, Storm. Now.”


    He chuckles and lifts away from me. “So impatient.”


    “It’s been a while.” I say disgruntled, and rock against him once more. How many times do I have to do this before he gives me what I want?


    Finally, finally, he palms my ass and grinds his erection against me. I gasp for breath. Heat skitters down my legs. Eager for him to get on with it, I rub against his chest.


    An avid expression spreads over his face, and he cups my breasts over my top. “You don’t have a bra under here, do you?”


    “No.” I crave him inside me so badly I hurt. “Condoms are on the table.” I remind him, in case he forgot.


    But busy as he is rolling up my top one inch at a time, kissing every spot he bares, he ignores the hint. He reveals more real estate, nips the underside of my breasts. I can’t take much more of this slow torture of his. He reaches underneath my blouse, kneads me, plucks the nipples with his thumbs.


    "You have beautiful breasts, Elizabeth.”


    “How would you know?” I challenge him. “You haven’t seen them yet.” I sound peeved. Can’t help it. I don’t like men taking their time with me.


    “I don’t have to see them to know so. Trust me on that.” He edges my blouse up until I’m fully revealed to him. His gaze smolders as he takes me in. “Such pretty nipples." They pebble into hard little nubs. As promised, he strips off my top and my cami, before he curls his tongue around one tip, suckles gently. I’m trembling so much, the whole bed shakes. If he doesn’t get on with it, I may go up in flames.


    But he keeps licking, suckling, playing with me. "You taste like peaches. Wonder what the rest of you tastes like?"


    My breath hitches.


    “May I?” He points to my groin.


    My heart pounds. For a second, I hesitate, before I give him a less than lover like response. “If you have to.”


    “If it’s not your thing, I won’t.”


    I’ve never allowed a man to go down on me. But him? Yeah. I want him to do this more than my next breath. “It’s okay.”


    “Only okay?” His brow scrunches.


    “I’ve never had a man—” The unspoken words hang in the air between us. Embarrassed to admit such a thing, I twist away from him.


    He cups my chin, turns my head. His troubled gaze seeks mine. “Why not?”


    I shrug. “Too intimate.” And a fear of losing control.


    “We don’t have to. If you’d rather not.” He’s so earnest, so damned polite.


    I grab his hand, push it between my legs. “I want you to, Storm. Don’t make me beg.”


    He grins, like I’ve handed him the key to the candy store. “I’ll be the first to learn your taste.”


    “I guess.”


    He shucks off my jeans. My thong is toast once more. The man has serious issues with underwear. And again he stops to take me in. “I love your body.”


    “You do?” I’m confused. He only dates models and actresses, all of whom are rail thin. Something I’m not.


    “Yes.” His irises glow crystal bright. “You’re all curves.” He leans in to nip my waist, rasp his tongue over a hip. When he brushes that rough thumb over my sensitive clit, I arch, almost coming off the bed.


    “Easy, love.” He lays a strong hand over my trembling belly. “We have all night.”


    His tongue finds my pearl, flicks me. All warm breath, he suckles, gently at first, more insistently when I moan. Oh, sweet God in heaven. Beneath his clever tongue, I writhe, clench my hands on the sheet while I fight the urge to beg for more.


    “You’re beautiful here too, Elizabeth. Such a pink and pretty pussy.” He slips a finger into my sheath. “So tight. How long has it been?”


    “A while.” I roll my hips, seeking more of the same.


    He stops what he’s doing to stare at me. “How long, Elizabeth?”


    I don’t want to tell him, but I sense he won’t go on until I do. “Three years.”


    His gaze grows confused. “Why?”


    “School, work.” I’m not giving him more of an answer than that. My hands trail to his ass and squeeze. “Now, go on.”


    He slides another finger into me, and a third and thrusts, gently, as if he’s afraid of hurting me.


    Damn it. That’s not what I want. “Harder.” I demand. “Faster.”


    Pleasure glows deep in his eyes. When he complies, my panting echoes in the room. I bite my lip to keep from begging him.


    While I thrash mindlessly on the bed and my blood pounds through my veins, he keeps up the relentless pace. He’s enjoying doing this to me. My quaking reaches epic proportions. My core tightens up. And a fever rises in me, unlike anything I’ve known before. I’m one second away from coming when he twists his fingers and hits an erotic spot. I convulse in the most intense climax of my life.


    While I’m still shaking and twitching, his hands go to his boxers. He tosses them to the side and his hard, thick cock rises high and proud. The purple head weeps, eager for my pussy, eager for the pleasure it will wrench from me. He grabs one of the condom packets, rips it with his teeth. Boneless, I watch while he slips it over his erection.


    His fingers graze my thighs, his mouth follows before he spreads me wide. Once more he teases my folds apart, finds my clit again, leans down to suckle me.


    Again? “Storm, I don’t know if I can—”


    “You will.”


    He’s right. The excitement builds once more when he circles my pearl with his tongue and laps up every drop. Shameless, I wrap my hand around his head and grind into his greedy mouth. Everything tightens in me, and I gasp short, desperate breaths. I can’t believe I’m coming again. He spears me with his tongue and I come apart, flailing on the bed, screaming his name.


    I’m still lost in the mindless aftermath, when he clutches my hips, presses that massive erection against my opening.


    “Look at me.” He orders.


    Slowly, my gaze engages his.


    “I’m going to fuck you like you’ve never been fucked before.”


    I don’t doubt him for a second.


    He fills me slowly. It bites, his first penetration. He’s too thick, too big, too hard. I grip his shoulders to keep from twitching away, and when he retreats and thrusts a little deeper, I clamp my lip to still a scream.


    “Sorry, love.” He drops a kiss on my shoulder as he maintains that relentless rhythm.


    “’S okay.”


    “No, it’s not. You’re just so fucking tight.” He presses a thumb against my clit. My whole body spasms and I moan. He keeps up that persistent motion against my nub while he slides deeper and deeper, inch by inch. Suddenly, his hand abandons my clit. I’m momentarily bereft until he curls his hand around mine and brings it back to my pulsing pearl. “Touch yourself.”


    It’s not like I’ve never done it before. I flick my clit and my body clenches hard around his cock.


    Clutching my hip, he jerks. “Bloody hell.”


    I smile, glad I got some of my own back.


    Resuming his lazy rhythm, he continues the push and pull, each surge more powerful than the last. And wondrously, my body adjusts to him. When he hits rock bottom, he’s just this side of pain.


    He pulls out almost to the very tip of him, and I protest. “Don’t leave.”


    “Never.” He lunges all the way and something zings. Ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod. I seek the right word for the way I feel but it eludes me, lost in the fucking madness. Right now I’d do anything this man asked of me.


    Still I retain enough presence of mind to fight back. On his next surge, I shift my hips forward and push.


    His careful rhythm becomes a thing of the past. He pounds in and out, hard, punishing strokes. A freight train of an orgasm is bearing down on me, stronger than the ones before. I can’t stop it. All I can do is hang onto him. When it hits, I bow off the bed.


    He thrusts hard one last time, shudders and comes in one massive stream. “Fuck!” He shudders one last time before collapsing on me. I don’t mind. I love the heaviness, the musky scent of him. He curls around me and breathes one word. “Elizabeth,” making it sound like a prayer.


    We remain motionless while our hearts thump away and I try hard to catch my breath. His cock twitches inside me, setting me off again. Orgasms I understand, but no one—ever—has given me aftershocks.


    He presses a soft kiss against my lips. When he slowly draws out, little sparklers go off inside of me. No doubt about it. The man is a sex god.


    “Loo?” he asks.


    I point to the door that leads to my bathroom. He rises, and I swivel my head to catch his hard ass before it disappears from view. I’m too exhausted to do anything but lay there. If the place catches on fire, I doubt I’d have the energy to rise.


    A minute later, he’s back with a glass of water. I gulp it down, swallow every drop. He crawls into bed, folds me into his arms. Eventually, our pulses find a saner rhythm.


    During past encounters, five minutes after I was done, I climbed out of bed, got dressed and left. And yet with him, I don’t say anything, don’t push him away, lost as I am in the aftermath.


    He trails a hand up my side, lifts my mane and blows a cooling breath on my neck. “I love your hair.”


    The bane of my existence? “I can’t do much with it.”


    “You try so hard to tame it, but in the end it does what it wants.” He brushes a strand of hair from my lips, kisses me. “I’d love to take you to dinner sometime this week.”


    In a flash, the afterglow dissipates, vanished by his words. “Don’t make plans beyond tonight. I told you. Only one night.”


    “What if I want more?”


    Why is he doing this? I warned him how it would be. Turning my back to him, I sit up. “You can have any woman you want, Storm. You won’t be hurting for companionship while you’re in town this week.” I’ve seen the looks sent his way by some of the women who comprise the negotiating teams, never mind the three chippies from the bar.


    He sits up as well, drops a kiss on my shoulder, strokes my arm. “I don’t want another woman. I want you.”


    I hitch my shoulder to forestall another brush of his lips against my skin. Sex is one thing. Something beyond that? No. “Why? I’m not your type.”


    “Who’s my type?”


    “Models, actresses.”


    “Those women, most of them, go out with me to be seen on my arm. They don’t mean a thing to me. They’re a distraction. A way to pass the time.” His hand skims down my back like I’m something precious to him. “But you’re more than that.”


    “What am I then?” I doubt the truth of his words.


    “Someone special. I want to know you better. I want to spend time with you this week.”


    An easy lay, in other words. Can’t blame him. Not really. During the day he needs to concentrate on the deal. At night, he can have the sure thing—me. “Sorry. That’s not going to work.”


    “Maybe we can figure out a way—”


    “No, we can’t. Tonight. That’s all you get.”


    I can see he isn’t convinced, but he wisely chooses not to argue further. “Well, then, let’s make the most of it. Ready for round two?”


    I nod, and he reaches for another condom. Now that he knows what I like, how I like to be touched, he takes even longer with me, caressing me until I tremble with urgent passion. I don’t hurry him this time. But let him do what he will. Only then do I realize the true danger of him. With his soft kisses and tender words, I could learn to crave this man.


    

  


  
    Chapter 7


    ______________


    STRIDENT VOICES WAKE ME from the soundest sleep I’ve had in weeks.


    “Who the fuck are you?”


    “Elizabeth’s guest. Who the hell are you?”


    “Casey Jackson, her roommate.”


    Shit! I throw on the closest thing, Storm’s shirt, and tear down the stairs and into the kitchen where Casey and Storm stand, squaring off against each other. Storm in his boxer briefs, baseball bat in hand, ready to take a swing at Casey who’s wielding his biggest carving knife in his hand.


    “Who the hell is this fool, Lizzie?”


    “Your flatmate’s a bloke?”


    Why didn’t I tell Storm my roommate’s a guy? But I can’t think about that now. I need to get this situation under control. Fast. Before somebody gets hurt. “What’s going on?”


    “I came down to get my mobile from my jacket and caught this person slipping into the house. Thought he was breaking in, so I grabbed the nearest thing—”


    “—my Louisville Slugger.” Casey growls.


    Now we’re in for it. Storm put his hands on Casey’s most cherished sports memorabilia, his Mickey Mantle-signed bat. Even I’m not allowed to touch the damn thing. Well, I’m about to touch it now. “Calm down. Both of you. Storm, give me the bat.” I demand, sticking out my hand.


    Eyes blazing, he turns toward me. Big ropy arms. Hard muscled legs. Impressive erection. Adrenaline has done a number on him. “Are you fucking him?”


    I reel back. How dare he? “Who I fuck is none of your business.”


    Nostrils flaring, jaw clenched, he stalks into my space to loom over me. “You made it my business last night.”


    “Don’t hurt her!” Casey yells. Out of the corner of my eye, I catch him moving toward Storm brandishing that deadly blade.


    Oh, God, please no. “Casey, stop! It’s all right.” Only after he freezes in his tracks do I turn my attention back to Storm. I’ve never seen blood lust in anyone’s eyes, but damn if his eyes haven’t turned red.


    “Well, are you?” He jostles me a little.


    I should be afraid, terrified of this man. He’s so much bigger and stronger than me. But I’m not. My traitorous body is aroused by the sight, smell and caveman behavior of him. But I got to get him calmed down, before blood spills. I stroke his bare chest, hoping to quiet the wild beast within. “No, Storm. I’ve never had sex with him.”


    His gaze pinballs back and forth across my face, no doubt searching out the truth in my eyes. He must see what he needs because his hold on me relaxes, easing the tension between us. “So he’s not your lover?”


    “No.”


    He releases me and turns back to Casey. “How can that be?”


    Casey’s gaze bounces from Storm to me, a questioning look on his face. I shake my head, a warning not to reveal anything about our past. He shrugs. “Ask her.”


    “We grew up together.” I explain. “He’s my best friend. Now give me the bat.”


    “Here.” Storm steps back and surrenders it to me.


    But as he does, Casey’s hand twitches around his blade. He might be a pro at handling knives, but I don’t trust him right now. In the heat of the moment, God only knows what he’d do. I stride in his direction and shove the Louisville Slugger at him. “For heaven’s sakes, Casey, put away that knife.”


    He buries the blade into the knife block with a resounding thunk but maintains his own blood-in-the-eye glare fixed on Storm,


    The testosterone in the room’s sky high. Hard to say who’d come out the winner in a fight. Storm might be taller and more powerfully built, but Casey grew up on the mean streets of D.C. where fighting dirty was the only way to survive.


    I need to put distance between these two before they hurt each other. “Storm, why don’t you go get dressed.” For a second he hesitates, scrubs his face. Shadows mar the skin beneath his eyes. No wonder. We didn’t get much sleep last night. I probably resemble one of the walking dead myself.


    He grabs his jacket from where he left it on the couch and races up the stairs two steps at a time. He’ll have a hard time dressing without his shirt, but I’m not about to follow and hand it to him. Not until Casey calms down. I’ve seen the kind of damage he can inflict with his fists, never mind kitchen utensils.


    The kitchen clock—a black cat, tail swinging, eyes darting left and right—shows it’s six. Just about dawn.


    “Thought you’d sworn off men while you were going to law school.” Casey’s dark gaze drills into me.


    I toss back my hair. “Had a relapse. Don’t worry. Won’t happen again.” It wouldn’t. The facts haven’t changed. I still work for Smith Cannon. And Storm still heads the other side of the deal.


    I catch the warning in Casey’s eyes before the clatter of feet alert me to Storm’s presence. Did he hear me? I hadn’t exactly lowered my voice.


    Framed by that elegant tailored jacket, he stands shirtless, tight six-pack fully in view, and a smattering of hair descending into his belted pants.


    No wonder he “dressed” so quickly. He barely spared enough time to throw on his coat and slacks.


    “Would you like me to call a cab for you?” I ask, all politeness, trying very hard to keep my eyes from drifting to that hard chest of his, the very one I licked last night.


    Storm shakes his head. “Samuel should be out there. I texted him to pick me up at six. Just about that time now.”


    When had he texted Samuel? He’d been with me all night. And by his admission, his cell had been stashed in his coat which remained in the living room until thirty seconds ago. But I don’t dare question him now. Not with Casey itching for any excuse to get into it with him. So I walk him to the door. Sure enough, his limo’s out by the curb.


    Goodbye trembles in the back of my throat, trapped there by the realization I don’t want to see him go. I want more of what we had last night.


    But before I have a chance to say a word, he hauls me into him and devours my mouth, bruising my lips. And fool that I am I run my hands up his steely chest, plaster myself to his hard length, and kiss him back.


    After one final suckle of my bottom lip, he lets go. “We are not finished. Elizabeth.” His gravelly voice warns.


    I tremble under the force of his gaze, and then, barefooted and shirtless, he disappears into his limo.


    I close the door to find Casey’s severe gaze on me. “Who is he?”


    Suddenly chilled, I wrap my arms around my waist for warmth. “Gabriel Storm.”


    He scowls. “As in Storm Industries?”


    “Yes.” Of course he knows about Storm’s company. Not only because I shared what I was able to disclose, but because the negotiations made the business headlines in CNN and The Washington Post.


    “Jeezus, Lizzie. What happens if your boss finds out?”


    “He won’t, because this will never happen again.” I have no choice but to put a stop to my hunger for Storm. To do otherwise would spell disaster. Intending to tie my hair in a knot, I lift my arms, and the scent of his cologne drifts up from his shirt, reminding me of the passion we shared. I grow wet in an instant. God. Even his shirt turns me on.


    “You sure?” His upper lip curls. “That kiss did not look like goodbye to me.”


    “It was a one night stand. That’s all.” I head for the stairs, driven by a desperate need to rip off Storm’s shirt, take a shower and get his scent off me.


    Casey’s “Uh-huh” reaches me as my foot lands on the first step.


    I turn. Doubt and skepticism mark his face. He does not believe me.


    Not sure I believe me myself. But even though I know better, I can’t let that “Uh-huh” go by.


    “Look, I appreciate you looking out for me, but in case you haven’t noticed, I’m all grown up now. I don’t need Jiminy telling me what I should or should not do. And I especially don’t need you to tell me who I can have sex with.”


    He jerks back as though I’ve punched him in the gut. “Sorry.” His brown-green eyes telegraph hurt.


    God! I can’t believe I’m yelling at Casey, the one who made sure I got to school on time, fed me, took care of me when no else would. The one who’s been there for me since I was six. My shoulders hunch. “No, I’m the one who’s sorry. I shouldn’t have yelled at you.”


    I expect his easy smile, a ‘that’s okay’ , his usual response when I go off the rails. But this time, he rubs his hands across his tight-to-his-skull cut, looks askance at me. “Maybe it’s time for a change, Lizzie.”


    My stomach clenches. “A change? What are you talking about?”


    “Been thinking about this for a while. Gina and me? Well, things are getting pretty serious between us.”


    Gina, his girlfriend, a nurse at Georgetown University Hospital. They’ve been dating for six months. I teeter on the edge of a precipice, dangerously close to the brink, fearful of his next words.


    “She asked me to move in with her.”


    And I plummet into the abyss with nothing to break my fall. You can’t do that, I want to say. But of course he can. He’s given up his whole life for me. It’s time he had one of his own. I swallow my disappointment. “When?”


    “End of summer. I figured it would be okay. It’s been a long time since you’ve had nightmares.”


    I’d suffered bad dreams most of my life, but finally managed to beat back the demons a couple of years back. Oh, I still have plenty of issues to work through, but at least now, they no longer attack me at night. “Yeah, sure.”


    “Three months should be plenty of time to find another roommate.”


    Is he trying to convince me or himself? I shrug like it’s no biggie. “Shouldn’t be a problem. Plenty of people want to live in Old Town.” Alexandria is a happening city, lots of restaurants, a bustling nightlife, and an easy commute to Washington, D.C.


    He eyes me suspiciously. “You’re not upset, are you?” No doubt the moisture in my eyes troubles him.


    I hitch a shoulder. “No.” From somewhere deep, I dig out a smile. “It might be fun having a new roommate. And let’s face it, you haven’t been around much. What with the restaurant and Gina. It won’t be such a big change. I glance at the kitchen clock. It’s close to six fifteen. “I need to shower.”


    “Lizzie?”


    Turning back to him, I cover up my desolation with that same fake smile.


    His voice gentles. His gaze grows soft. “If you want me to stay, I will. You only need to say the word.”


    And he would too. “No.” I shake my head. “Go and have a life, Casey. You’ve done enough for me.”


    He says something, but by now I’m racing up the stairs, seeking the safe harbor of my bed. Pain pounds in my chest while I shake and shake and shake. How will I live without Casey, without my best friend?


    The years roll back to the first time we met. Me, a skinny, ugly six year old still recovering from neglect at the hands of my mother before being absorbed into the foster care system and placed with a woman who could have cared less. Him, a boy, skin the color of chocolate, hair trimmed tight to his skull. Much bigger than me even though he was only nine years old.


    “What’s your name?” he asked.


    “Lizzie.” I said,clutching my rag doll, the one whose face is missing, ripped off by one of my mother’s johns.


    “What happened to you?”


    “Nothing.” Lots happened, but at the time I didn’t have the words to explain the extent of my suffering.


    “You got a mama?”


    My bottom lip trembled. “My mama’s dead.”


    “What about your daddy?”


    I hitched a shoulder. “Don’t know.”


    “You hungry?”


    I nodded. I was always hungry, had been hungry for a long time.


    He took me by the hand and led me to the kitchen, pulled a chain from around his neck to which a key was attached and unlocked a cupboard. “This here’s our food. Yours and mine. Nobody else’s.” The cupboard was filled with boxes and cans. Only later did I find out he’d negotiated a deal with our foster mother. He wouldn’t tattle about her drug habit in exchange for a weekly allowance of $50 cash. “What do you want to eat?”


    I pointed to a blue and yellow box.


    “Mac and cheese? Good choice.” He pulled out the box from the cupboard, milk and butter from the fridge and cooked it up for me.


    I scarfed down the whole bowl, to the point my stomach hurt. That night for the first time I didn’t cry myself to sleep from hunger pains.


    “You too skinny. I’m gonna fatten you up. I’m”—he thumped his nine year old chest—“a great cook.”


    He’d been that and more. He made sure I wore clean clothes to school, did my homework, got to bed on time each night. When three years later, they tried to separate us, he claimed he was my long lost brother and we couldn’t be split up. I doubt either the social service worker or the judge believed him, but they believed the strength of his love for me.


    Years later, I graduated summa cum laude in Economics. And he stood there like a proud papa beaming from ear to ear. As well he should. If it hadn’t been for him, I wouldn’t be where I am today.


    Screwed, because I fucked Gabriel Storm, and opened the Pandora’s box of sex again.


    

  


  
    Chapter 8


    ______________


    AN HOUR LATER, I’m stepping into a yellow line train when I hear my name called.


    “Liz. Woo-hoo. Got a seat right here.” I turn toward the voice and there’s CeCe smiling at me.


    I groan. The bomb Casey dropped this morning gave me a headache which three ibuprofens and a hot shower have not cured. So I’d hoped for some quality alone time to brood. No such luck. Granted, it’s not the first time I’ve encountered CeCe on the subway, but do I have to run into Miss Busybody on my way to work today?


    While I fight the crowd of commuters to get to her, she gives the stink eye to a hapless guy making a bid for the empty seat. “Honestly, didn’t he see me waving at you? Humph.”


    Grateful for the seat after last night’s and this morning’s events, I plop down next to her. “Thanks.”


    “You’re welcome, honey.” She pats my hand. “How did the rest of the meeting go? Had to leave early. Kid’s little league game.”


    “Mr. Carrey seemed to be pleased.” Given the sensitive nature of the negotiations, I don’t wish to discuss more than that in a public setting.


    “He should be. You worked hard to put that meeting together. Working with facilities, ordering all the food, making sure every technical detail was taken care of. You did good, girl.”


    When she gives me an ‘atta girl’ nudge to my shoulder, I fight to control my emotions. Why can’t I get this kind of recognition from my boss?


    “And how about that Gabriel Storm? Whoo. Those pictures do not begin to do him justice.” Everyone working on the SouthWind transaction, CeCe included, had been given the Storm Industries’ dossier, which included photos of Gabriel Storm on social dates, playing polo, presiding over a board of directors’ meeting. “Is he yummy or what?”


    The flavor of his skin spikes sure and strong in my mouth. He is quite tasty, I’m tempted to agree. Instead, I brush away non-existent lint from my skirt and voice a noncommittal answer. “He’s very handsome.”


    “Handsome?” She fans herself with one of those flyers they practically force down your throat at every Metro entrance. “The man’s smoking hot. Bet he’s amazing in bed.”


    Yeah, he is. Perspiration dots my upper lip, the apex between my legs grows wet. But as much as her words affect me, I can’t let her outrageous remark go by. “You’re a married woman.”


    “Oh, honey. Just because I can’t buy what he’s selling doesn’t mean I can’t window shop. Besides there’s not even a remote chance he’s interested. It wasn’t me he had his eye on yesterday.” Her head swivels toward me. She arches a dark brow.


    Don’t ask, don’t ask, don’t ask. “What are you talking about?”


    She rolls her chocolate brown eyes. “Honestly, Liz. Are you telling me you didn’t notice?”


    Oh, I noticed him all right. But it happened when CeCe wasn’t present. “Notice what?”


    “He couldn’t keep his eyes off you.”


    Had he been that blatant? I wouldn’t know since I refused to look at him after he asked me out for drinks. “And when exactly did you notice this?”


    “When I came to the meeting to deliver a message to my boss.” CeCe worked for Terry, one of the senior associates on the SouthWind team. “You got up to hand something to Carrey, and Storm”—she fanned herself some more—“girl, the look he sent you darn near burned a path across the conference table.”


    “Maybe he was looking at someone else.”


    “Nope. He had his eye on you.” Her gaze focuses on my neck. She leans closer and her voice drops. “Umm. You have a mark on your neck.”


    “A mark?” I choke out.


    “Yeah, right there.” She points to the left side of my neck. The image of Storm nuzzling my throat, nipping it riots across my mind.


    How could I have missed it? Easy. Deep in grief over Casey leaving, I’d gone on automatic pilot this morning, barely glancing in the mirror as I brushed my hair, smoothed on my makeup. I clamp down on the impulse to dig out a mirror and check out the ‘mark.’


    “Yeah, you’ll need to put some cover up on that. In the meantime”—she takes off her scarf, a gorgeous turquoise with abstract motifs and hands it to me—“if you wrap this around your throat, no one will notice.”


    “CeCe, that’s not my style. Someone’s sure to say something.”


    “If anybody asks, tell them you saw it on that Models Gone Wild show. You know, the one where they scratch each other’s eyes out. Fun show.”


    “Is it that noticeable?” I whisper as I tuck the cloth around my neck.


    “Yeah, if I didn’t know better, I’d swear ...” A knowing look blossoms in her eyes. “Wait a minute. Did you have a date last night?”


    “No.” It’s the truth. I didn’t. “I spent the night analyzing Storm Industries’ proposal for Mr. Carrey.”


    “What? Do you mean to tell me that man piled on even more work on you?” And she’s off on another Carrey rant. A good thing, because it keeps me from obsessing about the ‘mark’ on my neck.


    When we arrive at the office, we part ways. She heads off to the cafeteria, and I drop off my analysis on Mr. Carrey’s desk before heading for the ladies’ room. I follow CeCe’s advice and dab makeup over Storm’s love bite before rearranging the scarf, turtleneck fashion, around my throat. Somehow the scoop neck grey blouse and turquoise scarf complement each other.


    Before I go back to my secretarial station, I check in with facilities to ensure everything’s ready for today’s meeting and, while I’m on the second floor, pick up a bagel and cream cheese. When I arrive at my desk, Mr. Carrey’s there, analysis in hand, waiting for me. “Come into my office, Liz.”


    “Yes, Mr. Carrey.” He calls me Liz. I call him Mr. Carrey. Those lines can never be crossed. I grab my notebook and trail after him.


    “Take a seat, please.”


    Wow, a please from him. A first.


    “I read your analysis, as well as Brian’s and Terry’s.” No surprise he’d asked his two senior associates to evaluate the report. “Yours is the best. You not only wrote a concise report about Storm Industries’ proposal but provided quite innovative suggestions to improve our deal. Great job.”


    My cheeks heat up from the first compliment Mr. Carrey has offered me. “I’m promoting you to paralegal. Have to get it through Human Resources, but I expect they’ll cooperate. I’m making you an official part of the team so get somebody to cover your desk.”


    Wow. Just wow. He believes in me enough to recognize my work. Officially. Dreaming of a future filled with promise, I float to the ceiling. Well, not really. But then reality intrudes and I crash back to earth. Early this morning, I swore to stay away from Storm. Something that will be hard to do, if I have to be in the same room with him while negotiations are under way. But I have no choice. My career is on the line. “Of course, sir.”


    After Mr. Carrey instructs me about the distribution of my analysis to the members of the Smith Cannon team, I call Human Resources and request my favorite secretarial floater, Rose, through the end of the week. She’s smart, energetic and knows our system almost as well as I do. As expected, HR does not voice the slightest opposition to my request. No surprise. They know the importance of this deal to the firm.


    When Rose arrives, I give her the skinny on what to expect. Luckily, Mr. Carrey does not have any scheduled filings for the rest of the week, so it’s only a matter of answering phones and contacting me if something important pops up.


    After stamping ‘Highly Confidential—Do Not Share’ on the analysis, I ask her to make paper copies, number them sequentially and personally hand them to each attorney associated with the project—a necessary security step we take to ensure no unsanctioned copies float around.


    An hour later, I find myself in the conference room, except this time I’m seated at the table, and Rose, not me, is responsible for making sure everyone has what they need.


    When Storm steps into the room in another killer blue suit, my pulse soars. What is it about this man that makes my heart race?


    He glances from me to Mr. Carrey and back again. That crooked smile makes an appearance as he strolls with effortless grace to his seat.


    Before the negotiations begin, Mr. Carrey announces my change in circumstances. The senior associates don’t appear surprised. They know how much high level work I performed in the months leading up to this week, more extensive and complex than some of the work the junior associates produced.


    During the morning session, the teams probe the variables in the financing of the deal. While I don’t offer my opinion, I jot down a possible solution to a tricky international financing issue. I’ll research it and shoot off a legal memorandum to Carrey by tomorrow.


    During the morning break, Terry gives me a high five. Brian, the lead senior associate, smiles at me. He’s asked me out on a date or two, but I’ve turned him down, not wanting to muddy the waters. Fastest ticket out of a professional career is to date in-house. Inevitably there’s the nasty breakup and someone ends up leaving the firm.


    In an effort to avoid him, I head for the coffee brewer intent on getting another cup of joe. A shot of caffeine will do me good. Seemingly, Storm thinks the same because he approaches from the other end.


    “What’s your poison, Elizabeth?” He points to the array of coffee pods. In one day he’s mastered the coffee machine.


    “The Kenyan.”


    With the long fingers that last night trailed a scorching path across my skin, he plucks a pod from the storage tower and holds it out to me. “I thought you hated strong coffee.”


    “Need the caffeine.” I take the pod from his fingers, and a zing travels up my arms, cutting short my breath. I hate he has this effect on me. I mostly ignore him while the coffee brews. After it’s done, I sip the strong brew. The hit almost immediately perks me up, and I sigh with pleasure.


    “Long night?” he asks.


    “Very.”


    He purses his lips. “Must have been hard on you.”


    I choke.


    “Something go down the wrong hatch?” he asks, his eyes crinkling at the ends.


    Bastard. I wave him off. “I’m fine. Excuse me.” I walk away before he says something even more outrageous. But I manage only a couple of steps before Brian stops me.


    “Just wanted to say your analysis is brilliant.”


    “Thanks. But when did you have time to read it? We only circulated it this morning.”


    “I made time, Liz.” He clears his throat. His eyes turn soft.


    Oh, jeez. Something tells me he’s about to ask me out again.


    “Want to go out for drinks after work?”


    Crash! I whip my head around. A deluge of coffee cups are tumbling to the carpet from the glass shelf where they’re stored. By some miracle, none of them break.


    Leaving Brian behind, I rush over, pick some up, place them on the round tray with the other dirty dishes from this morning’s continental breakfast.


    Storm squats next to me and helps me deal with the mess, but before I have a chance to ask him how it happened, Brian’s secretary steps into the room and hands Brian a note. “One of your clients called. Says it’s urgent.”


    Brian darts a quick glance at me before walking away. Just as well, I don’t want to shoot him down again.


    Storm and I are far enough away from the other people in the room, who are confabbing in small enclaves, that we can’t be heard.


    “What happened?” I ask Storm in a low voice.


    “My elbow caught one of the cups. Clumsy of me, I know.”


    He, of the faultless moves and languid grace, knocked over the cups? I don’t buy it for a second.


    I lift my gaze to him and whisper. “You did that on purpose.”


    “Did I?” He stands and turns. I do the same. We’re face to face and with his back to the room, no one but me can see the mischief in his eyes. “Now why would I do that?”


    Because Brian asked me out and you didn’t like it. As soon as the thought pops into my head, I discard it. Silly notion. Storm’s not possessive of me. Not after one night. “No idea.”


    “Meet me for dinner tonight. We can eat in my hotel suite.” He’s so perfectly beautiful standing there looking at me. His eyes telegraph desire, tenderness, and something more. An emotion I don’t recognize.


    I interlace my fingers to keep from reaching for him. “Sorry. Can’t.”


    I see he wants to say more, but the rest of the negotiators drift back into the room and everyone starts taking their seats, interrupting whatever he’s about to spout. Just as well. I don’t want to get into another discussion of why I can’t go out with him. Now that Mr. Carrey treats me like a vital part of the team, an associate position with the firm is almost guaranteed. As long as I don’t screw up. Which means keeping up my grades, making law review and staying away from Gabriel Storm.


    Last night’s activities put me behind on writing the article for the law review competition my law school conducts at the end of each school year. But I still have four days to get it done. I will spend the rest of the night researching the case law after I write the legal memorandum on the international finance issue for my boss. I absolutely will not allow Storm to derail my plan.


    At the midday break, I hand the typing pad full of Mr. Carrey’s hieroglyphics to Rose and ask her to type them. Mr. Carrey invites me to lunch with the team at a nearby French restaurant, but after this morning’s events, I need a break to regroup, plus I don’t want an accidental slip to reveal Storm’s love bite. Claiming I have a personal errand to run, I thank him but decline.


    Storm turns down the offer as well, providing the excuse he has some calls to make. I arrange for lunch to be delivered to the private office the firm assigned to him, and suggest to Rose she take her lunch hour, and I’ll cover the desk while she’s gone.


    I run down to the cafeteria and grab a sandwich. But no sooner do I sit at my desk that Mr. Carrey rings. Would I mind delivering a copy of the International Transactions article he wrote to Gabriel Storm? He’d like to read it before the afternoon session.


    “Sure thing, Mr. Carrey.” Darn. Last thing I want is a private moment with Storm. But I’m a big girl. I can handle this. I grab the article from Carrey’s credenza and head down the stairs. Along the way, I plan my strategy. Knock on the door, hand Storm the report, turn around and leave. No chit chat, no exchanging pleasantries. A simple transaction. Piece of cake, right?


    

  


  
    Chapter 9


    ______________


    AT FIRST THE PLAN GOES SMOOTHLY. I knock and Storm yells, “Enter.”


    On silent feet, I creep into the room and head for the desk. His lunch tray rests on a side credenza, untouched. He’s seated on the office chair, cell phone glued to his ear, fingers racing away on his laptop, so engrossed in his conversation, he doesn’t notice me.


    I put down the article, turn, and am almost home free when the typing stops.


    “Elizabeth.”


    Damn. What is it about the way he says my name that hardens my nipples? I whirl to find his focus on me. Knowing all I need to take are three lousy steps, I go for it.


    And am stopped cold by two words. “Don’t go.”


    With that maddening lazy grace of his, he rounds the desk to stand in front of me. He’s in his shirt sleeves. His jacket’s draped over the chair. “Please accept my apologies.”


    “What for?” For the altercation with Casey? For barging into my house? For haunting me until all I can think of is you?


    “This morning. I should have given your flatmate time to identify himself before I swung a bat at him.”


    I shrug as if the whole thing is no big deal. “Casey can defend himself. Besides, he was more worried about his precious Louisville Slugger than anything else.”


    “I think he was worried about more than that, love.” He steps closer and my trembling lips part. He overwhelms me. Not only is he taller and bigger than me, but he’s so very much a man. As I have good reason to know. His scent reels me in, entraps me, seduces me. The apex at my legs aches for him, for what I know he can give me. Matters go from bad to worse when he tucks a loose curl behind my ear. “Stay and have lunch with me.”


    Oh, hell no. “I’m not hungry.” A blatant lie for I’d barely bitten into my sandwich before Mr. Carrey called.


    “I am.”


    “Then eat. Nobody’s stopping you.” My gaze’s focused on the beige carpet beneath my feet. If I don’t look into those ocean-blue eyes, I’ll make it out of here without doing something monumentally stupid. My hand’s on the door handle. All I have to do is turn and leave.


    “It’s not food I crave.” He strokes one finger across my skin and tilts up my chin. His gaze finds me, and the hunger I see there almost brings me down.


    “Please.” I beg.


    “Please what. Elizabeth.”


    “Please, don’t do this.” I’m outright shaking now. My legs wobble. I can barely hold myself up. And all he’s done is lay one finger on me. One lousy finger.


    “Don’t do what? Touch you?” His hands cradle my jaw, and my nipples tighten into hard little nubs. “Kiss you?” He loosens the scarf and presses a kiss to my throat. I blow out a desperate breath. “Make love to you?” He suckles the edge of my lobe, and everything that’s important to me ceases to exist. Except for the madness he calls from deep within.


    “Can you guess what I hunger for?” And just like that he drops to his knees.


    Oh, sweet lord.


    His hands steal beneath my hem and shove the skirt to my waist. Somehow I retain enough presence of mind to lock the door behind me. He hooks a finger around my thong, rips it off. The shredded wisp dangles briefly from his fingertips before it disappears in his trousers’ pocket. In the next instant, his scorching mouth is on my pussy, licking, sucking, making me wild. I give thanks this office is isolated from the rest of the floor and no one is likely to come by. Because I can’t control my body’s reactions. My moans are bad enough. But when Storm tongues my pearl and sucks it into his mouth, I jerk back, rattling the door, once, twice, many times. “Please, oh please.”


    “You want me to stop?”


    “No.” I bite down on my bottom lip to keep from screaming while his clever tongue licks my juices, nibbles my clit, and I pump my hips against his greedy mouth.


    He looks up at me, his lips glossed with my dew. “You’re delicious. So creamy and hot.” He circles my nub with his thumb and thrusts two fingers into me.


    Oh, jeezus! “I’m coming.” I warn him, like he doesn’t know.


    “No.” He stops what he’s doing and everything in me howls. “Not until I’m deep in you.”


    My knees buckle, but before I hit the floor, he picks me up and lays me across the dark oak desk. Something buzzes. His phone?


    Whatever it is, he ignores it. He’s too busy staring at my body, bared from the waist down. “Widen your legs. Show me how much you want me.”


    Heat rises in my cheeks, but, shameless, I obey him and allow my legs to drop to the side.


    He thumbs my clit and my honey flows, drenching his fingers. “You’re creaming for me.”


    Yeah, I am. I wish I didn’t want this, but I do. I crave the man.


    The sound of his pulled zipper rips through me. I gulp and lay an arm over my eyes. Am I really going to allow Storm to fuck me on top of this desk? At my job? If we’re discovered, I’ll be fired on the spot.


    “Don’t hide from me. I want you to see me screwing you. Every thrust, every grunt, every stroke.” His erection rims my folds, and everything in me goes liquid. My fears wisp away. I lower my arm and give him what he wants.


    “So obedient.” He smirks. The son of a bitch actually smirks. I’d slap him if I didn’t want this so much.


    Not even the slightest of protests issues from my lips when he fishes out a condom from his slacks and rolls it over his erection. Propping his elbows next to my shoulders, he leans over me. We’re so close I can see the myriad of colors in his eyes—gold, black, aquamarine. Beautiful.


    The bastard circles his cock against my clit. “You want this, don’t you?”


