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Chapter One
 
 
“Move yer lazy arses!” Leighton Gray, known to his friends as Big L, hollered as he thundered around the end of the pitch and onto the dead ball line behind the goal posts, almost trampling the team’s props in the process. The two smaller players, both built like minijuggernauts, swore as he passed.
Thighs pumping like pistons, he flashed a grin over his shoulder. “Too slow, midget!”
“That’s not what yer mam said when I was climbing off ’er!”
Gray lifted a hand and flicked them the V over his shoulder as he powered down the small straight and turned to run back up the other side of the pitch. As he reached the halfway line he slowed his pace and jogged, feeling the ache in his muscles. With the season slowing down now, they’d assumed that Coach would let them off a little but no, it looked like Butler planned to keep their noses to the grindstone until the last match. Bastard.
Rolling his shoulders, Gray kept to the slower pace as his body cooled down. Two laps, a quick stretch, and he was done. He could already feel the shower calling his name. As he ran, he allowed his mind to wander.
Charnwood Road was a large stadium, nothing on par with Twickenham, but no measly offering nonetheless. The stands rose up around him, empty now. He didn’t play on the wing but that didn’t stop Gray daydreaming about scoring a try, his mind filling in the roar of the crowd as he thundered toward the try line.
“Gray! Gray! Gray!”
He felt the familiar surge of adrenaline as the twin posts rose up ahead of him, his attention fixed on the thin white try line as he sprinted toward it. Imagination conjured up the sound of pursuit behind him, the pounding of the opposition’s feet as they raced after him. He was too quick for them though, every inch of his six foot nine frame bent to one purpose, getting the ball down behind the line. Scoring a try, gaining points for the team, was the ultimate goal, and there was no rush like it. Ever.
The line rushed toward him, his feet flying over the turf. Elation wrapped around the adrenaline as he launched himself into the air, twisting as he hit the turf to slam the ball into touch.
Try!
The dream-crowd went wild as he rolled to his feet to bask in their adoration and the jubilation of his teammates. Hands ruffled his blond locks, a little overlong for the game but he didn’t care. They were his trademark and it was a brave man who tried to mess with the ’do.
“’Ey up, Blondie’s here,” one of the guys piped up as Gray trotted up and dropped down next to them to start stretching.
“Fuck you, Vicky,” Gray shot back as he leaned forward to grab his toes and stretch the backs of his legs. Most of them had nicknames, some liked by their owners, others…not so much. Vicky had gained his for the simple fact his parents had been unwise enough to name him Darren, which with his surname of DeMarcos, gave him the initials DD. It hadn’t taken the rest of the squad long to link that to breast size and he’d gone from Double D to Victoria’s Secrets, aka Vicky, overnight.
“Nah, you ain’t my type, mate. What do you reckon, Sylvie Martin or Jess Ellison?” the other man asked, naming two popular actresses.
Gray lifted up and shifted to fold his left leg at the knee. Bending over it until he could feel the stretch, he looked up at Vicky questioningly. “In what way? Looks, intellect? Body of work?”
“For fuck’s sake, get with the program! Tit size, man.” Vicky cupped his own boatlike hands in front of his rib cage. “Which do you prefer, big knockers or fried eggs? Sylvie or Jess?”
Gray shook his head. That was just typical of his teammates. Reduce a woman down to her mere physical attributes with no thought whatsoever to her mind, or her personality. Animals. Sometimes he wondered if any of them had a mental age above fourteen. Say the word “sex” and at least three snickered.
“They’re both nice-looking women.”
His answer was noncommittal as he continued to stretch, leaving Vicky and another of the players to a mind-enhancing discussion of breast size. Before long, he was done, leaving the other two to chatter as he trudged toward the changing room and the hot showers within. His studs rattled on the painted concrete of the players’ tunnel as he headed in, leaving clumps of dirt and turf in his wake.
It wasn’t as if he was immune to the charms of the fairer sex, but…was it too much to expect to be able to have a conversation with a date? That wasn’t a possibility with the arm candy the team usually trotted out, each of them trying to outdo the rest. Hair extensions, breast implants, and vacuous expressions. It was enough to drive a bloke mad.
“She’s pretty. Intelligent. Easy to get along with…”
The male voice that reached his ears as he pushed open the door to the changing rooms was familiar. He and Damon Cross had been friends for years. They’d gone to nursery, then school together. Skipped classes and raised hell in detention together, and when their PE teacher had introduced them to rugby, fallen in love with the sport together. Now, years later, they were both at the top of their game, Damon playing scrum-half to Gray’s lock and the two were still inseparable.
“Don’t tell me you’re trying to palm your mother off on someone again, Cross?” Gray joked as he clattered over to his locker, throwing a grin over at the two men sitting on the center benches, Damon and the other man already dressed and ready to quit for the day.
Damon didn’t stop speaking, just extended his middle finger in Gray’s direction. “And we’ve already got tickets so you wouldn’t be out of pocket.”
“Hmmm…” Steve Bryant, the player Damon had cornered, pursed his lips and ran his hand over his jaw. “I’d need to rearrange picking my brother up from the airport. How old did you say your sister was?”
Gray froze, hand buried in his locker. Sister. Damon’s sister. Frankie Cross. The girl Gray had had a crush on since he was twelve years old.
“She’s not that old, only thirty-two. Looks good for her age. Come on, mate, you’d be doing me a big favor. She’s not been out since she caught her wanker of an ex in bed with his next-door neighbor.”
“Steve, you’re on airport duty.” Gray dropped his bag on the bench next to Damon, virtually in the guy’s lap. Damon jumped, turning a curious gaze up to Gray. “If anyone gets to take Frankie out, it’s me.”
“Hey, wait…I haven’t said no yet!”
Gray shot him a look, one all his teammates were familiar with. Once he’d set his mind on something, there was no stopping him. The same way they offloaded the ball to him if they wanted him to break the opposition’s defense; he set about making sure he was Frankie’s date for the evening.
Bryant held up his hands in surrender, the smaller man backing off. “No need to get your knickers in a twist, mate. She’s all yours.”
Gray grunted in satisfaction and turned his attention to Damon, who was watching him with that damn inscrutable gaze of his.
“Well?”
Damon shrugged, spreading his hands as if to say “Do I have a choice?” “Sure, you can be Frankie’s date. But I want the money for the damn tickets, you tight-arsed git.”
“Done.”
He didn’t ask how much the tickets were, or where they were going. It made no difference. He’d have paid a small fortune and then some to get to be the man to take Frankie out.
Damon flashed a swift grin and grabbed his kit bag, almost smacking Gray in the chest with it as he swung it up and over his shoulder. “My place, half past seven, sharp. Don’t be late. And do something with that damn mop on your head,” he ordered over his shoulder as he headed for the door.
Gray watched the door for long moments after Damon left. As the swinging door finally closed to a stop, he allowed a slow grin to spread over his face.
He had a date with Frankie Cross.
Turning back to his kit bag, he plunked down on the bench and started to unwrap the tape covering the laces on his boots. The boots were only a few months old but they were already ruined, relegated from match boots down to training, and as comfortable as old slippers. Pulling his socks off, he contemplated the healing marks on the back of his calf. Circular war wounds, they were ones any player was intimately familiar with. Stud marks. Bastard from Sarenby Sharks had gotten him good during the match last weekend. He rubbed them absently with one hand as he dropped the socks into his bag.
At least they hadn’t broken the skin. Blood meant time off the pitch, which was often the opposition’s aim, especially with a player like him. Without arrogance he knew he was one of the driving forces in the Wolves’ side. A forward who could smash through the enemy’s defense, and then run like a back if necessary. He was damn dangerous on the pitch, which made him public enemy number one for the other team.
Standing, he wasted no time in stripping off his shirt. His shirt, number four emblazoned on the back, hit the deck just before his shorts, the heavy cotton torn from the rough-and-tumble of training and mud stained from the damp pitch. His base layer followed suit, the long sleeves soaked in sweat. It was getting a bit warm for it now, but he’d rather sweat his bollocks off than be cold.
He fucking hated to be cold, but at nearly seven foot, there was an awful lot of him to keep warm. His shirts, even his boots, had to be custom-made, which was why he wore them until they nearly dropped from his feet in pieces, unable to let go of the lessons he’d learned as a kid dragged up on a council estate on the rough side of town. They’d had nothing, and he’d expected to live the same life as his parents, stuck on the dole or in a dead-end job until he and Cross had been spotted playing for their school team.
They’d been plucked from obscurity, signed to a good junior team, and the rest was history. Signing with the Wolves, with an international debut under his belt last season, was the culmination of his dreams. Sure, he had the money now, but still…those were good boots with plenty of life in them.
Towel over his shoulder, he stripped the protective box and his underwear and wandered stark-bollock-naked over to the showers. He was alone; most of the team had already left and Vicky was still out on the pitch with his partner in crime—no doubt still embroiled in an intellectual debate about breast size.
Picking one of the private stalls over the main communal shower, Gray pulled the curtain over and snapped the water on. The water hit him in a shower of red-hot needles, soaking him in seconds and powering into his aching muscles. He hissed, feeling the warmth spreading through his body. Butler was a bastard, a slave driver with an iron will and a voice like a whip as he drove them harder and harder as it came up to the end of the season.
He tipped his head back, letting the water cascade over his face and wet his hair. He didn’t blame the guy. With him and Cross out on the national squad, the Wolves had taken a battering at the beginning of the season. They’d pulled it back, of course, but Butler wasn’t content with that. He wanted to end the season with a bang.
Letting his thoughts wander, Gray reached down and squirted a handful of gel into his palm. Right now he didn’t want to think of training. He started to wash, the grin sweeping over his face and claiming his lips again. He had a date tonight, with Frankie Cross, no less. Soaping under his pits and across his broad chest, he rifled through his memory.
Eight years older than he was, Frankie had been a part of his life as long as Damon had. As a teenager she’d been their favorite target for pranks like frogs in her bed or slime in her shoes. They’d put so many water-filled balloons above the door that she probably still checked there to this day.
His hand smoothed down his stomach, washing the sweat and mud off. God alone knew how it had gotten there. When you had to wash it out the crack of your ass often enough, you stopped questioning how. Stuff was like fucking sand. It got everywhere.
It wasn’t until he was twelve that Frankie went from being Damon’s annoying older sister to an actual girl. One he developed a hell of a crush on. Soaping his balls with economical movements, his hand slowed when he washed his dick. At twelve, along with his crush on Frankie, he’d discovered masturbation and spent what seemed like that whole year wanking to thoughts of kissing her. And other stuff a twelve-year-old definitely shouldn’t be thinking of.
He’d never said anything to her; he couldn’t. Despite his prowess on the pitch, his teenage years had been blighted by shyness, and he’d hidden behind the ragged mop of hair he’d started to bleach blond. Three years later, he wound up enough courage to send her a Valentine’s card and that Christmas had managed to slide in and grab a kiss under the mistletoe. Then her boyfriend at the time had taken him outside and given him a right beating for his daring. He hadn’t seen her again. She’d gone to work down in London, and even though he knew from Damon that she’d moved back recently, their paths hadn’t crossed.
Just the thought of her had his cock hard and heavy, ready for action, in his hand. He couldn’t resist a small pull. A soft groan rolled through his throat as he did it again, wrapping a big fist around the rigid shaft. He let his head drop back, resting against the cool tile of the wall as his hand sped up. She’d be thirty-two now, not that the fact she was older than he was bothered him. It had never bothered him. At first it was the excitement of the older, more experienced woman but it had quickly become all about her. The way she walked, talked, the cute little way she’d tilted her head to look up when she spoke to him.
She was small and dark; when he was fifteen he’d been taller than she was. He felt like a hulking brute next to her, but that was good; it fed his teenage ego to be taller. Like he could protect her from the world if necessary. Like the time in the kitchen when she’d dropped a glass and he’d lifted her so she didn’t cut her feet. He’d had her in his arms for less than three seconds but that hadn’t stopped him reliving the feel of her slender body against his. For weeks afterward, that brief touch had the starring role in his nocturnal activities beneath the sheets of his single bed.
He stroked harder, hand firm on his cock as thoughts of her filled his head. She had been petite and slender with the sort of lines to her that promised to fill out into curves that would tempt a saint. Leighton was no saint and didn’t pretend to be. If he was taking her out tonight, then damn sure he was going to try to get into her bed. The rigid shaft in his hand jerked and pulsed. Her bed? He’d take her any freaking way she’d let him. Forget leaping off wardrobes; he’d dress in bloody drag if it got her rocks off.
His mind dropped to base fantasies as his hand moved faster. Thoughts of her writhing under him, the tight sheath of her cunt around his cock as he drove into her filled his mind. Her on her knees, lips wrapped around him as she sucked him off. His hips got in on the action, shoving his thick cock in and out of the warm cave of his hand like a piston.
Pleasure coursed through him, wrapped around the back of his hips like a thick belt and caressed his balls. They grew tight, the big vein in the shaft above them pulsing as his movements faltered, became harder. Jerky. He bit his lip to keep the groan in as he came in jagged movements, his ass tight and his hips working overtime. Cum jetted from his cock to cover his hand as he worked the last bit of pleasure from his body. With a groan, he dropped his hand and leaned his head back against the tiles, letting the hot water wash away the evidence of his lust as he shuddered in visceral reaction.
God, if wanking off to thoughts of her got him this bad, what would it be like when he had her under him for real?
 