    More than my next breath. But I’ve had enough of his games. I clutch his face and bite down on his bottom lip. “Fuck me, Storm.”


    Jerking upright, he grabs my ass, pulls me to the edge of the desk, and in one powerful stroke, thrusts deep into me. We both grunt from the power of it. Same as last night, he’s big and hard and almost too much for me. I shift on the hard surface to accommodate his size, but the wood is unforgiving. He’s just this side of hurt.


    With impatient fingers, he jerks up my blouse, pushes up my bra. When my breasts pop out, he suckles one nipple. My sheath ripples with pleasure, squeezing his cock.


    He groans. “Christ on the cross.”


    Pushing my breast farther into his mouth, I sink my hands into his hair and breathe him in. His scents surround me. His cologne, his sweat, him.


    Once more, his mouth lands on my lips, his tongue curls around mine and sucks. Hard. He tastes of coffee, him and me.


    He stabs into me, and I bite on my lip to hold in a scream while he piston rods me. My breasts, slap, slap, slap against my skin while the wet sounds of his cock in my pussy fill the space. He’s no longer the sophisticated lover but an earthy, primal being intent on only one thing—fucking me.


    The desk creaks beneath our exertions, and I grasp its edge to keep from sliding off. He surges in and lightning streaks through me. I gasp for breath. Everything in me shakes—my legs, my arms. A climax builds, so strong I will scream the place down if I’m not stopped. Desperate, I stare at him, silently begging him to cease. But he’s lost in the same insane rhythm of sex and passion and lust.


    “I’m coming.” A scream swells in my throat, but before it can reach air, his hand clasps over my mouth in time to muffle the sound. The crisis strikes, and I convulse beneath him while above me, he comes and comes and comes.


    Done spilling his passion, he collapses on me. “Bloody hell, Elizabeth.”


    I tangle my hand through his perspiring mane and breathe him in. Hot, sweaty, delicious, Gabriel Storm.


    He pulls out slowly. Just like last night. And just like night, I experience aftershocks.


    It takes me a second to catch his wide eyes, his pale face. My gaze tracks downward to the torn condom in his hand.


    “Sorry, love.” He grabs a napkin from the lunch tray, folds it around the condom and stashes the mess in his pants pocket.


    I start to slide off the desk, but he stops me. “Wait.” He wets his handkerchief with a water bottle from the credenza.


    Spread-eagled beneath him, I squirm with embarrassment while he wipes me clean. It’s only then I realize he’s spilled in me.


    “I don’t have an STD,” he says.


    “Neither do I. Do you always use a condom?” Please say yes.


    “Every damn time.”


    I have to believe him. What choice do I have? But I make a mental note to get me checked out. Sliding off the desk, I almost collapse.


    “Easy.” He wraps his arm around my waist and holds me up.


    I lean against him while my legs regain their strength. Only when I’m sure I won’t keel over, do I stand on my own and put my clothes to rights. “How do I look?” I ask, hoping it’s not as bad as I think.


    He tucks a lock of hair behind my ear. “Like you’ve been properly shagged, love.”


    Figures. He looks like he just stepped out of the pages of GQ, while apparently I look like I’ve enjoyed the ride of my life. Which let’s face it, I have. I glance at my watch, twenty minutes until the teams get back from lunch. “I’ll grab a quick shower in the gym.”


    “Gym?”


    “On the other side of this floor.” The third floor holds visitor’s offices, the firm gym and a large multi-recreational room with a huge big screen tv where anything from business meetings to exercise classes are held.


    His big hand tunnels under my hair. He pulls me to him and lays a soft kiss on my lips. “Meet me for dinner.”


    I push against his chest, step back. “God, Storm, haven’t you had enough?”


    He grins. “Of you? Never.”


    If I say no, he’ll argue and my time will run out. “I’ll consider it.” Nothing to think about. I have a law review article and a legal memorandum to write tonight. Opening the door a crack, I listen. No noises drift in, so I’m safe to go. Wrong assumption as it turns out.


    

  


  
    Chapter 10


    ______________


    ROUND THE CORNER, I run dab smack into CeCe.


    She yelps, a hand flies to her chest. “Girl, you scared me half to death. What are you doing down here?”


    My stomach plummets. Of all people, why do I have to bump into the firm’s gossip queen? “Mr. Carrey asked me to deliver a document to Mr. Storm.” It’s the truth.


    She purses her lips. That opinionated brow of hers shoots up. “Really?”


    “What are you doing down here?” My heart pounds with apprehension. Can she tell what I’ve been doing? Do I smell like I spent a half hour performing sexual acrobatics butt naked on top of a firm-issued desk? I lick my dry lips, hoping I can head off the suspicion dawning in her eyes.


    “Meeting’s about to start. When Mr. Storm didn’t answer his phone, Carrey asked me to fetch him.”


    His cell had buzzed, but he’d ignored it. Too busy screwing me. “They’re done with lunch?” I really need a shower, but with the meeting resuming, that’s a no-go.


    “Yeah, they came back early.” Her probing stare sweeps up and down my body, no doubt taking in every one of my sins.


    “Elizabeth.”


    Gabriel’s voice. Behind me. Shit!


    “You forgot your—” Briefcase in one hand, scarf trailing from the other, he comes to a screeching stop next to me “—scarf.”


    CeCe’s gaze bounces from me to him and back again. “Oh, no. Oh, hell no.” I know what she sees. My top’s rumpled, so is my skirt. Storm’s tie is a bit askew. And his bottom lip is ... Damn. Did I do that?


    I grow lightheaded. If she flaps her gums about what she’s seen, I will get fired. “It’s not what you think, CeCe.”


    Her hand lands on her hip. “And how do you know what I think?”


    Shoot. Shouldn’t have said that. If she didn’t know before, she surely suspects now. “I was only doing my job.” Doubt ‘boinking businessmen on the opposing side of a deal’ is in my job description. Still, I have to try.


    “Uh-huh.”


    Another uh-huh. How many of those am I going to get today?


    “CeCe?” Storm steps forward and sticks out his palm. “Gabriel Storm.”


    Eyes squinting, CeCe allows him to shake her hand. “Cecilia Collins.”


    “A pleasure to meet you, Ms. Collins.”


    “Mrs.”


    “What?”


    “Mrs. Collins. I’m married.” She wiggles her ring hand at him.


    “Three kids.” She holds up three fingers.


    What is that all about? A warning she’s off limits? No, it’s something else. An indication she knows an office screw when she sees one? Yeah, that sounds about right.


    “Congratulations?” Seemingly, Storm’s as confused as I am.


    Her gaze darts back to me. “Didn’t you hear your page?”


    What page? “No, I was busy.” I instantly regret the ‘busy’ part.


    She humphs. “I bet.”


    If it gets out I spent my lunch hour with Storm, my job’s toast. “Please don’t say anything.”


    “Elizabeth Watson, please dial 4000.” A mellifluous voice drifts from above.


    Grateful for the break in the tension, I pick up the nearest wall phone, dial the number. The receptionist tells me Mr. Carrey wants me back in the conference room as soon as possible.


    While I’m on the phone, CeCe gives Storm the hairy eyeball. Neither he nor his clothes scream ‘Afternoon Delight.’ Except for his swollen lip, that is, and he can always say he burned it on coffee. If anybody asks. Which no one will. He’ll just come to the right conclusion. Oh, geez. I’m totally fucked.


    I thank the receptionist and turn back to the train wreck.


    “Okay, here’s what’s going to happen.” Not shy about taking control. CeCe fixes a direct stare on Storm. “Mr. Storm?”


    “Yes.” He leans toward her.


    “You’re going directly to the meeting. Do Not Pass Go. Do not collect $200. And no stopping in the men’s room. We clear?”


    “Crystal.” He winks at her.


    Unbelievable. Does he think flirting is going to help?


    “If anybody asks, you have no idea where Liz is. You”—she points to me—“come with me. We need to fix you up.”


    She’s helping. She’s actually helping. A big wave of relief washes over me. “Any chance I can stop at the gym for a quick shower?” I ask hopefully.


    She shakes her head. “No time for that, girl. But we need to do something about that bird’s nest sitting on your head.” She turns to Storm. “What are you waiting for? Go.”


    “Mrs. Collins.” He kisses her hand. “Thank you.”


    Her café au lait skin takes on a pinkish tone.


    CeCe blushing. Now I’ve seen everything.


    She snatches back her hand and waves him off. “Stop that nonsense. Now go on with you.”


    He sprints toward the elevator, and when he arrives, turns and blows a kiss at me.


    “Straighten your tie before you get there, and drink something cold for that lip.” CeCe yells over her shoulder at Storm before she turns to me. “You’re not going to pass out, are you? You’re white as a ghost.”


    “No.” She’s right. My vision’s blurring, nausea churns in my stomach. Guess a vigorous sex bout on an empty stomach and a fear of losing your job will do that to you.


    She leads me to the ladies room, plops me down on a toilet lid and pushes my head between my legs. “Breathe.”


    After the faintness passes, I look up to find CeCe’s concerned gaze on me.


    “Feeling better?”


    “A little.”


    “Good.”


    She helps me pin up my hair, rearrange the scarf around my neck. Once I tuck my blouse, smooth down my skirt, I glance in the mirror. Not bad. Just need some color in my cheeks. I pinch them, and they bloom a soft pink.


    Looking into the glass, I connect with Cece’s gaze. “Please don’t say anything.” Okay, I’m begging at this point, but it’s my entire future on the line.


    A warm light appears in her eyes, and she pats my arm. “Oh, honey. You got nothing to worry about. If management gets a whiff of this, you’ll get fired, and I’ll end up with Carrey. You think I want to end up with that hot mess?”


    Carrey had four assistants the year before I was hired. Not one secretary in the firm wants to work with him, except for Rose. And she only does it because it’s temporary. I turn and hug her. “Thank you.”


    “You’re welcome. But Liz, honey, don’t do this again. You might not be so lucky next time.”


    “I won’t.” Somehow I know I can trust her with my secret, if for no other reason she really doesn’t want to work for Carrey.


    On the ride up on the elevator, she pumps me for details. “Just answer me one question. How good is he in the sack?”


    Although I don’t say anything, I can’t help a smile from breaking out.


    “Damn, girl. That good?”


    My lips twitch. I make the mistake of glancing at her and we howl with laughter, surprising the heck out of a senior partner when we emerge from the elevator on the tenth floor. Out of nowhere, my conscience pipes up. You’re sliding back girl, be careful. If only I had listened to that warning. But then, as matters turned out, it was already too late.
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    As soon as I enter the Potomac conference room, I know something’s not right. By now, the teams should be seated around the conference table, discussing the next item on the agenda. Instead, the Storm Industries’ enclave is huddling in one corner, staring at Storm who’s gripping his cell so tightly I fear it will break. “Get the plane ready. I want wheels up as soon as possible.”


    Wheels up? Is he leaving? My breath hitches. He can’t go. Not now.


    Rose rushes over to us. “Mr. Storm’s father had a stroke.”


    Gabriel’s skin is so tight over his face, I fear it will crack. He must be devastated by the news.


    More than anything, I want to comfort him, at the very least to say how sorry I am, but he needs to arrange things with his team. Besides what possible excuse can I drum up to be private with him?


    As it turns out, help comes from an unlikely source, Mr. Carrey, who pulls me to the side. “You heard about Gabriel Storm’s father?”


    “Yes, Rose informed me.”


    “Would you see that he has everything he needs?”


    “Of course, Mr. Carrey.”


    “And please stay with him until he leaves. I trust you, Elizabeth, to make his departure as smooth as possible.”


    I nod.


    Storm turns to his second in command, Miranda Stone, his Vice President of Acquisitions, and gives her his orders. “Stay the course we planned and send me a status report every night.”


    “Will do,” Ms. Stone says before turning to her team. She’s a model of efficiency, a forties something who rumor has it climbed the Storm Industries ranks through smarts and hard work.


    “Mr. Storm?” I ask, all business.


    For a second, he doesn’t seem to know who I am. And then his gaze warms and recognition dawns in his eyes. “Elizabeth.”


    He should be calling me Ms. Watson, but hopefully no one notices the slip. “Mr. Carrey wants to make sure you have everything you need. Is there anything I can do for you? Check you out of your hotel or arrange things at the airport?” Don’t know why I offer my help with the latter. Hotels I can handle, but I don’t know the first thing about corporate jets and private flights.


    “My pilot’s handling the flight arrangements, thank you, and Samuel is taking care of the hotel. He’ll be here soon.”


    His phone buzzes. He swipes his thumb across it and reads the text message before turning to me. “Samuel. He’s downstairs.”


    “I’ll walk you down.”


    He grabs his briefcase and shakes Mr. Carrey’s hand. “Thank you for your hospitality. I’ll be in touch.”


    “Of course. If there’s anything we can do, anything at all, please let us know.”


    “I will. Thank you.”


    He strolls to his team, whispers some final instructions and with a swift “Carry on,” he says goodbye.


    Together, we walk out of the room. But when I head for the elevator, he takes my elbow. “Let’s take the stairs.”


    “You want to walk down from the tenth floor?”


    “Yes.”


    “Why?”


    “You don’t like elevators, and it will take longer.”


    The thought he wants to extend the little time we have left warms my insides. We don’t run into anyone on the way down. Good thing because he holds my hand the entire way. A jumble of emotions riots within me—regret he’s leaving, relief I won’t have to fight him off anymore. Regret wins out. I wish he were staying. I wish we had more time.


    “I’m so sorry about your father.” I squeeze his hand.


    “Thank you.” He squeezes back.


    “I’m sure the doctors are doing everything they can for him. Nowadays, they have such great treatments.”


    “I hope so.” He doesn’t offer anything else, but his hold on my hand tightens, as if I were some sort of lifeline to him.


    After we pass the second floor, he rests his briefcase on the stairway landing and pulls me into his arms. “Wish you could go with me. It would make the journey less painful.”


    I can’t. My life is here; my job is here. But I offer what comfort I can. “Please let us know how your father’s doing. I know Mr. Carrey will want to know.”


    “How about you?” He tweaks my chin. “Would you like to know?”


    “Yes.” A wave of sadness engulfs me, choking me, taking away my power of speech.


    “Thank you for a wonderful time.”


    I take a deep breath. “You’re welcome.” It has been wonderful. And scary and thrilling. Emotion clogs the back of my throat. I’ll break down if I don’t get away. “I better return to the conference room.”


    “Will you miss me, Elizabeth?” He asks softly, as if my answer means the world to him.


    Afraid of revealing too much, I toss off a flip answer. “Of course.”


    That insouciant confidence of his vanishes in an instant.


    Oh, hell. I hurt him. Tears pool in my eyes. Why am I crying over this man? Could it be because for a space and time he made me feel alive, something I haven’t felt for a long time. And when he leaves, I’ll return to my hum drum existence with only memories of the great times we had. Yeah, that sounds about right. I can’t let him leave without telling him how much he means to me. Even if it means tearing off a piece of my heart and handing it to him.


    I lay my palm on his chest, right over his heart, and whisper in a shaky voice. “I’ll miss you, Storm. More than you’ll ever know.”


    “Elizabeth.” His lips brush against mine with such gentleness, I gasp from the sweetness of it. His tongue explores every corner of my mouth, caressing me, savoring me, imprinting the taste of him in me. As if I could forget.


    I smooth down his lapel even though it’s not wrinkled. “Better go. Samuel’s waiting for you.”


    “Yes.” He picks up his briefcase. No longer holding hands, we walk out into bright sunshine and the sweltering heat and humidity of D.C.


    When Samuel sees us, he comes around to open the back door of the Lincoln. Today he’s wearing a white and sky blue pinstripe linen jacket, white slacks and a snap brim Panama hat.


    “Hello, Samuel,” I say.


    “Ms. Watson.”


    “Any problems at the hotel or the plane?” Storm asks.


    “No. Everything’s ready for you. We’ll be at Dulles in less than an hour. Your pilot filed the flight plan and the plane’s being fueled.”


    Storm hands his briefcase to Samuel. “Give us a minute, please.”


    “Yes, sir.” Samuel slides back into the driver’s seat, leaving us momentarily alone. Well, as alone as we can be on a busy sidewalk with people ogling us as they pass by.


    I stick out my palm. “Goodbye, Mr. Storm. Have a nice flight.”


    He shakes my hand, but doesn’t let go. “You remember what I said this morning?”


    I pin on a fake smile. Out in the open, I can’t chance anything else. “You said lots of things.”


    “We’re not finished. You and I.” And just like he did the first time we met, he kisses my hand, except this time he turns it over and kisses the palm.


    “Stop that.” I hiss out, snatching back my hand. The trouble I could get into if anybody saw that.


    He flashes that devil’s own charm grin of his. “You know what I’m going to miss most, Elizabeth?”


    He’s going to say something outrageous. I just know it. “No.”


    “That mouth of yours, especially when you wrap it around my—“


    “Will you just go?” I grit out. How can I be this turned on when he’s being this bad?


    Still grinning, he slides into the limo.


    Samuel pulls the car into traffic. And just like that, Storm’s gone.


    I turn to find one of the new secretaries on my floor standing by the entrance to our building, staring wide-eyed at me. “Was that Gabriel Storm?”


    “Yes.”


    “Wow. That was quite a show.”


    “Show?”


    “Yeah, the way he kissed your hand. That was so romantic.” Her hand flutters to her chest.


    Shoot. Gotta nip this one in the bud. “He’s British. They do that to all women.”


    She holds the door open for me to precede her. As I walk through the door, she smirks at me. “Surely, not all women. Only the ones they’re attracted to.”


    My heart catches in my throat. God. She’ll blab. I just know it. And everyone will wonder about me.


    

  


  
    Chapter 11


    ______________


    Gabriel


    ON THE WAY TO THE AIRPORT, I call Jake Cooper, the ex-Navy Seal head of Storm Industries security. I hired him after an assault on one of our projects made it clear we needed to protect our assets with more than a few well-placed ‘Keep Out’ signs. He arranges protection not only for Storm Industries but my family as well, a necessary precaution after we received personal threats.


    “Storm.” Jake’s deep voice answers.


    “How’s my father?” Even though I talked to Jake not half an hour ago, I need an update. The more I know, the better I’ll handle the situation when I land in London.


    “The CT scan confirmed a brain stroke. He’s back in the emergency room and they’re administering medication to break up the clot.”


    “Is he lucid?”


    “Not at the moment.” A pause. “The press got hold of the news. They’re asking for a statement.”


    “Fucking vultures. Don’t they have anything better to do?” To the average Brit, a noble family with three adult children often involved in one scandal or another, and parents frequently at each other’s throat make for rather cheap entertainment. On days like this, though, I wish the British rags would find some other family to torment.


    “Must be a slow news day. What would you like me to do?”


    “Keep the Countess away from them. I don’t want her talking to the media. After I assess my father’s condition, I’ll issue a press release.” Mainly, I’ll need to assure our financial partners there’s no cause to panic. My father’s not in charge of the company. I am. And I’m in total command of my faculties.


    “Your mother has a mind of her own, as you know. How far do you want me to go?”


    She’s resented the hell out of me since I wrestled the company away from her. If she gets anywhere near a microphone, she could, and would, do more harm than good. A vein pounds in my temple, and I wince. “I don’t care what you have to do, Jake. Gag her if you must.”


    “Hopefully, it won’t resort to that, but I’ll handle her. Have you talked to your sister?” As always, when he talks about Bri, his voice gives him away. Up to now, he’s reported the facts in his usual military-precision style. But this question filled with concern, displays more than a businesslike attitude toward Bri. That’s why I assigned him to watch over her. She needs someone who’ll not only keep her safe from outside sources, but cares enough to stop her from hurting herself.


    “Not yet.”


    “You might want to dial her next. She’s pretty upset. She thinks it’s the argument with your mother that caused your father’s stroke.”


    “What were they fighting about?”


    “Brianna’s engagement. Your mother does not approve.”


    Neither do I. But while I question the fidelity of Bri’s fiancée, our mother’s objection stems from a difference in social classes. Bri’s a Lady and a member of the upper crust. He’s a working class bloke, born with a tin spoon in his mouth. In our mother’s opinion, Bri shouldn’t know the man, much less be engaged to him. “I’ll call her in a minute.”


    Signing off, I rest my head back against the seat. Pressure bands across my brow, the onset of incipient pain. Funny, I didn’t experience it once in the last two days and yet here it is again, my old familiar ache. Reaching for my migraine meds, I come across Elizabeth’s bright red undies. After taking the medicine, I breathe in her scent. The image of the delectable Ms. Watson moaning with pleasure pops into my head, and I harden in an instant.


    But I can’t satisfy my need, not now when duty calls. Clutching my phone, I click Bri’s number, and when she answers, weeping and blubbering, talk her off the ledge.
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    Hours later, the plane lands in London in the middle of the night. After a quick check in with Customs at the private hangar reserved for our corporate jet, Samuel and I head out to the silver S-Class Mercedes Benz where Jake awaits us dressed in his usual unrelenting black. Not much gets past him. He can weigh and measure a man in less than five seconds. Which is one of the reasons I hired him.


    Samuel takes over the driving duties, as Jake climbs into the rear seat to fill me in on my father’s condition. “He’s out of the emergency room, but the St. Andrews Hospital staff is monitoring him closely to act quickly if he suffers another stroke.”


    “Another one?”


    “It happens, Storm.”


    Bloody hell. I rub a hand across my brow. “How good is this hospital?”


    “One of the best. Your father was lucky in one respect. Because the stroke happened while he was in London, we were able to get him to a hospital with a specialized stroke care wing and world class doctors on staff.”


    “Well, thank fuck for that at least.” Beyond fatigued, I scrub my face. Fearing I’ll fall asleep on the way into town, I grab a water bottle from the custom-made mini-fridge and chug it down.


    “I have to warn you, though.” Jake continues. “His speech is slurred and he’s having problems with his right side.”


    That does not bode well. He’s right-hand dominant. “How are his mental faculties?”


    He hesitates before speaking. “Hard to say.”


    My gaze darts to him. “Hard to say or won’t say?”


    Jake rubs the back of his neck. “Look, I’m not a doctor, so I don’t think—“


    I cut him off. “I’m asking for your opinion, your judgment, damn it. I trust you. Don’t let me down.”


    Jake lets out a gusty breath. “He’s doesn’t know where he is, who he is.”


    Fuck. I need my father sound enough to make business decisions. Otherwise, the Countess will use his disability to grab his voting shares and stop cold the negotiations with SouthWind. “Did you shut down the Countess?”


    “Yes. She’s at home, too upset to talk to the press.”


    I snort. “No one’s going to believe that for a second.” My parents can’t stand one another. They’ve been at each other’s throat since I can remember.


    “I assigned a female operative to watch your mother and keep her away from the phone. Needless to say, she’s not happy and wants to see you as soon as possible.”


    I rest my head against the seat and gaze out the window at the passing scenery, not many cars on the motorway, not at this hour. “I’ll visit her after I see my father and assess his condition, but for now take me home.” I’m not up to dealing with her. Not just yet.


    Forty minutes later we arrive at The Brighton, the structure an ancestor built in the heart of Mayfair during the 1930s and the family owned since. Originally a hotel, I redesigned the building eight years ago, turning most of the space into co-ops. But I reserved the penthouse with its private lift for myself and the two floors directly beneath for Brianna and my brother, Royce. The Brighton is home to us, as much as any place can be. None of us is ever long enough in London to enjoy them much.


    “When does the hospital open for visitors?” I ask Jake while Samuel fetches my luggage from the boot.


    “Ten.”


    “Pick me up at nine.” That will give me a chance to grab a couple of hours’ sleep.


    I take the lift to the penthouse, where my valet, butler and all-around-houseman, Parker, waits patiently for me. A paragon of a servant, he pines for days of old when men needed to be turned out three or more times a day. As soon as I disembark, he disappears with my suitcases, no doubt to spend what remains of the night lamenting the state of my rumpled wardrobe.


    Almost blind from exhaustion, I stagger to my bedroom and ditch my clothes. He’ll tsk tsk me in the morning for dropping the high price threads on the floor, but right now I’m in desperate need of sleep. And one more thing. I dig in my pockets for Elizabeth’s thong and carry it to bed with me where I finally satisfy my need.
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    What seems like minutes later, I wake up to someone pounding on my bedroom door. “Gabe. Wake up!”


    Fuck. Brianna. I squint at the vintage airplane clock on the night table. Eight a.m. I’ve gotten maybe three hours of shut eye. It will have to do. After rummaging in the closet for a robe, I throw open the door. “What are you doing here, Bri?”


    “You’re such a grumpy bear in the morning.” She strolls in and pushes a cup of something or other at me. “I come bearing gifts.”


    “Cut me some slack. I’ve barely slept.” The sinfully rich scent of coffee perks up my senses. I sit on the bed, take a sip. Somehow that one gulp’s enough to make me halfway human again.


    She drops next to me, crosses one knee over the other and ruffles my hair. “My poor darling.” Having inherited the fair coloring and blue eyes from our father’s side of the family, Bri’s jaw-droppingly beautiful. She’s also emotional, brilliant, headstrong, and fiercely loyal to those she loves which includes Royce, our father, and me. But she can also hate with virulent intensity.


    This morning she’s dressed in her signature white gloves and a white sleeveless sheath, probably her latest venture into haute couture. “Valentino?” I gesture at her dress.


    “Chanel.”


    In London, she always dresses like a fashion plate. I suppose it makes up for the grungy messiness she’s reduced to when she’s out in the field, digging through dirt, climbing up poles. My sister, Brianna, is an environmental engineer and geologist, one of the few individuals on the planet who can design and construct an environmentally-friendly project and make it work. That’s not brotherly pride talking, but the honest truth. Many people can design a project; many others can build it, but few can do both. And none can do it as well as she can.


    She links a hand through my free arm. “I’m tagging along with you to the hospital. If you don’t mind.”


    “Of course I don’t mind.”


    “Good. I don’t know if I’m brave enough to see daddy by myself.” For a second, her face crumbles.


    I can’t give her hope, not until I talk to the medical staff, but I offer what comfort I can. “I’m sure the doctors are doing everything they can.” I drop a kiss on her head and give her a quick hug. Hoping a discussion of her fiancé will buck her up, I mention his name. “How are things with Anton?”


    “Fine, I guess.” Gazing down, she picks at her fire-engine red fingernail polish, a nervous habit of hers.


    Trouble in paradise? I can only hope. “Only fine?”


    “He’s pressuring me to set the wedding date.” Her fiancé snagged her during a weak moment after a photo of a semi-clothed Bri and an equally undressed viscount was splattered all over the gossip rags and the viscount’s wife labeled Bri a home wrecker. Never mind the wife had a lover of her own and the marriage had ended several weeks before.


    I squeeze Bri to me. “And you don’t want that?”


    One corner of her lips hitches up and she sighs. “I don’t want to do the married thing just yet.”


    “Why not?”


    She stands and paces up and down the geometric design rug that covers the parquet wood floor in my room. “I want to have some fun before I settle down.”


    Since I suspect her fiancé is more interested in her money than her, I strongly oppose this engagement of hers. But I don’t want to raise her hackles. “Maybe he’s not the one, Bri.”


    She stops pacing and glares at me. “Oh, please don’t take Mummy’s side.”


    “I’m not. I want you to be happy.” With her penchant for outrageous behavior, Bri needs a man who will love her and won’t be afraid to call her out when she gets a wild hair up her arse. Not someone like Anton who encourages her hijinks, no matter how immoral or illegal they may be.


    She resumes pacing while fiddling with the heirloom pearl necklace she inherited from our great grandmother, the one who commissioned the Brighton. “It’s not like I’m ever going to fall in love. I don’t think I have it in me. So what does it matter who I marry?” With that mercurial mood shift she’s famous for, she turns and flashes me a brilliant smile. “You have to admit, we’ll make beautiful children.”


    Her fiancé models with one of the top London agencies, mostly men’s underwear. As far as I can tell, his physique and smoldering good looks are the only things Anton has going for him. He certainly missed out in the brains department. But there’s no talking her out of this engagement, not now after our mother got her so riled up, Bri’s dug in her heels for good. I’ll need to come at it from another angle. “If you say so. Now, if you’ll step out so I can dress.”


    “Will do.” She lays a hand on my cheek. “Don’t know what I’d do without you, Gabe.”


    I cover her hand with my own. “You’ll never have to, love. I’ll always be there for you.”


    “Promise?”


    “Yes.”


    She sniffs as moisture pools in her eyes.


    Tears this early in the morning? Hell’s bells. I need to do something to stop the waterworks, and I know just the thing. “Is Jake out there?”


    Hr tears dry up, her lips curl. “Jake, the tyrant? Yes, he’s waiting outside for you.”


    From the start, they’ve been at each other’s throat. I suspect it’s an attraction neither will admit or give in to. And now that Brianna’s engaged, Jake Cooper will never cross that line. “Why can’t you get along with him? You know how important he is to Storm Industries.”


    She pouts. “Because he doesn’t let me have any fun.”


    “If by fun, you mean stopping you from dropping your knickers in the middle of Piccadilly and mooning the Mayor of London while pissed drunk, then yes, I agree with you. He’s no fun.”


    She stamps her stiletto-shod foot. “That was two years ago. Are you never going to let me live that down?”


    I cross my arms against my chest and calmly stare her down. “I will, once I see signs of maturity.”


    She goes back to pacing and flaps a hand. “I need to let off steam when I come home. I work hard enough in Brazil. God. The bugs, the heat, the lack of privacy. You have no idea.” She stops and swivels back to me. “Don’t I get any credit for that?”


    “Yes, you do. Now leave so I can bathe.”


    She lets out a noisy breath, but treks to the open door. But before she leaves she fires a final salvo. “Don’t know why you’re being such a prude. It’s not like I’ve never seen your naked bum before.”


    “We were kids at the time, not grown adults.” I fire back, happy to see her in a jollier mood.


    After I shower and shave, I put on the dark grey suit Parker chose for me. One suitably somber for the occasion of visiting my father at hospital, but not so dark it appears funereal. On my way out, I grab Elizabeth’s thong and bury it deep in my pockets. I’m not ready to part with her panties just yet.


    

  


  
    Chapter 12


    ______________


    EN ROUTE TO HOSPITAL, Brianna fills me in on her progress in Brazil where she’s worked on the wind energy project for the last six months. As wild as she’s in town, she’s the total opposite in the field—hard working, dedicated to making a project succeed.


    A large part of the credit for the SouthWind acquisition goes to her. Well, her and Royce. Early on during their work in South America, they heard rumors that SouthWind’s owner, deeming the project too expensive and needing ready cash, was eager to sell his interest in the project. As soon as they called with the news, I put my financial experts to work and we came up with an attractive financial package, heavy on cash, low on equity, which we believed the SouthWind owner would accept. And he has.


    Unfortunately, because of the short turnaround, we didn’t have enough time to divest some of our assets for cash since most of our funds are committed to existing projects. Which means we needed to borrow heavily to make this deal happen. But it will be worth it in the end. The purchase will cement our standing as a world class player in the renewable energy field, not only because of the wind farm, but because of the valuable patents attached to it.


    My father’s stroke, unfortunately, can put an end to the negotiations. The Countess voted against the deal when the Storm Industries’ board of directors discussed the acquisition, deeming it too expensive to undertake. If my father’s not lucid, she will invoke the disability clause; and, as his wife, his board voting shares will transfer to her. She would then employ her majority shareholder status to call an emergency board of directors’ meeting and delay the SouthWind purchase long enough for the negotiations to fall through. Such a move would spell disaster. If we don’t close on the deal by September 30, we’ll incur a heavy penalty. One which we can’t afford, not as extended as we are. Much like a house of cards, Storm Industries would collapse.


    The visit with our father does not reassure me. His color is not good, and although he’s talking, he’s not making much sense. Plus he’s hooked up to medical equipment to regulate his breathing and monitor his heart.


    “Daddy, it’s Bri.” Tears stream down my sister’s face.


    Father makes a sound, tries to lift his right hand, but fails miserably at it.


    “Oh, Daddy.” She cuddles his hand against her wet cheeks.


    I can’t stand seeing the misery in her eyes, so I step out in search of any doctor who can fill me in on father’s condition. I find him in Dr. Wilkinson, the head of the hospital’s stroke care unit.


    After he welcomes me into his office, he offers me a seat. But I remain standing, too wired to do anything else. “Tell me about my father’s prognosis.”


    “He’s doing as well as can be expected, Mr. Storm. We administered medicine to dissolve the clot. It will take a while, but I’m hopeful he will regain most of his faculties.” He flashes a reassuring smile, one he’s probably showered on thousands of distraught families, and totally wasted on me.


    “I don’t see any sign of that right now.”


    “His brain’s working through the trauma. In a day or two he will become more lucid, gain more control over his bodily functions, especially when he starts therapy.”


    Christ on the cross. “How much will he need?”


    “The occupational therapist will need to determine that, but my guess would be two to three hours a day, five to six days a week.”


    Good lord. That much? “And he’ll recover? Enough to make conscious decisions?”


    Leaning his elbows on the desk, the good doctor steeples his hands. “I can’t guarantee such an event, Mr. Storm, but I am hopeful.”


    In other words, he can’t promise shite. My phone rings. The Countess.


    “Thank you, doctor. Excuse me. I need to take this.”


    He rises and, still offering that dazzling smile, shakes my hand. “Of course.”


    I step back into the corridor to take the call.


    “Ainsley.” Her name for me. My courtesy title as the oldest son of an earl. “How’s your father?”


    My hand twitches around the mobile. “He’ll be up and dancing a jig in no time.”


    “Doubt it.” She scoffs. “I need to talk to you.” As always, her voice drips pure ice.


    “We’ll make you our first stop after the hospital.”


    “We?”


    “Brianna and I.”


    “Don’t bring her. Our conversation will need to be private. And make it three. I’m tied up until then.”


    Doubt Bri will be offended by the snub. She and the Countess have never gotten along. Mainly because father doted on his little princess, while he couldn’t stand to be in the same room as his wife. “Of course.” I click off and head down the corridor to find Bri.


    When we leave the hospital, we’re mobbed by the media. Knowing they will hound us until we supply details, I brief them on our father’s condition while I cope with a visibly upset Bri. Yes, he’s suffered a stroke. We’ll know the extent of the damage in a few days. For now, he’s doing as well as can be expected. When asked about Storm Industries, I remind them I’m its COO, and my father’s health will not impact the business. On the way to The Brighton, I call my marketing director and ask her to draft a more formal statement to release before three.


    I drop off Bri back at her place where her fiancé waits for her. No doubt to offer his own special kind of comfort. As soon as Bri walks through the door, that beautiful Chanel dress will more than likely hit the floor. My sister’s never been shy about shedding her clothes.


    With time to kill before the meeting with my mother, I invite Jake to lunch at one of my favorite places to eat in London, Le Rêve.


    I call ahead and snag a reservation, so by the time we arrive, they’re expecting us.


    As soon as we walk in, Jake stops cold. His gaze bounces around, seemingly taking in every nook and cranny.


    “What’s wrong?” I ask.


    “They renovated the place.”


    I nod to the maître d’, who knows me by sight, before turning back to Jake. “Yes, they redesigned it, added a piano, more tables.”


    He shakes his head. “You knew and didn’t tell me?”


    “I fail to see why this is a problem.” Over the muted conversations in the room, the melody of a Cole Porter classic drifts to us. How can he possibly object to such beauty?


    “I need to check out the new staff, the dynamics of the place.”


    Jake’s obsession with security has kept us safe for many years, but this time he’s going too far. “You think the piano player’s hiding an AK-47? Or one of the waiters has slipped a gat down his pants?” I tap his back. “Come on, Jake. You’re seeing threats where none exist.”


    “Even a fancy cafeteria may harbor criminals.”


    The headwaiter stiffens, and he sniffs in disapproval. “We do not hire criminals. Sir! And this ‘cafeteria’”—another sniff—“is a three-star Michelin restaurant.”


    Jake narrows his eyes at the outraged man who squints his in return.


    His assistant shows up in time to prevent bloodshed. “This way, gentlemen.”


    Fighting back a grin, I toss back at Jake. “You’re never eating in this restaurant again, not if the maître d’ can help it.”


    “A tragedy I can live without, I assure you.” As we walk past each table, he scrutinizes each person we pass.


    When we take our seats, he angles his chair to face most of the diners.


    I smooth down my tie. “Relax, Jake. No one here’s likely to commit murder. They’re too busy seeing and being seen.” The restaurant is a favorite place for celebrity spotting. Sadly, I qualify as one.


    “If you say so.”


    Soon the diners closest to us are fidgeting from his thousand-yard stare.


    Enough’s enough. “You’re making people uncomfortable. Give it a rest.” I snap my napkin to the side, lay it on my lap.


    “Fine.” He follows suit, but as he does, he ends up snapping the derriere of a matron walking by, and the situation descends into a comedy of errors.


    The matron turns and fixes him with an indignant glare. “I. Beg. Your. Pardon!”


    I double over with laughter, while he stands and tries his best to apologize. “I’m so sorry—I didn’t see.”


    “Maybe you should be more observant, young man.”


    More observant. The ultimate insult to a man like Jake.


    She huffs and continues her dignified walk to the table where several of her cronies sit shooting outraged glances at Jake.


    The formerly cowed patrons now display varying emotions. Some are laughing outright. Others, mostly younger women, stare at him with avid interest.


    Red-faced, he sits, carefully arranging the snowy cloth over his lap.


    “I’m sure that‘s not the first time that’s happened.” Actually, I’m almost certain no one has committed such a monumental faux pas, not in this restaurant, but I’m not sharing my opinion with him.


    Hoping to give Jake time to regain his composure, I wave over our white-gloved waiter and ask about appetizers.


    I haven’t eaten anything in the last day and a half, so when a plate of French choux cheese biscuits arrives at our table, I fall on it like a starving pilgrim.


    After my feeding frenzy’s satisfied, the waiter takes our order. Since both of us have places to go this afternoon, we opt for the three-course meal—Dorset crab soup, a starter of poached lobster with homemade pasta and chicken quenelle, and a main entrée of venison with caramelized vegetables. And coffee, lots of coffee. I’ll need a gallon to keep me awake today.


    While we wait for our food, I grill Jake about my sister’s fiancé, whom I’ve asked Jake to investigate. I suspect he hasn’t stopped shagging other women just because he’s engaged to Bri. “Anything to report on Anton?”


    Jake shakes his head. “No. He remains at home most of the time and the only places he visits are the gym and work.”


    I pause with my coffee cup halfway to my mouth. “Displaying your manly bits in boxer briefs is work?”


    He chuckles. “You may not think much of his chosen profession, Storm, but it does qualify as employment.”


    “If you say so.” The waiter approaches with another plate. As soon as he lays it down, I snag a slice of the piping hot yeasty bread, slather butter on it, and wolf it down.


    Jake kicks back in his chair, a grin riding his face. “Didn’t they feed you in the states?”


    “Yes. Continental breakfasts and coffee. Lots of coffee.” And a plate of jambalaya shared with a green-eyed witch.


    “They starved you then.”


    “Very funny.” I wipe my hands on my napkin and sip water before I turn back to him. “And he’s had no outside visitors at my sister’s place?”


    “Only his agent and personal trainer, and they’re both men.” Anton’s sexual interest runs only to women.


    I rub a thumb against my bottom lip. My gut tells me we missed something, although I don’t know what. “I can’t believe he stopped sleeping around. Not when he shagged half the female population in London.”


    Jake temples his fingers above his plate and looks into the distance. “Maybe he has. Brianna’s worth it, Storm.”


    That’s exactly my problem with Anton. Brianna’s trust fund is worth millions, never mind her share of Storm Industries. “I know she is, but is he marrying Bri for her money or her?”


    “I suspect it’s a little of both. She is a beautiful woman.” He pauses and clears his throat before continuing. “And it’s human nature to be attracted to wealth.”


    Even though his tone is detached, that pause gives him away. And so does his body. His shoulders tense, his jaw tightens. He has feelings for Bri, but is trying his level best to hide them. And who am I to out him? I’ve got feelings of my own to deal with about a black-haired temptress I left behind. “Fine. But I want you to keep an eye on him.”


    “Will do.”


    “I have another task for you. One I wish you to keep confidential and not delegate to anyone else.”


    A slight arch of his brow is his only reaction. “All right.”


    “I want you to investigate Elizabeth Watson.”


    “Who is she?”


    “Thomas Carrey’s assistant. She lives in Alexandria, Virginia. Works for Smith Cannon. Obviously. Attends law school in Washington, D.C.”


    Now that we’re off the touchy subject of Brianna, he attacks the venison with gusto, slicing and spearing a slice of the succulent meat. “Anything special I should be looking for?”


    “Her family. I want to know who they are, where she came from. Find out who her friends are. I already know of one—Casey Jackson, her flatmate.”


    “Do you want me to look into her as well?”


    “Him, actually, and yes.”


    For a moment, he stills all movement before diving back into the venison. “Will do. Fairly easy job, I imagine. Should have something for you within a day.”


    At the end of the meal, we’re presented with Le Rêve’s signature desserts—macaroons, chocolate-covered almonds, nougat and truffles—along with the restaurant’s illustrious drink.


    Jake snubs his nose at the hot beverage. “What the blazes is that?”


    “Mint tea.”


    “Mint? In hot tea?”


    “Oh, just drink it. It’s good for your digestion.” I pick up the coffee cup and sip.


    “How you can drink that stuff is beyond me.”


    I laugh.


    “What’s so funny?”


    “You’re the second person who’s made the same comment in the last two days.”


    “Let me guess, Ms. Watson.”


    I didn’t hire him because he was stupid. “What?” I ask, irked by his probing stare.


    “You return from the states, in a better frame of mind than I’ve seen you in . . . forever, and first thing you do after you see your father is ask me to look into this girl.”


    “Woman, she’s twenty-two.”


    “Oh, so she’s all grown up then.” The son of a bitch smirks. “Good to know.”


    The delicate china cup lands on the table with more force than I intend, and tea spills into the saucer. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “She’s a little, no a lot, younger than your usual women.”


    I bolt up from the table. “She’s not one of ‘my women.’ Just do your damn job and stop meddling in my private affairs.” Contrary behavior, I know, since I’ve just asked him to perform a private task for me.


    After a final sip of the tea, he steals the last macaroon from the serving plate. “Yes, your lordship.”


    “Oh, shut the bloody hell up.” He knows how much I hate being addressed in such a manner.


    I sign the check and stride from the dining room to outside the hotel where Samuel awaits with the Benz. “You need a ride?” I ask Jake.


    His glance searches the area around us before it settles on me. “Depends. Are you headed to the ranch?”


    The ranch’s our code word for Storm Tower, the high-rise headquarters of Storm Industries. Something Jake came up with when he first started working for us.


    “Sorry, no. I have an audience with the Countess.”


    His dark brows climb. “Lucky you.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 13


    ______________


    MY MOTHER WAITS FOR ME in the drawing room of my parents’ town mansion. Still slim at fifty two, she sits ramrod straight, her back never touching the back of the Louis XVI chair on which she’s perched, wearing one of her signature tweed suits and a demi-parure set of pearl earrings, bracelet and brooch. Her hair sweeps off her face in raven waves, ensnared in a tight chignon low on the back of her neck. Eyes dark as hell, lips the color of blood, and skin as pale as a tomb, her coloring is dramatic to say the least.


    A silver teapot, sugar and creamer rest on the pillar and claw tripod table next to her, along with scones, fruit tarts, and a plate of tiny cucumber, smoked salmon and savory ham sandwiches—her usual afternoon tea fare.


    I ease into the opposite chair to keep her in my line of sight.


    When I cross my legs, she frowns. No surprise. According to her code of conduct, such a pose implies a breach of etiquette.


    “Would you like tea, Ainsley?” She’s spent the bulk of her life in England, but her accent retains a modicum of her American roots, something she hates and tries very hard to disguise.


    “No, thank you. I just ate.”


    “Oh?” Her black-winged brows rise a bare millimeter. A proper lady should barely hint at her emotions, not trumpet them about. “Where did you go?””


    “Le Rêve. I had lunch with Jake.”


    Her nostrils flare. “That barbarian. He kept me a prisoner in my own house. He even forbade me access to the telephone.” As she speaks, her voice rises to the point she’s practically yelling. So much for her rules of etiquette.


    “He was following my orders which I’ve rescinded. You’re now free to come and go and talk to whomever you wish.”


    Her gaze slides toward a house telephone that sits on the far side of the room, and her mouth purses with pleasure. “Glad to hear it.”


    “Just so you know, I’ve talked to the media and issued a press release.” On the way to the town house, my marketing director called to discuss the announcement. A few changes later, I authorized her to publish the notice.


    The Countess’s mouth pinches in disapproval. “One would think you would have wanted my input.”


    “Didn’t want to bother you, upset as you are about your husband’s health.”


    She glares at me. “Why should I be upset about that randy old goat? He’s made my life miserable with his drinking and whoring.”


    I’ve heard her tale of woe so many times I’ve become inured to it. “What did you wish to talk about?”


    “Your father. How is he?”


    “The randy old goat?”


    She curls her upper lip. “Stop mocking me.”


    I brush nonexistent lint from my trousers. “Your words, Mother.”


    “Ainsley.” Her voice’s close to a growl.


    Knowing she can, and will, retaliate if I continue baiting her, I give her the answer she seeks. “The doctor expects him to recover, but he wouldn’t venture to guess how many of his functions father will regain or when.”


    “So he’s disabled.” She lazily stirs her tea while her mouth parts in a bloodless smile.


    My fingers twitch on my thigh. “Your assessment, not mine.”


    “Oh, I think it can be proven quite easily, and since he’s unable to make rational judgments, his voting shares transfer to me. That would make me the majority member of the board of directors, and I can call an emergency meeting.”


    As I suspected, she intends to strike, just like a poisonous snake. “And why would you do that?”


    “Because I suspect foul play.” Her eyes shine with a strange kind of excitement. She’s in her element, my mother.


    I fight to control my feelings, my breathing, my mannerisms. Worst thing I can do is reveal how much her declaration affects me. “You need a reasonable basis for your suspicion.” I remind her.


    “Oh.” She smirks. “I have more than a reasonable basis. I have evidence.”


    Bloody hell. What could she possibly have discovered? “Of what?”


    “Bribery. Your brother, Royce, bribed a Brazilian government official to award us the offshore wind development rights. Shocking, I know.” Her voice drips truth and honesty, but she’s a master at deception. “Wouldn’t that qualify as wrongdoing?”


    If even a whisper of such a thing were to leak out, our financial standing would plummet and our ability to do business would suffer a mortal blow. I need to do everything in my power to keep her contained while I investigate her allegation. But first, I must determine her ultimate goal. The Countess never threatens anything without wanting something in return. “The company’s profits support your lavish style of living, so why would you act to destroy that?”


    “Why, darling, because I can.” Neatly and with an economy of measure, she eats one of the cucumber sandwiches, before reaching for one of the savory hams. She’s enjoying this cat-and-mouse game she plays. Nothing new. Power is everything to my mother.


    But I’m not without weapons of my own—reason and logic and a hard-earned knowledge of how to play her game. “I don’t believe you mean to go through with this threat.”


    “Knowing me, can you take that chance?”


    Knowing her. Yes, she is capable of anything as I have good reason to know.


    “There’s a way out, you know.” She accompanies her statement with an exultant smile.


    Of course, there is. From the moment she called, I knew she’d hatched some scheme and that I will have to pay the price. It’s what I’ve done my whole life. “What do you want?”


    “A grandchild. You owe me one. You owe me.” Her lips tremble, and for the first time in a long while, I see the pain which drives her obsession, a pain that stems from the tragic death of my brother, Edward. A pain we both share.


    “Mother, a grandchild will not bring Edward back,” I say as softly as I can.


    “I know that. Don’t you think I know that?” She hisses at me before she jumps up, tipping the cup on her lap and its contents unto the priceless Aubusson rug.


    I have to stop her before she becomes more frantic. When she’s like this, not knowing what she will do. “You’re upset. Maybe I should fetch Tilly.”


    She flings her hand and swivels back to me. “That useless excuse of a maid? Please.”


    Knowing she hates disorder, I pick up the tea cup and place it on the back of the table, where she can’t see it. “Why don’t you sit down? Have another of the savory hams.”


    Her hair’s come loose on one side. With trembling fingers, she pins it back before returning to her chair. “Thank you.”


    I pour her another cup of tea, serve her another blasted sandwich. Anything to keep her from unraveling at the ends. Then I return to my seat where I patiently wait for her to nibble on her food before resuming our conversation. “Now tell me, what’s this all about?”


    “I want my blood flowing through the future Earl of Winterleagh. You need to marry and produce a male heir.” She glares at me.


    “I understand the need for a son to inherit the title, but does it have to be right now? Can’t it wait?” It’s a vain attempt to put her off. Still, I have to try.


    “I’ve waited five years, five long years.” My brother died five years ago, murdered by a guerilla squad in Honduras. “I want a grandson now.”


    Somehow she’s equated a grandchild with Edward, like somehow he’ll be reincarnated in my nonexistent son.


    I draw less-than-sure fingers across my brow, trying desperately to fashion a way to delay her plans, at least until after the SouthWind deal closes. “It will take some time to settle on a bride.”


    She dismisses my comment with a wave of her hand. “You don’t have time to find a suitable wife, Ainsley. What with your business dealings and all. So I’ve chosen one for you. Lady Melissande, the youngest daughter of the Duke of Marchstone. She’s quite lovely—red hair, blue eyes—and by all accounts a virgin.” And just like that, she’s back in her skin with the devil’s own light shining out of her eyes. “You’ll be the first to break her in.”


    Such a thing sickens me. “You’re vile.”


    She bares her teeth. “Sticks and stones, darling.”


    Trying hard not to reveal my emotions, I stand, carefully button my jacket. “Is that all?”


    She laughs. “Isn’t that enough?”


    My heart, my soul howl with anguish as I walk down the stairway and out the front door, with my mother’s triumphant laughter ringing in my ears.


    Knowing what drives her obsession doesn’t make it any easier. I’m responsible for my brother’s death, therefore, I, and I alone, must pay the price.


    

  


  
    Chapter 14


    ______________


    I NEVER EMERGE FROM A VISIT with my mother in the best of moods, so I’m grateful Samuel thought far enough ahead to stash a bottle of Hennesy cognac in the Benz. With shaky fingers, I splash the alcohol into the snifter. The liquor burns on the way down, but I welcome the fire. I require it to deal with her machinations. I’ll be damned if I allow her to destroy Storm Industries after all the blood and sweat I’ve poured into it.


    More than likely her allegations are false, but I’ll need to discuss them with Royce to determine the truth. Unfortunately. he’s off doing prep work on our next project in a place where electronic communications are spotty at best. So I’ll speak to the next best thing. Bri. As soon as I reach the Brighton, I dial her.


    “Gabe.” She’s out of breath. No doubt in my mind what she’s up to. ““What’s wrong? It’s not daddy, is it?” Her voice trembles.


    I hurry to assure her. “No. It’s not him. I’m in the penthouse. Can you come up?”


    She moans as a man grunts in the background. “Now? I’m sort of busy, darling.”


    Clearly. “Yes. Now.” She can fuck Anton after our discussion.


    “All right. Be up in fifteen.”


    My hand is still trembling when I pour more of the Hennessy into a snifter and toss back the brandy. Why do I allow the Countess to affect me so? I’m a grown man of thirty two, not a helpless child under her control. Hoping to steer my mood from the darkness, I scroll through my phone messages and find one from Elizabeth. “Hope your dad is doing well. Sending healing prayers his way.” The tightness in my chest eases. Just the thought of her calms me down.


    Bri arrives wearing a turquoise blouse, pink slacks and matching stiletto heels at least five inches high. Her spiked, short hair gleams wet. Hopefully, from a shower and gel.


    When she leans in to kiss both cheeks, her Clive Christian perfume envelops me, reminding me of the luscious, gardenia-scented Elizabeth. For a moment, I revel in the memory of the cat-eyed temptress who refused to accept my dinner offer. I would have talked her into it. Of that I have no doubt. After dinner, I would have caressed her velvety skin, tasted her luscious lips. Made love to her. But now, after my mother’s dictate, she seems unreachable. Every cell in my body revels against such a thought.


    Picking up on my distress, Bri curls a hand around my cheek. “Darling, what’s wrong?”


    Her unfortunate choice of words disrupts my hard-gained peace. I jerk away from her healing touch, and pour more brandy. “Bri, do me a favor. Stop calling me darling.”


    The corners of her lips turn down as she sits next to me. “What did mummy dearest say to get you so worked up?” She’s never experienced the full wrath of our mother. Our father made sure of that. But still the Countess managed to inflict sufficient damage on Bri’s psyche for her to lash out in self destructive ways. Her promiscuity and exhibitionism punch the one two card. The third is this insane engagement of hers.


    I swirl the cognac in the snifter while I carefully choose my words. “She said something about Royce.”


    Her eyes widen. “Royce? What about him?”


    “She told me he bribed a government official to vote our way on the Brazilian auction.”


    Her body stiffens. Outrage pours out of her every pore. “That’s not true.”


    “How do you know?”


    Her right arm flails in a wide sweep. “He wouldn’t do such a thing. He knows how important this deal is to us.”


    I bite the inside of my cheek to keep my frustration in check. “Maybe he thought to help things along. She mentioned money was exchanged.”


    “With whom?”


    “A Pedro Cinqhero.”


    “Oh.” A manicured fingernail lands in her mouth and she proceeds to chew the hell out of its tip. Not good, not good at all.


    A muscle ticks in my jaw. “Did money exchange hands, Bri?”


    Her shoulders slump. She focuses on the carpet, before meeting my eyes once more. “Well, yes, but not as a bribe.”


    I scrub my face. On three hours’ sleep, I’m on my last nerve. “What happened?”


    “You know Royce. He was doing his level best to hump every unattached female in the region.”


    Carrying on the family tradition, my brother. “And?”


    “Well, one of the women was the daughter of a local government official.”


    “Pedro Cinqhero.” I let out a resigned sigh.


    “Yes. Carmen got pregnant and she named Royce as the father, even though I know for a fact she was sleeping with someone else.” Her voice’s gone high and tight.


    “Of course she picked Royce. He’s probably richer than whoever else she was fucking.”


    “By a league, dar-. Yes, pretty much. Her other lover was a sugar cane worker. Her father demanded money from Royce to cover the cost of the baby and his daughter’s pain and suffering.”


    “How much?”


    “Errr.” Usually I applaud her sense of loyalty, but not today.


    I lean into her. “How much, Bri?”


    “10,000 pounds.”


    Fuck. “Tell me he paid in cash.”


    “Sorry, love. He had no way of getting that much that quick so he wrote a cheque.”


    Bollocks! I toss back the last of the brandy.


    “If it’s any consolation, I’m pretty sure the baby’s not his. She married the sugar cane worker and they built a house.”


    “With Royce’s money?”


    “Yes. Turns out that’s all she really wanted. A house of her own.” She touches my arm, a soothing gesture of sorts. “So what’s mummy threatening?”


    “To bring the sorry story to life, claiming the money was a bribe for the government vote to turn our way.”


    She gasps. “Why would she do that? It will destroy Storm Industries.”


    I let out a mirthless laugh. “Because she can.”


    “She’s insane. You do know that, Gabe. She hasn’t been right since Edward’s death. You”—she gulps hard— “We need to do something about her.”


    Our mother hadn’t been right since before then, but her mental faculties deteriorated further after my brother was killed. Much as I’d like to agree with Bri, not to the level of insanity. And even if she were, I could never take the necessary steps to commit her. She might be evil, but she’s still our mother. “Her mental health’s been compromised, but she’s not insane. At least not certifiably so. If only Edward had lived, if only things turned out differently, if only ...” I lift a shaking hand to my brow as my head pounds with the old familiar pain.


    “Edward’s death was not your fault.”


    “But it was, Bri. If it weren’t for me, he would still be alive.”
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    After Bri leaves, I debate what to do. It will take time to declare my father unfit, but while the process makes its way through the courts, the whole thing would play out in the papers. And that would have an impact on the negotiations. I can’t take a chance on that happening, so I must devise a plan to spike her guns.


    I call Jake, ask him to locate Royce and bring him to London so I can explain my strategy. Afterward, we’ll fly him to Brazil to get a sworn account of the truth from Mr. Cinqhero and his daughter.


    We’ll also need to speed up the negotiations. But with my father’s precarious health, I can’t leave England. If he has another stroke, a fatal one, the Countess will make her move. No. I’ll have to remain in London. So the discussions will have to come to us.


    Having made that decision, I dial Carrey.


    “Thomas Carrey’s office.” Elizabeth.


    Her voice soothes and excites me, and I’m transported back to two days ago when I held her in my arms. “Hello, love.”


    “Mr. Storm! How’s your father?”


    “As well as can be expected. I miss you.”


    “I’m so glad to hear that.” Her tone is all business, but the tremble in her voice gives her away.


    Does she know how much I’m able to tell what she’s feeling by that little hitch in her voice?


    “Would you like to talk to Mr. Carrey? He’s standing right here in front of me.”


    “I’m hard and aching for you.”


    “He’s going into his office. He’ll pick up any second.” Her tone rises. Alarm tinges her voice.


    “I’ll call you tonight.” A click later and Carrey’s on the line.


    “How’s your father?”


    I provide the same answer I gave Elizabeth.


    “Good to hear.”


    “Given my father’s condition, I’m unable to leave England, but I don’t want the negotiations to drag. I’m sure you don’t either. Would you be up to traveling to London with your team? At our expense, of course.” The outlay would be no different than the cost to fly our group to Washington, D.C.


    “I understand. Let me look at our calendars, coordinate with my people, and I’ll get back to you by tomorrow morning.”


    “Thank you, Thomas. I appreciate your cooperation.”


    Carrey’s no fool. He knows how eager we are to conclude this deal. But then so is he. Neither of us wants his client to get second thoughts about selling such lucrative assets.


    No sooner do I hang up with him than my phone rings. Nicole. The actress I escorted to a premiere a couple of weeks ago.


    “Hello, ducks. Heard you were back in town.”


    Probably from the press conference I gave at the hospital. “You heard right.”


    “I’m so sorry about your father. Hope it’s not too serious.”


    Not serious at all. He may drool out of the right side of his mouth and pee into a catheter for the rest of his life, but other than that, he’s fine. I give her my pat answer. “He’s doing as well as can be expected.”


    “That’s good. Listen, I’m having a small party at my place tonight and was wondering if you’d like to come.”


    “A small party?”


    “Really small. Just me and you.” Her sultry voice promises all kinds of delights.


    “Umm, that is small. But I’m afraid I can’t make it. Busy.”


    “Well, how about tomorrow night?”


    “No, I’ll be busy tomorrow too. As a matter of fact, I’ll be busy for a while.”


    “You’re brushing me off?” Her tone rises a couple of decibels and her accent descends to her cockney roots.


    “If it walks like a duck, and talks like a duck.”


    “You’re a bastard, you know that?”


    “Wish I were, ducks, wish I were.” I hang up while she’s still screeching into the phone. Before this week, I would have taken her up on the offer, gone to her flat and shagged her properly. But I can’t, not anymore. I can’t settle for anything but the best. And the best is Elizabeth.


    Loosening my tie, I head for a shower to get the stink from my mother’s place off my skin. After which I’ll eat a nice meal and wait for the time to pass until I can call Elizabeth and talk dirty to her.


    

  


  
    Chapter 15


    ______________


    Elizabeth


    IT’S BEEN TWO WEEKS AND SOME CHANGE after Storm left. And every night he’s called to talk dirty to me. Oh, that’s not all we do. We discuss other things as well—his sister and brother, music, art, food. He doesn’t say much about his father or mother which tells me more about his relationship with them than he would like me to know.


    When he first called, I declined to say more than a “How’s your father?” and hanging up after getting a “He’s progressing nicely” in return. But one night he hooked me with a funny story about a dog he had growing up. How he knew I love dogs is beyond me. After that, I waited breathlessly by the phone every day at midnight. If I had an early start in the morning or was exhausted after a long day, he respected that and talked for only fifteen minutes or so. But on the weekends we went on for hours.


    And that’s not all, he’s sent me gifts, often funny, sometimes expensive. One day I’d get an e-card with a joke. The next, a box of gardenia-scented bath products, the same brand I use, which proves he pays attention to the things a woman loves.


    Even though he promises to show me London, take me on out on the town, we both know that’s not going to happen. Nothing has changed. I’m still employed by Smith Cannon. He’s still on the other side of the deal. It’s a huge conflict of interest to be with him, no matter how much I hunger for his kiss and crave his touch.


    Restless and antsy and with nothing more to pack, I decide a beer and burger at Joe’s Bar & Grill across the street might be just the thing. The place is crazy busy. No surprise. The Nats have a road game tonight and TVs blare with the game. Six of them in the packed dining area alone. Rather than wait in line for a table, I opt for the bar which has three sets of its own.


    Joe himself is behind the counter, and he greets me with a handshake and a kiss on the cheek. Casey and I have been friends with him since we moved in a couple of years ago. The food arrives piping hot, the fries crispy, the burger nice and juicy, just the way I like them. I dig in hoping that tomorrow I don’t pay for all the grease.


    A half hour later, finally sleepy after eating such heavy food, I bid goodnight to Joe. Just as I’m signing the credit card slip, a woman approaches me.


    “Hi.” She’s swaying on her feet. Drunk much?


    Rather than brush her off, I’m polite. “Hi.”


    “You look very familiar.” She points her bottle of beer at me.


    “Do I?”


    For a second she squints and then her eyes widen. “I know. You’re ‘my girl.’”


    “Beg your pardon?” I’ve never been another woman’s girl.


    “Not mine, silly.” She weaves side to side. Just how many beers has this chick had? “Tall, blond, Brit. Fuckin’ gorgeous.”


    Storm? But wait. When did she talk to him?


    “He paid for our drinks.” She gestures behind her, toward a table where two women sit staring bug-eyed at us.


    What!!! “He did?”


    “Yep. And then he asked us to do him a favor.” She winks at me.


    “A favor?”


    “Yeah.”


    Her beer belch almost knocks me off my feet, but totally invested in what she’s saying, I ignore it. “What favor?” It better not be what I’m thinking it is.


    “He said, he said.” Her brow wrinkles as if she’s trying hard to remember. “He said he’d done something stupid and you were mad at him and he wanted to apologize, but you wouldn’t let him in the house.” A triumphant smile lights up her face, like she’s proud she remembered.


    “Oh?”


    “So he asked us to follow him outside.” Swaying some more, she points to the door.


    Oh, for Pete’s sake. I know where the damn door is. “So what else did he say?”


    “That he would yell into his phone and we were to stare and talk to each other. Me and my friends.” She points to them again and waves. They wave back.


    “And?” I fold my arms across my chest and stab my foot into the floor.


    “He said you hated nota—nota—notoriety and you’d haul him inside in a heartbeat. And you did!”


    Yes, I certainly had. That son of a bitch. “Thanks for telling me.”


    “Any time.” She turns around and yells at her friends. “Hey, guys.” She points to me. “My girl.”


    I haul ass out of the bar before they come over because, seriously, if I have to talk to them, I may hurl.


    

  


  
    Chapter 16


    ______________


    THE FOLLOWING AFTERNOON finds me on a British Airways flight to London’s Heathrow Airport. Unfortunately, as soon as the plane takes off, my stomach revolts. I chalk it up to the burger and fries and the upset that caused me a sleepless night. Somehow I manage to beat back the nausea until the plane reaches cruising altitude. But as soon as the seat belt light comes off, I race to the lavatory and barf. Thankfully, nobody from work notices my wild dash up the aisle. The four attorneys have first class seats, and, although she’s flying coach same as me, CeCe’s two rows down.


    Not eager to chance another go round with the toilet-bowl-in-the-sky, I turn down the dinner service. The in-flight movie fails to hold my interest, so I dig out my e-reader. But when I read the same screen three times, I know that’s a no-go as well. So is sleep. No matter how hard I try to clear my mind, it churns with dark thoughts over Storm’s treachery.


    At Heathrow, we’re greeted at the baggage reclaim area by the two limo drivers Storm Industries arranged to pick us up. Soon, they’re whisking the six of us to our hotel in Mayfair where the negotiations are scheduled to take place.


    Beyond exhausted from the lack of sleep on the plane and the tossing and turning the night before, I go through check in at the hotel on automatic pilot. As soon as I get to my room, I intend to take a nap.


    But that goal changes when the bellhop escorts me to the Park Suite. I’m beyond surprised at my accommodations. A basket filled to the brim with fruit and cheese rests on the dining table along with two bottles of cider. A welcome gift from the hotel, the bellhop’s quick to point out. Fair enough. But that doesn’t explain the rest of the space. The darn thing’s bigger than a studio apartment I once lived in, and boasts a wood-paneled sitting room, dining area, and a white marble bathroom, as well as a bedroom fit for a king.


    This doesn’t make sense. The confirmation email I received from the hotel described a Queen bedroom with a bathroom and not much else, certainly nothing resembling this elegant space with a balcony and breathtaking view of Hyde Park.


    Something’s seriously wrong.


    I pick up the room phone to call the front desk, but my shoes choose that moment to pinch, reminding me I’ve worn the same clothes over twelve hours. Grungy from the trip, I reassess my priorities. Screw it. I’m taking a bath and then I’ll figure things out. On the way to the bathroom, I snag a strawberry from the fruit basket and bite into it. Just as I’m about to slip into the tub, a knock sounds on the door. Who the hell could it be? Nobody knows I’m here.


    I throw on the soft terry robe, stroll across the space and open the door. And just like that the air whooshes from my lungs.


    Storm, more beautiful than ever, in a gorgeous two-piece midnight blue suit, button down silk shirt, silver tie. A jewel in his tie clip winks aquamarine, the exact color of his eyes. I’m supposed to be mad, but for a moment I’m lost in the glory, the splendor, the sheer virility of him.


    “Elizabeth.” His nostrils flare when he says my name.


    “Storm.” Somehow, I manage to breathe.


    “May I come in?” His confident tone, which insinuates his reception’s a sure thing, draws my anger.


    How dare he think I would welcome him after what he did? Well, of course he would. He doesn’t know I’m on to him. Even though I’m tempted to slam the door in his face, I don’t. Can’t very well have it out with him in public. I widen the opening and reluctantly invite him in.


    “Did I interrupt you?” He points to the cotton robe.


    As soon as he steps into the space, I realize the mistake I’ve made. With exhaustion dragging me down, I’ll need to rest and have something to eat before I bring up his trickery. “I was going to take a bath. Is there something you need?”


    “Yes. You.” He reaches for me.


    I jerk backwards slamming the door shut. “Don’t.”


    “What’s wrong?” His brows draw together.


    I sigh. Looks like we’re going to discuss his underhandedness now after all. “I’m angry at you.”


    “Why?”


    I fold my arms across my chest. “I had dinner last night, no, not last night, two nights ago.” Travel does a number on your time perception. “At the sports bar. You know, the one where you spent that Monday night.”


    “I remember.” His fingers grab the robe’s belt and pull me into him.


    For a second, the feel of his hard body against mine weakens my resolution, but then I recall the scene at the bar and shore up my will. “I ran into one of the women you talked to and she spilled the whole story.” I poke him in the chest. “You lied to me.”


    He captures my hand, threads his fingers through mine. “I’ve never lied to you.” His eyes telegraph truth. Too bad I don’t believe them.


    I tug. But he refuses to release me.


    “You told her I was your girl and we’d had an argument. You convinced her and her friends to follow you to the sidewalk and whisper and point to you while you were on the phone.”


    “And you saw what was happening and invited me into your home.” He brings my hand to his lips and kisses every one of my fingers.


    “Because I thought they were going to take your picture!” I tug again with no success.


    “That was an improvisation on their part.” The bastard’s now nibbling the tip of one finger, sucking it into his mouth. “Ummm. You taste like strawberries.”


    I wrestle him for possession and he finally sets my hand free. “You manipulated the situation.”


    His gaze dips down to the carpet before it climbs back up to me. “Yes, I did.” There’s not the slightest remorse in his eyes.


    “Why?”


    “I was desperate, love.” He reaches for me, but I bat his hand away from my face.


    “Don’t.” I’ll be damned if I let him touch me again. “You’d do anything to get in a woman’s pants, won’t you?”


    The left corner of his lips lights up in that smile I just love. “Not any woman. You.”


    “Am I supposed to be flattered by that?” Okay, I am. I admit it. But I’m not about to let him know.


    That devil’s-own-charm smile of his disappears, replaced by flattened lips. He sweeps his golden hair off his face. It’s grown longer. Not much, just enough for me to tell the difference. And to make him even hotter than before. “Look. If you want me to say I’m sorry about the way I went about it, I will. But I’m not sorry about what happened afterward. And neither are you.”


    “I would never have allowed you in if I had known.” I spit out at him.


    “Yes, you would have. You wanted me. Everything you did that day pointed to that one singular fact.” His eyes spark with emotion.


    “I did not.” He’s wrong, dead wrong.


    “Elizabeth.” His tone is that of a grownup speaking to a child. “It only took a suggestion for you to climb into my limo.”


    “I hitched a ride because I wanted to get home before the storm broke.”


    “You could have taken a taxi, and yet you didn’t.”


    I stamp my foot in frustration. “You were holding my duffel bag prisoner and I needed it.”


    “And yet, you left it behind when you ran out of the limo.”


    “I . . . I . . . ” I got nothing.


    “You invited me into your house—twice.” He holds up two fingers, like I can’t count.


    Damn it! I know how many times I let him in. “I couldn’t very well leave you to the mercy of the elements. And that woman was about to take your picture.”


    “You could have pointed out the bar across the street, suggested I take shelter there. Yet, you didn’t. And whatever camera phone that woman was holding would have captured the back of my head twenty yards away at night. Nobody would have identified me from such a blurry picture. Give it up, love. You invited me into your home, allowed me to touch you, kiss you, get inside you because you wanted me almost as much as I wanted you.” His eyes have gone all soft and lovely. “Lie to me if you must, but don’t lie to yourself.”


    Memories of that day, that night, rise strong and fierce. He’s right. I fell in lust with him the moment I saw him. And once I did, there was no turning back. I hate that he knows me better than I do. “Bastard.”


    “Oh, Elizabeth.” He places his mouth on mine and nibbles my lower lip. His are soft, so soft. The intoxicating allure of expensive cologne and sensual man insinuates itself into my being until all I can breathe is him.


    My anger is no match against the tenderness of his kiss, and soon the fight bleeds out of me. Moaning, I thread my hands through his hair and pull him into me, dip my tongue into his mouth, lick, nibble on him. But when my pussy pulses with hunger, I know it’s time to put a stop to this. He has to go before I reach the point of no return. “You have to leave.”


    He licks my lower lip one last time before resting his forehead on mine. “I can’t, darling girl.”


    Cross-eyed, I stare at him. “Why not?”


    “Because this is where I’m staying. This is my suite.”


    My mouth gapes open. “Yours? So how did I end up here?”


    “I asked the hotel to deliver you to this room.”


    I jerk away. What? “Deliver me? Like a package?”


    He threads his hand through the robe’s belt and draws me close to his body again. “No. Like my guest.”


    ‘But, but ...” There are so many things wrong with this conversation, I don’t even know where to begin. “But you knocked on the door.”


    “I knew you were inside and didn’t want to barge in unannounced.” He murmurs as he trails soft kisses down the side of my throat.


    “Don’t you have a place in London?” I can’t move, trapped as I am in the circle of his arms.


    “I do and I’d like to show it to you tonight. But we’re engaged in intense negotiations which may go long into the night. It’d be easier to stay here for the two weeks rather than come and go.” He sighs against my yielding skin. “At least I’d get some sleep.”


    He lifts his head and, for the first time, I notice the dark circles under his eyes. Has his father’s illness affected him so much? Or is it something else? During our late night calls, I detected a note of despair in his speech. I’d chalked it up to my imagination, but maybe, just maybe, I’d been right. Something is bothering him.


    I brush the back of my hand against his face. “How’s your father?” Two days after his stroke, he’d been transferred to a rehab facility for physical therapy, but last time we talked Storm expected him to be released.


    The arms he’s wrapped around my waist tense. “He’s home. London, not Winterleagh Castle. It’s easier to continue his therapy here in Town.”


    “So he’s doing better.”


    He nods. “Gaining more function every day.”


    “That’s good, isn’t it?”


    “Yes, that’s very good.” The tension in his arms ease, but the tightness in his eyes remain. Whatever’s bothering him encompasses more than his father.


    Much as I ache to soothe him, I can’t deal with this right now. Not when I’m so exhausted I could drop. I need sleep, a bed. The word beckons me, lulls me. Not his. One of my own. “Do I still have a room?”


    “Yes. Room 1025. If you want to leave, I’ll have your things moved. But I’m hoping you’ll stay.”


    There’s something in his eyes, a need for something that goes beyond sex. He’s hurting. Deeply. Of that much I’m certain.


    “Before you ask, nobody knows you’re here with me. This hotel is very good about protecting the privacy of its guests.”


    “What about the bellhop?”


    “Julio. He won’t talk.”


    “How do you know?”


    “Because.”


    He doesn’t elaborate, but I imagine he’s pulled a similar stunt before.


    Still keeping me close to him, he rests his chin on my head. I’m totally surrounded by his body, his scent, his warmth. “I’ve missed you so damn much. Please stay.”


    I lean into the steel of his chest. It’s hard not to be affected by him. A man has never looked at me with such raw hunger and need in his eyes. What harm could it do to stay? Oh, not for the entire two weeks of the negotiations. I couldn’t do that. But this evening? Yeah, I could do that. The Smith Cannon team agreed to be on their own for the weekend, so no one will come looking for me. “All right, but only for tonight. Tomorrow I’ll move to my room.”


    His eyes light up like a kid’s on Christmas morning. “Two nights. I can have your things moved on Monday while the meeting’s underway.” It wouldn’t be Storm unless he negotiated for a more favorable arrangement.


    “Fine, but no more.”


    His crooked smile makes an appearance. He must have been a holy terror as a little boy, charming his way out of every scrape. “I have you for forty eight hours all to myself. Now what should we do to pass the time?” For the last minute, his hands have inched up the back of my robe to the point where a definite breeze now fans my hiney.


    I reach behind me and yank down the bathrobe. “Well, there is one thing I’ve wanted since I walked into the suite.”


    “There is?”


    “Uh-huh, and I want it really bad.” I run my hands up his button-down shirt. Rising on my tiptoes, I snag his bottom lip, suck and his erection grows hard against my belly.


    “You’re a witch.” His hands climb up my thighs toward my ass, but before he can get there, I whirl away and head toward the bathroom.


    “Where are you going?” His shocked tone tells me I surprised the hell out of him.


    “To bathe and after that I’m taking a nap.”


    I leave him slack-jawed. Good. I do have some willpower when it comes to him. Not much. But some.


    I so want to enjoy my bath but I don’t. The whole experience is ruined, because a six three, blond, blue-eyed, bad boy waits for me just beyond the door. And I can’t help but want him back. Fifteen minutes later, I climb out, dry off and tame my hair into submission, before slipping back into the terry robe and wandering out in search of food. I need sustenance before I do anything else.


    He’s seated at the dining room table, papers spread out in front of him, talking into his cell, Holy crap. He’s changed into a pair of blue jeans and a snug black t-shirt which display the brawn of his biceps to perfection. Even his bare feet are sexy. I thought he looked hot before, but in this get up? I want to jump him right now.


    “Yes, we’ll need that,” he says into the phone.


    “No, that won’t do.”


    “I know it’s expensive, but I want only the best.”


    He catches sight of me and signs off. “I have to go.” That focused gaze holds me captive while I pad toward the food basket and snag a box of soda crackers and a block of Irish cheddar cheese.


    Sitting cattycorner to him, I grab a plate and a small knife the hotel was nice enough to provide and cut into the cheese.


    He props his elbows on the table and temples his hands. “I thought you wanted to take a nap.”


    “I’m hungry.” I place the slice of cheddar on a cracker, pop the whole thing into my mouth, and chew with infinite care.


    “Didn’t they feed you on the plane?”


    “Wasn’t hungry then.” But I’m starving now.


    Gathering my free hand, he plays around with my fingers, kisses them one by one. “I can order something from the hotel menu. Anything you wish.”


    I snatch back my hand. “No, thank you. This will do.”


    While I gobble more cheese and crackers, he goes back to perusing his papers, making notes on the margins, striking out entire paragraphs. Every once in a while, he glances up and that gorgeous sea blue gaze warms, as if the sight of me eating cheese and crackers makes him happy.


    With my hunger satisfied, the events of the night and morning catch up with me, and I lay my head on the back of the chair. To rest. Just for a second.


    What seems like minutes later, I drift awake, blink. For a moment, I can’t tell where I am. I’m lying on a soft surface, a bed. The view out the window shows the sun low on the horizon. Morning? No. Afternoon. And then it clicks. The bedroom in the suite.


    Storm’s voice drifts in, soothing me, reassuring me.


    “So Royce got what we needed?”


    A pause, then, “Thank God.”


    “So when is he returning to London? We need that document as soon as possible.”


    “Three or four days? It doesn’t take that long to fly from Rio.”


    His voice turns rough. “Fuck’s sake, he doesn’t need a layover in Miami. Didn’t he screw enough women in Brazil?”


    “Fine.” He growls. “But make sure he’s here in four days. I don’t care if Marco has to tie him up and drag him on the plane.”


    From Storm’s dossier, I know Royce is his brother, but who the hell is Marco? Curious, After I brush my teeth and comb my hair, I wander out to the dining room where he sits.


    Unaware of my presence, he drops his head and pinches the bridge of his nose. His body slumps in exhaustion. Well, no wonder. The pie charts and spreadsheets in front of him appear even more complex than the ones before.


    “You still working on that stuff?”


    His head swivels toward me, and a tired smile lumbers over his face. “Elizabeth.”