* * *
 
 
“I have no idea, Robby. Why don’t you ask Keisha?” Frankie Cross snapped, living up to her surname as she crossed her brother’s living room to take her call in the kitchen and not disturb Damon or his girlfriend, Sophie, with her call.
“But babe,” the male voice on the end of the phone wheedled. “She’s an airhead…”
Frankie closed the door behind her and leaned against its cool surface with a sigh. She didn’t need this. Dolled up for a double date with her brother and his girlfriend, a blind double date no less, she really didn’t need another call from her ex.
Both investment bankers, they’d met while working for the prestigious London bank Reed & Hayes. She’d been bowled over by the charismatic and charming Robby when they’d been assigned to the same merger and acquisitions team. They’d quickly become a double act, in the office and out of it.
She’d thought her life was perfect. A luxury apartment in a good area of the city, a partner who not only understood the long hours she worked but actively encouraged it, even when they’d moved onto other teams and he’d become a rising star at Reed & Hayes.
Until she’d come home unexpectedly one day and found her loving boyfriend in bed with the model wannabe from the apartment down the hall. She’d packed and moved out the same day, living off a friend’s couch while she worked her notice.
“…she’d have no clue what to do with the Cortez account.”
Ah, there it was, the crux of the matter and the reason for his call. The reason he’d been bugging her for the last week, no doubt. Unable to accept that she’d left him, he’d bombarded her with calls. He’d tried everything, from shrugging it off as meaning nothing, through wheedling and begging, and finally to outrage and blaming her.
Though recently his calls had changed, become idle questions about various projects he was working on. It hadn’t taken a genius to realize he’d done that throughout their relationship, using her knowledge and experience to bolster his own, and she would bet not a word of credit for her part passed his lips.
Wanker.
“Well, you should have thought of that before you decided to play away, shouldn’t you?” Already annoyed that Damon had decided to arrange her life without so much as a by-your-leave, Frankie’s “give a shit” button was decidedly broken so her reply was short and to the point. “Next time you fuck about, you might want to pick someone with more than two brain cells to knock together.”
“Hey, there’s no need to be nasty.” Robby’s voice bridled with annoyance and outrage. “Keisha’s a nice girl; she was good to us when we moved in, remember?”
Frankie snorted. “Yeah, she’s a regular Good Samaritan, isn’t she? So good that she made sure to open her legs to stop you feeling all lonely when I was working late.”
“You’re not going to help with the Cortez thing? Pwwwease…you know you have that magic touch with these things.” True to form, Robby switched tracks and came at her from another angle, using the baby voice that, when coupled with a pleading expression from his puppy-dog eyes, used to melt her heart and usually got him what he wanted.
Right now though, she’d happily stick the merger and all accompanying paperwork where the sun didn’t shine. The sound of the bell and the front door being opened filtered through the kitchen door, followed by the sound of deep, male voices. Saved by the bell.
“No, I’m not. Sorry, Robby, you’re on your own. Don’t call me again.”
With no small amount of relish, she hung up on him. Serve the twat right if R&H realized what a two-faced, lying little cheat he was and kicked him out on his ear. Which would happen just as soon as they realized he hadn’t a fucking clue what he was doing. Grinning to herself, she slipped the phone into her evening bag, opened the door, and walked back into the living room…and stopped dead, her jaw dropping as she clocked the guy standing next to her brother.
Dressed for the evening in black trousers and a white shirt open at the neck, tall didn’t cover it. He had to be well over six and a half feet, his shoulders wide enough to make a barn proud. She bit back a whimper as her gaze latched onto feet the size of boats—What did they say about foot and cock size?—and wandered up his body. Strong legs, lean hips, narrow waist, and a broad chest. And muscles. Oh God, he didn’t just have muscles. He had muscles on his muscles. The sort of muscles that had her quivering with the need to explore them with her fingertips and lips. She liked her men well built, strong…big. And so far this guy was ticking all the boxes.
Abruptly her annoyance at Damon disappeared. She’d been pissed that he’d arranged a date for her tonight when she had been quite happy to go alone, especially when he’d told her it was one of his player friends. She knew rugby players and the last thing she’d wanted was a night of drinking and the testosterone-laden antics that normally followed. But now… She could kiss him.
Her gaze moved upward, over a strong neck, until she reached her date’s face.
Fuck me…
“Leighton?”
 
 
 
The sound of Frankie’s incredulous query brought Gray’s head around sharply. Her steps silent on the plush, thick carpet, he hadn’t heard her come into the room and mourned the loss of seeing her entrance. That he’d missed the look on her face as she recognized him. He swept her from head to toe with a quick, assessing look, and much as he wanted to, was careful not to linger on the areas that would get him labeled a pervert.
What he saw took his breath away, stealing the words from his tongue midsentence as he just stared. Petite and dark-haired, she’d always been stunning, but the years had filled out the slenderness, packing her delicate frame with mouthwatering curves. Curves he itched to explore, to touch, to run his hands along to make her yield all her secrets to him.
Heat flared in his body, settling in his gut and groin as all the things he wanted to do to her flashed through his mind like an erotic movie on speed. His big hand around her waist, cupping her breast as he parted her thighs…his hand in her hair as he pulled her head back, baring her neck as he claimed her with one slick, hot, wet thrust.
“Shut yer mouth, mate. You’re dribbling on the carpet.” Damon chuckled. “It’s only Frankie, for God’s sake. Scrubs up well, don’t she?”
Anger flared to mask the desire filling his body and Gray shook his head, taking the two steps to her.
“Only Frankie?” he said softly, his gaze claiming hers as he reached for her hand and drew it up to his lips. He had to bend a little, but it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered now she was here.
Her eyes were wide as she looked up at him, but the look in them softened at his words, her hand delicate and oh so small in his. Another crippling surge of lust almost took him to his knees. He steeled himself, using the iron control he used to keep himself on his feet on the pitch, no matter how battered and bloody he was. If he went down, then she was ending up under him and to hell with anyone watching, even her brother.
“No, only an angel,” he whispered against her skin, brushing his lips over her knuckles as her perfume wove around him. Something deep, musky, and erotic. A real perfume, the hint of oils warm on her skin rather than the cloying chemical and synthetic perfumes most of the bimbos his teammates took out wore. It was different, classy. Sexy as hell. “My angel.”
Her lips formed a little pout of surprise, parting a little as she wet them with the tip of a pink tongue. An unconscious movement, but one that was highly erotic. He bit back his groan and lowered her hand, resisting the urge to haul her into his arms and finally find out what her lips tasted like.
“Who do you think you are, fucking Casanova?” Damon’s laugh broke the moment, and Frankie pulled her hand back, color staining her cheeks. His back to the other man, Gray closed his eyes for a fraction of a second in irritation. If Damon wasn’t his best mate, and had been for years, he’d lay the guy out in a heartbeat.
“Yeah, well. Some of us think that there’s more to wooing a woman than some straggly flowers and a mangy box of chocolates,” he shot back, finding an easy smile from somewhere and plastering it over his face as he reached for her hand without looking, and tucked it firmly in his. He wasn’t stupid. He wasn’t going to get very far with the sister if he punched her baby brother’s lights out, now was he?
“I’ll have you know they were expensive! Cost me four-ninety-nine from the petrol station. They were classy, I tell you.” Damon ducked down to look out the front window at the road outside as his girlfriend, Sophie, walked in from the hall. “Taxi’s here. We’d best get a move on.”
 