    Good lord. Even darker shadows bruise the skin beneath his lashes, and his eyes, usually so bright, now droop with fatigue. I can’t stand seeing him like this.


    I tighten the belt around the robe, sashay toward the table and sweep all the papers from him.


    “Wait, I—“ He reaches for some of them.


    “Nuh-uh. You’re going to go blind.” I climb on him, straddle his thighs.


    He sits up, straightens his spine. Something long and hard comes alive beneath me.


    Glad my maneuver got his attention, I weave my hand through his hair. “I like it long.”


    “Do you?” His hands twitch on my ass. I know what they’re just aching to do.


    “Uh-huh.” When I lick the center of his sensual mouth, his cock grows longer, thicker.


    I suck his bottom lip, nibble on him. He tastes of deep, rich coffee and strawberries. “Ummmm. You taste good.”


    “So do you.” He yanks the robe down to my waist, cups my breasts, kneads them. They twitch with a hint of pain, but I don’t care. I want his big hands on me. I want the ache.


    He plucks my nipples, rolls them with those rough-textured fingers of his, before his hot, wet mouth settles down to feast—licking, nibbling, suckling the engorged tips. He bites down on the very edge of the tip and I almost twist off his lap.


    “You like that, Elizabeth?” He suckles away the pain.


    I gulp. Can’t he tell by the cream pouring out of me? “Yes.”


    The devil rolls his hips beneath me and his erection hits the right spot, I throw back my head and moan. If he keeps this up, I’m going to come and I don’t want to do that until he’s deep in me. “Down.”


    “Down?” His brow furrows.


    “On the floor. Now.”


    “No.”


    With my breathing gone hard and fast. I latch on to his face, slide my tongue into his mouth, bite him. His hips jerk right against my mons. Oh, God, I’m coming. “The floor. Now.” I can’t believe I’ve lost control this quick. All I want is for him to lay me down and fuck my brains out.


    He slides those big hands of his under my thighs and goes vertical, takes a couple of steps and lays me down on the couch.


    It takes him only a few seconds to ditch his shirt and jeans but even that’s too long.


    I almost swallow my tongue when his cock springs up, hard and ready. “I’m coming. Hurry.”


    He hauls my ass toward him. “I’m going to fuck you until you don’t know whether it’s day or night.”


    Yes, please. My whole body shakes, anticipating what he’s going to do to me.


    His hands, those big hands I love so much worship my skin up my calves, tickle the back of my knees. “Hurry. Hurry.” His mouth kisses a sizzling path up my thighs.


    He splits my fold, tongues my cleft, sucks hard.


    “I’m coming.”


    “Not until I’m deep in you.”


    He reaches into his discarded jeans for a condom. tears it open with his teeth, rolls it over that hard cock of his. And then he picks me up, lies on the couch and slides me over him.


    My knees hit the sofa on both sides of his hips. “What are you doing?”


    His cock brushes my pussy as he moves me into place. “You’re going to ride me.”


    “That’s not what I want. I want you to fuck me hard.”


    “Love, trust me. I’m hard as iron. And the way you’re looking at me, I don’t know if I can control myself. This way, you’re in charge.”


    In charge of Storm? Yeah, that will be the day. “Storm.”


    “Just do it!”


    Okay, so he’s just as desperate as me. With two fingers, I open my sheath and slowly sink into him. “Ooohhhh.” God, that feels good.


    “That’s it. Easy, love.” His hands grip my ass to maneuver me. When he thrusts into me, all the air vacates my lungs.


    Grabbing his broad shoulders, I rise and fall, taking him in an inch at a time. He’s so big, it pinches, but I’m setting the pace and only take in what I can stand. As my body stretches around him, my core twitches, my juices bathe his cock.


    He throws his head back, his back arches. “Fuuucck.”


    “Good?” I ask.


    Those beautiful eyes of his glow jewel bright. “Like touching heaven itself.” He pulls my head toward him, kisses me. A soft, soft kiss that swims through my veins.


    Don’t make me fall in love with you, Storm, I couldn’t stand the pain.


    He clutches my hips. Now that my body has adjusted to him, the fiery need to climax builds in me again. Noooo. I don’t want to come this fast. Needing to do something to keep the orgasm at bay, I sink my teeth into his shoulder.


    He roars, turntables us. Next thing I know I’m flat on my back, my legs over his shoulders, and he’s pounding me to hell and back.


    “yes, Yes, YES.” I scream and come so hard I see an entire galaxy of stars.


    With a series of hard thrusts and grunts, he finishes right behind me before collapsing on me.


    For a few minutes, all I can do is catch my breath and wait for the world to stop pinning around me.


    “You’re fucking amazing, love.” Rising above me, he threads his hands through mine and pulls both over my head.


    My breath grows short. “D-Don’t.”


    He lowers his face to a couple of inches up from mine. “Look at me, Elizabeth.”


    My gaze rises to his.


    “It’s just me, love, and I’ll never hurt you.” With infinite care, he kisses my eyes, my cheeks, my mouth.


    He’s all around me. His heat, his scent, him. I command my fear to dissipate, order my spirit to revel in the joining of our hands, the connection of our bodies. Because that’s what it is. With his cock in me and my hand in his, we’re connected. Physically, yes, but spiritually as well.


    “Let go of your fear, Elizabeth.”


    From deep within, something bright and splendiferous shines through, something I’ve never experienced before. The overwhelming strength of this emotion mists my vision, causing a tear to roll down my cheek. “Ohhhhh.”


    A look of horror comes over his face. “Don’t cry, darling.”


    He starts to release me, to withdraw from me, but I clench hard on his hands, wrap my legs around his. “No.”


    “Elizabeth?”


    I blink away the moisture in my eyes. “Don’t go.”


    “Never.” His lips brush against mine and he gives me the sweetest kiss I’ve ever known.


    I remained because he needed me. Who knew I would end up needing him instead?


    

  


  
    Chapter 17


    ______________


    Gabriel


    DESPERATE TO KNOW WHERE HER DEMONS LIE, I take Elizabeth’s hand and lead her to bed, hoping I can get her to talk about her past.


    Settling next to me, she lays her head on my arm.


    “That was amazing,” I say.


    “Yeah, it was.”


    Her skin’s so fair, I instantly discern her emotions by the rosy flush to her cheeks. I thread my hand through hers, drop a kiss on her lips. I love touching her, kissing her. “So what kind of little girl were you? Did you have tea parties with your dolls?” I don’t know how many doll tea parties I got roped into by Bri.


    She glances at me, then off into the distance. “No, I didn’t have tea parties, and I only had one Raggedy Ann doll.”


    The thought Elizabeth’s playmate consisted of only one moppet guts me, and I tighten my hand around hers.


    I—” She clears her throat. “I grew up in foster homes.”


    That much I learned from the report Jake compiled on her, but of course she doesn’t know I know. “How did that come to be?”


    Breaking our connection, she sits up and turns her back to me. A form of avoidance, I know. But maybe she needs the lack of physical contact to open up. “My mother died when I was six.”


    “And no one stepped forward to claim you, take care of you?”


    She shakes her head, tussling that glorious hair of hers. “No. Her parents wanted nothing to do with me.”


    How could anyone abandon a sweet little girl to the hands of an uncaring foster care system? I thread my fingers through her hair and brush out the tangles. “Go on.”


    “At my second foster home—”


    “What happened at the first?” I trace my hand down her spine to the small of her back, hoping my warmth brings her comfort.


    A shoulder shrug. “They didn’t want me.”


    “Why?” I fight to keep the emotion from my voice, knowing if it bleeds through, she may stop her revelation.


    “I screamed all the time for my mama. The lady who ran the foster home had other kids to care for and I was too much for her. Actually, I didn’t mind. She ended up doing me a favor. I met Casey at the second foster home.”


    “Your flatmate.”


    When my hand kneads her skin in a tender massage, she sighs. “Yes, best day of my life. He fed me, made sure I did my homework.”


    I will need to show Casey my appreciation for the way he cared for Elizabeth.


    “We never stayed in one home for long. When I was ten, they moved us into a house where a teenage boy lived, the son of the lady who ran the home. I knew right away something wasn’t right with him. He looked ... funny.” She locks her hands together, so tightly her knuckles turn white.


    “What do you mean funny?”


    “He had crags all over his face. Dodgy eyes. They never settled on one thing, but darted from place to place. But they always returned to me. Casey put a lock on my door and told me never to be in the house alone with him. One day”—she twists her hands as if she can’t bear to talk about it—“I came home early from school with stomach cramps and found him in my room going through my things.”


    My hand clenches on her hip. By sheer will, I force it to relax. “What happened?”


    “I screamed and he knocked me down. He was fifteen and much bigger than me. I fought him, kicked him in the balls like Casey taught me, but it didn’t slow him down one bit. Later we found out he was high on meth.” Her gaze looks off into the distance.


    Her speech has changed. Instead of her usual adult voice, she’s adopted the patter of a much younger girl.


    “He tied my hands above my head, and he—” She gulps.


    “Breathe, love. Breathe.” I can’t stand listening to her pain. If it’s the last thing I do, I will find the bastard who did this and tear him apart.


    She clears her throat. “He-he tried to rape me, but he couldn’t, you know, get hard.”


    Thank God.


    “So he beat me with his bare fists. Broke my arm, a couple of ribs.”


    I can’t remain aloof any more. Sitting up, I clutch her to me. “Jesus. God. No.”


    Rather than fight me off, she wraps her arms around my waist. “Casey arrived from school and heard my screams, and after he beat the crap out of him, he called the cops. They hauled both of them to juvie while an EMT crew whisked me to a hospital. A week later, they released Casey and moved us to a different home. Took me a month to heal.”


    “What happened to the sick son of a bitch who hit you. Hope he went to jail for a long time.”


    “He died in juvie. Somebody beat him to death.” She shudders.


    Karmic justice at work. I brush my hand down her back again and again until she stops trembling. “Did you talk about it with anyone?”


    “You mean like a therapist?” She whispers against my skin.


    “Yes.”


    “No. I refused.”


    “Why?”


    She withdraws from me, swipes angrily at the tears running down her face. “I was ten, Storm. Ten-year old girls don’t go spilling their guts out to some shrink.”


    I curl a hand over her shoulder. “So all these years, you’ve held it in?” I experienced a tortured childhood of my own, so I have a good understanding of her emotional pain.


    She shrugs off my comfort. “Can we talk about something else? Like food. I’m starving.”


    Avoidance at its best. A shadow lurks deep in her eyes. I don’t care how long it takes, one way or another, I’ll get the truth, all her truth, out of her.


    

  


  
    Chapter 18


    ______________


    Elizabeth


    THAT NIGHT HE INSISTS ON SHOWING ME HIS HOME. So I slip into the black, lace-sleeved dress I stowed in my luggage and the string of pearls I bought at a garage sale. They shimmer and look good enough to pass off as the real thing.


    While he showers, I straighten out his papers as best I can. I’m so familiar with this deal, I understand his organizational binder. I insert the research papers under that tab and the financial information under the valuation tab. I’m slipping the binder into his briefcase when he emerges, freshly shaved and smelling of that yummy cologne I love.


    His brow wrinkles as he stares at the table, now devoid of paperwork. “You put everything away?”


    “Yes, I didn’t think you’d want your documents out in the open where anybody could see them.”


    “As in anybody who could do something with that knowledge?”


    “Yes. Oh.” Only then does it hit me. I’m on the opposing side of the deal. I could use the information to our advantage. Not that I noticed much. Too busy thinking about him to process what I was looking at.


    His mouth kicks up in one corner, and one dimple pops up in his cheek. “You’re blushing. Should I worry?”


    “No, I ...” Shoot.


    Pulling me to him, he drops a kiss on my nose. “Ms. Nosey Parker.” The phrase sounds like an endearment.


    I push at him, but he doesn’t let me go. “I didn’t pry, Storm.”


    “I know.”


    “How do you know?”


    He tilts up his head and looks down on me. “If you had, I would have never known.”


    I squeeze his middle. “Glad you have such a high opinion of my spying abilities.”


    He curls his hands around my face and kisses me. I melt into a puddle.


    “Maybe we should stay and have dinner here.” His voice’s gone all husky.


    “Dinner? Is that what you call sex now?” After my true confession, we did the dirty deed again, and now, going by his hard on, he’s ready for round three. I smack his shoulder. “God, Storm, can’t you stop thinking about sex for one second?”


    “Not when I’m around you.”


    “Well, you’re going to have to. I want to see your place and eat dinner.” I don’t understand what’s going on with my stomach. We ordered sandwiches and salads from room service earlier, but I’m starving again. I shrug mentally. Maybe it’s just trying to make up for lost nutrition.


    Since I don’t want anyone from Smith Cannon to catch us together, I suggest we travel separately to his place. After balking at first, he ultimately agrees. Half an hour later, I hitch a ride on the elevator. Thankfully, I don’t run into any of my coworkers on the way down. Outside, the doorman beckons to one of the many taxis lined up by the curb. I gather by the smile on his face, my tip’s too generous, but I’m too nervous to remember the gratuity rate for hailing a cab. The taxi arrives at Storm’s building in nothing flat. When I announce to the concierge I’m here for Gabriel Storm, his eyes widen for a second before he dials a number and announces my name.


    While I wait, I enjoy the magnificence of the lobby. With its overstuffed sofas and chairs, gold marble walls and crystal chandeliers the vestibule is a throwback to the art deco era. I half expect that famous fictional detective to stroll through the reception area in his upward-curled mustache and patent leather shoes. “How lovely.” I whisper to no one in particular.


    “Glad it pleases you.” Storm says from behind me.


    My hand flies to my chest as I turn to him. “God, you scared me.”


    “That was not my intention.” Placing a hand along the small of my back, he guides me toward the bank of elevators, gilded with Egyptian images. But that’s not his final destination. Taking a right turn, he leads me toward a recessed opening in the wall, one made almost invisible by potted Palmetto Palm trees standing guard to its right and left.


    “Where are we going?” I ask, confused.


    “To the private lift that will take us to my penthouse.” He threads my hand through his and walks me to an intricately detailed iron grill gate. When he keys in a code into an electronic keypad, the gate swings open, and we step toward a smaller version of the gilded elevators. He pushes the ‘Up’ button, and soon a cacophony of deep groans and grinds rattles from behind the door. Even though the noises sound ominous, I don’t panic. Until the elevator door slides open to reveal a space the size of a coffin.


    “Oh, hell no.” I own shoe boxes bigger than that. I turn back to the gate.


    But before I take a step in that direction, he grabs my arms and swings me around to face him. “Where are you going?”


    “Back to the hotel.”


    “Why?”


    “I’m not getting in that rattletrap.”


    “No one has died riding this lift.”


    “There’s always a first time.”


    “It will be fine. You will be fine.” His lips quirk.


    I can tell he’s fighting back a smile. The bastard. “Nuh-uh.”


    He hauls me into him and plants a kiss hot enough to curl my hair. And just like that, hunger replaces fear.


    He picks me up and carries me into the rickety, wobbly contraption, and, God help me, I don’t care. All I care about is his mouth, nibbling my bottom lip, licking my upper one while I writhe against him.


    One of his hands lets go long enough to press the gold gilded “PH” button. But then it returns to my ass, molding it, lifting me. Using his hips for leverage, I climb him like a tree, while he hitches up my skirt and palms his favorite place which just happens to be bare.


    The surprised look on his face is priceless. “Where’s your underwear?”


    “Back at the hotel.” I suckle his bottom lip and grind into that hard length of his.


    He catches an arm against the side of the elevator. “Christ almighty.”


    The elevator dings, and the door opens, but we stay right where we are, going at it like horny teenagers.


    Breathing heavy, he pries his mouth off me. “We have to get off, love.”


    I grind down my wet heat on him. “Working on it.”


    He steps out while I cling to him like a demented monkey, kisses me hard one last time before letting go.


    I take my time sliding down his body. Only when my heels hit the rug, do I become aware of my surroundings and to the possibility of someone else being present. I tug down on my dress and look around hoping no one witnessed my bare ass. Luckily, we’re the only ones there. Classy, Elizabeth. Real classy.


    “Come.” He takes me by the hand and leads me to the couch. The living room, with its burgundy leather sofa, love seats and chairs, crystal coffee tables, gold gilt lamps, and deep thick cream rug, is straight out of House Beautiful—the Brit version. It’s also bigger than the downstairs of my townhouse.


    “Well, what do you think?” His expectant glance tells me he truly cares about my opinion.


    “Gorgeous.”


    He blows out a breath and grins. “Glad you like it.”


    “How long have you lived here?”


    “Since I graduated from uni.”


    “Uni?”


    “Oxford.”


    “Oh, of course.”


    “I needed a place in London, away from the family manse.”


    Given his bad boy status, of course he needs a place away from the family mansion, somewhere to take all his women. “Lucky you found this penthouse then.”


    “I didn’t ‘find’ it, love. It belongs to me. Passed down from my great grandmother, Emily Swift. She built The Brighton in the 1930s.”


    “Bet there’s an interesting tale there.”


    “There is.” He tugs me down to the couch to sit alongside him. “Champagne?” He points to the silver ice bucket standing to the side.


    “Yes, please.”


    While he pours, he continues his story. “She was quite young when she married her first husband. A man twenty years older and her Radcliffe college professor.”


    I take the flute from his hand, and a spark arches between us, leaving me breathless. “Oh, my. So she was hot for teacher.”


    He laughs. “Quite the opposite, actually. Teacher was hot for her. She was quite beautiful, you see. I have a picture of her ... somewhere.” He glances around, rises and grabs a photo frame from a console table. “Here.”


    The black and white photo shows a smiling, dark-haired woman in the prime of her life. Sheer joy pulsed out of her.


    “She was gorgeous. Was she American or British?”


    “American.” He takes the frame from my hand, rests it on the coffee table.


    “So how did she come to build this place?”


    “Long story.” Curling his arm around my shoulders, he settles us into the couch. “Earlier in his life, her husband interned at the same law firm as Calvin Coolidge, and they became the best of friends. When Coolidge became President, he rewarded his friend by appointing him Ambassador to Great Britain. Unfortunately, he suffered a fatal heart attack soon after his appointment. After his death, she chose to make her permanent home in London, and soon she was part of the “in” crowd. You see, she possessed the three Bs—breeding, beauty and brains—as well as pots of money she inherited from her oil baron father.”


    By the way he flashes his devastating grin, I can tell he’s enjoying the telling of this tale.


    “Due to her period of mourning, she didn’t socialize much, but somehow she caught the eye of my great grandfather. And he caught hers. He was blonde, blue-eyed, charming. I’m told I resemble him quite a bit.” He sneaks a glance at me to make sure I’m looking before he poses in profile.


    I bite down on my lip to keep from laughing. “Was he arrogant as well?”


    He barks out a laugh. “Probably. Anyhow, an indecently short time later, less than five months after her husband’s demise, they married. They couldn’t wait, you see.” He winks at me.


    “Why not?” I sip the champagne.


    “She was pregnant, and they needed to tie the knot before she gave birth, otherwise, the child would be illegitimate. The baby turned out to be a boy, and he became the next earl before he turned five.”


    “Five? What happened?”


    “My great-grandfather wrapped a car around a tree. Died instantly.”


    “How sad.” I pick up the picture frame and stare at the happily smiling woman. “She must have been devastated.”


    “By all accounts, she was. She truly loved her husband. But she was a strong woman, and rather than wallow in grief, she returned to an early interest of hers—architecture. Something she’d studied in college. With her solicitor’s help, she built the Brighton Hotel in the art deco style. It instantly became the place for Americans to stay when visiting London. And the rest, as they say, is history.”


    I glance around the lovingly maintained space. “It is quite beautiful. Did she ever live here?”


    “Yes. Until her husband’s death.”


    I turn my head back to him. “Wait. Didn’t your great-grandfather die before she built the Brighton?


    “Yes, but she married a third and last time.”


    “Who?”


    “Can’t you guess, darling Elizabeth?”


    My breath whooshes out of me at his term of endearment. “The solicitor?”


    He drops a kiss on my lips. “Such a clever, clever girl. His name was Harry Swift, a man of modest means. He married her even though he had quite an aversion to her wealth. He loved her quite madly, you see.”


    Something tells me we’re no longer talking about Harry and Emily. “Why did he dislike her money?”


    “It wasn’t her money per se, but wealth as a whole. He thought money weakened character, because it gave those who possessed it nothing to strive for.”


    I stiffen in outrage. “That’s not true. You haven’t. Look at how hard you work.”


    “Yes, I do. And so do my brother and sister. Would you like a tour?”


    I nod eagerly. He guides me through the living room. I can’t get over the paintings on the wall. A Marc Chagall, a Degas, even a Van Gogh. They’re not imitations, but the real thing. The last item we come across is his family’s coat of arms—a shield with a bolt of lightning, a knight on a horse, a sword and the Latin words Fortes fortuna juvat.


    “What does your family motto mean?”


    “Fortune favors the bold.”


    Wow! Just wow! “Has it?”


    “It certainly favored our oldest ancestor, Sir Eduard of Stormhurst. See?” He points to a plaque containing a list of names a mile long. “William the Conqueror awarded him a baronage for his strength in battle. Along the way, another king bestowed a viscountcy, and yet a third an earldom.”


    “All for services rendered?” I run my finger down the list of names. At some point, his name will be added to the illustrious list.


    “Well, in one case, it was the wife of the baron who did the servicing.” He winks at me. “If you get my drift.”


    My eyes widen. “You mean she slept—”


    “With the king. Yes.”


    I giggle. What else can I do?


    He squeezes my middle and drops a kiss on my head. “Would you like something to eat?”


    “Yes. I’m starving.”


    His eyes light up. “Good.” We walk back to the couch, where he flips up the arm on the side of the sofa, revealing a set of buttons. He pushes one and, a few minutes later, a maid appears, dressed in one of those uniforms you see on TV—black dress, white apron, frilly cap on her head—carrying a tray of canapes.


    My stomach growls again, and I flush with embarrassment. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. For heaven’s sakes, I ate only a few hours ago.


    “Thank you,” he says to the maid. “Leave the tray. We’ll ring if we need anything.”


    The maid curtsies. “Yes, my lord.”


    The honorific strikes me as funny, so I tease him about it. “So should I call you Lord Storm?” I ask reaching for a mushroom cap. That’s actually kinda cool. It has a romance novel ring to it.


    “It’s Viscount Ainsley actually, and don’t you dare.” He takes my free hand in his and kisses it. “I missed you.”


    Finished polishing off the food, I giggle. “You saw me half an hour ago. And we spent most of the day in the sack.”


    “And your point would be?” He tunnels his hand through my hair which now reaches halfway down my back. The fact he likes it that way has nothing to do with my decision to grow it long.


    He nibbles my lower lip, rims the seam with his tongue. Knowing what he wants, I allow him to pull me into his lap. His lips skim the edge of my jaw, my sensitive throat. He suckles the spot where the blood flows directly beneath my skin.


    But when he reaches for the zipper, I protest. “Wait. The maid.”


    “She won’t come back until I ring for her.”


    “Oh.”


    The dress proves no challenge to him. He tips me backwards into the couch and his mouth latches on the tip of my breast. He breathes in. “God, I love the way you smell.” His glorious smile surfaces like a sun rising over the horizon of an ocean blue. He’s busy nibbling on my breasts when a Pink song streams from his coat.


    “Excuse me.” He puts just enough distance between us to dig out his cell.


    “Bri?”


    I clamber off him while he talks.


    “What’s wrong?” His face turns stormy. “The bastard.”” And then finally. “Come on up.”


    Signing off, he turns to me. “My sister, she’s having a crisis. Do you mind?”


    “No. Of course not.” I turn my back to him. “Zip me up.”


    Minutes later, a woman, tall, just as strikingly beautiful as him, arrives with a tear-splotched face, dragging a suitcase behind her. She falls sobbing into Gabriel’s arms.


    Not knowing what to do, I try to blend into the couch, but I must have made a sound because his sister looks up, catches sight of me.


    “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.” Her svelte figure’s sheathed in a dress that even to my untrained eye screams haute couture.


    “You haven’t.” After he introduces us, he hands her a handkerchief and leads her to one of the chairs. “Come sit.”


    I stand. “Maybe I should go.” Last thing I want is to intrude on something so painfully private.


    “No.” Both Gabriel and Brianna object.


    “Please don’t” adds Brianna. “I don’t mind. It will be splashed all over the papers within a day or two, anyway. They love to parade our family’s dirt.”


    I sit back down.


    “So what happened, Bri?” Storm asks.


    “I came home a day early from Monique’s wedding. Anton refused to go with me to Paris, claiming he had a commitment he couldn’t ditch. I walked into our flat to find him in bed ... with his trainer.” She wails at the last part. “How could I not have known he screwed men?”


    I don’t know who Anton is, but holy cow.


    “Some men are very good at hiding things. Don’t blame yourself. Did you kick him out?”


    “No. I screamed about a bit and walked out. The bastard. I wanted to surprise him. Instead he surprised me.” She bawls. Literally bawls.


    Fists clenched, Storm comes to his feet. “I’m going down there.”


    Brianna looks up from the handkerchief, her eyes brimming with tears. “Now?”


    “Of course now. You won’t have to deal with him anymore. That much I can promise you.”


    “I should go with you.” She stands as well.


    “No.” He urges her back down.


    “You’re not going to fight him are you?”


    He snorts. “No. We’ll settle this like gentlemen.”


    Sarcasm if I’ve heard it. I can see the blood lust in his eye. Anton had hurt his little sister and he was going to pay.


    He gets on his haunches, takes the handkerchief from his sister’s hand and wipes the tears from her face. “Stay here. Enjoy a lovely steak and potatoes dinner, have a glass of wine. Or two. Elizabeth will take care of you.”


    “Of course, I will.” I’m prompt to agree.


    While his sister quietly blubbers, he turns to me. “I’m so sorry about this. I’ll make it up to you. I promise.”


    “It’s fine, Storm. I understand.”


    “Please stay with her. Don’t leave.” The plea in his eyes tells me his need encompasses more than his sister’s sake.


    How can I say no to him? “I won’t.”


    He kisses me hard and then he’s gone, leaving me with a sister staring at me out of narrowed, inquisitive eyes.


    

  


  
    Chapter 19


    ______________


    SINCE BRIANNA BROUGHT HER SUITCASE, I encourage her to slip into more comfortable clothes. Once she changes into a fleece top and bottoms that look as if they cost an entire month’s worth of my salary, we relocate to the dining room where the staff serves us the dinner meant for Storm and me.


    While we eat, she restrains from discussing her situation, and we chatter about travel and our mutual jobs, but as the dinner progresses and she drinks more of the red Shiraz, details spill from Brianna, details I’m sure she’ll regret the servants overhearing so I suggest we move to the living room.


    Once there she goes for the liquor, of which Storm has quite a selection—Patron tequila, Courvoisier cognac, Angostura rum, plus a myriad of other hooch displayed in expensive-looking bottles. Bri pours a generous portion of Macallan 1939 into a tulip-shaped glass. “Bottoms up, darling. May the wanker’s ballocks shrivel off.” She tosses it back in one swallow.


    I barely sip the Shiraz. One of us must remain sober.


    “The worst of it will be hearing Mummy say I told you so. She hated me being engaged to Anton. She had a duke’s heir all lined up for me, you see. He rather resembles a chipmunk.”


    I choke on my wine.


    “It’s not funny.”


    “Sorry,” I say, trying hard not to imagine a chipmunk duke. When she chatters her teeth at me, I lose the battle and double over with laughter.


    Initially, she does the same. But soon her face crumbles, and her laughter turns to tears.


    My heart breaks for her. “I’m so sorry. Did you love him so much?”


    Her head jerks up. “Hell, no. He was my ticket out, you see. But now, I’ll still be expected to heel like a bitch anytime mummy calls.”


    I have no idea what she means by this, but then I don’t have a family who expects me to jump through hoops.


    She pours more of the Macallan and tips it back. At the rate she’s drinking, she’ll be blind drunk in no time. Weaving on her feet, she raises her glass and points at me. “Gabe likes you.” Gabe, not Gabriel, and of course, not Storm.


    “We’re business acquaintances.” I hurry to explain.


    “Sure you are.” She offers a ‘lie-to-yourself-if-you-must-but-you-don’t-fool-me-for-one second’ smile. “I’m glad he found you. You’re down to earth. More interested in him than our money, his title”—she waves her hand at the living room—“all of this.”


    She’s right. But what gave me away? “How do you know I’m not?”


    “Because you don’t mind I dropped in. I can tell.”


    “To tell you the truth, his wealth, the lordship thing, this”—I mimic her hand gesture —”overwhelms me. I know he’s rich, super rich, but this is so much more than I imagined.”


    She plops on the chair next to the couch, and, bending forward, drops her hands between her open knees. “He doesn’t care for any of it, you know. It’s more of a duty thing for him. Noblesse oblige and all that.”


    Noblesse oblige. With privilege comes responsibility. “What do you mean?””


    “How much do you know about Gabe? I imagine your firm compiled quite a dossier on him.” She sighs. “And so much of our lives make fodder for the tabloids.”


    “I know he graduated from the University of Pennsylvania and Oxford, that he worked very hard to make Storm Industries the powerhouse company it is today.”


    “Yes, but that was not what he aspired to do. When he was younger, he wanted to be a concert pianist. Once he hears a melody, he can play it note for note. And he plays like an angel.” Her mouth turns down at the corners. “Or used to, once upon a time.”


    None of this information appeared on the firm’s report. “But that’s in the past?”


    She throws her body back onto the roomy chair, takes another sip of the whiskey. “He hasn’t touched a keyboard in fifteen years.”


    “Why?” I can’t imagine loving something so much and giving it up.


    “He hurt his hands.”


    “How?”


    She rests her head against the seat. “You’ll have to ask him, darling. It’s his story to tell.” Her voice’s slurrier, her words less pronounced.


    “But his hands look fine to me.”


    Her eyelids droop and so does the hand holding the glass. I catch it before it hits the rug.


    “They are fine, but he can’t play the piano anymore. At least not the way he wants to. So he gave it up.” She brings her legs up and snuggles into the seat. “He bummed around Europe for a while. But Mummy soon put a stop to that. She dragged him home and demanded he enroll in business at Oxford. Graduated at the top of his class. Turned out he had quite a gift there as well. After Oxford he attended Wharton Business School. And then”—her lip curls in distaste— “she drove his nose into the grindstone and hasn’t let up ever since.”


    Her glassy, far away stare tells me her reminiscing has turned inward. I think she’s almost forgotten I’m here. “Why did she do that?””


    “She wasn’t the best at managing money. Spending it, yes. Managing, no. She almost drove the company into the ground with her risky ventures. So she wanted him to help her run it. She didn’t foresee what would happen, though. If she had, she wouldn’t have been so keen on pushing Gabe into the family business.”


    “What happened?”


    “He reorganized the board of directors so she no longer had control. She never forgave him for that.”


    Much too late I realize she’s revealing things too private to share. “Are you sure you should be telling me all of this? I’m a stranger after all.”


    She directs that half vacant gaze at me. “You’re not a stranger. At least not to Gabe. He wouldn’t have brought you here unless you meant something to him.” She tries to sit up, but the strength’s gone out of her and she flops back. “And you need to know what happened. What drove him to be the man he is today.” She may not have command over her body, but her voice vibrates with a strange kind of energy. “So you can save him.”


    Storm needs saving? “Save him from what?”


    “Himself.”


    Is this the source of his pain? The one I noticed the first night we had sex, during those midnight calls, this afternoon.


    She brings her legs up to her body and curls into a ball. “We had a brother, Edward. Two years younger than Gabe. They grew up not only brothers but best of friends. He studied business, but he didn’t have the same knack Gabe does. Didn’t matter. Gabe mentored him, promoted him to Vice President of Acquisitions.”


    “The position Miranda Stone now holds.”


    “Yes. Well, of course, he needed to travel whenever we were negotiating for a new deal. Five years ago, we looked into building a hydroelectric power plant on the Ulua River in Honduras.”


    Oh, God. I know where this is going.


    “Guerillas found out where the meeting was taking place and opened fire on them. Both Gabriel and Edward were injured. Gabriel barely escaped with his life, and Edward ... Edward died.” Tears pour down her face again.


    Hoping to provide some comfort, I crawl into her seat and curl my arms around her. “I’m so sorry.”


    She lays her head on my shoulder and heaves out a great big sigh. “Edward died and Gabriel paid the price. Our mother never forgave him for Edward’s death. He was her favorite you see. He was so sweet, so loving. In many ways he was the best of the four of us.”


    I rub my hands up and down her back. “I’m sure he was.”


    She swipes at the tears, but more rain down. “Gabe, well, I don’t think he ever recovered, or forgiven himself. For the last five years, he’s been driven like a mad man to make Storm Industries into a powerhouse. He’ll do anything to succeed. At the cost of his own soul if you ask me.”


    The elevator dings stopping her confession. Storm steps out, missing breast pocket, hair tossed every which way, bruise on his cheek. That’s going to turn purple in a day or two.


    “Gabe!” Brianna rises from the chair, stumbles toward him. “Look at you.”


    When she swipes at his bruise, he flinches and holds unto her hand before it comes at him again.


    “Did you hit him?”


    A muscle jumps in his cheek. “Yes. I kicked him out. He won’t be coming back. Jake will make sure of that.”


    “Oh, no. Not Jake. I don’t want him to know.” Sobbing, she crumbles into his arms.


    Over her head, he glances at me, an agonized look in his eyes. “Bri, he has to know. He’ll need to keep that bastard away from you.”


    Her sobs turn to wails.


    “He didn’t deserve you. Come, let’s get you in bed.”


    “Can I help?” I offer.


    “No, I got this.” With Bri leaning heavily into him, he walks away, leaving me alone in the living room.


    Ten minutes later, he returns a somber contrast to the happy man who greeted me earlier in the evening. “Sorry you had to witness that.”


    “It’s fine. I don’t mind. Should I go?”


    His face turns bleak. “No, please don’t. I can’t face being alone right now.” He scrubs his face. “Did you eat?”


    In an attempt to cheer him up, I pin a smile on my face. “Yes, the dinner was delicious. Sorry you missed it.” The cut below his right eye draws my attention. “Shouldn’t we put something on that?”


    “Probably.”


    “Where is your first aid kit?”


    He leads me into the depths of his penthouse. His bedroom is huge—the size of my entire upstairs. His bathroom, marbled black and gold, includes a Jacuzzi and a glassed-in shower. From a side cabinet, he grabs a first aid kit and hands it to me. Inside, all manner of emergency aid care abound. I grab a disinfectant spray and a packaged gauze. After I clean and disinfect the wound, I gently apply a butterfly bandage. His knuckles are a mess. I fix those as well. His hair I finger comb back. “You need to eat.”


    Thankfully no staff greets us when we show up in the kitchen. We root around in the refrigerator where we find chicken fettuccine alfredo.


    “Leftovers from two nights ago.” He explains.


    I dish out the food and nuke it until it’s hot, serve it to him on a nice placemat while he hunts up a bottle of wine. When he offers me a glass, I decline. I’ve had three, one more than my limit.


    “You don’t keep any overnight staff?” I ask while he tucks into the meal.


    “Only Parker, my all-around houseman. By now, he’s hiding in his private room on the other side of the penthouse watching the telly. The rest go home at night. They prefer it that way, and frankly, so do I. I like my privacy.” He pronounces the word with a short e.


    “In the United States, you pronounced privacy the American way, with the long e.”


    “I find it easier to deal with Americans if I pronounce words the way they do. I also use their vernacular for most things.”


    “You did in the office, but not when you were in my house.”


    “Smart as well as beautiful.” He tangles a finger around my hair. “Your hair’s longer.”


    “I let it grow.”


    He smiles.


    Not about to let him think I did it for him, I say. “I’ll cut it when school starts.”


    “When do you return?”


    “In six weeks. I made law review.” I proudly blurt out.


    “Good for you.” I can tell by his smile he’s truly happy for me.


    “It’ll mean even more work, but I’ll juggle things around. I’m no longer Mr. Carrey’s AA. He’s made me his paralegal. The firm created a new position for me.”


    “What does that mean?”


    “I do research, draft pleadings, craft arguments.”


    “A law internship.”


    “Yes. Except I get paid.” In days of old, law interns worked for free, but that’s something I can’t afford.


    “How many more years of school do you have?”


    “Three. Nighttime takes a year longer.”


    “And then?”


    “Hopefully, a job at Smith Cannon. As long as I keep up my grades, that is. Mr. Carrey is very pleased with my work.”


    As soon as he finishes eating, I take the dish to the sink and hand wash it along with his wine glass. While I dry the dinnerware, he stands behind me, sweeps my hair away from my neck, drops a kiss on my nape.


    I shiver and drop my head, suddenly terrified of my growing emotional attachment to him. His sister’s story cracked open a soft spot in my heart, one which has no business being there. Twirling around, I lay a hand on his chest. “You need to deal with your sister. It’s late. I should leave.” I need time alone to think.


    His arms curl around my back and pull me to him. “Why do you fight me, love? Fight us?” His tone is soft, a balm to my aching heart, almost torn asunder by his sister’s tale.


    “If someone found out.” I trot out my same old tired excuse, rather than tell him about my fear.


    He cups my cheeks, brushes his lips against mine. “No one here but you and me.”


    “And Brianna.”


    “She’d never betray us.” He licks my lips, nibbles them, reminding me how clever he is with his tongue.


    I curve into him, my body conveying the message my lips refuse to spill. I want him more than my next breath. I slide my hands into his hair, explore every corner of his mouth. “Take me to bed, Storm.”


    He rests his forehead against mine. “Gabriel.”


    “What?”


    “My name’s Gabriel. I want to hear my name on your lips.” He brushes a thumb across them.


    “I can’t. What if in a business meeting I forget to call you by your last name?”


    “You won’t.” Our gazes collide. “Say it. Gabriel.”


    “You’re a bastard, you know that.”


    He chuckles “Not even close. Gabriel.” He flashes the same boyish grin I first saw in the conference room. And suddenly, I’ll do anything to help him keep that carefree look.


    “Let’s go have sex . . . Gabriel.”


    The look he sends me brims over with tenderness. “No, darling. Let’s go make love.”


    Love. A four-letter word if I’ve ever heard one.


    

  


  
    Chapter 20


    ______________


    Gabriel


    I WAKE UP WITH ELIZABETH IN MY ARMS, my legs tangled with hers. First time I greet a new day with a woman in my bed. The musky scent of our marathon lovemaking arouses my hunger, and I rub my cock against her sweet arse. What can I say? I’m a randy bastard, especially when it comes to her.


    “Morning.” I kiss her shoulder, and she rolls over to gaze at me out of those mesmerizing black-ringed, emerald eyes of hers.


    “Morning.” Rather than be offended by my rude awakening, she climbs over me all smiles.


    I think I won the sexual lottery until she lands on the floor, plucks the sheet from the bed, and scampers to the bathroom with the cotton draped around her, laughing all the way. Nature call. That’s all it is. Anticipating all the things I’ll do when she returns, I stretch and lay back. Until the sound of water reaches me. She’s taking a shower? Now? When I’m hard enough to pound nails? Fuck.


    I roll out of bed and trudge to the bathroom. Yep, there she is wet and delicious inside the glass-enclosed shower stall. I glare at her while I brush my teeth, not that she notices with her back to me.


    I stand rooted to the spot while she squirts some bath gel into a washcloth, bends and rubs it up and down her legs. Her perfectly perfect ass wiggles as she runs the washcloth up and down her legs—right, left, right again—and, bloody hell, every one of her toes. She turns and rubs that blasted washcloth over the front of her—arms, neck, belly—and then the witch squirts more soap into the cloth and rubs it over her luscious breasts.


    Enough.


    Practically breaking the sound barrier to get to her, I thrust open the shower door handle and crowd into the space and fill my hands with those same plump, delicious breasts.


    Sexy as hell, she peeks at me from beneath her luscious lashes. “What took you so long?”


    “Witch.” I grab that luscious arse of hers, lift her, but she wiggles free.


    “Nuh-uh, cleanliness before—”


    “I fuck you.”


    “—I take you into my mouth.”


    Waving the white flag of surrender, my arms shoot up. “Clean away.”


    She reels out a husky laugh. Yeah, I’m pretty much her bitch at the moment.


    She tugs on my biceps. “Bend your arms. I can’t reach you.”


    She wants to clean my arms when more important body parts are clamoring for attention?


    “Gabriel.”


    “Yes, ma’am.” I lower my arms so she can get to them.


    “Such a good, good boy.” She soaps my forearms, biceps, shoulders.


    I steal a kiss only to get a sudsed up washcloth in my mouth for my troubles. I spit out the soap and wink at her. “You know what they say about good boys.”


    Her eyes spark merrily at me while the cleaning cloth hits my chest, my stomach. “No. What do they say?” She twirls me around and slides it over my back, my rump.


    “When I’m good I’m very, very good, but when I’m bad””—I swivel back and face her—“I’m better.” I grab her arse and wiggle my iron hard erection against her belly.


    “You’re a dirty, dirty boy, aren’t you?”


    “Nope. I’m squeaky clean, practically a choir boy.”


    “Bet you never had to sing for your supper.” She bends and I’m treated to a view of her delicious backside while she soaps up my legs. Unable to resist such sweet temptation, I drop a hand on her sweet cheek, roll a finger down her crack right into her sheath.


    She gasps. “Stop that.”


    “Change of plans.”


    “Nope.” Somehow she manages to extricate my finger from her pussy. The washcloth hits the shower floor and so do her knees.


    “Wait.” I thrust open the shower door, grab a towel from the rack, fold and drop it on the floor. “Kneel on that.”


    “Such a gentleman.”


    Her mouth is right there hovering over my cock. The son of a bitch is practically begging her to take him into her mouth.


    She curls her hand around the base, slides it to the top of my cock, licks the drop at the head weeping for her. “Ummm, you taste good.”


    I curl a trembling hand around her hair and gently tug back so I can see her face. “What do I taste like?”


    “Salt and man and you.” She licks and caresses my balls until they tighten up. When her hot mouth engulfs my head and she suckles, I pump air out of my lungs to keep from coming. Her pink tongue darts out to flick the head, and then she swallows me whole. Fuuuuuccccck. Clamping on to the door latch and the shower rack, I rock back and forth, trying hard not to force my cock down her throat. For several mind-numbing seconds, I enjoy the warmth of her mouth curled around my veined length, licking, sucking the crown head. When she clamps on to my butt cheeks and squeezes, I groan as semen pulses from me. It’s time to stop, before I forget myself. I take a step back and my penis pops out of her mouth.


    She shoots a confused glance at me. “What’s wrong? Don’t you like it?”


    “Too much, darling girl.”


    “Then let me—”


    “I’d rather be inside you another way.”


    I raise her to her feet, turn her so her back is to me. After I bend her forward and nudge her thighs apart, I slide into her sheath, and her heat welcomes me home.


    With a lazy rhythm, my hips swing back and forth, a little deeper each time. I’m afraid to thrust hard into her. Even after making love three times last night, she’s tighter than a drum. My breathing harshes with the need to linger, to stretch this moment out, so I won’t forget the joy of fucking Elizabeth.


    But she won’t let me. With each sway, she pushes back. “Let go, Gabriel.”


    “Elizabeth. No.”


    “I won’t break. Let go.”


    She flicks her clit and her inner muscles grip me with a heated purpose. My balls tighten and lightning shoots up my cock. No help for it now. I clutch her hips and batter into her unaware of where I end and she begins. Together we reach past the breaking point. As she keens a cry, and I shout with feral passion, the sounds of our passion echo across the marbled space. Spent, we collapse to the shower floor.


    “Wow,” she whispers, breathless.


    Fighting to regain my own breath, I gather her against my side and drop a kiss on the top of her head. Wow indeed.


    

  


  
    Chapter 21


    ______________


    AFTER WE DRY OFF, I take her hand and walk toward my dressing room, one side of which opens into the bathroom. But before we get there, she jerks free.


    “What’s wrong?” I ask.


    Breaths burst in and out of her. She’s staring into the closet as if she expects the boogeyman to jump out at her. “I” ——she gulps— “I don’t do closets.”


    Along with elevators. Is this where her fear of enclosed spaces stems from? “It’s only four walls.” I gather her into my arms, and am surprised to find her body’s gone tight and cold.


    She lays her head against my chest. “And a door which can be locked.”


    What the hell happened to her? “Somebody lock you inside one?”


    “Yes.”


    “Who?”


    “My mother.”


    Another evil witch. Knowing we shared similar childhoods doesn’t help. If anything it fuels the sudden rage which erupts with a singular intensity. “Tell me.”


    “No.”


    I crook a finger and raise her chin. “Tell me.” Only by bleeding the poison, can she drain her fears.


    “You don’t want to talk about Honduras. Well, I don’t want to talk about closets.”


    “All right.” She won’t talk. Not when she’s dug in her heels. So I let it go. For now. But sooner or later, I’ll get it out of her.


    After a swift detour into the bedroom, I walk into the dressing room, leaving her on the outside looking in. Today being Sunday I go for a pair of button fly jeans, rather than my usual suit.


    As I slide into them, she bites down on her lower lip, and her eyes turn hot and steamy.


    My cock hardens, as if it hasn’t just had the best sex of its life. “You keep looking at me like that and we’re never leaving this bedroom.”


    Her cheeks bloom an adorable pink. And she shifts her interested gaze away from me into my dressing room.


    I grab a blue t-shirt and slip it over my head. As soon as we’re done eating, I’m taking her back to bed.


    “Ooohhh. That’s so beautiful.”


    I turn in the direction she indicates. Whatever she’s pointing to, it’s not me. “What?”


    “The suit.”


    The suit? “Which one?” I’ve racks filled with them.


    “That dark gray one.” The three-button suit delivered a couple of days ago. Parker didn’t position it next to the others, but hanged it by itself on a stand-alone garment rack to allow it to ‘breathe.’ I’ve never understood that concept.


    Seeing the opportunity to lure her in, I extend my hand. “Come and feel it.”


    She shakes her head and her glorious hair riots in disarray.


    I stroll to the edge of the opening between the dressing room and the bedroom. “Close your eyes.”


    A panicked look. Two short breaths. And then her luscious lashes drift close.


    Taking her hand, I walk backwards. When her breathing grows labored, I urge. “I got you. Nothing here will hurt you. Now breathe. In. Out. In. Out.” Miraculously, she obeys.


    When we reach the object of her desire, I caress her cheek with the jacket sleeve, and whisper in her ear. “It has a vest.”


    Her lips purse with pleasure. “Ooohhh.”


    “If you open your eyes, you can see it.”


    Her eyelids drift up, but then she snaps them close again. “How many suits do you have?”


    I chuckle. A woman’s mind is a wondrous thing. “No idea, darling girl. Over a hundred I guess.”


    For a couple of seconds, she breathes in and out. And then she takes a deep breath and darts open her eyes. This time, even though she’s shaking, she keeps them alert. With infinite care, she removes the vest from the hanger, holds it out for me to slip into. She buttons it and smooths her hand down my chest. She repeats the motion with the jacket and soon I’m standing in jacket, vest and jeans.


    She circles me, her gaze shiny bright. “So beautiful.”


    I don’t know if she’s talking about me or the suit. Either way, I’ll take the compliment.


    “How do you spare time for the fittings?”


    “They come to my office and I squeeze them in between business appointments. They have my measurements, so usually only minor alterations need to be made. Parker handles all the details.”


    Her nose wrinkles. “Your all-around houseman?”


    “Yes, he’s also my valet. He picks out something he likes, gets my approval and then calls my tailor and orders the suit made. A couple of weeks after the fitting, it’s delivered.” I lay a soft kiss on her lips. “May I take these off now?”


    She nods.


    With infinite care, she returns the jacket and vest to their spot. “Wear this tomorrow. You look hot in it.” She lovingly strokes the jacket, and my body protests, jealous it’s not the recipient of her tender touch.


    “Yes, ma’am.” I’ll wear whatever the hell she wants if only she would caress me like that.


    Turning her back on me, she moves deeper into the dressing room, stopping now and then to brush an article of clothing. Eyes open wide, she twirls around. “This place is beautiful. So many shelves. So many clothes.”


    My dressing room is as big as a small living room with alternating open wardrobes, and beveled glass-fronted drawers, all made from cedar and full-length mirrors built into the walls. In the center of it all, a chandelier presides over a small round table and matching chairs. My great-grandmother designed the space, and I’ve never seen reason to change it.


    She walks up to a glass front and opens the door. Inside this particular one, Parker keeps my ties, cufflinks, tie clips. She chooses one of my favorite tie clips and holds it up to the light. It winks blue fire. “I love this.”


    She loves clothes, that much is evident. And it’s probably a pleasure she doesn’t get to indulge, not with her limited salary and her school debt. If she were mine, she’d wear the finest clothing in the world, everything tailor made, and she’d have a dressing room bigger than mine where I could strip her and make hot, delicious love on the rug.


    “Ooh, this is so pretty.” Having moved to an armoire that holds pajamas and such, she’s holding a shimmering blue dressing gown. No idea why Parker buys sleepwear since I sleep in the nude. “Did you buy this?”


    “No. That’s a birthday gift from Brianna. Don’t know why she chose that color.” I slide it off the hanger and hold it out for her. “Here, put it on.”


    “Me?”


    “Yes, you.”


    The damn thing’s too big for her but she makes it work by looping the belt twice and tightening it around her waist. When her bright gaze turns to me, her happiness shatters me. I rub my chest to still the pain lodged in my chest. What is it about her that affects me so? I’ve dated women more beautiful, more glamorous, and, yes, even more intelligent. Yet, none captivated me the way Elizabeth does. I want to spend all my nights loving her, all my days watching over her. I want to make her mine. A dangerous thing, that, for I’m not free to make such a commitment.


    She brushes the sleeve against her cheek. “It’s beautiful. So soft. What is it made of?”


    “Silk probably.”


    She holds the cloth up to my face. “The color matches your eyes. That’s why she chose this shade.”


    When she starts to take it off, I stop her. “Wear it to breakfast.” After we eat, I’ll bring her back to the bedroom, slip her out of the robe, and make love to her. For as long as possible. In as many ways as possible. Until she tells me to stop.


    A door slams somewhere, and she streaks out of the dressing room into the bedroom where she trembles so badly, the silk fabric rustles around her, shimmering in the light.


    Baby steps, I tell myself. At least I managed to get her into the dressing room. If only for a little while.


    We arrive in the kitchen to discover Brianna nursing a cup of coffee.


    When I greet her with a cheery, “Good morning,” I get a grumble in return.


    Ignoring her, I pull out a kitchen stool for Elizabeth. “You took care of me last night. Let me fix breakfast for you.”


    She avails herself of the seat and rewards me with a smile.


    “How are you feeling?” she asks Brianna.


    “Brilliant, thanks for asking.” Good lord, Bri looks like something the cat’s dragged in. Her hair’s flattened at the top, sticking out at the sides, and she’s sporting a pair of raggedy jeans and a torn top she must have dredged up from the rubbish pile.


    When I snag a frying pan from the overhead rack and drop it on the stove, she flinches. “Dog’s bollocks, Gabe. Must you make such a racket?”


    Elizabeth’s lips twitch, but she doesn’t say anything. Smart girl.


    “My apologies.” As quietly as possible, I grab eggs and butter from the fridge, scramble the yolks, tuck bread in the toaster.


    Leaning into the counter, Elizabeth rests her chin on her palms. “I’m impressed.”


    “I may not cook much but I can do the basics. Bacon?”


    “All right.” She doesn’t sound too enthused.


    “Would you prefer sausage? Plenty in the fridge.”


    She makes a face. “Bacon’s fine.”


    After I put some strips in the grooved plastic tray and stick it in the microwave, I grab a jug of orange juice and pour some into three glasses. “Want bacon and eggs, Bri?”


    She gulps, her complexion turns greener than before. “Please. Don’t mention food.”


    That’s what she says now, but knowing my sister, I prepare extra. Once her belly cooperates, she’ll sneak a bit off my plate.


    Finished cooking the food, I pull up a seat next to Elizabeth and dig in.


    True to form, Bri pillages eggs off my dish.


    To my surprise, Elizabeth slides her plate to her.


    “Not hungry?” I ask.


    “Stomach’s off.” Eschewing the butter and orange marmalade, she bites into a slice of dry toast.


    Is she sick? I wrap an arm around her shoulder. “Anything wrong?”


    “No. Plane travel always does this to me. I’ll be okay in a couple of days.”


    How very odd. She had no problem eating yesterday afternoon. I return to my meal, but keep a careful eye on her.


    After we finish eating, Elizabeth insists on cleaning up. We’re chatting over inconsequential things—the infamous London weather, sights to see—when the elevator dings. Only a handful of people have the code to the lift—my siblings, Jake and Samuel. If I don’t desire any visitors, I lock the elevator, but with everything that happened last night, I forgot to secure it.


    Seconds later, Jake walks into the kitchen, and Bri groans. “It would be him.”


    “Good morning, Lady Brianna, Storm, and ... I’m sorry we haven’t met.” He sticks out his hand. “Jake Cooper.”


    Elizabeth freezes before she reluctantly shakes without giving her name. Makes sense. She wouldn’t want a stranger to know she’s been in my kitchen.


    I curl my arm around her shoulders. “This lovely lady is Elizabeth Watson. Darling, this great big lummox is my head of security.”


    Bri snorts.


    “Ms. Watson.” Jake nods while he studies Elizabeth. His close scrutiny doesn’t surprise me. He’s bound to be curious about the woman I asked him to investigate.


    But Elizabeth is not as accepting of his silent inquisition. Her chin comes up, and she glares at him.


    Hoping to reassure her, I squeeze her arm before turning the conversation in another direction. “Anton?”


    “He returned this morning for something he ‘forgot’.”


    “Such as?” Bri asks, her hackles up.


    “A sculpture of a naked man.”


    “The Donatello!” She screeches. “That’s mine. I inherited it from my great grandmother.”


    Jake levels a glance at her. “I didn’t allow him to take it, Lady Brianna.”


    She hates to be called that as much as I hate my lord. Which is why Jake does it.


    In typical Jake fashion, he ignores the dagger in her eyes while stealing the last of her bacon. He wipes his hands on a paper towel before sliding her a small manila envelope. “I changed the lock on your door. Here’s your new key and two copies. Put the duplicates somewhere safe, in case you lose the original, like you did twice last year.”


    Her eyes narrow at him.


    Wish these two would just jump into bed and get it over and done with. Maybe now that Anton’s out of the picture, they finally will.


    She grits her teeth, but uncharacteristically says, “Thank you.”


    He arches a brow as he scrutinizes her. Probably wondering who’s taken over Brianna’s body.


    “When you’re ready, I’ll escort you down to your place, and make sure Anton hasn’t returned.” Jake’s tone softens. Maybe out of pity, maybe out of something else entirely. “But”—his gaze pinballs back to me—“we need to talk.”


    Elizabeth slides from her seat. “I better go then.”


    What? Hell, no. That’s not happening. “Excuse us.” Putting my palm on the small of her back, I lead her into the bedroom and close the door behind us.


    I allow her to gather her dress and her purse, but when she walks toward the bathroom, I block her path. “I want you to stay.”


    She stubbornly refuses to look at me, but keeps her gaze pinned to the floor. “I can’t. I have things to do to get ready for tomorrow. Plus I need to check into my own room.”


    When she left the bedroom, she was gay, full of joy, reveling in the clothes and the silk robe. But between then and now, her mood’s changed. And I’ll be damned if I can figure out why. I want to argue, but I see it would be futile. Maybe she needs time to herself. Fine. I’ll give her until tonight. “I know how much you hate the lift. I’ll ride down with you.”


    After she dresses, I escort her back to the kitchen where she says goodbye to my sister and Jake.


    Bri hugs her. “Thanks for last night. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”


    “You’re welcome.” The melancholy smile she gives Bri confuses me. Why is she so sad?


    “Give me your mobile.”


    “Why?” Elizabeth asks while handing her phone to Bri.


    “I’m giving you my number. Call me. Anytime. I mean it. You know in case you have any questions about ... anything.” Her head tilts in my direction. Bri’s as subtle as a wrecking ball. While giving Elizabeth another hug, she whispers something to her, something I can’t hear.


    Whatever it is, it puts tears in Elizabeth’s eyes.


    Curling my hand around her, I lead her toward the lift.


    She takes a deep breath and steps in. I push the “G” button.


    While the lift rattles its way to the ground floor, her gaze darts up, down. Her breathing hitches.


    I rub my hands up and down her arms hoping to keep her from coming apart at the seams. “Look, whatever Jake’s got to say won’t take long. So I’ll call you when I get back to the hotel. I can go to your room, or you can come up to the suite.” And we can pick up where we left off.


    Her gaze stops bouncing about and zeroes in on me. “I don’t think that would be a good idea.”


    What the hell? I push the red button on the elevator and the lift lurches to a stop.


    She gasps. “What are you doing?”


    “I stopped the elevator.”


    “W-why?” She’s trembling.


    It kills me to see her this way, but I need to know what’s going on in her head, and this is the fastest way to do it. “Tell me what’s wrong.”


    “N-nothing’s wrong.” Her breaths pick up speed. I need to get her to open up. Fast. Before she passes out.


    “Bullshit. Now, tell me.”


    “Start the elevator. Please, Storm.” Her gaze pleads with mine. But I’m not giving in.


    “Gabriel. Not until you explain.”


    She wheezes out a deep breath; her shoulders droop. “I don’t belong in your world.”


    “My world?”


    “Your sister’s a Lady; you’re a Lord. You have clothes custom-made to your measurements. I buy dresses off the rack. On sale. With a coupon. You can trace your lineage back to William the Conqueror. I don’t know who my father is.” The glance she sends me is filled with tears. “We don’t fit.”


    What nonsense. “Oh, I don’t know. I thought we fit pretty well last night.”


    She scowls. “It’s not funny. This thing between us. Whatever it is? Nothing can come of it.”


    Something’s going to come of it, or I’ll die trying. I tweak her chin. “I’m not so sure of that.”


    She clamps her hands together. To still their trembling? Or to beg me? “Let me go. Please let me go.”


    I don’t know if she’s talking about the lift, or something I don’t dare think about. Either way, it’s not happening. “I can’t, sweet girl. I need you.”


    The hopeless glance she casts at me breaks my heart. “You can have any woman you want, Storm.”


    In the last three weeks, I’ve had plenty of chances to shag other women, but I haven’t. Because not one of them can give me what Elizabeth can. “I don’t want anyone else. I want you.”


    Confusion reigns in her eyes. “Why?”


    I brush the hair from her face, tuck a loose strand behind her ear. “When I’m with you, the world fades away. I forget my troubles, if only for a little while. You make my days sweeter, my nights hotter.” I thread my hand through hers. “I want you in my life.”


    While I speak, her eyes grow wider and wider. “Wait. Are you saying you want a relationship? With me?”


    I haven’t thought about it until now, but isn’t that what I’d like? To hold her hand in public, take her out to dinner, show the world she’s mine. And then come home, wherever home was. Maybe The Brighton, maybe that cottage I bought a year ago, the one with the cherry orchard where we could make love in front of the fireplace on cold nights. “Yes.”


    She freezes. “I can’t.”


    “Why not?”


    “I can’t be in a relationship, not with a full time job and three years of law school to get through. Not to mention, how could we even do such a thing? We can’t date. Not while we’re in the middle of negotiations. And they won’t conclude for several months. Plus we live in separate continents. It won’t work.”


    I tighten my hand around hers. “I’ll make it work.”


    She huffs. “How?”


    “Weekend trips, to the Caribbean or anywhere else you’d like to go. We can do it, Elizabeth. It’s only three months until the closing.”


    “You’d do that? Fly across the Atlantic to spend a weekend with me?” A wild pulse beats in her throat and she licks her lips. She’s considering the idea.


    “I’d fly to the moon to be with you. You’re worth it.”


    She breathes hard for a couple of seconds and the atmosphere charges with thick sexual tension. I push her against the elevator wall, lift her and wrap her legs around me. “We can do it, Elizabeth.”


    Rasping harsh gulps of air, she rocks into me. “I can’t. It won’t work.”


    I trap her hands with mine, raise hers above her head. “I’ll fucking make it work.” She’s bare from the waist down, and by now I know what she likes. I rock my hips against her so my erection rubs her sweet spot. She throws her head back and moans while I double, triple my pace. Nobody ever said I played fair.


    Another big gulp of air. “Damn you, Storm, I’m coming.”


    “So come, darling.”


    As her body shatters, she clutches me and screams. Once the crisis passes, she drops her head on my shoulder. “I don’t think I’ve ever climaxed so fast in my life.”


    My balls may be bluer than blue at the moment, but I grin down at her.


    “Oh, stop it with the cocky smile.” Still breathing hard she threads a hand through my hair and suckles my lower lip. “Why can’t I say no to you?”


    Because you need me too, sweet girl. You just don’t know it yet.


    When my mobile interrupts us, I duck my head against her shoulder and groan.


    “You have to answer it,” she says. “Could be about your father.”


    I retrieve my phone from my jeans and click it on. It’s Jake.


    “Anything wrong?” he asks. “The elevator stopped, and I thought I heard a scream.”


    “No, nothing’s wrong.” With my cell to my ear, I suckle Elizabeth’s bottom lip into my mouth. Her tongue dips out to play.


    He laughs. “Playing your games, I see.”


    Elizabeth stiffens.


    Fuck. She heard that. I end the conversation.


    She drops back to her feet. “Start the elevator, Storm.” Her glance could freeze a man’s bollocks at twenty paces.


    “It’s not like—”


    She holds up a trembling hand. “Please, don’t.”


    I heave out a sigh and pull the ‘Stop’ button. The lift jerks into motion and resumes its rattle and roll. When we arrive at the ground floor, I escort her through the gate into the lobby. “I’ll walk you out.”


    She turns and pushes a hand into my chest. “No. Thanks for everything, St-Gabriel. Bye.” Her voice’s gone hard and cold. She walks away without once looking back.


    My gaze follows her out the glass exit to the sidewalk where she sticks out her hand in the universal hail sign. Even though she’s facing the wrong way, a cab pulls up behind her. Of course it does. Who wouldn’t stop for a beautiful woman outside The Brighton? Seconds later, the taxi pulls out and just like that, she’s gone. The hotel is only a few blocks away, but she might as well be on the far side of the moon. Unreachable. That much I understood from her goodbye gaze.


    

  


  
    Chapter 22


    ______________


    WHEN I RETURN TO THE PENTHOUSE, Brianna’s nowhere to be seen and Jake’s plunked on one of the stools sipping a cup of something. Coffee, by the smell of it.


    “Where’s Bri?” I ask.


    “Shower.” He gestures toward the back of the penthouse.


    “What did you need to discuss?” I try to keep my tone civilized. Jake did nothing wrong when he called. He was only doing his job, after all.


    “The report you asked me to compile on the Duke of Marchstone and his family.”


    “Couldn’t it have waited?” I snap. So much for trying to control my temper.


    He levels a questioning gaze at me. “You told me you needed the information as soon as possible.”


    I punch both hands into my pockets. He’s right. I did. “Sorry. Not in the best of moods at the moment.” My migraines tend to strike harder and faster if I don’t hydrate, so I grab a water bottle from the fridge and guzzle it down. “So what did you find out?”


    “The duchess is quite ill. Cancer. The doctors give her only a few months to live.”


    Imminent death would prompt a caring mother to ensure the wellbeing of her children. And marriage to an earl’s heir would assure a daughter’s future, wouldn’t it? “Is Lady Melissande their only daughter?”


    “No. They have three others, all married.” He rubs the back of his neck. “Look, I don’t mean to pry, but given the circumstances, I feel I have a right to know. In the last month, you’ve asked me to look into the lives of two women—Elizabeth Watson and now Lady Melissande. What’s this about?”


    “I’m not at liberty to disclose my plans at the moment.”


    A muscle ticks in his cheek. “For eight years, I’ve obeyed your orders. Never questioning them even when they skirted the line, because I trusted you were doing things for the greater good. But in this instance, innocent women are involved. I would not like either to get hurt.”


    Jake’s stance does not surprise me. He’s an honorable man. But what does surprise me is his lack of trust in me. “I assure you, such is not my intention.”


    He dismounts the kitchen stool. “You know what they say about good intentions, Storm. The road to hell is paved with them.”


    I grit my teeth to keep from knocking his down his throat. “I know what I’m doing.”


    His mouth tightens. “I won’t be a party to your games, Storm.”


    I slam my hand on the counter. “Elizabeth’s not a game.”


    “What is she then?”


    I rake fingers through my hair. “I don’t know. I haven’t figured it out yet.”


    “Well, you better figure it out real soon before you lose the woman you love.”


    What? How the fuck did he reach that conclusion? Our gazes collide. “I’m not in love with her.”


    He chuckles. “Sure about that? Because you couldn’t take your eyes off her, or your hands, for that matter. Hell, for a moment I thought you were going to throw her on the floor and claim her. Right there, in front of your sister and me.”


    A growl rises from deep in my chest. “Stay the fuck out of my life, Jake.”


    He throws up his hands in mock surrender. “Fine. I’ll stay out. But—”


    Always a ‘but’ with him.


    “Look, maybe you love her, maybe you don’t. But, clearly, she’s someone special to you. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have invited her here. I know your proclivities, your go-to pain killers. And I can tell you from personal experience. If you lose her, there won’t be enough liquor in the world for you to drown in.”


    I reel back to him, ready to argue the point, but Bri walks into the kitchen, and our hostilities by necessity cease. Gone is the orphan-in-a-storm look, replaced by a vibrant vision dressed in a sleeveless lavender sheath, matching heels, and immaculate makeup and hair. Never count Brianna down and out.


    Jake’s body goes rigid. His nostrils flare. Does he know how much he reveals whenever she’s near him? But even though she pushes every one of his hot buttons, he maintains the same businesslike attitude toward her. “Ready to go, Lady Brianna?”


    “Please stop calling me that. I hate it,” she says.


    “What would you have me call you then?”


    “My name. Brianna.”


    “Sorry. No can do. You will always be a lady to me.”


    She slants him a look that would kill a lesser man. Good. If she focuses her hate on Jake, she’ll recover that much faster from her disastrous engagement. “Tosser.”


    “Tsk, tsk, such language, Lady Brianna.” He crosses his arms against his chest, flexes his hips. Talk about body language.


    Ignoring his caveman behavior, she turns to me. “Before I left for Paris, I arranged for father’s doctor to examine him and certify his mental acuity. I asked for two additional physicians, just in case. It’ll be taken care of when he attends his physical therapy session this week.”


    “Good to know.” Our father needs to be mentally competent to perform the task I will ask of him.


    She buzzes both cheeks. “Bye darling. Give my best to Elizabeth when you see her tonight.”


    “How do you know I’ll see her?” I haven’t whispered a word to Bri about my intentions toward Elizabeth.


    She rolls her eyes. “Oh, please. Why else would you lodge at the same hotel she’s staying unless it’s to spend as much time as possible with her?” She turns to Jake. “Get my suitcase, will you, ducks? It’s in the bedroom at the far end.”


    He squints at her but leaves, presumably to do as she asks.


    As soon as he’s out of earshot, she says, “I like Elizabeth. What do you intend to do with her?”


    I smile while rocking back on my heels. “None of your business, baby sister.”


    She arches a delicate brow while smoothing on a pair of lavender gloves. “Just so you know, if you hurt her, I will cut off your bollocks with a rusty knife.”


    Ouch. I don’t take Brianna’s threat lightly. She’s damn handy with a knife.


    Jake chuckles as he reenters the kitchen. The bastard must have heard that.


    “Toodles, love.” She wiggles her fingers at me. “Off to celebrate.”


    “Celebrate?” Jake and I both ask.


    “My freedom. I’ll make enough noise to make sure that wanker learns about it from the gossip rags.”


    Jake heaves a deep breath.


    “The wanker meaning Anton,” I say.


    “Of course. What other wanker is there?”


    I release my own heavy sigh. God only knows how much trouble she means to get into. “Watch her, will you, Jake?”


    “Do I get a choice?”


    “Do you want one?”


    “No. Not really.” Following her to the lift, he manages to fit himself and the luggage into the tiny space, which naturally requires him to stand close to her. Really close.


    As the door closes, she shoots him a sidelong glance, a wicked one.


    I’m still chuckling over the resigned look on Jake’s face when my mobile rings. When I catch the identity of the caller, my great mood heads south.


    “Ainsley?” The Countess.


    “Yes.”


    “I’ve invited the Duke and Duchess of Marchstone and Lady Melissande for dinner. Seven o’clock sharp. Hope you can attend?””


    “Do I have a choice?” I ask Jake’s identical question.


    “You always have a choice,” she says in her ice queen tone.


    She’s right. I can accept her invitation and maintain the status quo, or rebel and she will ruin Storm Industries. Not much of a choice, but a choice nonetheless. “I’ll be there.”


    “Excellent.” She clicks off.


    My head throbs with pain, and I reach for my meds. The frequency of my migraines no longer surprises me. They tend to strike during high stress periods in my life. But the speed of the current attacks and the intensity of the pain do worry me. I’ll need to check in with my doctor when the negotiations conclude in two weeks.


    With a few hours to kill, I call my Vice President of Acquisitions, Miranda Stone, to go over our pricing strategy on the SouthWind transaction. Smith Cannon’s ready acceptance of our buying price tells me they haven’t caught on to the true value of the patents included in the deal. And I aim to keep it that way.


    When she mentions a particular detail, I retrieve the binder from my briefcase and search for the document in question, a chart which lays out the cost of developing the patents. I find it under “Research.” Strange. It should be under “Feasibility of Future Projects.” Elizabeth must have filed it under the wrong tab.


    As intelligent as she is, would she have realized the importance of this document? Doubt it. The language’s written in technical gobbledygook, and she was an economics major. It would take someone with an engineering background to decipher the meaning. Tossing the thought to the back of my mind, I resume my discussion with Miranda until it’s time to dress for dinner.


    

  


  
    Chapter 23


    ______________


    Elizabeth


    ON THE WALK OF SHAME inside the hotel, disaster strikes. I run into Brian, a member of the Smith Cannon team. He’s standing in the lobby talking to the concierge. Money changes hands and he slips something into his pants pocket. Maybe tickets to some show?


    I try to sneak by him, but lady luck’s not on my side. She can be a pure bitch at times.


    “Liz.” For a couple of seconds, he takes me in from head to toes.


    On the cab ride, I brushed my hair and made sure I looked halfway decent. But the black laced-sleeve dress isn’t exactly daytime wear. It’ll take him no time to realize I’m just rolling in from an evening out.


    A shadow moves across his face. “Late night?”


    Damn. I hate it when I’m right. Mortified, I struggle for an answer, but nothing comes to mind. I rejected him each time he asked me out. And yet, the second I land in London, I’m out catting around. That’s the way he has to be seeing this. Where’s a hole to crawl into when you need one?


    “Hey, girl.” CeCe, walking toward us. “What you doing dressed like that? We’re going sightseeing not to a club.”


    I snatch the lifeline she’s offering and swim to safety. “Sorry. Guess I misunderstood.”


    “Yeah, better go upstairs and change. Oh, and wear comfy shoes. We’re going to the Tower of London.”


    “Can I tag along?” Brian asks, smiling now.


    “Sure, the more the merrier,” CeCe says, flashing some pearly whites of her own.


    I dash up to the Park Suite, grab my luggage and the key card to my room and take the elevator to the tenth floor. After a quick change of clothes, I join them downstairs and we head off. Surprisingly, I enjoy the sightseeing. For once I don’t have to worry about being seen with Storm.


    After the fun tour, we decide to get a bite to eat at a pub near the hotel. Brian orders steak and chips and dark ale, and I go for a meat and potato pie and a glass of Chardonnay.


    CeCe’s always on a diet so she requests a grilled chicken salad, dressing on the side, and a Diet Coke. When the drink arrives, she frowns at it. “They ration the ice around here?” Her glass contains one sad little cube of ice.


    “I’m sure you can ask for more if you like,” I suggest.


    She raises her hand to do just that when her phone rings. Going by her conversation, I gather it’s one of her daughters with boy trouble. The noisy pub’s not conducive to heart-to-heart conversations, and soon CeCe’s signing off and asking a waitress to box up her dinner. “You’d think my husband could handle a teenager’s broken heart, but no. She has to call her momma.”


    “I’m sure you’ll do a much better job of dealing with it,” I say.


    “Yeah, that and about a thousand other things.” She stands and points a finger at Brian. “If you ever get married and have kids, learn to deal with them. They’re your damn kids too.”


    He throws up his hands in mock surrender. “Yes, ma’am.” Brian’s smart enough not to argue with an angry woman.


    “Men.” She grabs her dinner and huffs out, practically mowing down a couple of guys in her path.


    “Whew. Her husband’s going to have some ‘splainin to do.” He says in his best Ricky Ricardo voice.


    I burst out laughing. Who knew he had a sense of humor?


    Brian’s funny stories about growing up in the military have me rolling with laughter, a welcome change after the last few days. When we walk out, I spot a club across the street, music blaring. “Oh, let’s go.” Not giving him a chance to say no, I take his hand and drag him to the spot.


    I dance my heart out and down tequila shots in between songs. Brian’s the perfect escort. Bopping with me when I drag him to the dance floor, but standing back and allowing other men to whirl me around. Can’t see Storm acting that way. Not with that possessive bent of his. But then I wouldn’t like it much if he busted some moves with a chippie. I’d probably scratch her eyes out. A couple of hours later, when I start to tip over, Brian suggests it’s time to go. We head out to the sidewalk, me dancing and bobbing, him slightly behind.


    When we come to an intersection, I glance to the left, and step into the road. A second later, he hauls me back.


    “What?” I stare at him, confused as hell, until a car rushes from the right, honking its horn.


    I gasp. “Oh, my God. I looked the wrong way.”


    He laughs. “Yeah, you did.” Without asking permission, he grabs my hand. “Don’t worry. I got you.”


    I nod. Hand in hand, we continue our stroll to the hotel. I think nothing of the picture we make, until I spot Storm emerging from a silver Mercedes Benz.


    As his gaze lasers in on our linked hands, a muscle twitches in his jaw. Even so, his greeting cannot be faulted. “Good evening. Out for a stroll?” His voice is all polite inquiry, but I know better.


    “We ate dinner at The Horse and Hound,” Brian answers with a smile.


    I pray Brian doesn’t say anything else.


    “And then we stopped at a club. Liz wanted to dance.” He cheerfully volunteers.


    “Did you enjoy it?” Storm’s impeccable manner belies the rage in his eyes.


    “Excellent food.”


    “Yes. That’s what we Brits are known for. Our food.”


    Oh, shit.


    “The band at the club was pretty good.” He turns to me. “Liz seemed to enjoy it.”


    “Did she now?”


    I’m screwed, totally and completely screwed. I glance around searching for something, anything to direct the flow of conversation away from this train wreck, and I find it in Samuel who’s seated behind the wheel of the Benz shaking his head.


    Yeah, I know I’m fucked, thank you very much.


    Even though I’m suffering from an alcohol-induced fog, I manage to telegraph an S.O.S. to him.


    Soon, he’s emerging from the car to fetch Gabriel’s luggage and handing it off to him. “Your overnight, sir.”


    The maneuver provides me the cover I need to untangle my hand from Brian’s.


    “Thank you, Samuel,” Storm says.


    “You’re staying at the hotel?” Brian asks.


    God, the man is truly clueless.


    “Yes. I’ve found it best to lodge at the hotel where negotiations take place.”


    “Makes sense.”


    One at a time, we go through the revolving door and head for the elevators.


    Brian pushes “3,” I push “10,” Storm pushes “Suites.”


    When we arrive at Brian’s floor, he turns to me and smiles. “Goodnight. We’ll have to do it again soon.”


    “Yes.” It’s all I dare say.


    The elevator dings on “10,” and I start to step out.


    “We need to talk.” He doesn’t raise his voice, but then he doesn’t have to. I know a command when I hear one.


    I swivel back to him. “Talk?”


    His arm shoots out to keep the elevator door from closing. “Yes. Your room or my suite?”


    I don’t want him in my room. That’s my private space. “Yours,” I say, stepping back into the lift.


    During the rest of the elevator ride and the walk down the carpeted corridor, he doesn’t say a word. When we enter the Park Suite, Storm heads for the mini-bar, pops a couple of cubes from the fridge into a crystal tumbler into which he pours the contents of a mini Scotch bottle. “You want something to drink?” he asks with his back to me.


    “No, thank you.” Last thing I need is more booze.


    He strolls to the cream couch and eases unto it where, all elegant lines, he crosses his legs. He’s so striking, he could grace the cover of a magazine; so beautiful, he makes my heart ache.


    “So, you had dinner and went dancing with Mr. Sullivan?” He brushes a hand down his trousers leg. His casual gesture implies only a minimal interest in my answer. But I know better.


    “Yes.” Sweaty and hot and itchy, I stand by the door, miserable in my rumpled clothes, while he sits on the elegant sofa in a gorgeous black two-piece suit, snowy white shirt, gold cufflinks. He peels off the light blue tie which probably cost more than one week’s worth of my salary and loosens the top two shirt buttons. Great! As if he wasn’t smoking hot enough.


    He swirls the liquid in the glass, and the ice tinkles. “I thought you were returning to the hotel to work on something.”


    “That was my intention.”


    “So what happened?” He downs the alcohol in one gulp and stands to pour another.


    “I don’t owe you an explanation for my actions.”


    “You’re right. You don’t.” He turns and peers at me over the edge of the glass. “Tell me, anyway.”


    I’m my own woman. I chart my own course. But if I don’t explain, things will be difficult between him and Brian. And that I can’t have. I disclose my running into Brian in the hotel lobby, CeCe rescuing me, our jaunt to the Tower of London and finally dinner. I skip over the bit at the club.


    “CeCe wasn’t with you when you returned to the hotel.” He kicks back his head and knocks down the scotch.