Chapter Two
 
 
When the hell had little Leighton Gray grown up?
Frankie slid a glance at him from under her lashes as she sipped her drink. She’d been functioning in a daze since they’d left Damon’s place, not quite believing she was looking at the shy, gangly teenager she remembered from years ago. He’d been tall back then, sure, taller than she was at least. As she stood only a little over five feet, though, that wasn’t hard. But… Lord, had he grown up nicely.
A strand of his blond hair fell loose from the band at his nape and fell over his face. She itched to push it away, watching him with fascination. She shouldn’t fancy him; he was the same age as her baby brother, but her body wasn’t listening. Instead, everything female in her reacted as he turned and caught her looking at him.
A slow smile spread his lips as he angled his chair, moving closer to her. “So, do you come here often?”
The chuckle escaped before she could stop it and the people on the tables around them looked over in disapproval. She clapped her hand over her mouth, cheeks burning as the speaker at the front of the hall stopped talking for a moment to look her way in irritation.
“Does that line work often for you?”
She kept her voice low, to avoid causing a disturbance as the charity auction started. She hadn’t bothered to do more than cast an eye over the lots. With the number of celebrities and sports personalities in the room, any bidding would be way too rich for her blood.
“Oh, of course. I’m a right Romeo…not.” His lips quirked, the self-deprecating smile one she was familiar with, and she caught a glimpse of the shy, awkward boy she remembered in the hot as hell man sitting next to her.
“Oh, I don’t know. The angel line was a good one,” she commented, taking a sip from her glass only to realize it was empty again. Wrinkling her nose, she set it down. The food had been nice, if a little fancy for her tastes, and the wine excellent.
“What makes you think it was a line?”
As he leaned forward, his shirt strained over the impressive muscles of his shoulders and arms, distracting her as he lifted a bottle to refill her glass. Again. She tried to cover her glass, but he pushed her hand away and refilled it regardless. She shook her head at the charming little grin he shot her, the amusement in his eyes totally unrepentant.
If she didn’t know better, she’d think he was flirting with her. He couldn’t be, though. She was at least eight years older than he was, and she had no chance of competing with all the other players’ dates around the table. Not one of them was above midtwenties. They were all buffed and polished to a sheen, and to a woman they sported long hair extensions and perfectly applied makeup, their tall, willowy figures probably a size subzero or something ridiculous. Even Sophie, who she adored, was built like a supermodel, leaving Frankie feeling like a dowdy, plump old woman.
Which meant he couldn’t be flirting with her. Not seriously. When he could pull something like that, why bother with someone like her?
The bidding had started now, the noise level in the room increasing so much that she had to lean in so he could hear her. Mistake. As soon as she did, the scent of his aftershave, warmed by his skin, wrapped around her. Subtle scents of spices and woods assaulted her senses, shot through with a spine-tingling base note that was pure Gray. She fought not to shiver, knowing he would see it. “Anyone would think you’re trying to get me drunk.”
He leaned back in his chair and stretched his arm out behind her. The fine fabric of his shirt brushed against her skin, bared by the halter-neck design of her dress, and the shiver broke free, twice as bad because of the attempt to deny it.
His smile was purely masculine, triumph and interest flaring in his eyes as he looked at her. She had to give him credit; he looked right into her eyes, his gaze not straying to the ample cleavage revealed by the low neckline of her gown. Not as much as some of the other ladies in the room but enough to make her a little uncomfortable. She’d put on a few pounds since she’d bought the dress, and it showed. The bloody thing looked sprayed on, a fact she hadn’t realized until it was too late.
“Maybe I am. Would that be a bad thing?”
The snort escaped before she could stop it. To cover, she grabbed her glass and buried her nose in it. Tried to regain her composure. Only to have it instantly shattered again as he stroked a lazy thumb over the back of her neck. Shit. He was flirting with her.
“Well, it would depend on why you’re trying to get me drunk,” she said lightly.
When it was just words, comments bantered back and forth, it was easy to convince herself that he wasn’t serious. That he’d been conned into taking her out this evening by Damon, and that he was just whiling away the time until he could offload her at her apartment and go his merry way. She’d warned herself not to fall for the pretty words or read too much into it. Perhaps the touch was accidental. Perhaps he hadn’t meant it and if she did, she’d just make a fool of herself.
Holding her breath, she waited for his answer. It came as he stroked across her shoulders again, his big hand settling around the back of her neck possessively as he leaned in.
“Why do you think I’m trying to get you drunk?”
Her ability to talk died in her throat as his warm breath washed over her neck, stirring the strands of hair she’d teased from the elegant updo to frame her face. Awareness hit her, finding a home low down in her belly and radiating outward warmly. Liquid heat slipped from her, her panties instantly damp at the promise in his deep, rough voice.
Turning, she met his gaze, the room around them falling away until it was just the two of them. He looked back levelly, not avoiding her eyes, interest and desire plain to see in his. Her lips quirked, her natural twisted sense of humor coming to the fore as she pretended to misunderstand him.
“Well, if you’re looking for someone to get giggly and huggy, then fall asleep and drool all over your shoulder, then I’m your girl!”
His lips split in a smile again, but instead of reassurance, it kicked the heat running through her up a notch. “Believe me, if you go to sleep, I’m doing something wrong.”
 
* * *
 
 
The evening was going well. Better than well; it was going fucking fantastically from Gray’s point of view. Frankie was his idea of a perfect woman. From the moment he’d turned around and seen her in Damon’s living room, right through to making sure she had enough to drink to loosen her up and get her talking, everything was going to plan.
He sat back and watched her for a moment as she chatted to the woman next to her, a consultant from what he remembered of the introductions when they sat down. Glass in hand, he took a swallow, his gaze lingering on the delicate curve of Frankie’s neck as she laughed at something the other woman said. The heat that had taken up residence in his veins settled into his groin, forcing him to shift slightly in his seat. Thank God it was dark in here, or his reaction to her would be common knowledge.
Not that he was ashamed of it. She was beautiful, witty, and genuinely a nice person. Rather than the self-absorbed attitude he was used to from the bimbos and wag-wannabes, he’d really had to work to get her talking about herself. And with that dress clinging lovingly to her curves, she was fucking hot. All he could think of was stripping it from her. Slowly. Unveiling the creamy skin he’d fantasized about for years, inch by slow inch.
Like a soldier on parade, his cock snapped to attention. Fuck. He closed his eyes for a second, quelling the frustration rolling through his large body. He’d only just got the bloody thing down to half-mast, but now he was hard enough to hammer nails through wood again.
Large hands dropped onto his shoulders, making him jump.
“You. Bog. Now.”
Turning, he looked up into the furious expression of his best friend. To everyone else, Damon looked perfectly civil, his polite half smile one Gray recognized as his “press” face, the one he used whenever the bloodsuckers asked him questions. Smiling but all the while gritting his teeth as he fought the urge to deck the lot of them. His eyes flashed dangerously, an indicator to someone who knew him that he was pissed. Seriously pissed.
Gray twisted and stood, frowning as he opened his mouth to ask just what had gotten into the smaller man but Damon turned on his heel and stalked away. Great. Just like DC to get a strop on a night out. He was worse than a woman with PMS at times. Turning, he dropped a quick kiss on the top of Frankie’s head, over silky hair which smelled of apple shampoo.
“Just going to grab us some more drinks,” he murmured by her ear, keeping his voice down so as not to interrupt her conversation. He didn’t mention the tizzy Damon seemed to be in. She’d always worried too much about her tearaway younger brother when they were younger, but until he knew what was up with the daft twat he’d leave her to enjoy her conversation. They said ignorance was bliss, and Damon was certainly ignorant enough for anyone.
She smiled and nodded, still listening to the other woman rabbit on about child number sixty-two or something, but her look speared him to his soul. A small, soft look just for him. Interest and desire shone in the darkness of her eyes and she reached out to squeeze his hand gently. He squeezed back and straightened, his purpose adding steel to his shoulders as he made his way through the crowded room. Time to find out why Damon had his knickers in a twist.
“What the hills gotten into you?” he demanded as he strode through the door and caught sight of Damon at the sinks. If he’d needed a piss, he’d taken care of business quickly because he turned like a striking snake to grab Gray by the throat and shove him back against the wall. Hard.
“Me?” Damon snarled into Gray’s face, rising up on his toes to do so. “Wanna tells me what the fuck you think you’re playing at? In case you hadn’t noticed, that’s my sister. Not just a random shag you’ve picked up for the night.”
Anger flared, hard and immediate. Right or wrong, Gray latched onto it, funneling his frustration and using it as he broke Damon’s grip and shoved him away. Damon stumbled backward, catching his balance on one of the pristine and expensive-looking basins behind him.
And he knew they were expensive; the whole place had that aura of understated opulence that said the place had been fittest with the best, rather than done down to a price. The floor was dark slate, the cubicles of sleek, dark wood warm under the subtle overhead lights. A stark contrast with other venues he’d been to with cracked linoleum, grubby cubicles, and where the scent of cheap disinfectant barely covered the rank stink of old piss.
“Because you’re a mate, I’ll let you have that one.”
Straightening his shirt, he smoothed the fabric crumpled by Damon’s hands and resettled it over his shoulders. Luckily the ham-fisted git hadn’t torn it. He wouldn’t have been able to hide that, and he really didn’t want to have to explain to Frankie why her brother was pissed off enough to pin him by the throat against a wall.
He didn’t conceal his feelings as he faced his best friend of years, not that he could have concealed much anyway. In the same way that he could see easily through Damon’s press face, the guy could read him like a book.
“But next one’s mine,” he warned, jaw clenched and his reflection in the mirror behind Damon radiating anger. Damon’s accusation had stung. Normally Gray didn’t give a shit what people said about him. Yeah, he’d had one-night stands; most of the players had. Before Damon had met Sophie, they’d gone out on the pull together, but that didn’t mean he was some kind of creepy Lothario who preyed on any woman available. He’d always tried to be good.
Plus they’d left the wildness of their youth behind a couple of years ago when a chance for the national squad was in the offing. Training to that level left no time for pissing about or chasing women, if he’d even been into that kind of stupid game in the first place. He wasn’t. He respected women, in all their various shapes and sizes. Damon knew that. Knew how seriously Gray took his career. Knew he refused to play the stupid games the other players reveled in, amassing notches on their bedposts. So yeah, that piece of shit accusation hit hard.
“Since when have I considered any woman ‘just a shag’?” he demanded, dragging a hand through his hair and snarling the long strands. Annoyed even more, he yanked the band out, snapping it around his wrist as he glared.
“Good point,” Damon admitted, the words slow and begrudging. His expression shifted and the mask of anger dropped, letting Gray see the concern and worry behind it. His own anger at the slight disappeared. Something was well wrong here.
“Want to tell me what this is really about? Or do you want to try and pound my face into the counter?” Gray stepped a little closer, hair brushing his shoulders as he studied Damon keenly. “If it makes you feel better, you can give it a try.” He chuckled and brushed his fingertips against his jaw. “It’ll make a change from the stud marks. Bit of variety and all that.”
Reluctantly Damon cracked a smile. Finally the tension drained from his shoulders and he turned to lean against the counter, hands spread wide. Shaking his head, he looked up through the mirror instead of turning around. The soft lights above it gave his skin a warm glow, shadows highlighting his classic features. Bastard was too good-looking for his own good, and Frankie was cut from the same cloth, so ethereally beautiful Gray wondered why he was bothering. She was way too good for a gutter rat from the worst estate in town.
“Her ex was…is a bastard.” Damon’s voice was low but Gray could hear the control he was exerting in the tones. “They worked together, real successful apparently as a team. Turned out Frankie did all the work and Robby took all the credit. Wanker. She turned up at home early one day, found him in bed with the neighbor.”
Gray winced. That wasn’t good. “Why the hell did he do that? Not being funny, mate, but if I had a woman half as sexy as your sister, I wouldn’t let her out of bed…never mind go sniffing anywhere else.”
Damon grimaced. “That was a visual I didn’t need. Thanks for that.”
“No offense meant. I know she’s your sister, but…yeah, she’s beautiful.”
“Wasn’t talking about that. I’m not even going there or I’d punch the lights out of half the room in there for looking at her. I meant your hairy arse. So not an image I want.”
“Wanker.”
“Knob.”
“Cunt.”
Gray smiled as the conversation degenerated into hurled abuse and stepped up to the counter next to Damon as he carried on.
“Gets worse though. He’d got his feet right under the table at the posh firm she worked for so she was advised to resign. Not sacked, but you know that’s the next step if she didn’t. Plus the bimbo he was shagging was a model.”
“Fuck.”
Sympathy for Frankie flowed through him, quickly followed by an intense need to flatten the guy. Not only for bedding the woman Gray wanted, but for causing her pain and anguish.
“That’s about the size of it. Nineteen, slim, masses of blonde hair and tits out to here.”
Damon motioned around a foot in front of his chest. The analytical part of Gray’s mind argued, if the model had breasts that big, she’d be bent in two with the weight of them, but wisely, he didn’t say that.
“So now Frankie’s convinced that she’s too old, and fat.” He sighed, ran a hand through the short spikes of his dark hair. “You know what women are like, mate. Doesn’t matter what you tell them; they’ll still be convinced that they look like the back end of a bus.”
Gray nodded in response, a sympathetic expression on his face. He knew how delicate a woman’s self-confidence was and Damon was right. It didn’t matter what anyone said; it was how a woman felt inside. Fists clenching and unclenching at his side, he made plans to track down her twat of an ex and elicit some payback of a violent type. See if the guy could still pull a model after that.
“So don’t hurt her, okay?” Damon’s expression was forbidding. “Or me and you are gonna be having words, clear?”
“Crystal, mate.” Gray nodded. Those words would be of the physical type but he totally understood that. The Cross siblings had always looked out for each other, and he’d do exactly the same if he had sisters.
Damon nodded, and a measure of calm and composure returned to his expression. “Good. We cool? Sorry about the thing with the wall.”
“Yeah. We’re good. Don’t worry about it; I’d have done the same.” He waved a dismissive hand toward the wall as he took a step back toward the urinals. Then he paused, looking over his shoulder as Damon reached the door.
“One last thing. I won’t hurt her, but if she gives me the slightest interest that’s she’s interested…then she’s mine.”
Damon stopped and Gray waited, expecting another flare-up or to be slammed against the wall again. Finally, he nodded, a sly smile spreading across his face. “I’ll get the shotgun and my best man’s speech ready then.”
 