    Okay, that’s his second. And from the way he’s dressed he probably attended some event where alcohol may have been served. “One of her children phoned with a crisis, and she returned to the hotel to take the call.”


    “Convenient.” He pops open another mini bottle.


    “Shouldn’t you slow down?”


    He ignores me and asks another question. “Why were you holding hands?”


    “I-I almost walked into traffic. Brian pulled me back and held on to me the rest of the way so I wouldn’t .. . ” With his gaze pinned on me, I suddenly run out of steam.


    “Get run over?”


    “Yes.”


    “How very chivalrous of him.”


    Jaw clenched, he prowls in my direction.


    Allrighty. Way past time to go. I turn and fiddle with the door knob, but it’s a tricky old-fashioned thing, and I can’t get it to work.


    I finally get the door open, but he slaps his hand on the wood and slams it shut. In his hard breathing, I smell the booze, his cologne, him. And because, I’ve had a little too much alcohol myself, I’m both turned on and a little afraid of what he will do next.


    “Turn around, Elizabeth.”


    For a moment, I debate defying him. But then I realize how childish it would be. So I put on my big girl panties and face him.


    His intense blue gaze drifts over my face, my shoulders, down the middle of my chest and back again. With our eyes only millimeters apart, I catch a myriad of gold rays in the depth of the aquamarine. No wonder they shine so.


    “You’re sweating.”


    “Yes.” Even though the temperature in the suite’s a cool temperature, I’m burning up, an outcome of the dancing, the alcohol, his I’m-going-to-eat-you-alive glower.


    He rolls the cold glass across my cheek, and I swallow a moan. The chill against my body heat is erotic as hell.


    “Did you give yourself to him, Elizabeth?”


    What? My eyes snap open. More than anything I want to lash out at him, tell him it’s my business whom I have sex with. But that’s sure to tick him off, so I hurl some logic at him instead. “How could I? I’ve either been with you or out in public since we arrived.”


    He slams the glass on a nearby table. I’m surprised it doesn’t shatter.


    “I’m not talking about this weekend. I’m talking about the last three weeks.” He curls one of his magnificent hands around my jaw, plucks my lower lip with his thumb. “Did you allow him to taste you?”


    I push away his hand. “I’m damned tired of this inquisition, Storm. My life’s my business. I’m leaving.”


    Before I can turn, he clamps his hand around my nape. Although the gesture doesn’t hurt, it’s enough to hold me immobile.


    “You don’t get to fuck another man. You belong to me.”


    “No man owns me, much less a possessive, jealous jerk like you.” I spit out at him. “And for the record, Brian makes me laugh. I enjoy being with him.” Put that in your pipe and smoke it, Mr. High and Mighty.


    “Does he?” His voice’s silky smooth. I’m sober enough to know he’s at his most dangerous right now.


    “Yes, now let me go.”


    “Not until you answer me.” His eyes have a glossy look to them, and his breath’s so thick with alcohol, I can hardly breathe.


    “You’re drunk.”


    “From that piss poor excuse of whiskey? I think not.”


    He’s lying. Nobody downs three mini bottles of booze in less than ten minutes and remains sober.


    “Answer me.”


    “Bite me.”


    “Oh, Elizabeth.” He fishes an ice cube from the tumbler, spins it between his fingers before he skims it down the side of my throat, slides it over my halter top, circles my breasts. “Tell me.”


    My nipples, traitors that they are, perk up from the chill. God! I’m in big, big trouble. I have to leave before I totally humiliate myself. Unfortunately, the only way out is to tell him the truth. “I didn’t.”


    “I don’t believe you.” He strokes my ear lobe with the cube, and a shot of heat streaks down to my core.


    “How can I prove a negative?” I ask, breathless.


    “Get down on your knees. I’ll take your proof from there,” he whispers against my lips.


    My breath hitches. “You’re disgusting.”


    “No. I’m not. You want me so badly your body’s practically begging me for it.” He steps into me, presses his erection into my belly. His fingers play with the ice before he slips it under my halter top and skims it over my skin, the swell of my breast, my nipples.


    I bite down on my lip to keep from screaming. “Please let me go. I have to get some work done tonight.”


    “You should have thought of that before you went out with your boyfriend.”


    His mouth nuzzles the swell of my breasts, that heat combined with the cold stroking my nipple is more than I can stand.


    “He’s not my boyfriend! How can I make you understand?”


    “I told you what you needed to do.”


    “I’m not doing it.” I don’t care if my body’s aching for him. I’m not dropping to my knees and servicing him. I turn around and face the door. Maybe if I can’t see him, it’ll lessen his power over me.


    His hands go to my denim shorts, stroke the flesh underneath. “Such a beautiful arse you have, Elizabeth.” He squeezes both cheeks, and I grow wet in an instant. “You like this, don’t you? Like my hands on you. Does Brian make you tremble, or am I the only one who makes you feel this way?”


    I could come from just the sound of his voice. My pussy weeps with raw, feral need, hungry for what he can give me. I want this man more than my next breath.


    “I can smell how much you want me. It makes me want to rip off your clothes, fuck you right here, right now.” He murmurs in my ear. “May I?” His hand flirts with the waistband to my shorts.


    I’ll be damned if I give him proof of my burning need for him. I lean my elbows against the white wood, drop my head.


    “Well?”


    The scent of his expensive cologne ensnares my senses. Why does he have to smell so damn good? “I’m thinking.”


    His sensual lips, busy sizzling a path across my skin, form a smile across my bare shoulder. “Take your time. We have all night.”


    Damn him. I don’t want him to take all night. I want him to rip down my shorts and drive into me. Just like he promised. “Fine.”


    The bastard unsnaps my halter top, at the neck, my waist. It drops to pool at my feet. His hands, those big, masculine hands I love, circle around to knead me. “Such beautiful breasts.”


    “Now. Gabriel.”


    “In time, Elizabeth.”


    I moan with frustration. Should have known he wouldn’t take me hard and fast. That’s not his style. He likes to tease me to death until I’m one huge puddle.


    His hand skims the front of my shorts, unbuttons the top, I tremble with anticipation while he lowers the zipper in one long, sensuous slide. With the shorts loosened, he sweeps one long finger down my mons to stroke my intimate curls.


    “I love your little strip of hair.”


    I gulp. “Do you?” I widen my legs to give him better access.


    “Yes, like a landing strip, it welcomes me home.” He slips the finger inside my sheath and I almost convulse on the spot. “So responsive. It’s one of the things I love best about you.” With his free hand, he tugs on the shorts. I lift one leg, then the other and kick them somewhere in the room. I’m buck naked while he’s still dressed to the nines.


    He snags another ice cube from the glass, slides it through the valley between my breasts, to my midriff, down to my dripping pussy. When the cold hits my clit, I groan and drop back my head against his shoulder. And then the devil pushes it into my sheath, deep inside of me.


    I scream. “Oh, please, please, please.” I don’t even know what I’m begging for.


    He pinches close the lips of my folds, and the cold heat burns inside of me. “Tell me, Elizabeth. Did you fuck Brian?”


    My legs are trembling so badly I can barely stand, and his sweet torture is driving me insane. But suddenly everything becomes clear.


    “No. You’re the only one I want inside of me.” That truth hurts more than he’ll ever know, because it can only mean one thing. I’m in love with him. Not lust. Love.


    “That, my sweet girl, is the right answer.” He frees the lips of my folds. What remains of the ice cube slides out. He brings it to his lips and pops it in his mouth. “Umm, ambrosia.”


    I curl into his body, not caring that I’m sweaty and sticky and probably staining his suit. All I care about is holding him inside of me. “Make love to me, Gabriel.”


    “It will be my pleasure, darling girl,” he says and smiles that crooked smile I love so much.


    Without warning, his mouth twists in a rictus of agony. Clutching his head, he crashes to his knees. “Aarghh.”


    Oh, my God! What’s happening to him? I drop next to him. “Gabriel. What’s wrong?”


    He grinds the back of his head against the rug, his body arches in agony. “Pain. So much pain.”


    My gut knots. My hands shake. “What can I do? Should I call 911?” Does England even have such a code?


    “No. Medicine. Right trousers pocket.” He pants in between words, as if producing each syllable is more than he can stand.


    I scramble over him and retrieve the same medicine container I saw yesterday. I pop out one of the pills and slip it into his mouth before I rush to the refrigerator to grab a small water bottle from the mini-bar. With shaking hands, I prop him up enough to tip the water into his mouth.


    “Lights.” His voice’s agonized timbre twists my insides.


    I race around and kill every one of them, leaving only the ribbon of light from the full moon streaming across the soft carpet.


    “What else can I do?” If I could take his pain away, I would.


    He clutches my hand as if I’m his only hope of salvation. “Stay. Just stay, love. It will go away soon.”


    He’s experienced this before? Why hasn’t he done something about it? I want to argue that he needs emergency medical care, but I can’t, not when he’s hurting so much. Trying not to jostle him, I slip my arm around his chest and watch over him until his body relaxes and he falls asleep.


    I wake up on the cavernous bed. Gabriel’s awake and cuddled around me. How I got here I have no idea.


    “I’m sorry, love. So sorry.” He drops a kiss on my shoulder. “Forgive me.”


    “What?” I rub the sleep from eyes, turn to him. “Are you okay?”


    His brows scrunch. “Yes, why shouldn’t I be?”


    “You suffered a migraine attack, a really bad one.”


    “Did I?” He brushes a hand across his forehead.


    “You don’t remember?” My stomach plummets. I can’t fathom not recalling that level of pain.


    “No. Sometimes”—he drops his head back on the pillow—“sometimes I forget things.”


    “That’s not right. You have to go to the doctor and get it checked out.”


    He smiles that beautiful smile of his as he sweeps hair off my face. “I will, as soon as this phase of the deal concludes. Did I hurt you?”


    “No. Why would you think so?”


    “You were naked on the floor. And there’s a bruise on your arm. Did I do that?”


    “No.” the bruise must be from where Brian pulled me back, but I’m not about to share that with Gabriel. “You need to go to the doctor tomorrow. Not in two weeks.”


    “I can’t. They’ll want to perform tests, and I can’t afford the time.”


    I breathe a heavy sigh. “Fine. I’m not happy about it, but fine.”


    He drops a kiss on my lips, and rolls over. Before I know it, he slips into me. Our lovemaking is sweet, unhurried, and just as satisfying as our frenzied couplings. But all the while, I can’t help but think, by waiting to get checked out, he’s making a huge mistake.


    

  


  
    Chapter 24


    ______________


    NAKED AND BEAUTIFUL, Gabriel lies on the king-sized bed, sleeping so soundly, he doesn’t wake when I roll away at the ass crack of dawn. Hard abs, ropy arms, that angel-kissed face. His mussed-up hair tempts me to run a finger through his curls, but if I do, he’ll wake and I won’t get a chance to escape. So without so much as a kiss on his lips, I leave, taking with me my aching heart.


    How could I have fallen in love with him when nothing but pain awaits me? I never wanted an involvement, a relationship, busy with school and work as I am. I don’t want to be like my mother, who abandoned everything she knew to follow her lover to a strange city. A man who, according to my foster care records, pimped her out and got her hooked on drugs.


    I’m my own woman, the captain of my soul. I refuse to revolve my life around a man like Gabriel Storm whose possessive bent and jealous nature barely allow me out of his sight, much less the freedom to plot my own course.


    And yet, I can’t stay away from him.


    Wish I could chalk it up to the heart-pounding sex, but it’s more than that. He knows me, knows my fears. And yet, with all my baggage, he can’t get enough of me. And I can’t get enough of him. When we’re together, everything ceases to exist, except for him, and this madness he calls from deep within me.


    After I shower and dress in my own room, I head down to the meeting. Worried sick about him, I anxiously await his arrival. I have a bad feeling about his refusal to see a doctor and beat myself up for not calling to make sure he’s all right. During the morning break, I’ll insist he go get himself checked out.


    I grab a cup of coffee, and, even though I’m not hungry, an apple strudel as well. I’m just taking my seat when Gabriel strolls in looking more scrumptious than ever in the gray suit I chose for him. When drool pools in my mouth, I bite down on the pastry to disguise the effect he has on me, and an ooey gooey mess drips out. I catch most of it before I embarrass myself, but not before I spot his playful grin. I wish he’d cut that shit out. He knows what that devastating smile does to me. Still, his carefree demeanor lifts a load off my shoulders. Maybe I worried about nothing after all.


    We spend the morning catching up. The Smith-Cannon contingent is only six deep. Mr. Carrey, Terry, Brian and Mark—the three senior associates working on this deal—CeCe and me. CeCe acts as AA for the group. She knows the administrative side of the negotiations almost as well as I do.


    During this phase of the negotiations, we’re discussing the valuation of the company. Never an easy process, made even more complicated by the acquiring company being British, the selling one being American, and the actual project located in Brazil. Still, both Mr. Carrey and Gabriel are experienced at international financial transactions so nobody anticipates a major hitch.


    Excited about the challenging negotiation, I note ways to improve the deal for our client, some small, some more substantial, which I plan to discuss with my boss. But after lunch, something happens in the ladies’ room that drives all the other crap from my head.


    I throw up.


    I emerge from the stall shaking like a leaf to discover CeCe standing by the row of sinks staring bug-eyed at me. “Tell me you’re not pregnant.”


    “Me? Heck, no. I’m on birth control.” A patch I apply every month. Because I suffer irregular menses, my doctor determined this would work out best for me.


    “When was your last period?”


    I count back. “Five weeks ago.” My stomach churns.


    “Are you regular?”


    “You can set a watch by me.” My hands twist of their own accord.


    “Well, then, either your watch is broken or you have a baby on the way.”


    I gulp down air, trying hard to breathe. “I can’t be pregnant. I can’t.”


    “Yeah, I said the same thing with my third.” Her eyes shine with concern as she squeezes my arm. “Better find out for sure, Liz. There’s a drugstore round the corner from the hotel. They probably sell pregnancy tests.”


    I nod, even though I’m dying inside.


    Somehow I manage to get through the rest of the day by chalking my stomach upset to the different cuisine, to too much fruit, to fucking Gabriel non stop. But as soon as the afternoon session’s done, I make a beeline for the pharmacy down the street and buy two pregnancy tests. I hurry back to my room and pee into them. They both confirm what I already know. I’m freakin’ pregnant. God, what am I going to do?


    I can’t afford a baby, neither time nor money wise. With my job at Smith Cannon and law school at night, I barely have time for myself and every cent’s budgeted before I even get paid. Aside from that, my life goal hasn’t changed. I want to work as a corporate attorney for Smith Cannon or a similar firm, and a child would get in the way. Women on the ‘mommy track’ at my law firm take longer to rise through the ranks. Most never make partner. And I certainly don’t want that.


    Tuesday morning, I ignore Gabriel who’s doing everything but stand on his head to have me notice him. He brings me coffee, slides a pastry toward me, texts me naughty suggestions which I delete without answering him. I can’t deal with him right now.


    During the break, I suffer another bout of morning sickness, one which Gabriel’s assistant, Amita, a beautiful woman of Indian heritage witnesses. “You’re not feeling well.”


    “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” Liar, liar, pants on fire. I know exactly what’s wrong.


    “If you need a doctor, dear, I can recommend one.” She’s in her early forties and a model of efficiency as I have cause to know from having dealt with her before. “And I can promise you, I won’t tell anyone, not even Mr. Storm.”


    Oh, shit. She can’t possibly know. Can she? “That would be good. Thank you.”


    Back at the meeting, she slips me a piece of paper with the name and phone number of a doctor and an appointment time of one o’clock today. Leaning into me, she whispers, “I’ll cover if you’re late.”


    I’m late, all right. One week late.


    At the doctor’s office, the nurse takes some blood. After a thorough examination, the physician tells me I’m showing all the signs of pregnancy. Her office promises to call me the next day with the test results, but I’m not holding out much hope. On the way out, the nurse hands me a “Mommy-to-Be” care package that contains vitamins, and a bunch of pamphlets. I bury them deep in my purse.


    When I arrive at the meeting, Mr. Carrey and Gabriel frown at me. I apologize for my tardiness without providing any further explanation. Although CeCe and Amita shoot me concerned gazes, I avoid both during the rest of this session and focus on the discussion.


    By common agreement, once we adjourn for the day each member of the Smith Cannon team is on his, or her, own for the night. Even so, I’m aware of their comings and goings. Terry and Brian hole up in their rooms. Mark prowls the bars. Mr. Carrey loves theater and heads off to a West End show. CeCe goes off on a nighttime double-decker bus tour of London. I stay to myself. Less they see me, less chance they will discover I’m pregnant.


    As luck will have it, Casey calls that night.


    Telling him is the hardest thing I’ve ever done.


    “You’re what?”


    “I’m pregnant.”


    “That son of a bitch rode you bareback?”


    “No, he didn’t. A condom tore.”


    “But weren’t you on the patch?” We had the birth control discussion when I turned fifteen.


    I share with him what the gyn said. “The antibiotic I took for that sinus infection in May probably interfered with the birth control.”


    “Damn it, Lizzie. Have you told Storm?”


    “No. Not yet.”


    “You have to tell him.”


    “I know. I know.”


    Even so, I do not get together with Gabriel that night. He calls and texts, and when I ignore both, he comes pounding on my door. I put on the chain, open it an inch and tell him I’m not feeling well.


    In a nano second, he morphs from frustrated to worried. “Is there anything I can do?”


    “No. Nothing.” He’s done enough.


    “Feel better then.” That hurt look in his eyes surfaces, but he takes it like a gentleman and walks away.


    Wednesday morning, the negotiating team receives a formal invitation to attend a weekend party at Winterleagh Castle, his family’s ancestral seat. I take the coward’s way out and decide to wait until then to talk to him. It’s only a couple of days after all.


    That decision eases my stress level only to be replaced by another. What do you wear to a weekend party at an earl’s country estate? I flip through my meager wardrobe. All I have are business clothes and exactly one dressy dress. Well, there’s one person I can call. During lunch, I phone Brianna to get the 411.


    “Not to worry, darling,” she says. “Mummy won’t expect you to bring your riding habit with you.”


    Riding habit? I don’t own a car, much less a horse.


    “During the day, casual outfits work fine—slacks, shirts, blazers, that kind of thing. We do dress for dinner every night, though.” I’m tempted to ask if they walk around naked the rest of the time, but I refrain.


    “So I’ll need a fancy dress for Friday and Saturday nights?”


    “Yes. That black number you wore at Gabriel’s flat will work fine for one night. Do you have another one?”


    “No.”


    “I’d lend you something but—”


    She doesn’t have to say it. She’s tall and slender. I’m short and curvy and slender and I have never shaken hands. I need to go shopping. I groan. This is an expense I didn’t anticipate.


    “Oh, and some of the rooms are bloody freezing. So bring something warm to wear.”


    That afternoon, CeCe and I are in the private office space assigned to the Smith Cannon team going over documents to send back home.


    “Well?”


    “I’m pregnant.”


    She walks around the desk and hugs me. “If there’s anything I can do, I’m there for you. You know that. Right?”


    Hard to believe, but we’ve become fast friends in the last three weeks or so. “Yes, I know. Thanks, CeCe.”


    “So what are you going to do?” She asks, shuffling papers.


    “Do?” What is she talking about?


    She stops what she’s doing and fixes her warm chocolate gaze on me. “You having the baby?”


    She doesn’t beat around the bush, does she? “Yes.” Of this much I’m sure. I could never have an abortion, no matter how inconvenient the pregnancy.


    “Good. You taking care of yourself?”


    “The doctor gave me some pre-natal vitamins and a whole bunch of pamphlets.”


    She looks me up and down. “You’ve gained weight. Maybe not baby weight, but weight nonetheless. Somebody’s bound to notice sooner or later. I can give you pointers on disguising the bump.”


    “I don’t have a bump.” I protest.


    “You will. Three kids, remember? You need new clothes. Bond Street is only a couple of blocks away. And Selfridge’s department store will have anything you need.”


    “I do need a dress for the weekend.”


    She claps her well-manicured hands, nails painted in fire engine red. “Ooh, shopping. I’ll go with you if you want.”


    “It’ll have to be tonight after work.”


    “No problem. Girls’ night out. Can’t wait.” She almost makes it sound like fun.


    And it does turn out to be fun. After the afternoon session ends, we hit Bond Street with a vengeance. CeCe proves invaluable in choosing clothes. Loose peasant blouses which still manage to look business-like, slacks with elastic waists, tunic dresses. An empire waist fancy dress for the weekend in the country. Thank God for my American Express.


    While I’m trying on an outfit, my cell buzzes. Gabriel.


    “Where are you?” His tone churns with dark emotion.


    I bristle. “You keeping tabs on me?”


    For a second, there’s only dead silence from his end. “You weren’t feeling well last night, so I came by to check on you. When you didn’t answer, I became concerned.” His voice softens, warms. “I was worried about you.”


    Oh, geesh. Here he is anxious about me, and I’m yelling at him. “I’m fine, Gabriel. Went shopping with CeCe. I need an evening dress to wear this weekend.”


    “So you’re feeling better?”


    “Yes. Much.”


    “Brilliant.” The relief in his voice is so palpable I can feel it. “After you’re done, have dinner with me.”


    I clutch my phone. Right now, I need space and time to figure things out. “Better not.”


    “Why?” It wouldn’t be Storm if he didn’t ask that question.


    I debate how to explain things without sharing the real reason and hit on the one he’ll understand. “I need to research an issue for Mr. Carrey, and write a legal memorandum after that. I can’t do either if I’m with you.”


    “Come to me after you’re done. I don’t care how late it is.” The raw need in his voice sets off a craving in me. Desire pounds through my veins. More than anything I want to say yes. But right now I need to think things through and figure out the best way to tell him I’m pregnant with his baby.


    “I can’t. Please don’t make this harder than it has to be. We’ll see each other this weekend.” I offer by way of an olive branch.


    “Define see.” His voice throbs with emotion.


    He’s not going to accept my decision unless I give him something. “Whatever you want it to mean.”


    A hiss. “I have a large vocabulary.” His tone’s gone deliciously dark and sensual.


    “I know you do.”


    “’Til this weekend then. Oh, and Elizabeth?”


    “Yes?”


    “Don’t wear any underwear. I’ll just rip it off you.” Click.


    Bastard. My hands shake so badly I have trouble returning my cell to my purse.


    A knock sounds on my dressing room door. “How we doing in there? Need any help?”


    CeCe. God bless her and her interfering ways.


    “No, thanks. Be right out.” As I slip into the empire waistline gown, I vow to tell him about the baby this weekend. And then we’ll see how much he wants me still.


    

  


  
    Chapter 25


    ______________


    Gabriel


    FRIDAY AFTERNOON, the Countess and I welcome the Smith Cannon team at Winterleagh Castle. Even to my jaundiced eye, my mother appears much younger than her age in black trousers and a sand-colored one button jacket. Her dark-hair rests at the base of her neck, although rest is a misnomer. She’s beaten the entire mass into a chignon, with not a single curl in sight. Not that one would dare escape. Her back’s ramrod straight. Of course it is. That spine has not bent once her entire life.


    Although she greets Thomas Carrey with effusive charm, she dismisses Elizabeth and the rest of the Smith Cannon contingent with a single glance. Good. She’s not aware of Elizabeth’s importance to me.


    I warmly greet our guests, shaking hands all around while I direct our servants to stash their luggage in bed chambers named for jewels—the emerald room for Elizabeth, ruby, pearl, diamond, amethyst, and turquoise for the other members of her team. While we stroll through the great hall, I provide a running commentary about Winterleagh. “The original structure was a motte and bailey, erected in 1067 by Eduard of Stormhurst. He was awarded a barony for his valiant service to William the Conqueror during the battle of Hastings. Sadly, that construction, made out of wood, proved fatal during a particularly bloody battle when the castle was burned to the ground.” I pause for dramatic effect. “Everyone inside perished.”


    Predictably, the women, including Elizabeth, shiver and the men’s eyes light up.


    “Subsequent structures suffered similar fates until the fourteenth century when the fifth baron erected a concentric castle. Although that original building has been renovated several times, the style remains to this day.”


    “Why did he choose that type of architecture?” Thomas Carrey asks.


    “To make it impregnable. With its inner and outer walls and towers on each side, it stood up to many a siege.”


    “But couldn’t the attackers simply wait things out? I mean, sooner or later, the castle folks would run out of food.” Mrs. Collins asks.


    “You’ve exposed one of the weaknesses of these types of castles. How very clever of you.” I sketch her a small bow.


    She flashes a bright smile. Glad I made her happy, even if only in a small way. “But the fifth baron chose an excellent location for the new structure. He built it next to the sea where it could be supplied by sailing ships. He also built tunnels which could be used to provision the inhabitants, or as a means to escape.”


    “Smart ancestor.” Mrs. Collins says.


    Along the way, I point out one of our claims to fame, a tapestry depicting a hunt and featuring one of our most illustrious kings. “This hanging was woven by Lady Stormhurst and her ladies-in-waiting to commemorate King Henry VIII’s visit to the castle in 1540. He was so taken by his warm reception, he bestowed a viscountcy on the good baron.”


    A very unladylike snort issues from Elizabeth, but she covers it up with a cough. “Sorry, allergies.”


    “How much acreage surrounds the castle?” Thomas Carrey asks.


    “It sits on a thousand acres of land.”


    Somebody whistles. Mark Sutter probably. He has a cheeky side to him.


    “Please feel free to wander about as you wish during your stay. You might want to visit the East Park during your visit. The landscape, designed by Capability Brown, is widely admired for its beauty.”


    I pause at the foot of the Robert Adams staircase which sweeps to the first floor in a majestic arch. “Our staff will show you to your rooms.” As the members of the Smith Cannon team follow our retainers up the stairs, I tug on Elizabeth’s elbow to have her remain behind, if only for a moment. Once her co-workers are out of sight, I whisper. “I’ve missed you.”


    She fidgets, and her gaze bounces from me up the steps. “I better go.”


    “You’ll come down for tea?”


    “Of course,” she says, before dashing up the steps.


    Her jittery behavior doesn’t surprise me. She’s worried about being found out. I’m tired of the subterfuge, the whispered words. I want to claim her as my own, mark her as mine, but the sad truth is I can’t. It would jeopardize her job.


    Two hours later, when we gather for tea, Elizabeth no longer appears to be jumping out of her skin. She’s relaxed and smiling, and her gaze shines with curiosity as she looks around the room. I introduce her to Athena, my cousin’s wife, a chatty thing who’ll keep Elizabeth entertained while I keep the Countess away from her.


    As I’m discussing an environmental matter with our local Member of Parliament, Royce arrives. Dark-haired and blue-eyed, he positively breathes easy charm, according to the gossip rags. Unfortunately, today he reeks of whiskey as well. One of the family curses, along with promiscuity, thrill seeking and tossing pots of money at losing propositions. At least our generation managed to avoid the last one.


    Weaving on his feet, he bows over the Countess’s hand.


    Predictably, she recoils. “For pity’s sake, Royce. Go sit. Right now.” She hisses at him.


    But rather than steer toward one of the many sofas and chairs in the drawing room, he heads toward Elizabeth and Athena.


    Athena takes one look at him and blurts out. “You didn’t drive, did you Royce?” Her words echo in the cavernous room, and heads swivel toward them.


    “Not to worry, ducks, I bummed a ride. Who’s this lovely?”


    “Elizabeth Watson.” Elizabeth says, sticking out her hand.


    When he turns it over to kiss her palm, the urge to throttle my one remaining brother burns through me. Leave her alone, she’s mine. But of course I can’t say such a thing. Not if I wish to keep up the pretense that Elizabeth doesn’t mean a thing to me. I continue chatting with the MP, his wife, and daughter. But I keep my eye on Royce, ready to pounce if he says, or does, the least objectionable thing.


    “Oh, for heaven’s sakes, Royce, you’re making a spectacle of yourself.” Athena again.


    Ignoring her, he winks at Elizabeth. “I’m the black sheep of the family, don’t you know?”


    Her lips split in a smile. “Well, I suppose every family must have one.”


    Grinning back, he squeezes her hand. “I like you.”


    Having had enough of Royce’s tomfoolery, I stride toward him just as Brianna strolls in.


    Officially, she hasn’t met Elizabeth, so I perform the introduction. While they chat, I draw Royce aside and murmur to him. “Excuse yourself and leave. Go to your room. Don’t come down until you’re sober.” Without saying another word, Royce turns to the entire company, bows, and wanders out. Leave it to him to make a grand exit.


    After tea, I do what I’ve wanted to do since Elizabeth arrived. Spend time alone with her. As the guests drift in sundry directions, I offer to give her a tour of the castle. We stroll through the green and red drawing rooms, the saloon, the audience room where we receive important guests.


    Half an hour into the tour she appears adorably confused. “Does the castle come with a map?”


    I try to hold back a smile. “A map?”


    “I’m serious. I’m afraid to go wandering. If I get lost, you wouldn’t find me for days.”


    By now, no one’s in sight, so I pull her into an alcove, one fronted by a massive sculpture of some Greek god, and a treasured hiding place from when I was young. Capturing her face in my hands, I whisper, “If you’re lost, here or anywhere else, I’ll find you.” And then I do what I’ve hungered to do for days. I kiss her.


    Seeking entry, I nibble her bottom lip . For a space in time, I’m lost in the sweetness of her lips, the heat of her mouth. Soon she’s moaning, tangling her tongue with mine. I harden against her belly and pull her into me, wishing I could raise her skirt and take her right here, right now. But this is neither the time nor place to make love. So I ease from the kiss.


    She sighs and snuggles into my chest. “I missed you. Missed this.”


    Her warmth, her intoxicating gardenia scent does things to me. I wish I could show her how much she means to me. But there’s too much at stake. If we’re discovered, she could lose her job, and I would lose the advantage in my battle with my mother, so I settle for a simple, “Me too.”


    I lead her to the library, one of my favorite rooms in the castle. Designed by Christopher Wren, the domed-ceiling chamber houses a fine art collection, hundreds of books, and a pipe organ which takes up one entire wall.


    “Oh, my, that’s beautiful.” Her eyes glow shiny bright as she stares at the imposing instrument. “Do you ever play it?”


    Recalling happier times, I nod. “I used to sit at the bench and pretend I was giving a concert.”


    She clasps her hands and turns to me. “Could you play now?”


    “No. It’s sadly out of tune.” It isn’t. I’ve made sure of that. But I haven’t touched a keyboard in a long time. I tug on her arm. “Come. I have something I want to show you.”


    “What?”


    I walk toward one of the bookcases and push a lever hidden in one of the shelves. A panel slides open, revealing a hidden space.


    Her breath hitches. “What is that?”


    “A hidden passage.”


    “I’m not going in there.” Her reaction’s understandable, given her fear of tight spaces.


    “I wouldn’t ask you to, love.” I reel her in and drop a kiss on her nose.


    “What is it used for?” When her voice goes breathless, I prefer to think it’s due to my embrace and not her claustrophobia.


    “The original tunnel was built as an escape route by an ancestor. But the fourth Earl expanded upon the idea and designed a secret passage to a specific room.”


    “Which one?”


    “The emerald bedchamber.” I grin down at her.


    Her mouth gapes open. “The one I’m staying in?”


    “Yes. He fell in love with a married lady. Since he was married himself, they needed to keep their affair private. Whenever she visited, he assigned her to that room.”


    “And he used the passage to get to her.”


    “So smart.”


    She wriggles away to peer into the dark hole before turning back, her eyes big as saucers. “Wow.”


    I laugh. “You should see your face.”


    Before I can say anything else, heels clack on the smooth-tiled library floor. I put distance between us and talk about one of the paintings—a Vermeer. “The Piano Lesson, depicts a young man seated at a keyboard and, like many of his paintings, takes place in a small room.”


    “Oh, there you are, Ainsley.” The Countess. The temperature in the library drops a couple of degrees.


    “Mother.”


    “Lady Melissande will be arriving any second and I want you to help me welcome her.”


    “What a stunning organ you have, Lady Winterleagh,” Elizabeth says, smiling.


    The Countess scoffs. “We should have gotten rid of that monstrosity years ago, but my husband won’t have it.”


    Elizabeth glances between her and the organ. “But it’s so beautiful.”


    “It serves no purpose.”


    I clench my hands behind my back, and Elizabeth steps closer to me. Although I take comfort from her action, I wish she hadn’t done such a thing.


    My mother’s gaze shifts from me to Elizabeth and back again. Her countenance turns even frostier. Bloody hell. By that one simple step, Elizabeth revealed we’re more than business acquaintances.


    “Come, Ainsley. We must not keep Lady Melissande waiting.” The Countess walks out, so assured of my compliance, she doesn’t bother to glance back. I have no choice but to follow. After all, this is what I must do to maintain the fragile peace between us.


    I pull Elizabeth into me, drop a kiss on her lips. “I have to do this.”


    “Of course you do.” She lays a hand on my chest. “You’re the host. Go.”


    “See you later?” I lower my voice, imbuing a world of erotic meaning into that one simple verb.


    Her breath hitches, her eyes turn into warm, limpid pools. “Yes.” She breathes out in a husky whisper.


    After kissing her hand, I walk out of the library before I lose myself in her.


    When I catch up with my mother in the great hall, she hisses at me. “What is she to you?”


    “A fling. Nothing you need worry about.” The sour lie curdles my stomach.


    “One of your women? Honestly, Ainsley.” Her lip curls in distaste. “I would appreciate it if you would keep it in your pants this weekend. We want to make a favorable impression on the Duke and Duchess of Marchstone and Lady Melissande. She’s to be your wife, after all.”


    I nod, which, going by the satisfied smile on her face, she interprets as agreement. At the dinner party a week ago she ordered me to propose to Lady Melissande, something I have no intention of doing. My bride will be of my choosing, not hers. No sense arguing about this now, though. She’ll find out soon enough, and then there will be hell to pay. Slapping a grin on my face, I step forward to welcome our illustrious guests.


    

  


  
    Chapter 26


    _____________


    Elizabeth


    AT SEVEN A GONG SOUNDS, the signal to gather for pre-dinner cocktails in the green drawing room. The Countess and Gabriel greet everyone at the entrance. I barely get a nod from his mother, but Gabriel welcomes me with a squeeze of my hand.


    With the only member of the Smith Cannon team, CeCe, chatting with the MP’s daughter and Bri and Royce nowhere to be found, I gravitate toward the only other person I know, Athena.


    A passing servant offers champagne. I decline and ask for water instead.


    While I wait for the drink, Athena points to the newcomers. “The Duke and Duchess of Marchstone and their daughter, Lady Melissande.”


    The duchess sits in a sky-blue cushioned chair, while her husband hovers over her. His florid complexion and robust build contrast dramatically against her frail frame and pale complexion. When a spasm rolls across her face, Lady Melissande immediately reaches down to whisper something into her mother’s ear. The duchess responds with a tremulous smile and a shake of her head. Even from across the room, I can tell she’s trying to reassure her daughter. She must be ill. How very sad.


    Gabriel roams to their side, and he too bends down to say a few words to the duchess. Probably offering what comfort he can. When he straightens and bows to Lady Melissande, it strikes me what a well-matched couple they make. The apricot-haired beauty stuns in a black cocktail dress which perfectly complements Gabriel’s tall, broad-shouldered frame.


    A twinge of something pinches my heart, and I force my gaze away.


    Athena lowers her voice. “I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, but I imagine you’ll catch a drift of it. Lady Winterleagh is playing matchmaker this weekend—between Lady Melissande and Gabriel.”


    I choke on the water.


    “Oh, dear. Are you all right?” She holds out a cocktail napkin to me.


    “Yes. Thank you.” A lump of despair clogs my throat. Up until now, I felt like a princess at a ball, but now I feel like a poor country mouse. Still, I can’t allow my emotions to get the better of me. I must get to the truth. “You were saying?”


    “Well, Lady Melissande is the youngest daughter. The last of the bunch. Can you believe they had four to pop off?” She shakes her head as if this is a burden not to be wished on anyone.


    Please get to the point.


    “Lady Winterleagh is dead set on having her as a daughter in law. The duke’s a direct descendant of William IV. The wrong side of the blanket, but still, a king’s a king. She’ll succeed, too, just wait and see.”


    My heart sinks. Is this true? Gabriel must marry at some point. If for no other reason than to provide an heir for the title. And Lady Melissande is beautiful and a member of his own class. But from everything Bri revealed and the episode in the library, Gabriel and his mother do not get along. I find it hard to believe he’d go along with her plan.


    My gaze steers toward Gabriel. By now, he’s moved away from Lady Melissande and is talking with someone I haven’t met, a man half a head shorter with buck teeth. Bri’s duke? No wonder she hasn’t made an appearance.


    As if she’s been summoned by my thought, Brianna drifts into the room, arm linked with her brother Royce. We barely have time to exchange greetings before the butler marches in and announces dinner in a booming voice.


    While everyone sorts out the order to proceed into the dining room, Gabriel smiles and winks at me. And I breathe easy again.


    He takes his place at the head of the table where I imagine his father would sit. The Duchess of Marchstone is on his right and Lady Melissande on his left. At the other end of the table, his mother’s perched between the Duke of Marchstone and Bri’s duke. Poor Bri’s stuck next to him.


    Members of the Smith Cannon team find their seats in the middle, right across from each other. For a moment, confusion reigns when Royce plops down next to me even though the table card is clearly marked with the MP’s name. The councilman, who’d been headed for the seat, shrugs and joins his wife and daughter. Something tells me this is not the first time Royce has pulled such a stunt.


    While I’m enjoying the soup dish, a cold vichysoisse, Royce’s hand lands on my thigh. Smiling sweetly at him, I swat it away. On his second attempt, I pinch his hand hard, and I get a lopsided grin in return. So like his brother’s.


    Lady Melissande, who sits on his right, is not as adept at fighting him off. Before long, her face turns a lovely shade of pink every time he so much as twitches in her direction. So, of course, he spends the remainder of the meal showering all his attention on her.


    When the main entree is served, a delicious coq au vin, he regales the company with a rather risqué adventure in the Australian outback, which even his brother’s glower can’t stop. I suspect somewhere underneath that black sheep exterior, Royce hides an agile mind. Not that one would know it by his outrageous antics.


    Once the meal ends, the men remain in the dining room, and the women retire to the green drawing room. To chat, as best I can tell. Exhausted after the stress of this week, I excuse myself for the night.


    Some time later, I wake to Gabriel crawling into bed with me. All I want to do is sleep, and I tell him so.


    “I just want to hold you, love.”


    Half awake, I chuckle. That will be the day when that’s all he wants with me. I brace myself for a round of hot, steamy sex, but he surprises me when, true to his word, all he does is gather me into his body. I drift off to sleep with my head on his chest and his arms around me.


    In the morning, I find a note on my pillow. “Gone riding. Will call when I return.”


    For once my stomach’s not rebelling so I head down to breakfast. Except for the two footmen who snap to attention as soon as I stroll in, I’m the sole occupant in the room. A full spread of eggs, bacon, sausage, toast and other British breakfast fare beckon me from the buffet. Rather than take up a footman’s offer to help, I decline and serve myself.