Chapter Three
 
 
“You, young lady, are drunk.”
Gray chuckled as they stepped out of the warm lobby into the cool night air of the street to wait for their taxi. Although the hotel was in one of the better parts of the city, traffic was still constant, taxis and buses mixed in with private cars as people went about their business. At this time of night, mostly that consisted of getting home, wherever that was. Right now, Gray was thinking of home, but not his.
Frankie giggled, a little unsteady on her heels as he held her hand firmly in his to help her down the low-rise steps at the front of the building. He got the feeling she didn’t wear them often, or perhaps it was the alcohol he’d plied her with to get her to loosen up.
“It’s your fault anyway! You kept filling my glass and I’m not young. I’m at least a century older than you are,” she declared, flinging her arms wide on the word least. The sudden movement threatened her balance and she swayed for a moment before stumbling against him. He moved to block her fall, the soft swell of her breasts pressing against his arm. Heat exploded through his body again.
“Oops.” Her cheeks stained with scarlet as she favored him with a sexy little look from under her lashes. God, did she have any idea what looks like that did to him?
He changed his grip to capture her in his arms with ease. She didn’t struggle, but he didn’t expect her to, and after his battles on the pitch, chasing down one tiny, tipsy woman was child’s play. Instead she just watched him with a half-confused, half-quizzical expression. It was adorable. Impulsively, he leaned down and dropped a kiss on the end of her nose.
“Age is just a number, gorgeous. It doesn’t matter to me.”
The expression in her eyes softened, her lips a tiny O of pleasure. He wasn’t laying on the charm or spinning her a line he didn’t mean, but it felt a little like it so he grinned, the expression saucy. “Besides, don’t they say that you’re as old as the man you feel?”
“Oooh! In that case, I must be in the damn nursery,” she shot back, slapping at his chest and shoulders playfully. Blows he barely felt, used to the hard hits of the pitch. Unless she hit him with a sledgehammer or something, then she hadn’t a hope in hell of hurting him. He held onto her easily, feeling a little like a conquering knight with his lady in his arms, without the ridiculous outfit and sword.
Her struggles brought them together, pressed tight from chest to thigh. He watched as she felt the hardness of his stiff cock pressed against her belly, hid a smile as realization flared across her features, then groaned as her eyes darkened.
“Why, do I feel like a little boy to you?”
Bending his head, he whispered his lips over hers. Not kissing her, not yet. Just teasing, holding his lips a fraction clear of the luscious temptation of her mouth. Anything worth having was worth waiting for, and he’d waited years to taste her lips. A few more seconds savoring the anticipation would make it all the sweeter.
Silently she shook her head, her throat moving as she swallowed. Wet her lips with the tip of a pink tongue, the movement more felt than seen. He couldn’t wait any longer. With a groan rumbling in the back of his throat he pulled her closer and claimed her lips, ignoring the busy street around them and the driver who honked his horn as he drove by.
She was… She tasted…
It was indescribable. Heavenly. Sublime. His lips slid over hers in a gentle caress. Learning the shape and taste of her mouth as she melted against him. Her soft curves fit against his harder body perfectly, like two halves of a whole coming together. Tracing her lips with his, he kept things light. Sensual. Featherlight kisses as he wrapped one arm around her tiny waist and slid his free hand into her hair, scattering pins all over the pavement in a metallic shower.
The sound made her gasp. A gasp that parted her lips under his and broke the chains on his control. A small sound of triumph worked free from his lips as he swooped in and took advantage of the opening, like a player spotting an overlap on the opposition’s line, to deepen the kiss.
His tongue slid past her lips, exploring, demanding access and response from her. He stepped back until he was leaning against the wall of the entrance and let her lean against him, his legs parted and bent so she could shelter between them, ignoring the burn of the half squat as he ravaged her mouth. He let her come to him, rather than pin her and take what he wanted. It was the only way she was keeping her clothes on. Because the moment he got her under him, either on a horizontal or vertical surface, then he wouldn’t be able to resist making her his.
She moved with him, not pulling away even at the hard evidence of his mood. Her mouth was soft, eager as she kissed him back with passion, her small hands clinging to his broad chest and shoulders as the heat between them rose to boiling point.
The sound of the hotel door opening, an explosion of laughter and music spilling out from inside brought Gray back to reality. Breaking the kiss, he stood, using his bigger body to shield her from view as a group exited the hotel. A few cast him curious glances but he just glared back until they lost interest, moving away as their companions walked down the street toward the center of town, holding a loud conversation about which clubs would still be open.
“They’ll be lucky,” Frankie commented softly, as a limo pulled up in front of them. Gray smiled, recognizing the driver as one the private firm the club used.
“This is us,” he said softly, ushering her toward the door the driver was holding open. “Thanks, Fred, just on time.”
She blinked in surprise, the confusion on her face making it easy for him to tuck her into the plush vehicle. Inside the thing was luxury all the way. One of the smaller cars the firm used, the interior was spacious, with cream leather seats on both sides of the passenger compartment and the usual screen between them and the driver. With a nod to Fred, he climbed in, then slid across the backseat and wrapped his arm back around Frankie’s shoulders.
“Are you sure this is ours?” She looked up at him, her expression worried.
“Of course it is. Do you think I’d steal someone else’s ride?”
He stroked his thumb down her arm, savoring the small shiver she gave. It wasn’t because of the cold. The nights were getting milder, and he’d kept her plenty warm enough in his arms.
“No…but it’s way too expensive.” She opened her bag, starting to root around inside it. “Here, you have to let me pay for some of it.”
His lips curved into a smile. Hooking a finger around her delicate jaw, he pulled her face around and cut off her protests with a kiss. Her hand stilled in her bag, her reaction to him instant and honest as her lips softened under his. The sweet cavern of her mouth was a temptation he couldn’t resist, parting her lips with a sweep of his tongue to sample the delights within.
The kiss was short and sweet, designed to get her to stop talking so he could. He broke away and looked down at her with a smile. “Don’t worry about the cost, sweetheart. I got it.”
She frowned, shaking her head. “Yeah, but—”
He cut her off with another, swift kiss. “No buts, Frankie. I’m not that kid off a council estate anymore. I’m an international-level player. They pay me a lot. More than I’ll ever need. More than enough to treat my lady to a posh ride in a limo.”
He stopped when he realized what he’d said. He’d claimed her as his. Right there out loud rather than the fantasy he’d been running in his head since Damon had told him that Frankie needed a date. Clearing his throat, he changed the subject quickly, hoping she hadn’t picked up on his mistake.
“Did you catch any of the matches last year?”
He shifted position in the seat, wrapping his arm around her shoulders to pull her against his side. He knew she hadn’t been to any of the matches in person, either a Wolves game or any of the international matches he and Damon had played. The teams made a big thing of any of the players’ families attending matches. It increased player morale and that was good for business. Better morale meant more challenges for the ball, slicker play, and ultimately, more tries.
As he waited for her answer, he realized he wanted her to have seen a game. Not to know she liked the game. Not to support her local team, or because she was patriotic. No, he wanted her to have watched a game for one reason. To watch him play and see him at his best.
He knew the score. He was tall, yes, with the sort of ripped, muscled body most men dreamed of owning thanks to the intense amount of training each player had to put in to chase the dream. To get that way he exercised until he was drunk with it, until his muscles ached and his mind was wiped, capable of nothing more than putting one foot in front of the other. The sort of brutal training regime that most wouldn’t dream of following.
But he wasn’t good-looking. His nose had been busted twice and probably would be again before long. He had scars aplenty and his left ear had to be syringed to remove the swelling on a regular basis or it began to resemble a cauliflower. He wasn’t good with the words like some of the guys, and he couldn’t sing. In fact, he sang like a duck with a cold, even making himself wince when he forgot and decided to belt out a tune in the shower.
But rugby, that was something he could do. On the pitch just before a match, gum shield in hand and fingers taped together because he had a tendency to break them, he felt invincible. Like he could take on an army and win. He felt like a god, and he wanted her to see him that way.
She shook her head and disappointment crashed through him. She hadn’t seen him in all his glory, doing what he loved.
“What, never?” Disbelief colored his voice as the limo turned a corner. “You’re telling me that your brother is an international star and you’ve never seen him play?”
Her cheeks were scarlet as she looked away. “I had other commitments that I couldn’t get out of.”
He knew the reason. Her ex. The wanker who’d taken all the glory and got her fired. Self-centered bastard like that wouldn’t give a moment’s thought to someone else. Or their family.
“Yeah, well. You should. He’s a damn good player, one of the best I’ve ever seen. Coach says he’ll go a long way if he can keep off the injury bench.”
“You know Damon. Like a bull in a china shop most of the time,” she said, turning to look at him quizzically. “So the coach said that just Damon will go a long way. What about you? From what I hear you’re quite the rising star yourself.”
Pleasure surged through him at her words, but he hid it under a nonchalant shrug. He was good, he knew that, but he didn’t like to be arrogant about it. There were way too many players totally up their own asses as it was. The game didn’t need another one.
“If I play my cards right. Work hard. Nothing worth having comes easily.”
“Typical Leighton. Always so serious. You know, I never thought you’d crack a smile as a kid. You need to cut loose sometimes, and have a little fun.” She reached out to wind a strand of his hair, loose since his conversation with Damon in the men’s toilets, around her finger. “I love your hair, always have.”
“Is that right? You think I need to cut loose. Why, do you think I’m boring?” Within a heartbeat the mood in the taxi changed from light and teasing to dark and dangerous. The air was heavy, throbbing with awareness and sensual tension to the beat of the blood surging through the thick hard-on in his trousers. Temptation teased and taunted him until he couldn’t stand it. He was serious, but that didn’t mean he didn’t know how to have fun. Or want to have a little fun, of the horizontal kind, with her. “I’ll show you how boring I am.”
Twisting, he pulled her half under him on the seat suddenly, her chestnut hair fanning out over the cream leather like a dark halo. She gasped, surprised by his sudden move, but then he was leaning over her, hand planted on the seat next to her head to brace himself as he fought for self-control. All he wanted to do was push her knee-length skirt up to her waist, tear off whatever scraps of fabric she’d chosen as lingerie, and bury himself balls deep inside her.
The descent of his lips to hers was slow, his gaze on hers all the way as he let her see the heat and need warring for dominance inside him.
This time when his lips claimed hers there was no gentle exploration; his desire for her was too great. Instead he took her lips with raw power and need; feral and sensual like an alpha male claiming his woman.
She melted under him, her body pliant under his hands as he gave in and ran one up the slender length of her thigh. Pushing the skirt up, he lifted her leg, pulling it over his hip. His fingers brushed against the lace top of a stocking and he was lost. Just the thought of her in her underwear before him, like a gift ready for him to unwrap and taste, nearly unmanned him then and there.
There was no way he was taking her in a limo. That was just too sordid for words. An act worthy of Double-D and his never-ending quest to be the most laid player on the team. A shiver rolled through his body as he stilled his hand, fingertips brushing back and forward over the lace as he made love to her mouth. Thrusting his tongue past her lips to stroke and slide along hers. Claiming her essence and branding her with his.
She moaned, the soft, sexy little sound lost under his lips, her small hands clinging to him as she tried to get closer. Her body pressed against his, writhing and moving against him in a sensual dance that send his blood pressure rocketing. Her moan was one of surrender as she kissed him back. Silently giving herself up to him, to this, to whatever he wanted.
Triumph surged through him. Need, want, and desire hard on its heels as he pulled her upright, easily lifting her to settle her in his lap, her knees on either side of his hips. They both groaned as he pressed her down, grinding her groin against the rigid length of his cock constrained by his dress trousers.
Hands rough, he cupped her nape to hold her still and blazed a trail of kisses over the silky skin of her shoulder. He’d never been more grateful for tinted windows and the privacy a limo afforded as his other hand cupped her breast, the generous mound easily contained. Moans slipped from her lips to fill the small compartment as she arched her back, offering more of herself to him. Her hips moved, grinding the heat of her pussy against his cock.
He stopped, leaning his forehead against her shoulder as he fought for control again. All that separated him from being where they both wanted him to be were the thin layers of their clothing. All he had to do was unzip his trousers, push her underwear aside and…
She shifted, putting his thoughts into action as she reached down between them to fumble with his zipper. For a split second he was tempted. If she initiated it, it wasn’t so bad, right? With a sigh, he put his hand over hers, stopping her.
“No sweetheart, not in here,” he whispered against her lips before he kissed her again. When he pulled away, the quickly covered pain and rejection lanced him to the core. Fuck. He hadn’t meant to upset her.
“I want to. God, do I want to.” He leaned his forehead against hers, his words soft. “But I want more than a one-night stand, and I want our first time to be special and in a bed.”
“You’re a closet romantic, did anyone ever tell you that?” She laughed in response, the sound shaky but pleased as she twisted her hand, lacing her fingers with his and lifting to press a soft kiss to his scarred knuckles. She looked up and the expression in her eyes, sultry and hot, had the air punching out of his lungs. “Okay, I won’t corrupt you in the limo. But as soon as we get home, you’re mine.”
The rest of the ride passed in comfortable silence. With his girl tucked in happily beside him, her head on his shoulder and his arm around her protectively, Gray felt on top of the world.
“We’re here,” he said softly, as the vehicle pulled to a stop outside an apartment building. She lifted her head, stifling a yawn as he helped her climb from the limo. A fond smile curved his lips as she leaned into him while he thanked Fred, then they made their way inside.
The building was modern, with sleek, clean lines and a muted, classy color scheme in the public places. Her apartment was two floors up, one of the smaller units in the corner. She deserved the penthouse, he decided, remembering that she’d always loved the garden. In the city a garden was out, but a penthouse with a large balcony could accommodate plants and flowers. His did.
Not that he had a clue what half of them actually were. A plant was a plant to him. As long as he didn’t have to look after it, then they were all good since he could kill anything green. His mum had once asked him to tend her cactus while she was away. It hadn’t needed watering but somehow he’d managed to kill it anyway.
He waited as Frankie dug in her bag for her door keys. Even though it was only a small bag, he knew women liked to drag along everything but the kitchen sink, so it came as no surprise that she couldn’t put her hand on her keys immediately. Finally, she made a small sound of triumph, pulling them from her bag. And promptly dropped them with a metallic clatter.
“Fuck it,” she muttered, bending to scoop them up. Immediately his gaze latched on to the tempting curve of her backside. If she wasn’t so distracted, he’d think she’d dropped them on purpose just to tease him.
The desire that had been running rampant through his body all evening warred with the sudden need to protect her. She’d been flirting with him, on and off, all evening. One moment she was confident and assured as she fired off a quick reply to something he’d said, the next she wore a blush across her cheeks as she seemed to struggle for something to say. Add to that the fact he’d caught her looking at him in fascination when she didn’t think he was looking. It didn’t take a genius to work out she was having trouble reconciling the man he was now with the boy he had been.
He was more than happy to provide proof of that.
“Here, let me.”
Recovering the keys from the floor, he deftly fitted them in the lock and pushed the door open to let her enter before him. His body hummed with awareness as she walked past him, every curve and hollow revealed by her fitted dress calling out for his touch.
Gritting his teeth, he followed her, getting a brief glimpse of the darkened apartment as she led him through to the small kitchen. The impression of clean lines and minimalist but comfortable furniture didn’t surprise him. She’d always been tidying up after him and her brother.
“Do you want coffee? Tea?” she started, and stopped as scarlet hit her cheeks again in bright banners of color.
Coffee, tea, or me?
The silly phrase hung in the air between them until she turned and opened a cupboard, rooting around inside it. Cups clinked against each other but she didn’t appear to find what she was looking for. Since he was sure she kept her cups lined up in size order with the handles all facing the same way, she was obviously doing it to retain some composure.
He curled a big hand around her wrist, pulling her gently away from the cupboard, and closed the door.
“Just some music?” he suggested, smoothing the loose strands of her hair back from her face.
Even in the somewhat harsh overhead lights of the kitchen, she was beautiful. How had he gotten so lucky? He’d lusted after her for years; now he had her in his arms as she looked at him like a woman would a man. Would finally have her in the carnal sense of the word, make her his so completely that she’d always measure any other man by him. He’d barely finished the thought before jealousy bit at its heels. He didn’t want to think of her with any other man. She was his. End of story.
“What kind?”
“Huh?”
She smiled, leaning into his palm as she looked up at him. The same sexy little look through her lashes that drove him wild. “What kind of music?”
“Oh, something soft…romantic?”
He let her go, trailing her heels like an overlarge puppy as she headed into the living room. The thought amused him. It was apt. He’d even roll over and let her rub his tummy, as long as he got to rub something in return.
“Hmm. How about this?” she asked as she straightened, the strains of soft piano music filling the room. He hadn’t a clue what it was, and really didn’t care. If she wanted to discuss intelligent stuff like pianists and music, she needed someone other than a rugby player. Particularly this rugby player.
“Perfect.” He moved quickly as she stepped back and turned, catching her in his arms. “You know, I didn’t get to dance with the most beautiful woman in the room earlier.”
She scoffed, but a smile flirted with the curves of her lips. “Yeah, Zette was kind of busy,” she said, naming the celebrity rock star everyone had flocked to the charity event to see. “But I don’t think her husband let anyone dance with her.”
“He didn’t.” Gray chuckled as he urged her into movement. They danced slowly, swaying gently to the music as the moonlight poured in through the windows to highlight the room. “But I wasn’t talking about her. She’s pretty, but you’re beautiful.”
“Yeah, right. I’m sure your mum dropped you on your head when you were a baby.”
He didn’t deign that one with a reply, instead pulling her closer and sighing in contentment as she rested her forehead against his chest. She was tiny compared to his hulking frame, almost too delicate for him to touch. Silence reigned and their steps slowed until they were simply swaying in time with the music. Well, he was swaying. Frankie just leaned against him, arms wrapped around his waist.
“Sweetheart?” he said eventually, craning to look at her face. Her eyes were closed, and her sleepy murmur made his heart ache. Bless her, she was dead on her feet.
“Come on, you. Let’s get you to bed.”
Keeping his voice low, he disentangled her arms and bent to scoop her up. His body, all his male instincts, howled at being denied the chance to claim her body, taste the delights she’d offered and he’d denied earlier in the limo. But taking a woman when she was half out of it, on booze or through tiredness, just wasn’t his style. When he made love to her for the first time, he wanted her to remember every moment of it.
She murmured an argument, but he ignored it as he settled her into his arms. A cute, curvy little armful as he strode across the living room and into the short corridor. Her bedroom was easy to locate, the oriental decor so Frankie that it made him smile. She’d always loved anything with an eastern influence. He hadn’t been surprised when Damon told him she’d taken a year out to go traveling there.
A soft sigh left her lips as she nestled against his broad chest, arms looped around his shoulders. The trust she placed in him was implicit, unlooked for, and very much appreciated. She trusted him to look after her, to not take advantage even though he wasn’t the kid she remembered, but something far worse. An adult man with the means, motive, and opportunity to just take what he wanted. If he wanted.
He held her tighter, almost overwhelmed by the feelings coursing through him, and planted a gentle kiss on her forehead.
“Time to get you into bed, sweetheart.”
Keeping his voice low, he walked around the large double bed and scootched down to flick the duvet back before placing her as gently as he could on the crisp sheet. Another sigh escaped her, a small pout on those perfect lips and a frown forming on her brow as she complained about losing the warmth of being next to his chest. Her hair spread out over the pillow like a dark halo.
For a second Gray couldn’t think of anything but getting them both naked, crawling in under the covers and pulling her into his arms to warm her up. Trouble was, if he did that, it wouldn’t stop at sleeping. The circular argument he’d been having with himself since the limo kicked itself into motion again. Fuck, why couldn’t he just get a night off from having a conscience and just take what she’d offered earlier? Just one night. That was all he asked.
He sighed. “Don’t worry, we’ll get you warm again soon. Just work with me, would you, babe?”
Turning her onto her side with gentle hands, he exposed the zip that ran the length of her lower spine. Its metallic rasp sounded in the silence of the room as he pulled it down, revealing the delicate skin beneath then reached up to undo the straps of the halter-top. The gentle slopes of her shoulders flowed into the soft curve of her sides to a nipped-in waist he ached to touch and caress. Unable to resist, he indulged the temptation, stroking her satin skin with a reverence he’d have felt stupid admitting to in the daylight. Now though, he closed his eyes at the touch, all his male instincts latching onto the soft sound of pleasure she made as he touched her. God, she was ripe for the plucking.
His cock throbbed savagely in his pants, as if to remind him that what they both wanted was within reach. All he had to do was turn her on her back, and shove her skirt up past her hips. One quick yank would deal with her underwear and he could be hilt deep in her softness before he could say the word.
No. No happening. So not happening. Not tonight anyway.
Thinking of the least sexy thing he could conjure up…the lads stinking, sweaty, and bloody after a match…he focused on the task in hand. Back on her back, the dress was easy to slide from her shoulders and he had to bite his lip as the fabric fell away from her breasts. Encased in black satin with a racy red stripe and only just constrained by the cups, they were a sight to test any man’s resolve.
“That’s it, doll. Just lift your hips a little,” he urged, smiling in triumph as he pulled the dress free. Oh fuck. She wore thongs. Sexy little thongs that only just covered the essentials. A thin sliver of fabric easy to shove to the side so he could stroke through her wet folds…
Fuck. He was a pervert, a complete, bloody pervert.
Teeth gritted so hard he thought they’d break, he eased her stockings down her legs inch by inch as his cock and balls took turns reminding him what a fucking cunt he was for putting them through such torture. Grimly he ignored them, each brush of his fingers against her satin skin a pleasure and a torment all rolled into one as he pulled the barely there nylon from her legs and dropped them on the other side of the bed.
“All done, sweetheart. You get comfortable.”
Quickly pulling the duvet over her and removing temptation, he hung the dress up on a hanger on the back of the door and returned to the side of the bed like he was some sort of bloody homing pigeon. She looked so peaceful lying there. His lips quirked. Like an angel. How corny was that?
Leaning down, he pressed a kiss to her lips.
“Tomorrow night, Frankie. You won’t be sleeping. I promise you that.”
 