    Just as I take a seat, Royce saunters in, and after loading up his plate, straddles the chair next to me. Although his eyes are tight around the edges, he appears sober enough. Still, I keep my eye on him, ready to swat him if his hand goes roaming again.


    “So tell me, love? What’s your role in the SouthWind transaction?”


    His inquiry surprises me since I didn’t expect him to engage in polite conversation. The innocuous topic keeps us busy while we eat. After I exhaust the subject, I ask him about his occupation.


    “I travel to the back of beyond to scout likely spots for Storm Industries to develop—mostly wind and water. And then I investigate the geopolitical environment to determine the feasibility of building and managing a project in that location.”


    ‘That’s quite a mouthful. Would you care to explain it in English?” I ask, while sipping the last of my coffee.


    One of the footmen rushes over to refill my cup.


    Royce slices off a bit of sausage and pops it in his mouth. “Basically, I find out if the natives will fight off any attempt to build an energy project in their region.”


    So there won’t be a repeat of what happened in Honduras. “You must travel quite a bit.”


    He sips his brew, makes a face, adds cream and sugar to the porcelain cup. “Close to three hundred days a year.”


    “Do you enjoy it?”


    “Yes. The travel gets a bit wearisome at times, but I do love the challenge, and learning about new cultures. And women, especially the women.” He waggles his brows. So much like his brother when he makes an outrageous remark.


    But I refuse to take the bait. Biting into a slice of toast, I stare him down.


    “You’re no fun.” He sighs. “The work can be downright dangerous. Some populations don’t take kindly to our developing their habitat. So I acquaint myself with the key players, feel them out, determine if they have real objections or centuries of ingrained habits. Those who hold strong religious beliefs are the hardest to convince, but I usually manage to win them over in the end.”


    “You can be quite charming when you want to be.”


    “But it won’t do me any good because you are taken.” Mimicking me, he lathers butter on a slice of toast and bites into it.


    “What do you mean?” Suspecting where this conversation is headed, I thank God no other guests are present.


    He whispers. “Gabe. He’s quite smitten with you.”


    “We’re business acquaintances, that’s all.” I blurt out while rearranging the napkin on my lap.


    “Sure you are, darling.” He winks at me over a glass of orange juice, but then he turns serious.


    “Beware of the mater, darling. If she finds out, well, not knowing what she will do. Her bite is worse than her bark. A lot worse.”


    Before I have a chance to ask him what he means, Terry and Brian enter the room, and we’re forced to halt our discussion. Shortly after that, Mr. Carrey and the MP join our numbers, and the conversation turns to last night’s dinner, the castle, the weather.


    After everyone’s had a chance to get their fill, Royce stands. “I’m off to do some fly fishing.”


    “Really?” I ask. Didn’t peg him as the fly-fishing type.


    “Afraid so, pet.” He winks at me again. “Such is the life of a country squire.” He rubs his hands together and addresses the breakfast guests. “Who’s coming with me?”


    Brian, Mark and the MP raise their arms. Surprisingly, so does Mr. Carrey.


    “Off we go, then.”


    He leans over to snatch the last piece of toast, and whispers in my ear, “If you need anything, love, anything at all, let me know.” His words are almost identical to his sister’s.


    After breakfast, I retire to my room and settle down to read a book on my e-reader when my phone rings. Not my cell phone. The rotary, in-room antique which appears to date back to the Stone Age. Yeah, it’s that old.


    “Hello?”


    “Hi, ducks, it’s Brianna. You busy?”


    “No, I was just reading.”


    “Up for some girl time?”


    Not really. I was kind of looking forward to the solitude. But I can’t be rude. “Sure.”


    “Thought I’d clue you in on what Mummy has planned for this evening. Can I come to your room and strategize?”


    “Come on up.”


    “Actually, I’m two doors down.” Seconds later, she breezes in wearing a sleeveless white sheath dress which probably came from Chanel, Valentino, or some other haute couture house. You just don’t find that style and cut on any ole rack.”


    She drops into a bench, the match to the gold vanity table. “What are you wearing to the party tonight?”


    “Uh, an empire-waist dress I bought on Bond Street. Will that do?” I hope it does. My only other choice is the dress I wore last night.


    “Absolutely. I must warn you, though, Mummy always arranges a game of some kind. Excruciating, really. For years, she had an awful ‘Get to know each other’ one. She would pass out cards and you had to write three things about yourself that most people would not know. Well, you can imagine how excruciating it was to hear about somebody’s loony Aunt Melba or their hammer toe. Honestly, there’s a reason why some things should be kept secret. But I put a stop to that.”


    “How?”


    “I shared vital information about me. One, I’m not a virgin.” She ticks the number off her fingers. “Two, I prefer to do it doggie style, and three, I like to suck big, hard dicks.”


    I convulse with laughter. “Oh my God. You’re a menace. What did your mother do?”


    “She ripped up my card and sent me to my room where I did it doggie style with ... you know.” When a tear rolls down her cheek, she plucks a tissue from the dispenser on the vanity table. “I can’t believe I’m still crying over that tosser. I wasn’t even in love with him.”


    “He betrayed you. It’ll take time to heal.”


    She plays with the bottles I lined up there—my perfume, hair spray, the-oh, my God. Please, please, please don’t let her notice.


    She picks up the prescription bottle. “Pre-natal vitamins?” Her gaze darts to me as her eyes round. “You’re pregnant?”


    I can’t lie, not with her holding the evidence in her hand. “Yes.”


    She clutches the bottle to her chest as her eyes beam with happiness.“Please tell me it’s Gabe’s.”


    I wrestle with the idea of denying it. But I’ve evaded the truth long enough. “It’s his.”


    She races to the bed and engulfs me in a great big hug. “Congrats, darling. Gabe must be over the moon. He loves kids. He’s on three boards for children’s charities.”


    When I say nothing, her brows draw together. “Wait a minute. He doesn’t know, does he?”


    I shake my head. “I’m waiting for the right moment.”


    “You have got to do it this weekend. It will send Mummy shrieking to her psychiatrist.”


    My phone rings again. My cell this time. Gabriel.


    “Hi.”


    “Meet me at the horse barn.”


    “The horse barn?”


    “The stables, darling,” Brianna says. “Go out the west portico and follow the smell. Big monstrosity. Can’t miss it. Cheerio.” She sails out of the room with a big smile on her face. No doubt anticipating her mother’s nervous breakdown when I tell Gabriel about the baby.


    “I’ll be in the back.” He hangs up without giving me a chance to agree. Who am I kidding? I’m not about to say not to him. After I freshen up, I head for the west portico, taking pride I get lost only once. The horse barn is hard to miss. It’s huge. And so are the horses inside. I stroll in as if I know what I’m doing. Thankfully only a couple of grooms are there, and they’re busy with the horses. When I arrive at the back. No Gabriel. Just a closed door. I’m about to turn and double back, when the door opens, a hand darts out, and I’m pulled within.


    The place is an office, going by the desk, ancient file cabinet, and sundry equipment—bridles, reins, a saddle or two. Not that I have a chance to notice much, when Gabriel half carries, half drags me to a sofa butted up against a wood-paneled wall covered with framed certificates.


    As soon as my back lands on the couch, Gabriel’s mouth descends on mine. I want to slow him down so we can talk. But he presses a long, lush kiss on my lips, tearing my will away.


    “Did you lock the door?” I ask out of breath.


    He rises to secure the door, and, with a feral stride, stalks back to strip me of my sweater, sweatshirt, blouse, blue-lacy bra.


    “Why are you wearing so many clothes?” He growls.


    “It’s cold in the mansion.”


    He blazes a heated trail up my throat, my jaw, my lips. “Are you cold now?”


    I shiver, not from the cold. “No.”


    “Good.” His rough-pad fingers travel down my throat, across my collarbone, down the swell of my chest, a simple caress which has me quaking inside. My flesh aches for him, burns for his touch. As if in response, he palms a breast, kneads it with that oh-so-capable hand of his while his lips nibble and suckle a fiery path to the tip. When his clever tongue curls around the ruched nipple and sucks it into his mouth, I practically come off the sofa.


    He lays his hand on my naked, quivering belly. “Easy, love. We have time.”


    “Do we?” His drugging kisses, caresses, are stealing away my will. And that I can’t allow. I walked—no, not walked—ran to the stables to tell him about the baby, not so he could drive me insane. From somewhere deep, I muster my will. “Gabriel, we need to talk.”


    His confused gaze darts up to engage with mine. “Talk?”


    

  


  
    Chapter 27


    ______________


    SOMETHING FLASHES IN HIS EYES. “Talk? Not bloody likely.” He tunnels his hand through my hair, pulls me to him. His mouth devours mine, licking my lips, sucking my tongue, stealing my breath. Whatever restraint he possessed is gone, replaced by his ravening hunger. For me.


    His lips follow a trail from my mouth to my jaw, down to my throat. As he nuzzles, he suckles, nips my skin before circling back to my mouth to taste me, ravage me, own me. “God, Elizabeth. You taste so bloody sweet.”


    “It’s just soap.”


    “I could snack on you for hours.”


    Please do.


    A zipper’s drawn. His? No. Mine. My skirt disappears, tossed to the side like so much confetti. I’m wearing nothing underneath. He doesn’t say anything, but the light in his eyes? I could light a fire with that look.


    “You’re driving me insane.” His voice’s gone deeper, huskier.


    “Clothes off.” I demand, gasping for air. He’s stolen my breath from me..


    He jumps to his feet, tosses his black riding jacket, tight white breeches, shirt, tall boots. Everything lands on the floor and then he kneels between my legs, nudges my legs apart. His cock stands high and proud, harder than I’ve ever seen it. I grasp the base, squeeze and he groans as a drop of pre-cum slips from the head.


    “You’re killing me.”


    I laugh. “Not just yet.” I try to sit so I can slip him into my mouth, but he stops me.


    “Later, love. Right now I have to have you.” His gaze finds mine. He’s asking a question and begging for forgiveness at the same time.


    I stroke his chest. “It’s okay. It’s fine, Gabriel.” He doesn’t have to get me ready. Not today. Not when I want him as badly as he wants me.


    He palms my ass and slides me under him. No condoms this time. They went by the wayside that morning in the shower. As he slips into me, the angles to his face sharpen with passion. His breath rasps with need.


    Stretched to the max, it’s my turn to gasp. He’s right there, cramming into me, filling me to the brim. How do I forget how big he is? And yet I do. Every. Single. Time.


    He’s trying so hard to enter me slowly, his arms tremble from his labor. “Sorry love. It’s just you’re so damn tight.”


    “If you weren’t so damn huge.” No matter how careful he is, it bites this invasion of his. Call me a masochist, but I love it. Love the pain. Love him.


    His cocky laugh ripples right through his length into my sheath. As if I needed anything else to catch on fire.


    “How are you doing?” As he pushes deeper, his gaze weighs and measures me. Sweat drips from him, from his effort not to rush things.


    I wipe his chest and smear his sweat over me. I want to smell like him when I come. But that’s not enough. I jerk up my hips, dig my nails into his ass. “You’re going too slow.”


    He groans. “Don’t want to hurt you.”


    “You’re not.” I reach up and twist his nipple.


    Cursing, he thrusts all the way inside me, so deep he’s touching my womb. Baby meet your daddy.


    I smile.


    “You like?”


    “Oh, yes. More.”


    He rears, swing his hips back and shoves into me. “You’re so hot. Inside.” He pumps up and down, harder, faster. But it’s still not enough for me. He leans down and rests his weight on his elbows while he traps my head in his hands, kisses me. “I love how you feel. Love making love to you.”


    “Uh-huh.” I tweak his other nipple, and he finally lets go.


    Freed of all restraints, he pounds into me, each stroke more powerful than the next. And I climb higher and higher until he hits something. Oh god oh god oh my god. I gulp, clamp his upper arms, wrap my legs around his hips.


    Powerful and strong, he rams into me. His wolf of a smile tells me. This is what you wanted, isn’t it?


    Yes, it most certainly is. My legs quiver. I can’t catch my breath. “Now, Gabriel, now.”


    He grabs my ass and stabs into me once, twice, three times. I climax so hard my eyes roll back in my head.


    His body stiffens. He rears back his head, grits his teeth and comes and comes and comes with so much cum it shoots up my quim to my belly button. Done with his passion, he collapses on me and breathes my name. “Elizabeth.”


    His weight, his sweat, his smell surround me. Wishing I could hold him like this forever, I wrap my arms around him and hold him tight. But soon exhaustion claims me and I fade away.


    I wake up to find us still on the couch, my head on his pec, his hand drawing little circles on my arm.


    “You have a nice nap?” he asks.


    “I can’t believe I drifted off like that. Did I sleep long?”


    “About fifteen minutes.”


    I sit up on my elbow and stare at him. “You’re kidding.”


    He smiles and shakes his head. “No.”


    How long have I been here? “What time is it?”


    He checks his watch. “Two.”


    “Maybe I should go.” Somebody’s bound to be looking for him.


    His hand clamps around my shoulder. “What’s the hurry? You don’t have anywhere to be, do you?” Ever possessive Gabriel frowns at me.


    “No. But you probably do.”


    “I don’t have anything scheduled for the rest of the day. Except for dinner and tea.”


    He settles me against him, maybe to ensure I won’t leave.


    For a few minutes, we simply breathe. No talk, no foreplay, only the sheer enjoyment of being with him. But the need to know if he went riding with Lady Melissande soon claws at my gut, not allowing me to rest until I find out. I take a deep breath, let it out. “You went riding this morning.”


    “Yes.”


    “Alone?”


    For a second, he hesitates “No. Melissande rode with me.”


    My soul plummets into a well of despair. I don’t have the right to feel this way. We’re not in a relationship. He’s free to escort whoever he likes. But my heart doesn’t care. Mad questions rattle around my brain. Is he interested in her? Or is it something more serious? But I can’t come right out and ask him. So I broach the subject in a roundabout way. “Why haven’t you married?”


    He stops caressing my arm and stares down at me. “What brought on that question?”


    “Curiosity. You are thirty two years old and the heir to a title. Marriage is a foregone conclusion. The only question is who?” Eyes downcast, I chip away at my nail polish. “I hear your mother has Lady Melissande all picked out for you.”


    He grips my chin, turns it, so I’m forced to look at him.


    “Who told you that?”


    “A little birdie.” I’m not about to out his cousin’s wife.


    “A little birdie with a big mouth. Let me guess. Athena.” A frown mars his perfect features.


    “Doesn’t matter who told me. Melissande would be the perfect wife for you. She’s beautiful and more than your equal title wise.”


    “Yes, she is.” His tone turns gruff, so different from the lover like timbre of moments ago.


    My breath catches in my throat. Blinking away imminent tears, I twist my chin from his grasp.


    He tucks a curl behind my ear, strokes a hand down my back. “But I can’t imagine spending the next fifty years by her side, having children with her.” When he mentions children, his hand circles around to my belly.


    Tell him now. I take a breath to do so, but before I can, a knock sounds on the door.


    “Gabe?”


    I tense. The voice sounds like Brianna’s, but I can’t be sure.


    He scrambles into his riding breeches, opens the door an inch.


    When Brianna’s head pokes in, I let out a held breath. “Mummy’s searching for you. Royce mentioned he’d seen you in the folly, but she won’t be fooled for long.”


    “Thanks, Bri. Owe you one.”


    “Just returning the favor, big brother.” Brianna’s steps clatter away before Gabriel eases the door shut.


    By the time he turns, I’ve slipped into a pair of panties I hid in my skirt pocket and retrieved my bra.


    He pries the bra from my grip and tosses it to the floor. “What’s the rush?”


    “You heard your sister. Your mother is looking for you.”


    “Let her look.” He loses his riding breeches and tears off my panties before he kisses me hard.


    I wrestle my mouth from his. “What exactly do you have against underwear?”


    “They’re on you.” He palms my ass, rubs his massive erection against my belly and I grow breathless in an instant.


    “What’s wrong with that?”


    “I want you naked. All the time.”


    “Hard to work without clothes.”


    “You wouldn’t have to work if you were mine,” he says with a cocky smile.


    “So what would I do? Stay at home and be the sweet little wife?” Yeah, like that will ever happen.


    “Yes.”


    I gasp at the insane thought. “Gabriel. That’s not what I want out of life. Besides what about the maid, your butler?”


    “No servants. Just you. Naked, wet and aching for me. Just like you are now.”


    I snort. “That’s quite a fantasy you have going there, Storm. First off, I can’t cook. That’s Casey’s department.”


    “We’d order in.”


    “I make a lousy housekeeper.”


    “I own several properties. We could go from penthouse to cottage to mansion. You’d never have to lift a toilet brush.”


    I wrap my hands around his neck, nibble his bottom lip. “So if I don’t cook or clean, what do you want me for?” Like I don’t know.


    “For this, darling girl.” He picks me up by the back of my thighs, drives me against the empty space of wall between the certificates hanging on the wall. He spreads my legs with his knees, rubs the head of his cock against my clit. I want to object, but I can’t. I’m enjoying his teasing too much.


    A horse whinnies somewhere in the stables. The sound of voices drift in. A female voice. I panic. “Your mother!”


    I wiggle to be cut loose, but all I do is drive the head of his penis into me. Imprisoned by his arms and his cock, I groan.


    “It’s not her.” He thrusts into me, so deep I can’t breathe for the size of him.


    The voices grow closer. Fearful it will be thrown open any second and we will be caught, I eye the door. Had he locked it? I can’t remember. “Storm.”


    “Gabriel.” He pulls out almost to the tip and surges once more, sure and strong.


    “You make me forget.” I’d missed him so damn much, hadn’t known about the hole in my heart til I saw him again. One look and I am whole again. And by God, I want this. I want him. “Gabriel.”


    “I love to be inside you, Elizabeth. Your quim quivers, strokes me so sweetly.”


    I have no shame, Spread-eagled for him and desperate for more, I say, “Fuck me. Fuck me, hard.”


    He rolls his hips against my pussy, right against my clit. I moan with wanton need. He kisses me, thrusts his tongue into my mouth, much the same way he’s thrusting his cock inside me. Sure and strong, his actions echo the other until I can’t take any more. A freight train of an orgasm’s bearing down on me. “I’m coming.”


    His hands clasp my thighs and he redoubles his efforts. Short, hard strokes. Dripping with sweat, he punches in and out, surges sure and strong. Fucking me. One, two, three times. Coming in one glorious climax, I scream his name. He ducks his head against my neck, love bites me and erupts in one long, burst of seed.


    We collapse to the floor, me on top, my legs tangled with his. Too weak to move I struggle for breath. We’re both naked. No doubt what we’ve been doing. Plus we both screamed. If I can hear the grooms, they can hear us as well. Embarrassed, my entire body turns pink.


    He pulls the hair away from my face. “What’s wrong, love?”


    “They heard us.”


    “They’re well paid to look the other way.”


    “They won’t talk?”


    “Not if they want to remain employed. I pay their salaries.”


    “Your mother’s not in charge?” One wouldn’t know it by the way she acts.


    “She runs things day to day, but I pay the bills.”


    “But I thought ... your mother’s fortune ...” My voice fades away.


    “She brought millions into the marriage, but Storm Industries’ profits pay for the castle upkeep.”


    Before he has a chance to explain, there’s another knock on the door. A frantic rat-a-tat.


    This time I don’t wait for him to open the door. I throw on my skirt, bra, tops.


    “She’s coming, Gabe.” Brianna again.


    Gabriel pushes aside a curtain on the far side of the office to reveal another door. “Go. I’ll deal with her.”


    As I rush outside, I finish buttoning my blouse, zipping up my skirt. I brush desperate fingers through my wildly curling hair hoping to restore it to some semblance of order. I’d kill for a mirror right now.


    Out of the corner of my eye, I spy Brianna rushing out of the back of the stables toward me. When she gets to my side, she links arms. “Slow down. If anybody asks, we’ve been taking a walk through the park. That will explain your rosy cheeks and windblown hair.”


    Gabriel-mussed hair, more like. Fearful of whom we may meet, my heart races while we stroll back to the castle. But the only person we run into is a maid busy dusting the hall.


    After the vigorous bout of lovemaking, my body’s clamoring for a nap. With tea time only an hour away, I barely have time to shower and dress before heading downstairs. But knowing I will collapse if I don’t lay down for an hour at least, I cut short tea time and head for my bed.


    The nap does me good, and I rise refreshed and wide awake. The blue empire waist dress I’m wearing ties right underneath my boobs, putting the girls firmly on display. Since I’d rather not give anyone a peep show, I grab a cashmere shawl to cover up my décolletage. No one will wonder about its use in the drafty dining room.


    I arrive for cocktails to discover additional guests. Another member of parliament, a viscount, and the mayor of a nearby town—the latter accompanied by his wife. Bri’s deep in conversation with her duke. The one with the chipmunk overbite. When he strolls away to grab a drink, she chatters her teeth at me. When I almost snort my virgin bloody mary, I get the stink eye from Gabriel’s mother. He’s once again busy with Lady Melissande who’s dressed in a beautiful strapless gown that flows down her tall figure in waves of blue silk. Great! We both managed to choose the same shade of blue.


    During dinner, I’m seated next to the new Member of Parliament who’s young, good looking and single. Throughout the meal, he keeps me in stitches with one hilarious tale after another about some of his stuffier peers.


    At the end of the meal, he lifts his glass in a toast to me. “You’re splendid, simply splendid.”


    Heat rushes to my cheeks. My shawl slipped during dinner, so I suspect it’s my breasts he finds splendid, not me. Hoping to disguise my discomfiture, I glance around the room. My gaze lands on Royce who winks at me and nods toward the head of the table where Gabriel sits, brows knit in a thunderous expression. And his eyes, god, his eyes blaze with fury. In his right hand, he’s clutching an eating utensil in a tight fist—a knife.


    With the meal finished, we drift toward the library where the Countess invites her guests to make themselves comfortable while she explains the night’s entertainment—charades. She’s personally chosen a character in English history for each of us to represent. Appropriate costumes and accessories will be made available to the guests so they can dress up as they wish. Gosh, this actually sounds like fun.


    I’m paying close attention to her spiel about the teams when Gabriel sidles up behind me and hisses in my ear. “I’ll meet you in your room. Now.”


    Is he insane? Under the cover of taking a drink from a passing waiter, I whisper. “You’ll be missed if you leave.”


    “I. Don’t. Care.” By the corner of my eyes, I spot the red glare in his, the hard set of his jaw. If I don’t do as he asks, not knowing what he would do.


    Without waiting for my answer, he strides away. I collapse into the closest chair and try to catch my breath.


    Most guests sit politely listening to the Countess explain the rules of the game, but some are drifting through the space, stopping now and then to chat with a person or two, including my dinner companion who’s shaking hands with the other MP.


    Gabriel wanders around in a seemingly haphazard fashion, greeting one guest or another, all the while making his way toward the open doors in the back of the room.


    When somebody raises a hand to ask a question about the game, he slips away, unnoticed by anyone but me. I whisper something about not feeling well to the person next to me and follow him out the door.


    [image: ]


    As soon as I walk through my bedroom door, Gabriel grabs my arm and slams the door behind me.


    “Let me go.”


    “No.” His lips curl white with anger.


    I tussle with him, but he’s too big, too strong. His hands clutch my upper arms. I’ll have bruises there in the morning. “What’s the matter? Why are you so angry?”


    “You exposed yourself to that man.”


    What? “I sat at your dinner table and talked to the guest seated next to me. Isn’t that the usual protocol?”


    “You allowed him to slobber all over you. In case you didn’t notice, he spent most of the dinner ogling your tits.”


    I finally manage to wrangle my arm from his hold and hitch up my chin. “They’re great tits.”


    His brows lower into a thundering scowl. “Don’t challenge me, Elizabeth. Not on this.”


    I shrug as if his fury means nothing to me. “You better get back downstairs. Your guests will soon be wondering where you are.”


    “Not until we settle this.”


    “There’s nothing to settle.”


    “Oh, yes. There is. You will never wear that dress again. Ever.” Towering over me, he crowds me against the door.


    If he thinks I’m going to allow him to intimidate me, he’s got another think coming. I push him out of the way. Going around him, I kick off my heels and turn back to glare at him. “Since when do you get to choose what I wear? You don’t own me, Gabriel.”


    “Oh, yes, I do. You’re mine.”


    “No, I don’t. I belong to no man.” I head toward the bathroom. “I’m taking a shower, so you need to leave.”


    Before I know it, he‘s on me, ripping off my beautiful dress. “There. You’ll never wear it again.”


    Almost in tears, I stand in the ruins of the gown that cost me a week’s pay. “You bastard. I paid good money for that dress.” As well as the torn lacy bra which now lays in tatters on the floor.


    “I’ll draw you a check.”


    “I don’t want your money.” I push at his chest. “I don’t want anything from you.” I push again. “Now get the hell out of my room.”


    For a second, we stand toe to toe, with him looming over me. And then his mouth contorts in pain, and just like at the hotel, he crumbles to his knees.


    Oh, shit. Another migraine.


    I run to the night table, pour water into a glass. By the time I return he’s holding his medicine vial in a trembling hand.


    “Here.” I grab it from him, tip a pill into his hand.


    He takes the glass from me and swallows.


    “How long before the medicine takes effect?”


    “Fifteen minutes.”


    Dropping to the floor, I cradle his head against me. “We can’t keep doing this.”


    “Oh, I don’t know, the vista from here is pretty nice.”


    His head’s lying on my lap, and I’m naked from the waist up. “Yeah, you have a prime viewing seat to my great tits.”


    He chuckles, but then his mouth twists. “Oww. Don’t make me laugh.”


    “Fine.” I brush his hair back. “Is this okay?”


    “Yes. I could lie like this forever.”


    “Gabriel, you must see a doctor. This week.”


    “I will.”


    “Really?” To say I’m surprised is an understatement.


    “Yes. I’ll make an appointment for the middle of the week.”


    “Good.”


    We remain like that for several minutes, breathing in and out, together. He turns sideways right into my belly. “I love how you smell—gardenias, woman, you.”


    I try to hold back my laughter. “You’re getting horny, aren’t you?”


    He gives me that lopsided smile of his. “I’m always horny around you.”


    “Then, Mr. Storm, it’s time you go.”


    Leaning on me, he slowly comes to his feet, before giving me a hand up.


    “How are you doing?” I stare into his eyes to gauge his recovery, and I’m pleased to find his eyes appear focused once more.


    “Better.” He threads his hand through mine, brings it to his lips, kisses it. “I’m sorry about your dress. I’ll replace it.”


    When I start to protest, he hushes me with a kiss. Why can’t I ever say no to him?


    “May I come up later?”


    I want to deny him, but I won’t. I want to fall asleep surrounded by his scent, wrapped in his arms, breathing the same air he does. “Please do.”


    He drops another kiss on my lips, and then he’s gone.


    After a quick shower, I put on a long-sleeved pajama top and slip into bed, intending to remain awake until he returns, but the events of the day are too much and I drift off.


    I come awake when strong arms pull me into a hard, naked body.


    “Gabriel,” I murmur. His warmth and delicious smells surround me.


    “Shhh, love. Go back to sleep.”


    I cuddle against his chest, and slide my leg over his. Before I know it, it’s morning again.


    We make slow, delicious love in the ancient shower before he dresses in his evening duds.


    “Meet me in the dining room for breakfast. I have something to show you.” He kisses me one last time, flicks open the hidden panel and disappears into the dark passage which leads to the library, leaving me wondering what he wants me to see.


    

  


  
    Chapter 28


    ______________


    Gabriel


    SUNDAY MORNING IS A LAZY TIME for our guests and myself. With no activities scheduled, I’m looking forward to taking Elizabeth to the lake—a favorite spot I played in as a boy—and making sweet love to her. But as it turns out, she has other plans.


    “I want you to show me the nursery.”


    “The nursery?” My gut twists. That’s the last place I’d like her to see. “Why? There are more interesting places on the grounds. The lake, for example, and the garden is quite splendid this time of year.”


    “I want to see where you played and studied as a little boy. You can show me the lake and the garden after that.”


    “Very well.” Gritting my teeth, I lead her up to the third floor deep into the east wing where the nursery lies. We’ll spend a few minutes, ten tops, and then I’ll drive us to the lake and exorcise my demons in her sweet body.


    The room’s big. Discarded furniture sits in one corner—a broken chair, a three-legged table. Four toy chests, each carved with a child’s name, sit by the wall. She heads straight to the one labeled with my name, kneels in front and wrestles it open. Toy soldiers, books, puzzles, typical things a boy would have.


    All shiny-eyed, she glances at me. “Someday your children will play here.”


    Her words slice into me, releasing painful memories of a time long ago. “No. They won’t. I’ll never bring them here.”


    Her head jerks up. “Why not?”


    How can I begin to explain the hell I lived through? I pace around the space, kicking up the dust of a room that hasn’t been swept for many years. Believing the place is haunted, servants refuse to clean it. And they’re right. “My childhood was not a happy one. I was the oldest, the heir, so I was assigned extra lessons about the duties, the responsibilities I would take up when the title came to me. Once a week, I met with the estate steward. Sometimes we would ride over the grounds, other times, we went over the finances.”


    “How old were you?” Gone is her excitement, replaced by a guarded look.


    I hate seeing her like this. She was so happy a second ago. “The lessons started when I was ten. After my sessions with the steward, my tutor tested me. If I did not recall everything perfectly, I was punished.” My hand twitches with remembered pain.


    Her hand flies to her chest. “Punished?”


    “Yes.”


    Her breath hitches. “How? What?”


    I shake my head. “No.” The word rips from my lips. She doesn’t need to know about my ugly past.


    She rushes forward and curls her hands around my face. “Tell me.”


    “No.” I won’t put those images in her head. Bad enough I’ll never drive them from mine.


    “You must talk about it.” Tears mist her eyes. “Remember when I wouldn’t go into your closet and you helped me through my fear.”


    “Yes.”


    “I’m here for you.” She wraps her arms around my waist. “Please, tell me.”


    But my memories have sunk their talons into me, shredding me apart. “We need to go. Now.” I take her hand, meaning to lead her out of this hellish place, but she breaks free and strides to the large oak door in the back of the nursery.


    She jiggles the handle, but it won’t give. That door was always locked, except when it was in use. “What’s behind the door?”


    “Nothing.”


    She drills me with a hard, flinty gaze. “Tell me, Gabriel.”


    I breathe deeply, whoosh it out. “The infraction room.” The words bleed out of me.


    Her eyes widen in horror. “Is that where he punished you?”


    “Yes.”


    “I want to see it. Where’s the key?”


    “I don’t know.” The ghost of that long-ago agony claws at my insides.


    She grips my chin and forces me to look at her. “Yes, you do.”


    For a couple of heartbeats, I breathe hard. She won’t stop until I reveal my personal hell. Consigned to my fate, I trudge to the big wooden desk, the one behind which my tutor watched for my slightest disobedience. The heavy iron key, now rusted with age, lies where it always did—in the center drawer.


    I plod to the big oak frame, insert the key in the lock. But before opening it, I turn back to her. “I don’t want you to see what’s in there.”


    She rests her small, soft hand over mine, sharing her warmth with me. “Open the door, Gabriel.”


    When the door refuses to budge, I ram my shoulder against the wood. It screeches, proof it hasn’t been opened for some time. I give it one more shove, and it swings open, revealing its dark secrets. Everything is as it ever was. Whips, chains, belts, a four-legged table with manacles and a throne-like chair in a corner of the room.


    She gasps. “Oh, my God.”


    Unable to go in, I slump against the outside wall.


    She stares at me out of pain-filled eyes. “What did he do to you?”


    “I was disobedient and stubborn, so they beat the rebellion out of me.” My voice regresses to that of the child I used to be so many years ago.


    Color bleaches from her face, and her lips turn white. “They? What do you mean they?”


    “My tutor, Simon Snipes, and my mother. She never wielded the instruments of punishment. But sat in that chair and watched while he bloodied me.”


    “Oh, Gabriel.” She lays a fisted hand on her belly.


    When I don’t say anything else, she asks. “There’s more, isn’t it?”


    I nod. Now that I’m talking I want to tell her everything. She needs to know what a weakling I was, what a weakling I still am. “From the time I was little, I could hear a melody and pluck it out in the piano. As time went on, I got better and better at it. Even managed to squeeze in some private lessons when I was sent to Harrow. One school holiday I told her I was going to be a famous pianist and that I would travel around the world playing concerts, far away from here where she could never touch me.” The memory of what happened next guts me. The pain’s so bad I fall to my knees.


    Elizabeth drops next to me. Her soft hand brushes back my hair, circles my jaw. “What did she do to you?”


    “She drugged my food. When I woke up, I was back on that table, shackled, immobilized. They gagged me so I couldn’t scream. And she sat right in that chair while the sadistic son of a bitch broke every finger in my left hand.” Sweat pours from my face, bile rises in my throat. Afraid I’ll throw up, I swallow hard.


    “Why didn’t your father put a stop to it? He had to have known.”


    “She was his meal ticket, love. He wasn’t about to kill his golden goose. She held all the power.” My voice grows strong and sure. “Until I took it away from her.”


    “What about your brothers, Brianna? Were they beaten as well?”


    “No. Father wouldn’t let her touch Brianna. Edward was my mother’s favorite. And, for some reason, she never paid much attention to Royce.”


    “Hope you made the tutor pay.” A bloodthirsty light flashes in her eyes.


    “He paid with his life. Shortly after he broke my fingers, he fell down the stairs and broke his neck.”


    She bares her teeth. “I’m glad. If he were here right now, I’d hurt him the way he hurt you.” The strength of her fury surprises me. I’ve never had anyone do battle for me.


    “Are you, love?” I brush my thumb across her mouth, lean in to kiss her sweet lips. “I suspected it was no accident. Violence does tend to beget violence, after all. It wasn’t me. I was away at school, still healing from my injury.”


    “Do you know who?”


    I breathe a heavy sigh, rest my head against the wall. “I suspected, but never knew. Not with any certainty.” Rising, I hold out my hand to her. “Come, we must leave. I don’t want you in this room.”


    I guide her down the stairs, out of the darkness into the garden where the sun blazes with heat. In unison. we sit at a bench, in full view of anyone wandering down the terraced walks or gazing out a window. I glance back at the majestic and imposing castle walls. “It’s a beautiful place, isn’t it? And yet it hides such ugliness. Sometimes I wish I could just burn it all down. But made of stone as it is, it won’t burn. Besides, doing so wouldn’t rid me of my memories.”


    She leans her head against my shoulder and squeezes my arm.


    Uncaring of who may or may not see us, I curl my hands around her beloved face and kiss her. “You’re the only peace I’ve found my entire life. You make everything new and shiny. All the ugliness goes away when I’m with you. I know you don’t wish to—”


    Footsteps approach, interrupting my heart’s outpouring. I don’t want anyone to hear what I’m about to say. Those words are meant for Elizabeth alone.


    As it turns out, the intruder is Tilly, my mother’s maid.


    “Begging your pardon, my lord.” She bobs a curtsy. “Lady Winterleagh wishes to see you in her morning room.”


    My mother, the Countess. “Thank you. Tell her I’ll come up shortly.”


    After one more curtsy, she drifts away as unobtrusively as she arrived.


    I swivel back to Elizabeth to find her wary gaze.


    “Be careful, Gabriel.”


    “It’s fine, love. She can’t hurt me anymore. I’m done with her, with this place.” I rest my forehead against hers. “I’m done with everything but you.”


    “Gabriel, I ...” Tears shimmer in her eyes, and one manages to escape.


    “There’s no ‘I’ anymore. There’s only us. You and me.” I swipe the moisture from her face.


    “But my job, school—”


    I bring her hand to my lips, kiss the fingertips. “Do you want me, Elizabeth?”


    A shudder runs through her. “You know I do.”


    I smile. “We’ll make it work. You’ll see. Now go to your room and wait for me. I’ll talk to her one last time and then we can be together forever.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 29


    ______________


    I ARRIVE AT MY MOTHER’S MORNING ROOM eager to get this confrontation over and done with so I can get on with the rest of my life. As usual, she’s seated behind her elegant Queen Anne writing desk. Such a strange choice for a woman who rules with an iron fist.


    “Ainsley.” She’s dressed in her armor, the white suit she wears whenever she lays down the law. Her hair’s imprisoned in her usual chignon, with no loose strand in sight.


    “Mother.” I nod my head.


    “Please sit.” She points to the chair opposite the desk, whose seat is so low everyone appears shorter than her.


    “I’d rather stand.” I’m not about to dance to her tune.


    Her nostrils flare. “Very well. Glad you could tear yourself away from your whore.”


    My stomach roils with anger. “Elizabeth’s not a whore.”


    “But her mother was. She died of a drug overdose. While servicing a client, so the story goes.” Going by her triumphant smile, she actually thinks she’s won. Little does she realize, I hold most of the winning cards.


    I dismiss her statement with a wave of my hand. “Don’t you think I know? You’ll have to do better than that.” I learned about Elizabeth’s mother from the report I asked Jake to produce.


    She grips the family heirloom she uses to open letters. “I want to announce your engagement to Lady Melissande at today’s luncheon.” Her plan’s brilliant. Such a revelation would guarantee a swift departure by our guests who’d be eager to spread the news.


    “I’m afraid that will be rather impossible.” I pick up a vase from the credenza that sits along the windowless wall, Ching Dynasty as I recall.


    “Why?”


    “I haven’t proposed to her. Nor do I intend to do so.” The blue lotus pattern of the porcelain is a thing of beauty.


    Gnashing her teeth, she spits out at me. “We agreed you were to propose to Lady Melissande, in exchange for my not embroiling Storm Industries in a scandal.”


    “You won’t be able to do that, Countess. And I never agreed to such thing.” I carefully return the vase to its setting.


    She hisses out a breath. I’ve never called her Countess before. At least, not to her face.


    “Royce flew to Brazil and obtained a sworn statement from the Brazilian official declaring the money was intended for his daughter’s welfare, and not as a bribe. Since the daughter built a house with the money, no one will question the declaration.”


    While we talked, she’s been stabbing the desk with the letter opener. I pry it from her hand. “You’ll mar the surface, and the desk is quite valuable.”


    “I’ll do whatever I wish. It’s mine.”


    Leaning in, I rest my free hand on the leather surface of the desk. “That’s not true. The castle and all its furnishings belong to my father, not you. As his heir, it’s my responsibility to ensure none of those possessions come to harm.”


    She grabs the letter opener and stabs at my hand. But before the knife tears into my skin, I wrestle it away and stash it in my jeans pocket. “I’m not fourteen, Countess. You can’t hurt me anymore.”


    An unholy light flashes in her eyes. “I’ll convene a board of directors’ meeting and vote down the SouthWind deal.” She growls.


    “You no longer have the power to do so. Father transferred his board shares to me.”


    “He wouldn’t!” She pounds the desk with her closed fist.


    “I’m afraid he did, especially when I reminded him I hold the purse strings, not you.”


    “He’s incapable of making lucid decisions.”


    “Three doctors certified to his mental competence. It wouldn’t be such a surprise if you’d talked to him in the last month.” Although my father remained in London so he could attend his therapy sessions, she’d had numerous opportunities to visit him. But she’d chosen not to do so.