Chapter Four
 
 
Sunlight and the sound of muted traffic outside the window brought Frankie slowly from the depths of sleep. Murmuring with contentment she snuggled under the warmth of the duvet and resolutely kept her eyes closed.
In no way, shape, or form a morning person, she had to be dragged kicking and screaming from her bed in the morning, especially if she didn’t have to get up early to catch the tube. Since she was now freelance, there was no tube. All she had to do was drag her sorry backside into the kitchen, grab a mug of coffee, preferably strong enough to stick to the inside of her ribs, and boot the laptop up.
Not today though. Her head ached, and the unsettled feeling in her stomach told her she’d had more than her normal couple of glasses last night. What on earth had she been drinking? Cautiously she opened one eye, and when the light didn’t try to slice and dice her eyeball, opened the other to look around.
Her bedroom looked back, same as it always was. Oriental-print wallpaper, dark wood furniture, slatted blinds that cast the morning sun onto the bed and turned it zebra-like with stripes of light and shadow.
Groaning, she turned over and looked at the clock. Ten thirty. The numbers of the display dragged another groan from her. She’d never slept this late in her life. And she had the Johnson-Briggs merger details to look over before the end of the weekend, which she’d planned to do this morning so she could have all of tomorrow to herself.
Being freelance was great, but there was no safety net of a monthly salary, or paid holidays. If she didn’t work, then her bills didn’t get paid. Since she was serious about standing on her own two feet, she really would rather keep her own roof over her head instead of going cap in hand to her mum and dad to beg for her old room back. Besides, the last thing she’d heard, Damon had turned it into a weight room before he moved out.
Damon. Just the thought of her brother brought forward curses foul enough to make a soldier blush. It was Damon’s fault she was in this mess. The next thought broadsided her, tackling her and taking her out in a slicker move than any she’d ever seen on a pitch.
Gray.
Her date had been little Leighton Gray. Only he wasn’t so little now. Instead he was massive, and muscled, and fucking hot. The events of the previous night replayed in her mind in not just Technicolor but full-on high-definition as well.
She’d gotten drunk, flirted with her baby brother’s friend, he of the aforementioned hotness, all but assaulted him in the limo—a bloody limo of all things—and then, when they’d finally gotten back to her place after she’d teased them both mercilessly she…
Couldn’t remember. She couldn’t remember a fucking thing.
She could remember up to getting home, dropping her keys. The dance in the moonlight. Oh my God, the dance in the moonlight. If ever she could have conjured up her perfect romantic evening, that would have been it. Moving gently to the music, strong arms to hold her tight and make her feel safe, protected, even though there was nothing she needed protection from. Unless it was her own idiotic behavior, throwing herself at a man at least eight years younger than she was.
It was the drink. Had to be. She didn’t drink, only socially and then only a couple before she switched to water. It was a rule she stuck to with the discipline of a religious fanatic. She’d seen enough of her colleagues use alcohol as a coping mechanism. No way in hell was she going that way. It got ugly fast.
Oh God, what had happened? A quick sweep of the bed next to her revealed cold sheets. Didn’t look like he’d slept in the bed with her, but she wasn’t worried about sleeping. What else had they done? And why the fuck couldn’t she remember? And she wasn’t sore in any…ah, intimate areas.
Sitting up, she flung back the covers and stopped. She was still wearing her underwear. Bra and panties, all present and correct. If they’d had sex, then her bra and knickers should have been AWOL and the space beside her occupied, or at least bearing the trace scent and warmth of a large, very sexy body.
Her stockings were gone but a quick sweep of the room found her dress hung up neatly on the back of the door. Her stockings though, weren’t on the door; they were on the bottom of the bed, arranged in a shape. A heart shape.
“Oh…” Unbidden, her hand covered her mouth as a warm, fuzzy feeling spread out from the center of her chest. He’d undressed her and put her to bed. It was the only explanation and further complicated the enigma that was Leighton Gray.
He’d seen her naked. Heat flushed every inch of her skin, painting it scarlet. Oh my God, he’d seen her naked. Well, all but naked. Her underwear covered jack shit so he’d seen everything else. Her skin, the stretch marks from her constant battle with her weight. The appendectomy scar. The bulges, lumps, and bumps she hated all laid out on the canvas of the white sheet. The heat in her cheeks intensified and she moaned, barely recognizing the soft sound of distress as her own voice.
He’d seen her, with the light on. Him with that ripped, hard body. What must he have thought? That she’d really let herself go. Perhaps that was why he hadn’t pushed his luck, gotten her naked and had sex with her anyway. As soon as the thought went through her head, she felt ashamed. He was better than that; she knew he was better than that. Like a gentleman, he’d undressed her and put her to bed.
A shiver rolled through her at the thought of those big, firm hands on her body even if it was just to take her clothes off. She wished she’d been awake to feel it. Alone in her bedroom, she admitted to the desires she’d been pussyfooting around with all last night.
Right or wrong, younger than her or not, she wanted Leighton. Heat crawled through her body at the thought, taking up residence low down in her belly. Her hips jerked, liquid heat slipping from her pussy and dampening her panties as the scent of arousal filled the air.
Slipping from the bed she walked barefoot over the plush carpet, stopped in front of the mirrored door of the wardrobe, and studied her reflection. She wasn’t tall, only a couple of inches over five feet with an extra helping of curve she’d never been able to diet or exercise away no matter how much she tried.
She ran her hands up over her hips and waist, turning this way and that. What did he see? Did he like her curves? Her lips pursed as she cupped her breasts, pushing them together and striking a provocative pose in the mirror. For all of two point four seconds before her head started to pound again.
Grimacing, she dropped the pose and walked out into the main area of the apartment. She needed painkillers, coffee, and a shower. In that order. Then she was going to find a certain rugby player and ask him a few questions.
 
* * *
 
 
You’re gonna diet.
Frankie couldn’t help the laugh as she looked at the words on the screen of her smartphone.
“Yeah, no shit, Sherlock. Like I’m ever off a bloody diet.”
And she wasn’t. Over the years she’d fallen prey to every fad diet or celebrity-endorsed craze there was, hoping beyond hope that this one might, just might, be the one that would magically melt the excess pounds from her hips and ass, leaving her with the svelte and slender figure she had in her dreams. She sighed. Like that was ever going to happen. There was no magic cure to losing weight; she’d finally accepted that. The problem was she sat on her ass too much and didn’t do enough exercise.
Besides, who the hell was sending her such a bizarre text message? Swiping her thumb over the screen, she flicked the sender details up and frowned. It was a mobile number but not one she recognized. How odd. She sighed and shoved the phone back into the front pocket of her jeans.
Probably a wrong number, or worse, a promotional text. A work colleague had been plagued by them after an ex put her mobile number on a list for revenge. She’d had to change the number in the end. She’d see if she got another one, and then she’d work out whether she needed to ditch the number. Besides, there was a silver lining. If she did change it, Robby wouldn’t be able to contact her anymore. Win-win situation.
“Just ’ere okay for you, duck?” the driver said as the taxi pulled into the parking lot in front of the south entrance of the Charnwood Road Stadium. She’d gleaned from Damon that they were training here today rather than the training ground farther out of town.
“Yeah, perfect.” Digging in her bag, she pulled out her wallet and paid the fare. “Thanks, keep the change,” she said and slipped out of the taxi quickly so the guy could get away to pick up his next fare.
The vehicle pulled away, the slightly battered sedan a total contrast with the luxury limo from last night. She still couldn’t believe he’d done that, ordered them a limo. Not just that, but, even though she’d been all over him, he’d wanted to wait until they’d gotten back to her place, instead of taking her up on her invitation and going for it right there in the luxurious interior. And she’d been in enough with her bosses to know the difference between a real top-line limo service and a special occasion one that catered to hen nights and proms.
It was also a total contrast to her ex. If Robby ever ordered a luxury cab after one of their dates, he’d expected a handjob or something. For a limo, he’d have wanted the works and be damned if the driver or anyone else saw them. She shuddered, but that was him all over. He thought the world revolved around him.
I want more than a one-night stand.
Heat and pleasure rolled through her, a delicious counterpoint to the butterflies of excitement racing around her stomach at the thought of seeing Gray again. Did he mean it, that he wanted more than one night with her? Or had it all been an act, a good act, to get her to invite him in so they could… But they hadn’t; she was fairly sure of that. She wasn’t sore. There was no…other evidence. So it didn’t make sense.
She stopped for a moment and looked up at the impressive building. The Willesdon Wolves were an old team, founded in the 1900s, and the building reflected that. She never thought, though, that she’d be walking around to the players’ entrance and giving her name to see her brother play here, if only training at the moment. The man on the door scanned a list out of sight behind the grilled window and nodded.
“Go right through, Ms. Cross. I’ve got you down…twice actually. Guess they really wanted to make sure you got in.”
She stopped at that, turning back to look at him curiously. “They?”
“Yeah. I have you down as the personal guest of Damon Cross and Leighton Gray.” He grunted slightly. “First time Gray’s ever put anyone down.”
“What? Ever?”
Warmth spread out from the center of her chest at that little nugget of information. She knew the wives and girlfriends often came down to watch training. Well, more the girlfriends. The wives were more settled in their relationships, happier to see their men after they were mud and sweat-free.
“Nope. We were beginning to think he was a chutney ferret.”
She frowned, the northern dialect lost on her for a moment. Although she’d been brought up around here, having been in London for so long some of the sayings had slipped by her.
“Yeah, chutney. You know…” The older man blushed, waving his hand vaguely. “Inclined the other way, batting for the other team?”
“Ah.” The penny dropped and she laughed. “Oh no, he’s not. Believe me, he’s not.” With that, and savoring the look on the old boy’s face, she swept through the training entrance with a smile on her lips.
It didn’t take her long to make her way pitchside, even with the warren of corridors. The sheer noise from the pitch echoed through them, making her quest easier. She emerged from the darkness of the building into the sunlight. Now heading into late spring, the weather was beginning to heat up and she felt sorry for the men pounding across the turf as she found a seat in the shade and sat down to watch.
Gray and her brother were easy to pick out, although her attention was all on the first with just a quick glance spared for the tall figure of her brother. Instead, it was Gray who captured all her attention.
His bright mop of blond hair was like a beacon, easily visible even if he hadn’t stood head and shoulders above most of the other players as they ran through what she assumed were a series of set plays. Determined expression on his face, he had the ball tucked under his arm and led a charge against what looked like an army of coaches armed with crash pads.
Even running at half speed, he was impressive. She couldn’t take her eyes off him as he thundered down the pitch, shoulder lowered as he bulldozed his way through every barrier the opposition tried to put in his way. Finally he broke through the last barrier, massive thighs pumping as members of the other team trailed him.
She held her breath as a challenger came in from the side, but he’d already seen the threat. His studs dug into the turf as he abruptly changed direction, the sheer power and flexibility required to do so boggling her mind. Behind him, the other players poured through the gap he’d created, the dark-haired streak that was her brother in the lead.
Masculine shouts reached her, calls for the balls, positioning orders, most of which made no sense to her but obviously did to Gray. Another challenger came in, then another and another and even Frankie could see he wasn’t going to be able to avoid them all, no matter what fancy footwork he pulled.
He didn’t even try. At the last moment he turned, throwing the ball to Damon in a slick move that said the pair had practiced it a million times, then dug his feet in. Half a second later he was tackled, a big hit that had everyone on the benches wincing.
Frankie shot to her feet, her heart in her throat and her hand over her mouth; panic swarmed through her like a cloud of locusts, eating up every available resource until all she could think of was him. Her gaze riveted to the tangle of bodies and limbs where he’d hit the ground, one booted foot visible under a pile of bodies.
Oh God, let him be okay. Please let him be okay.
Her breath punched out of her lungs as the mound moved, Gray emerging from the bottom with a laugh. Relief flooded her, so strong she could taste it—
A ball thudded into the turf in front of her feet.
The sound of booted feet swiftly followed it; another player, one she didn’t recognize, swept her from head to foot with an interested glance.
“’Ey up, sweetheart, come to see the best train?” His grin was so wide and charming that she couldn’t help but smile back. Catcalls and comments reached them as the other players registered their conversation.
“Something like that,” she responded easily, which drew another grin. He didn’t get time to reply before a barked order from one of the coaches had him snatching the ball from the ground and sprinting back to join the rest of the squad.
She didn’t bother watching him. Instead her gaze went straight back to Gray’s tall, wide-shouldered figure. Only to find him watching her with a steady blue-gray gaze. As soon as her eyes met his, he smiled, an expression full of lazy heat that made her heart turn over.
The coaches called the team to order and another set play began. This time though, if there was an opportunity to get the ball onto her side of the pitch, it was taken, and she was treated to display after display of prowess as each player tried to one-up his teammates.
A try was scored and she watched, waiting for the conversion kick. Instead of going between the posts, somehow the ball ended up sailing through the air to slam into the barrier just in front of her. She chuckled as the kicker, one of the smaller players on the team—which meant he could dwarf a normal-sized man—trotted over to her with an impish grin on his face.
“Nice kick,” she commented, hearing one of the coaching team going ballistic in the background. “Must take some skill to kick behind you like that.”
He didn’t get time to answer as a furious bellow echoed across the pitch. “Bryant, you get your arse back over here!”
He winked. “Yeah, I got mad skills, on and off the pitch. Stick around, and I’ll show you.”
Frankie chuckled as he ran off, only to hear him yell, “Fuck me, Gray. If I’d known Cross’s sister was that hot, I’da let me brother walk from the bloody airport. I’d—”
Gray and her brother intercepted him, Damon punching the ball from his grasp and her man grabbing the newly named Bryant in a headlock before he could finish what he’d been saying.
“Oh for fuck’s sake!” The coach sounded apoplectic. “Gray, put him down. Cross, don’t you fucking dar—”
Gray reluctantly released the other man as ordered, but it seemed he couldn’t resist a little payback, shoving him hard toward the coach. Damon, though, took the opportunity to boot the ball back down the pitch. Right toward Frankie.
Gray took off after it, a glare at the three other players who started running as well stopping them in their tracks. Even from across the pitch she could read his body language, protective, aggressive… Hell, he looked ready to rip the others a new one if they so much as looked at her the wrong way.
He was amazing. She watched as he ran toward her. The awkwardness she remembered from his youth was gone. Back then he’d been clumsy, always knocking into things, as if the long arms and legs, the tall frame, belonged to someone else. Now, though, he’d grown into it. There was no ungainliness. Instead there was raw power, solid muscle, and the confidence to use it.
Awareness filled her, a tiny frisson shivering through her from her toes all the way up through her body and stopping at some very specific places en route. Erotic images rolled through her mind as she imagined that heavily muscled body moving over her, in her… All that power bent to one purpose—pleasure.
He reached her. Smiled. She almost melted into a puddle on the concrete underfoot. Christ, if he could do that to her with just a smile…
“Go away!” She flapped her hands at him, keeping an eye on the irate-looking coach down the pitch. “You’ll get into trouble.”
Sure enough, a bellow reached them. “What do you think this is, Gray? A fucking stroll in the park with your ladylove? Get back over here.”
“See?”
He grinned as he picked up the ball, then reached out for her. She didn’t get time to react as his big hand cupped her nape, and he leaned down to possess her lips in a quick, hard kiss.
“I’ll take the rap. I’d rather be getting down and dirty with you than this anyway. Meet me in the changing rooms after practice?”
She nodded as he released her, having to stop herself from bringing her hand up to cover her lips in wonder. How naive would that look? She couldn’t stop herself watching him as he ran off, though.
Oh Lord, the changing rooms… She couldn’t wait.
 