    She sputters, but no words emerge. I smile, triumphant. Finally, finally, I’ve gotten the best of her.


    I strut out, my mood buoyed from the weight lifted off my shoulders. But before I take two steps, an alarm blares in my brain. Call it a premonition or a hard-earned knowledge of her character. She’s up to no good. I thrust open the door to discover the priceless Ming vase raised high over her head, her hands poised to smash it to the ground.


    I snatch the priceless porcelain from her. Gritting my teeth, I spit out. “Just so you know, everything in the room, in the entire castle, is inventoried. If any item is mutilated, scratched, damaged in any way, you will pay.”


    A mad light shines in her eyes. “You won’t lay a finger on me.”


    The top of her head barely reaches my shoulder. Strange. I always thought she was so much bigger and stronger than me. “You’re right. I won’t. But people who work for me would, if I ordered them to.”


    Nails out, she lunges at me. Before she can scratch my face, I catch her arm and fling it away. “If you don’t stop this insane behavior, I’ll be forced to restrain you. And you wouldn’t like the way I’d go about it, Countess.”


    Her lips curl in a sneer. “You have everything figured out, don’t you?” By now, her hair’s torn loose from its chignon, strewn in complete disarray around her shoulders. So different from the well-groomed woman I faced when I arrived.


    “Yes, I do. By the way, you might want to tidy up before you face your guests again.” This time, when I leave, I don’t turn back.


    Taking the library passage to Elizabeth’s room, I arrive to find her sitting on her heels in the middle of the bed, her dark hair in a glorious jumble down her back, hands folded on her thighs, and, except for a red lacy thong, very, very naked.


    Without saying a word, she extends a hand to me. Just as silently, I sit on the bed and let her have her way with me.


    As she unbuttons my shirt, she kisses every inch she reveals. Done, she tosses the shirt to the side, drops her lips to my jeans and unzips me with her mouth. When my cock springs out fully erect, she licks its head, pumps the rude length, before she engulfs the whole in her mouth. Closing my eyes, I lie back on the bed and allow her to pleasure me. This must be what heaven feels like.


    After I reach completion, I surprise her when I slip off her panties, rather than tear them off her. The scent of her gardenia perfume ensnares me, bewitches me as I kiss every inch of her satin skin down to her honey pot where she’s wet and aching for me. When I part her folds and lick her, she wriggles beneath me, eager for what I will give her. She surprises me as well when, unlike every other time we’ve made love, she allows me to set the rhythm of our passion. By the time I slip into her, we’re panting with desire.


    In the aftermath of our lovemaking, I make plans for our future. As soon as the SouthWind deal closes, I’ll turn over the reins of the company to my cousin, William, and move to Washington, D.C. to be close to Elizabeth. That dream lasts less than twenty four hours. Until Monday morning when everything crashes down on me.


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 30


    ______________


    AS SOON AS THE MORNING SESSION BEGINS, Thomas Carrey announces a major change to the deal—an increase of eighty million dollars to the asking price. A more thorough examination of the patents attached to the assets revealed they are more valuable than previously thought. As proof, he provides copies of documents which detail the cost of developing the patents and the projected revenue increase. Documents I’m infinitely familiar with, since my handwritten comments appear in the margins.


    For a few moments I find it difficult to breathe. These are the copies of the documents I’d spread over the table in the Park Suite. Going by the non-crisp edges, the images were taken with a camera phone.


    Only one person could have taken such photos—Elizabeth.


    Her perfidy shreds my soul. She must have snapped the images while I showered. And to think I joked about her straightening the papers, not knowing she’d already betrayed me. Not hard to understand what drove her to do such a thing. From the beginning, I’ve known of her ambition to become a corporate attorney with Smith Cannon. She’s certainly proved her worth to the firm. By exploiting my attraction to her, she entered my inner sanctum and obtained the information she needed to sweeten the deal for their client.


    What a fool I’ve been.


    A lump clogs my throat, but not by an eyelash do I reveal my emotions. Not to Carrey and certainly not to her. “We’ll need to discuss this. May I suggest we suspend negotiations for the rest of the day and reconvene tomorrow?”


    “Of course. Whatever you need.” Thomas Carrey’s quick to agree.


    The Storm Industries’ team adjourns to our private conference room in the hotel where we hash out the numbers. Eighty million dollars is a fair assessment of the value of the patents which will allow us to build turbines less susceptible to the vagaries of the weather.


    Since I’m certain Carrey will demand at least half that amount in cash, the challenge becomes obtaining the necessary financing. I don’t want to impact Storm Industries’ bottom line so the money will have to come out of my personal assets. But I’m not liquid. No one has eighty million dollars in cash lying around. So the capital must come from some other source. I will need to mortgage The Brighton.


    Since I don’t have exclusive rights to it—my siblings co-own it along with me—I’ll need their approval. That night, I arrange a dinner at the penthouse where I explain the need for ready cash. Without hesitation, they agree. They implicitly trust me to do what’s best for Storm Industries, for the family, for them.


    A phone call to my bank takes care of the transaction. As far as the institution is concerned, it’s a no-brainer. My siblings and I have stellar credit. And the The Brighton is one of the hottest real estate properties in London.


    Once the money’s secured, my thoughts turn back to Elizabeth. When we parted on Sunday, she did not suggest we stay away from each other, as she did the previous week. So I’m not surprised when on Tuesday, she buzzes, saying she wants to discuss something with me.


    I just bet she does. She probably wants to know if I have a problem with the higher asking price. I fob her off, telling her I have a previous engagement. Let her think of that what she will.


    Tormented by dreams of her lush body, her tight sheath, her luscious scent, I toss and turn through the night. Even a quick hand job fails to cure my craving for her. Wednesday morning, when both teams reconvene, I manage to act halfway normal until she walks up to me during the coffee break.


    Shadows lurk deep in her red-rimmed eyes. Is she suffering as much as I am? Does she regret her betrayal?


    “Gabriel, I need to talk to you. Can we meet tonight?”


    “Sorry. I have a previous engagement.” With a bottle of scotch. At my penthouse. I’ll be damned if I stay at the hotel where temptation lies only an elevator ride away.


    Her breath hitches. “Another one?”


    “Yes. One I can’t put off. We can talk on Friday.” Her last day before she departs for the states. That night I’ll invite her to my suite for dinner and confront her with her perfidy. Somehow between now and then, I’ll need to find the strength to bid her a final goodbye.


    As it turns out, my plans are derailed. By the Countess. Without my consent, she’s arranged a dinner party at the family’s London townhouse to celebrate the success of the deal. She’s invited the Smith Cannon team along with my siblings and other guests. What does she have up her sleeve?


    Friday at three, I sign the Letter of Intent. During the coming months, Storm Industries will perform due diligence on the SouthWind assets. Unless something irregular surfaces, we’re locked into the transaction which must close by September 30. For all intents and purposes, we’re done with the negotiating phase.


    After everyone shakes hands all around, I give my team the rest of the day off. They’ve worked hard and deserve a little R&R with their families. Having checked out of the hotel the day before, I head for the penthouse where I proceed to down half a bottle of scotch. By the time I arrive at my family’s mansion, I’m barely upright, having kissed sober goodbye two hours before. Still, I manage to hold it together while we welcome the Duke of Marchstone and Lady Melissande. The Duchess is incapacitated and sends her regrets.


    When Elizabeth arrives, with Mrs. Collins by her side, she nods at my mother, but exchanges heartfelt hugs and kisses with both Brianna and Royce. To me she turns bruised eyes. She’s been crying, that much is apparent.


    During dinner, I arrange for her to be seated between my siblings far away from me. I don’t trust myself not to do betray my emotions if she were close to me.


    After dessert is served, our footmen stream into the dining room with celebratory champagne, something I arranged. With the flutes filled, I stand up. “Today we came to terms on the SouthWind deal. I want to thank Thomas Carrey and the entire Smith Cannon team for their willingness to travel to London and the professionalism with which they handled the negotiations. Here’s to you.” I lift my glass in a toast, and a polite round of applause circles the room.


    When I retake my seat, I turn to Lady Melissande and, with a grin, whisper an inanity in her ear about the weather. I’m being a bastard, I know. My action hints at a close connection between her and me. When I squeeze her hand. Bri and Royce trade confused glances. My mother smiles in triumph.


    Elizabeth’s face struggles to hide her devastation. Her lips tremble, and even though tears swim in her eyes, she doesn’t allow a single drop to fall. Her suffering does not provide me with the satisfaction I seek, but with a stabbing pain in my heart.


    As soon as the meal ends, my mother announces she has a special treat for us, a piano concert by a well-known artist. As our guests stand, Elizabeth bolts, probably to the powder room where she can regain her composure. For the moment, I have to play along with the Countess’s plans and follow our guests to the music room. But when the audience take their seats, I’ll go after Elizabeth so we can have it out in the library.


    But I’m stopped cold by Royce, who corners me by the drawn drapes. “What the fuck, Gabe?”


    Bri’s not far behind. “Why are you giving Elizabeth the cold shoulder?” Her sweet smile covers up the fire sparking in her eyes.“And why are you acting that way with Mel? You don’t give two hoots about her.” Mel, her nickname for Melissande. They’ve known each other since they were children.


    I gulp down the last of the champagne and grab another flute from a passing waiter. “Elizabeth was a passing fancy, nothing more.”


    “Bullcrap.” Bri spits out. “I saw the way you looked at her. At your penthouse. At Winterleagh. You’re lying. The question is why.”


    “What I choose to do, or not do, is none of your business. Now if you’ll excuse me.” I start to rise, but just then the pianist plops down on the piano bench. If I try to slip out of the room now, I’ll call attention to myself, so I suffer through the excruciating piece he’s chosen, an étude, one designed to strengthen the fingers of the left hand and will take at least five minutes to play. I gnash my teeth and wait for the composition to end.


    

  


  
    Chapter 31


    ______________


    Elizabeth


    HIDING IN A POWDER ROOM is not something I do. If I have a problem, I face it head on. But I couldn’t take another minute of Gabriel gazing at Lady Melissande as if he couldn’t wait to touch her, taste her, ravish her. All the things he did with me a mere five days ago.


    What changed? I have no idea. All I know is he went from hot to cold, from making love to not returning my calls, refusing to meet with me, playing me. God, how could I have been such a fool. I’ve been nothing more than another notch on his player belt. Like an idiot I bought into his facile charm, his killer grin. Those words he whispered in the dark about needing me? Lies. All of them. But like the idiot I am, I fell for them. Worse than that, I fell in love with him.


    Good thing I never told him about the baby. If I had, God only knows what he would have done. Probably offered to pay me off for my silence. After all, he can’t have a bastard complicating his plans to marry a duke’s daughter, can he? No doubt in my mind where he’s headed. Like calls to like after all. She’s beautiful, caring, refined. She’ll make him the perfect wife.


    With trembling hands, I repair my makeup, brush my hair, smear a little—a lot—of concealer under my eyes. A glance in the mirror tells me, even after all my efforts, I still look like something the cat dragged in. The hell with it. I scoop all my cosmetics, shove them into my clutch. If anybody notices my pale face, I’ll say I’m not feeling well. It’s the truth after all. And then I’ll head back to the hotel and pack my bags while trying hard not to cry over the lying bastard.


    Gathering my resolution, I stride toward the door when it flies open. To my surprise, the Countess steps in and snaps the lock.


    “Ms. Watson.” She spits out through clenched teeth like my name leaves a sour taste in her mouth.


    I do the same. “Lady Winterleagh. If you’ll excuse me.” I go for the handle. When she blocks my path. I step back to avoid a collision. What does she want?


    “Please take a seat.” She points to one of the chairs. The Egyptian-styled powder room contains a beveled mirror, a lighted sconce on each side, a gold marble counter with a sink and two gilded arm chairs adorned with Egyptian motifs, clawed feet and lion’s heads. The commode, located behind a door, looks like an actual throne. Whoever designed this bathroom possessed either a great sense of humor, or an overweening sense of self importance.


    Which is neither nor there at the moment. I want nothing more than out, but Gabriel’s mother is determined to talk to me. So I sit.


    The countess does the same in the chair opposite me. “I’ve been studying you.”


    I clutch my purse against me. “Have you?”


    “You and I are a lot alike.”


    Not hardly. “I’m nothing like you.” I spit out.


    “On the contrary. You know when to take advantage of an opportunity, such as when Ainsley became attracted to you. And you know when to cut your losses, as well.”


    She’s right about me making things happen given half a chance, but not about Gabriel. I never thought of him as an ‘opportunity’. “How did you learn that about me?”


    “Come, Ms. Watson. Do you honestly believe I wasn’t aware of your connection to my son? I know you visited his penthouse. A rarity. He never invites women to The Brighton. And you spent time together in his hotel suite.”


    How the hell does she know?


    She waves a hand in the air. “Servants, bellboys. They can be so easily bought off.”


    I grow sick to my stomach at the thought we were spied upon.


    “You appear ill. Was the meal not to your liking?” Her lips twist into a small smile. The kind the mean girls in high school used to flash at me. She’s relishing my upset.


    I hitch my chin higher. “The food was fine.”


    “Then it must be all the attention Ainsley’s been paying to Lady Melissande.”


    “Where Gabriel’s interests lie is none of my concern.”


    She chuckles. “You need to master the art of lying, Ms. Watson. Your flushed cheeks give you away.”


    I’ve had enough of her BS. If I don’t get out of her sight, I’m going to be sick. “What do you want, Lady Winterleagh?”


    “Finesse is not your strong suit, is it? Very well. Let’s get to it, shall we? You’re pregnant with my son’s child.”


    I jerk. Just how the hell does she know?


    “Your pre-natal vitamins were in full view at Winterleagh. Servants again. You’ll need to be more clever than that to hide something from me.” Propping her chin on her hand, she rubs her ruby lips with her thumb. “If Ainsley were to find out, he might do something stupid.”


    “Such as?”


    “Marry you, to make the child legitimate.” She stands up, paces the thick rug. “And I can’t have the blood of a whore flowing through my grandson’s veins.”


    An urge to hit her clenches my fists. I hold them tight against me to keep from striking her. “I’m not a ... prostitute.” I choke out the word.


    “Maybe you’re not, but your mother was.”


    My breath hisses. “My records were court-sealed.”


    “A small bribe to the right file clerk unsealed them. Some people will do anything for money. How about you? I’ll pay you ten million dollars to disappear. If you can make the baby disappear as well, I’ll add another ten.”


    My stomach lurches, and I leap to my feet. If I don’t get out of her sight, I’m going to be sick.“You’re a monster.”


    “Sticks and stones, Ms. Watson. And here I thought you were a realist like me.”


    I reach for the door, but she stops me with her words. “If you leave now, I will destroy him.”


    I drop my head into my hands and breathe deeply. I shouldn’t care what happens to him. Not after the way he’s treated me. And yet, I do.


    I turn back to her. “What do you want from me, Lady Winterleagh?”


    She goes back to the chair, points the other one out to me. “Sit, and I will tell you.”


    Once again, I take the seat across from her.


    “He told you the sad tale of his tutor, Mr. Snipes. How he fell to his death. The inquest ruled it an accident. It wasn’t. Someone pushed him.” Her eyes shine bright with malicious glee. “And I know who.”


    I don’t ask. She will tell me soon enough.


    “His father. The Earl of Winterleagh. Can you imagine the scandal if this gets out?” She claps her hands as if she would relish such a thing. “Why, the public would eat this up for months. The family’s reputation would be tarnished beyond repair. They might even strip the title from him.”


    Although I would never condone murder, I understand why the earl killed the tutor. By killing the sadistic monster, instead of turning him over to the law, the earl avoided implicating his wife in the crime. But … “You kept silent all these years. Why bring it out now? Such a revelation would destroy your husband, your family.”


    “You think I care about that randy old goat? Let him rot in jail. And my children? They’re no good to me.” She snaps at me. “The only member of this family I cared about lies in a cold grave. Edward, my son.”


    “Gabriel’s your son, too. Why do you hate him so much?”


    She dismisses him with a wave of her hand. “He’s just like his father. Charming, good-looking, a womanizer. I knew about his women.”


    “His father, you mean?”


    “Yes, but I wanted the title, and unfortunately, he came along with it. Still, I thought I could handle my husband’s infidelity. I couldn’t. On our wedding day, I found him in bed with a common whore. He didn’t even have the decency to wait until after the ceremony. So I cut him off. No sex, no money. Only when he toed the line, did I give him the son he craved, Gabriel. And then I gave birth to the son of my heart, Edward.”


    She folds into herself as tears shimmer in her eyes. “He was the sweetest boy, and he loved me dearly, the only one of my children who did.”


    As she talks about Edward, I see the caring mother she once must have been instead of the monster she is now.


    Like quicksilver, her mood shifts as her lips curl with disdain. “But I was stuck with Gabriel as the heir, and he was stubborn and rebellious. Wouldn’t listen to me, so I made him pay.” A maniacal light shines in her eyes.


    Why, she’s quite mad. Why didn’t I see this before? Which means she’ll do as she says. She will destroy Gabriel and her entire family, unless I do as she wants. “So you punished him.”


    “Yes. But no matter what I did, he disobeyed me. And then one school holiday he said he said he was going to become a concert pianist. Can you imagine?” She chokes out a mirthless laugh. “By that time, the family’s fortune had dwindled. The millions of dollars I once thought would be enough weren’t, eaten up by castle finances and my husband’s excesses. He’d figured out a way to get around the trust my father established, you see. Something had to be done. And Gabriel, with his quick, agile mind, would be our salvation. So I broke him once and for all.”


    “You injured his left hand so he couldn’t play the piano.”


    Her chin goes up and down, like this was something that had to be done. “I threatened to do worse to Brianna and Royce if he didn’t do as I said. He obeyed me after that.” For a moment, a gleeful smile brushes her lips, but then her mouth twists into a hideous grin. “But I can’t control him. He’s got all the power now, not me. Not that I care about much anymore. Not Storm Industries, not the family name, them.”


    I wish I could walk away from this tale of power and betrayal and leave them to their own devices, but I can’t. I have to stop her from destroying Gabriel. “But you do care about something. Something that involves me.”


    “I want a grandchild with the blood of a king and mine flowing through his veins. which means Gabriel must marry Lady Melissande. And right now you’re standing in the way.” Her eyes narrow as she pins me with her dark, reptilian gaze. “He’s obsessed with you.”


    I shake my head. “You’re wrong. He barely looked at me all evening.” It hurts to admit it, but it’s the truth.


    “A ploy on his part. Clearly, you’ve done something to upset him.”


    Is his mother right? Is he angry over some something I’ve done? But I haven’t done a thing to make him angry. The whole thing makes no sense. But if his mother is right that means ... Gabriel still cares for me. A sense of hope floats within me, and, for a brief shining moment, I bask in the warmth.


    “I know Ainsley, he’s like a dog with a bone. He won’t let you go, unless ... you drive him away so he’ll never want anything to do with you again.”


    The warmth dissipates as cold spreads through my body, numbing my legs, my arms, my heart. How could I do such a thing? I love him. I’d started believing we could work it out. He could come to D.C., or I could fly to London. And once the deal finalized we could ease into a more public relationship, so we wouldn’t have to hide. But now. That dream crumbles, grounded into dust by his mother’s evil. I’ll have to do as she says. If I don’t, she’ll implicate his father in the tutor’s murder, and his family name would be tarnished forever. If such a thing were to happen, it would destroy Gabriel, as well as Brianna and Royce. “If I do as ask, you’ll keep silent about his father?”


    “I will.”


    “Swear it. Swear it by Edward’s memory.”


    She hisses a breath. “By my son Edward I do swear.”


    I breathe deeply, let out a tremulous sigh. “What do you want me to do?”


    “Simple. Break Gabriel’s heart.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 32


    ______________


    SHORTLY AFTER ISSUING HER EDICT, the Countess leaves through a door hidden behind the powder room curtain. According to her, the passage will take her to the top of the servants’ stairs where she will emerge into the Great Hall, with no one the wiser as to where she’s been.


    My watch tells me I’ve been away half an hour. Have I been missed? Maybe by CeCe. But everyone else is listening to the piano concert so chances are they wouldn’t spare a thought for me. I’ll sneak into the music room and ask Gabriel for a few minutes of his time. Surely he would not deny me this time.


    But as it turns out, I don’t need to go that far. I emerge from the bathroom to find Gabriel in the hallway, propping up a wall. “I was beginning to wonder if something was wrong.” Straightening up his tall frame, he pins a cold, unflinching gaze on me.


    He’s been there a while. That much is clear. “Just powdering my nose.”


    All six three of him stalk up to me. Without saying a word, he takes my arm and drags me up the stairs.


    My heart skitters, skips. “Where are we going?”


    “To the library. We need to talk.” His tread on the steps is firm, sure.


    “Talk?” Does he mean an actual conversation or something else?


    “It will give us the privacy we need.”


    Privacy for what? Sex? After ignoring me an entire week? I don’t think so. I briefly entertain the thought of wrestling free, but I have no hope of doing so, not by the way he’s gripping my elbow.


    As soon as we step into the library, he releases me, and then locks the door. To keep someone out or me in?


    Walking into the space, I rub my hands up and down arms suddenly gone cold. The library is beyond beautiful. Bookshelves, stocked to the brim with books of all sizes, line the walls from ceiling to floor. In the center, an open Atlas rests on a large reading table, next to which a huge globe resides. Here and there, burgundy leather wing arm chairs laze, including an inviting duo near the fireplace at the other end while a cream-colored rug, thick enough to sink your toes into, covers the floor. A chandelier hangs from the ceiling, its brilliance muted, while cozy lighting, composed of floor lamps, sconces and table lamps, illuminates the place. Given half a chance, I could learn to love this room.


    “Please sit.” He points to one of the chairs around the hearth before strolling toward a corner cabinet which holds crystal glasses and a decanter filled with an amber liquid. “Would you like some cognac?”


    “No, thank you.” I’m pregnant, and I need to keep a level head.


    He pours a healthy splash of the liquor into a snifter.


    I didn’t miss his bleary eyes when I first arrived. Or the wine and champagne he drank during dinner. “Haven’t you had enough?”


    “Not nearly.” He knocks back the drink, grimacing as he swallows, before he stalks toward me and clasps his hands on the arms of my chair. “Why did you do it? Was it money, advancement, what?”


    What is he talking about? His heavy breathing and wildly flaring eyes alarm me, but trapped as I am, I can’t evade him, so I brave it out. “Why did I do what?”


    He cups my chin swivels my head right then left while his gaze scrutinizes me. “My God, what an actress you are. I can’t detect an ounce of deceit in your eyes.”


    “I don’t know what you mean.”


    He lets out a mirthless laugh and storms away before turning back to confront me. “The papers your boss pushed under my nose on Monday. Did you think I wouldn’t realize they were photocopies of the documents I was reviewing in the Park Suite?”


    A light’s beginning to glimmer. “And you think I made copies and gave them to him?”


    “Who else could have done so? Other than me, you were the only one in the room.” His eyes flash with anger, no mistaking that emotion.


    “Lots of people from Storm Industries had to have those papers. Surely, you were not the only one.”


    He waves his hand in the air. “Not with my comments on the margins. I wrote those notes that day, when you were in the suite with me.” His usually melodious voice vibrates with the force of his feelings.


    Flying out of the chair, I start to deny his accusation. But then I realize he’s given me the opening I need. I haven’t prayed for many years, but now? Yeah, I beg God to give me the strength I need to say what I have to say convincingly enough so he’ll believe me.


    I shrug, smile. “You got me. How could I pass up such a chance? Our client got a bigger check, which of course means more money for my firm.”


    For a second he freezes, and then he pounds the ground to loom over me. “A small part of me hoped you’d deny it, but you not only admit it but gloat? Do you know what this cost me?”


    “Eighty million dollars.” I shrug. Like it’s no big deal. “Storm Industries can afford such a sum. It’s a multi-billion dollar company after all.”


    “I had to mortgage the Brighton.”


    His beautiful home. I recall his pride in the place and my soul howls with anguish. Knowing the emotion must be clear on my face, I turn my back on him. “Sorry about that.” God. Even to my own ears, I sound remorseful. Gotta do better than that. I swivel around. “But business is business after all.”


    He picks me up, drops me on the reading table. Fire flashes in his eyes, and I know I’ve gone too far. But I can’t get away.


    In the blink of an eye, his mood shifts and he goes from angry to sad. Tears fill his eyes. “Why did you betray me?” His hand curls around my cheek. “I trusted you. Loved you. I thought you loved me too.”


    Deny it. “I never said such a thing.”


    He circles my jaw, caresses my skin. “You want to know the worst? I still want you. I still yearn to gaze into your lying eyes and believe you love me too.” My hair’s come loose. He buries his head in its depth, breathing hard. “I love the way you smell. Like gardenias.”


    A bit of my heart chips away. I have to leave now. Before I break down. “I better go.”


    “Stay,” he whispers against my ear. I shiver, maybe for the last time.


    “I can’t. I have to return to the hotel and pack.” And cry, because there’s no way I can avoid that.


    “You don’t understand.” He raises his head from my shoulder, holds my head in those big hands of his. “I want you to remain in London.”


    “What?”


    He touches his forehead to mine, even as his palm caresses my nape. “You like The Brighton, don’t you? I’ll put one of the co-ops under your name. You can live there rent free.”


    Ice spreads through my limbs, freezing me. Is he saying what I think he’s saying? Only one way to find out. “What about money, jewelry?”


    “Anything you want. Please stay.” He drops a kiss on my lips. His are warm, soft. Mine are the cold of a winter chill.


    When he ends the kiss, I say, “A job at Storm Industries.”


    He chuckles, but there is no humor to his laugh. “No, not that. I couldn’t trust you not to betray me again.”


    My heart breaks from the misery I’ve wrought. “And what would I have to do for the co-op, the money, the jewelry, anything I wished?”


    The heated kiss he gives me sings through my veins, reminding me of everything we had, everything I’ve lost. “Be my love.”


    “You mean your whore? You bastard.” Pushing against him, I jump off the table.


    He stumbles back, brushes a hand across his brow. He appears confused, disoriented. “That’s not what I meant.”


    I grab my clutch from the chair where I left it and run toward the door.


    “Where are you going?”


    “I’m leaving.”


    In two strides, he catches up and snags the doorknob.“You can’t go. You can’t leave me.”


    “Yeah? Watch me.” I fight to get the door open but he’s bigger and stronger than me. “Gabriel, let go.”


    He falls to his knees, and his grip loosens on the knob. “Please, don’t go.”


    Oh, God. I can’t take more of this. I have to leave now before I renege on my lies and beg him to forgive me. After I wrestle the door open, I race down the stairs, surprising the hell out of a footman standing at the front of the house. Without bothering to get my wrap, I run out into a night filled with thunder, lightning, pain and walk for miles, not knowing if the dew on my face is from my tears or the soft, falling rain.


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 33


    ______________


    Gabriel


    SHE’S GONE. She and the entire Smith Cannon contingent took off on British Airways at two thirty this afternoon.


    I don’t remember much about what transpired last night between Elizabeth and me. All I recall is her admission of guilt and her walking out without once looking back. Everything else is hazy. But then, that’s more than enough, isn’t it? Chances are we argued after I accused her of her betrayal. And then she raced down the stairs and out into a stormy night, forgetting her shawl. The one I now hold in my hands.


    This morning I woke up in my bed at The Brighton with a worried Bri hanging over me. Apparently, a footman found me on the library floor, unconscious. Before they could call a doctor, I came to and insisted on coming home.


    Bri was here all morning, insisting I eat. Royce and Jake dropped by to check on me. They thought I’d passed out drunk last night, but Bri suspects otherwise. I got rid of them all, even Bri, although first I had to swear I would go to the doctor. Even then, she left only when I promised not to leave the penthouse the rest of the weekend. A promise I intended to keep.


    But now?


    The meds don’t handle my pounding headache. Neither does the half bottle of Courvoisier I drank after they all left. Worse than that, everything in the bloody place reminds me of Elizabeth. The sofa where I kissed her soft lips, the kitchen where she poured out her hopes and dreams for her future, the bedroom where I made sweet love to her. Hell, I can’t even go to the loo without thinking of her. Her intoxicating scent is everywhere, torturing me every time I breathe. Of course, clutching her wrap like a security blanket doesn’t help.


    Fuck it! I can’t be here anymore.I grab my jacket and take the lift to the parking garage where I keep several automobiles. I’ll take a ride, drag some fresh air into my lungs. Not London. The country. The cottage with the cherry orchard I bought in Kent. I’ll find peace there, the peace that eluded me my whole life and only found in Elizabeth.


    As I turn on the ignition, I note the time on the car clock. A little after eight. Her plane should be landing just about now. Should I call her? No, she might not pick up. I don’t care what she’s done. She’s damaged. But then so am I. We’ll work on her issues—trust, love—while we work on mine. And maybe we can find happiness. Together.


    I locate her number in my mobile. With no recollection of what transpired between us, I struggle to find the right words to reach her. I go for the obvious. The sentiments I should have expressed to her. “I love you. Please forgive me. Marry me, Elizabeth.”


    I don’t move, hardly breathe, while an eternity goes by.


    When my phone pings, I steady my trembling hand to read her answer.


    “I’ll never forgive you. Do not contact me again.”


    Oh, Elizabeth. I drop my head against the steering wheel while the tears roll unheeding down my face. My heart. It hurts so much. Almost as much as my head. I drag in a deep breath and end up coughing, deepening the pain.


    When bright lights flare, I glance up. Where am I? The Jag? Why? Am I going somewhere? And then it comes back to me. The country. That’s right. The cottage I bought in Kent. I wanted to take Elizabeth there, but we didn’t have time. And now there will be none. A drive to the cottage will clear my head, make the pain go away. Once I arrive I can lie down beneath the cherry trees and finally, finally, find some peace.


    The miles roll on. Thankfully few cars tool down the motorway along with me. The car drifts to the side and I jerk the wheel back just in time to keep from tipping over into a ditch. Slide down the window, you fool! When I do, the cool air braces me. For a few seconds at least. But soon my eyes drift close. A car passes me, blasting its horn, and I jerk them open wide.


    Bloody hell.


    I need to pull over before I cause an accident. I’m edging to the shoulder when the excruciating pain hits. Like nothing I’ve known before. “Aarrrgghhhhhh.” I can’t see. I can’t bloody well see. I brake hard, pull the wheel to the left, hoping against hope I don’t hurt anyone else.


    A split second later metal grinds and something bounces against me, so hard my chest screams with pain. I’m whipped around and around as everything in my world turns over once, twice. I end up upside down, held in my seat by something. The safety belt? My leg screams in agony. I can’t catch my breath. Something warm and sticky flows down the back of my head. Blood. Has to be. What did I run into? Oh, God, please don’t let it be another car. I try to rise but the wheel, the dashboard pin me in.


    Noises, voices come at me from the outside. “You all right, mate?”


    “No.” My voice is so weak I can’t hear myself.


    “Emergency transport’s on the way. Hang on.”


    I want to laugh at the joke since I’m hanging upside down. But a sledgehammer lands on my head and everything goes black.


    

  


  
    Chapter 34


    ______________


    Elizabeth


    SOMEONE GENTLY SHAKES MY SHOULDER. I blink, slowly open my eyes.


    Brian, on the seat next to me. He changed his ticket from first class to coach and managed to snag two seats together on the back of the plane. He’s been kind enough to pull a blanket over my shoulder.


    “Have we landed?” I’ve slept most of the plane ride to Dulles. God knows I needed the rest, but still.


    “Yes. A couple of minutes ago. They’re sorting out first class.” His eyes telegraph kindness. And quite a bit of concern. He snaps open the overhead compartment. “Just your shoulder bag, right?”


    “Yes.” I stand up and glance over the seats. CeCe’s up front looking back. I wave to show her I’m okay. Well, not really. Alive is about all I can lay claim to at the moment. She wanted to sit in the back with me, but she suffers from poor blood flow to her legs and I wasn’t about to let her risk a clot.


    “Here you go.” Brian rests my bag on the spot he occupied.


    “Thanks.” Needing to let Casey know I landed, I retrieve my purse from underneath the seat next to me. But I can’t find my cell in its usual place. I finally locate it in an outside pocket. “Strange.”


    “What?” Brian asks.


    “My cell. It was in the wrong place.”


    “Maybe you shoved it in there last time you used it. You were a little upset.”


    A little? I’d called Brianna to thank her and say goodbye, but in the middle of our conversation, I’d burst into tears. CeCe and Brian had swarmed in, joking and carrying on around me, while I got myself back together. Thankfully, it worked, because no one from the Smith Cannon so much as glanced at me, but remained buried in their electronics or conversation with each other. Brian changed seats right after that, claiming I needed a seat buddy. Upset as I was, I didn’t have the strength to say no.


    “I guess.” I’m so tired all I want to do is sleep for the next twenty-four hours after I get home. But first I need to show Brian my appreciation for what he’’s done. “Thank you for helping me out.”


    “You’re welcome.” He looks at me from his great height, and a frisson of something runs through me.


    He’s tall. Almost as tall as ... No. I’m not thinking about him. I glance past the sea of bodies. First class has emptied. CeCe waves back at me before stepping out into the aisle.


    Brian touches my upper arm to get my attention, leans closer to me. “I know this is neither the time nor place, but something happened to you in London. And I just wanted to say, if you need a friend. I’m there for you.”


    “Brian, I can’t.” I start tearing up. Last thing I need right now is another man.


    “Hey,” he puts his arms around me in a really awkward hug, given his height and the overhead compartment. “I just want to be your friend, that’s all.”


    I try to gauge his sincerity in the iffy cabin light. What I see there reassures me. “I could use a friend right about now.”


    His smile would light up Manhattan. “Good.”


    I smile back before I dial Casey to let him know I’m here. He’s waiting for me in the terminal. After I end our conversation, I tuck the phone in my purse’s inside pocket, still wondering how I managed to put it in the wrong place before.


    

  


  
    Chapter 35


    ______________


    Gabriel


    “GABE, DARLING, PLEASE WAKE UP.” A woman’s voice drifts into my consciousness, along with mechanical beeps, whirls, a whooshing sound.


    Where am I? I struggle to formulate an answer, but my mouth won’t work. I hurt all over. My stomach, my leg, my head.


    “Oh, why won’t you wake up?” Someone pinches my hand—hard—and pain shoots up my arm to fuse with the rest of the agony.


    “The man’s been through a lot. You might want to take it easy on him.” A deep male timbre.


    Yes, obey the man.


    A sob. “What if he never wakes up, Jake? What am I going to do?”


    The air stirs around me. Somebody’s moving. Alarmed I’ll be on the receiving end of more pain, I force my eyes open.


    A woman, blonde, beautiful, tears streaming down her face, sits by me, her head on the shoulder of a dark-haired man kneeling next to her.


    “Give it time,” the man says. “The doctors said it would take a few days for him to wake up.” He rubs a thumb across her flawless face, wiping away her tears.


    My hand twitches underneath hers. I want to comfort her.


    She sits up, stares at the hand, stares at me. “Oh, Gabe, you’re awake.” Her face lights up with a bright, bright smile. She holds the pinched hand to her damp cheek. “How are you, darling?”


    Digging deep, I will my tongue to the task. “F-f-fine.”


    “I’ll go get the doctor.” The dark-haired stranger races out of the room, leaving me alone with the beautiful blonde.


    “We were so worried about you. But now you’re awake, you’ll be up and about in no time. You’ll see.”


    The excruciating pain and a broken leg up in a sling tells me otherwise. Even more troublesome than my pain is my recollection. My name’s Gabe. I got that much. But everything else—time, place, her. Not a clue. “Who are you?”
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    Excerpt from Storm Damages 2


    Washington, D.C.


    September 30


    Elizabeth


    Three months have gone by without the taste of Gabriel Storm in my mouth, the scent of his skin in my nostrils, the rush of his powerful body pounding into mine. In a few minutes, he’ll arrive for the closing of the SouthWind deal. Given an option, I would have scheduled a vacation, preferably one on the dark side of the moon. But I’m responsible for the closing documents and my presence is required. So here I stand, breathless with anxiety, heart pounding with anticipation.


    This is not good for the child I carry. His child. Gabriel Storm’s, the powerful COO of Storm Industries. Does he know I’m pregnant? I never told him, even though I had numerous opportunities to do so. But his sister knew and she probably shared the news with him.


    He’s made no attempt to communicate with me since that stormy summer night. No phone calls, no emails, not even a text. I don’t blame him, not really. What else could he do after I admitted to betraying him? It isn’t true, of course. I would never do such a thing.


    “You look like you’re about to pass out. Are you okay?” CeCe. My rock. I don’t know what I would have done without her in the last three months. She covered for me while I puked in the bathroom, answered my innumerable questions about pregnancy and childbirth, and most of all listened when I poured out my misery.


    “Yes.” I’m not, but fake it ‘til you make it. Right?


    “Here.” She hands me a water bottle. “Drink. It’ll make you feel better.”


    “Thanks.” I unscrew the top, guzzle half the bottle. The cold liquid feels good going down, and it gives my hands something to do besides shake.


    A rustle of excitement outside the glass-enclosed conference room draws my attention. Many of the women from the law firm, and some of the men, have found an excuse to hang outside. They laugh, giggle. Oh, please. Don’t they have anything better to do? When Mr. Carrey frowns at them, some disperse but most remain right where they are.


    And then Mr. Carrey’s new secretary is walking down the hallway toward the conference room, ahead of two people. One is Miranda Stone, Vice President of Acquisitions at Storm Industries, and the other ...


    I stop breathing.


    He’s allowed his hair to grow. That fabulous kissed-by-the-sun golden mane reaches his shoulders now. When he walks into the conference room, his glance bounces around the room, landing on no one in particular. As ever, his gaze mesmerizes me. Was there a time when I wasn’t fascinated by those gorgeous ocean-blue eyes of his? He’s wearing one of his killer two-piece suits, a dark blue one which caresses his broad shoulders and showcases his powerful legs to perfection.


    He is the same. And yet, he’s not.


    He no longer walks with that smooth, sexy gait of his, but with a stutter step as he leans on a walking stick. Lines groove his face. He’s suffering, that much is clear. Even though the tabloids looked under every rock and hounded him for weeks, not much is known about the accident that caused his injury, but clearly it caused major damage, to his right leg at the very least.


    When somebody comments about the cane, he jokes about his limp. Apparently, a tree ran into him during a skiing trip. But I spot something in the depths of his eyes that tells me he’s lying. Something else caused that injury.


    Mr. Carrey steps up to him, shakes his hand and that of Gabriel’s VP before leading them around the room to reacquaint them with the members of the Smith Cannon team, Terry, Brian, Mark.


    Me.


    “And you remember Elizabeth Watson,” Mr. Carrey says.


    Elizabeth, just like our queen. The words Gabriel spoke so long ago, accompanied by that panty-melting grin of his, echo in my head. Please say my first name. The way you used to, when you were so deep in me you stole my heart.


    “Nice to see you again, Ms. Watson.”


    My heart lurches because the glance he directs at me displays neither love, nor hate, but a careless indifference, as if I mean less than nothing to him.
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