Chapter Five
 
 
Twelve.
Frankie couldn’t believe she was doing this. About to sneak into the lads’ changing room like some sort of naughty schoolgirl. The training session had long since finished and most of the players had already left, some opting to just grab their bags and head home to shower.
The rest had filed past Frankie after showering and changing, their curious stares and polite nods the only interaction she got from them. That they’d been warned was obvious, and it deepened the warm and fuzzy feeling she had in the center of her chest.
Gray had warned them off, staked his claim. He’d meant it. He did want more than a one-night stand.
Thirteen.
The door banged again and she jumped, sure that her guilt was written all over her face in red marker. The guy who came out simply nodded to her, averted his eyes, and headed on down the corridor, so studiously ignoring her that she wondered what Gray had threatened them with.
That thought didn’t last long. As soon as she had one thought of Gray, others crowded in and took over, replaying that kiss and the one in the limo last night over and over until she was hot and bothered, squirming on the plastic fold-down seat. This area was obviously not a public one, the walls plain white and the floor mop-clean.
At the moment, however, muddy streaks and stud made a trail from the direction of the pitch. Evidence that nearly twenty sweaty, muddy men had tracked through with little on their mind other than a hot shower and easing their bruises. She remembered the drill from when Damon and Gray had played in their local team as young teenagers and smiled. As much as things changed, they remained the same.
Fourteen.
Like the devil, thinking of her brother made him appear. His face split into a wide grin as he saw her sitting there, her hands under her backside to stop her fidgeting.
“Hey, Frankie, wanting a lift home?”
Here it was. Crunch time.
“Actually no, I’m waiting for Leighton.”
“Ohhhh, Leighton, is it? Giving him his Sunday name. Must be love.” He started to sing. “Frankie and Leighton, sittin’ in a tree…”
“Grow up, numbskull,” she snapped, but her words held no anger. She was too used to her brother to get wound up by him easily. “He gonna be long?”
Damon cast a glance back at the door and shrugged. “He’s titivating with his hair, so God knows. He doesn’t normally spend this long on it. Probably trying to impress you, daft twat.”
“Oi! Who you calling a daft twat?” she threw back, glad to have some normal conversation to take the edge off her nerves. The last thing she needed was Damon to pitch in and take umbrage to her relationship with Gray. Did one date and a couple of kisses—mind-numbingly hot kisses, mind you—make a relationship?
“Not you. Get with the program! That bloody idiot in there.” He jerked his thumb in the direction of the changing rooms. “Right, I’m off. Ring me if he doesn’t emerge or you need a lift, okay?”
“Sure thing; give my love to Sophie.”
“Cheers, will do.”
C’mon, hurry it up, brother dear. She watched him walk down the corridor at a slow amble, as though he had all the time in the world.
Nervous sweat crawled down her spine. Each step he took seemed to last longer than the one before and any moment she was sure he was going to turn around, nail her with that piercing gaze of his, and ask what the bloody hell she thought she was doing, sneaking into the men’s changing rooms at her age. Finally he reached the corner and disappeared around it. The instant he was gone from sight, Frankie was off the seat and through the door in front of her.
She stopped a few steps inside the door. The heat and humidity of recent showers enveloped her in a warm, wet blanket as she looked around. The room was empty.
Shit. Now what?
Biting her lower lip, she looked around. Had she missed him coming out? Was there another door somewhere she didn’t know about? Just as her blood pressure was about to go through the roof, Gray walked around the corner, running a hand through his hair.
On the verge of bolting back through the door, Frankie stopped like she’d been poleaxed, unable to look away. Her mouth dried up, breath catching in her throat as she gazed upon utter masculine perfection. She knew Gray was well built, had felt the packed muscle under his shirt last night and seen the power he was capable of on the pitch, but shit… There was built and there was built.
Naked to the waist, his jeans hung low on his hips. Her gaze zeroed in on a flat stomach, a tiny trail of hair highlighting the fact that the top button was undone. Temptation didn’t just enter into the equation; it locked and loaded to storm the castle. An overwhelming need to drop to her knees and finish the job filled her, and all she wanted to do was pop each of those buttons and find out how far that treasure trail went.
“Hey doll, my eyes are up here.”
Amusement lacing his voice, Gray snapped his fingers in front of his groin, and immediately her sex-starved brain latched onto his arms instead. Thick and corded with muscle, they led up to broad shoulders and flowed into a broad chest that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a sculpture of Adonis. Thick plates of muscle, toned and defined with lines she ached to follow with her lips and tongue, were set over a washboard stomach she could spend hours rubbing catlike against.
“Fuck me…”
Her reverent whisper shattered the silence between them as, finally, she lifted her eyes to look into his. Amusement scattered, replaced by swirling, white-hot heat. Like looking inside an inferno, or the heart of a star. She expected to be blinded but wasn’t.
“Happily. Come here.”
His voice was low, harsh. Normally she’d have balked at being ordered around in such a manner but right now, she’d do anything he wanted. Tension wrapped around them, made the air thick and heavy as she approached.
He watched her every step of the way, standing there like some Greek god waiting for a sacrificial virgin to come to him. A shiver rolled through her as she finally made it, drawing to a stop just in front of him and tilting her head back to look up. He reached up to wind a strand of her hair around his finger. All that strength constrained by a few silken strands. A delicate bondage she couldn’t, wouldn’t, break.
“You’re beautiful, you know that?”
“You think so?”
She still wasn’t convinced, but her words were more a reflex action as all her brain’s processing power was taken up with estimating how far his lips were away from hers. He started to lower his head.
“I know so.”
His lips reached hers, hovered over them for a fraction of a second, his breath whispering against hers in a sensual caress all of its own. A fraction of a second, that was all she got, then it was like a dam had broken, releasing the torrent behind. With a groan, his hand tightened in her hair and his lips crashed down on hers.
They claimed and took, the hard sweep of his tongue demanding and gaining entrance past her lips as he backed her up into one of the cubicles. The door crashed shut, the sound almost drowned out by the sound of their breathing and the pounding of her heart. A second later her back hit the tiles behind her, the coldness a delicious contrast to the heat of his body against her breasts. He moved, twisting as he plundered her lips, and a metallic click echoed as he locked them in. She was at his mercy.
She shivered as he moved in, sliding that big body against hers until she was sandwiched between him and the wall. A whimper slipped from her throat as she gave up the fight and drove her hands into his hair, mating her mouth with his in a frenzy of passion.
Heat blossomed, became an inferno that wrapped around and consumed them. Her hands were everywhere, needing to touch him more than she needed her next breath as she nibbled at his lower lip.
“God, Frankie. You’re killing me here,” he groaned, wrapping big hands around her thighs and lifting her as though she weighed nothing. Her groan joined his as he pressed her back, grinding his pelvis against hers, the thick bar of his cock hard against her needy clit. Her pussy clenched, heat flowing from her to soak her panties. God, yes, this was what she needed. She needed that hard cock deep inside her, pressing her open to accept him, thrusting in and out as he took her to heaven and back.
She didn’t answer. Didn’t trust herself to form a coherent sentence. Instead she pressed hot, openmouthed kisses against his jaw, working her way around to nip at his earlobe. He flinched, a low and sexy growl rumbling from his chest as she laved the tiny hurt with her tongue.
“Careful, sweetheart. Naughty girls who bite get punished.”
“Is that so?”
She giggled, unable to resist temptation and nipped him again. She’d never been into the kinky stuff, but with Gray, it sounded…sexy.
He gasped, dropping his head back. She took the opportunity to drag her lips over his throat, reveling in the feel of his stubble as she kissed the bulge of his Adam’s apple. God, he smelled so good. Like citrus shower gel, warm man, and pure Leighton Gray.
He recovered his composure, dropping his head and her legs at the same time. She squeaked as she slid down the front of his body. Falling wasn’t an option; he had her every inch of the way, but with the cubicle seat behind her and her back pressed against the wall, she was off balance. At his mercy.
“Too right it is. And I know just how to do it.”
And it was her turn to gasp as strong fingers made short work of her belt buckle. His lips covered hers again in a swift, hard kiss that stole her breath and made her see stars. Breaking away, he had her jeans open, sliding his hands under the fabric and cupping her backside as he slid them down. She wore loose fit. The denim clung for a second and then gave up the fight, sliding down her legs to bunch at her knees, caught by the wooden seat.
“Gray?”
Nerves and excitement made her voice breathy. They couldn’t do it here, could they? Some of her worry must have shown in her face. He pressed a kiss to the soft curve of her hips as he eased the denim to the floor, lifting one foot then the other free of both jeans and her sandals until she stood in just her top and underwear.
“Shh, don’t worry. Relax, let me make you feel good,” he murmured against her skin, his golden hair a sensual caress as he pushed up her top and kissed across her stomach. She tensed, sucking in a breath at the delicious torture of his kiss. She couldn’t look, the sight of his large, sun-darkened hands over her pale skin too erotic for words. Dropping her head back to the tile behind, she closed her eyes and concentrated on the sensations instead.
Deprived of sight, those sensations all but overwhelmed her. The warm wash of his breath over her skin, the prickle of his stubble, the strength in his fingers as he curled them into the sides of her thong underwear and slowly began to drag them down her legs. Slow, so slow. Giving her plenty of time to protest if she wanted to.
A sound of pleasure rumbled through the small space in the cubicle when she didn’t. He didn’t bother sliding them off as he had her jeans, instead pulling one foot free and urging her to lift it to the seat. The change in position parted her thighs, and a large hand on the inside of her raised leg urged them wider.
Heat hit her cheeks as he knelt in front of her, a soft curse falling from his lips as her pussy was revealed to him. She was wet; she knew she was wet. Her panties had been soaked from the moment he’d ordered her to come to him.
“Beautiful, just…beautiful.”
He leaned in, the width of his shoulders forcing her legs further apart. The first wash of his breath over her wet pussy lips stole her ability to breath. Anticipation held her frozen as he parted her with gentle fingers, and then with the softest touch, swept his warm tongue over her.
“Ohhh.”
She scrabbled for something, anything to hold onto, finding the pegs above her head and latching onto them like they were a lifeline. He found her clit.
A triumphant rumble rolled through his chest as he laved his tongue over it, then pulled it into the warm cavern of his mouth and sucked.
Hard pleasure exploded through her body, with starbursts behind her eyes as he nibbled and sucked, alternating teasing her clit with long sweeps of his tongue from her slit and back up again to start the cycle all over again. She whimpered and held on, trying to stay still for him, trying not to buck her hips, riding the delicious sensations his clever tongue teased from her body.
He licked again, flicking his tongue rapidly over her in butterfly movements. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head, and the wet silk of her arousal slipped from her to coat her lower lips. He growled in approval, both hands cupping her backside as he moved down. Her sharp gasp filled the air as he drove his tongue deep inside her, another growl rumbling through his broad chest as he feasted on her cream like a starving man at a banquet.
Arousal tightened every muscle, even as pleasure made her boneless, the two making a battleground of her body as she was torn between them. Her pussy clenched at the penetration, need and disappointment filling her as he moved back up, only to be swept away by his mouth closing over her clit again. God, she needed him. Needed this, more than this. She needed more…
As though he could read her mind, he moved. A long, low moan of pleasure left her lips on an exhale as he slid a thick, long finger into her slick channel. Greedily, her pussy clenched around it, the shudder going from her head right down to her toes.
“You like that?”
Each word was whispered against her hypersensitive clit, threatening to send her up to fresh heights. She bit her lip, nodding as he pulled back and thrust in again. In, out, in…her world was reduced to his lips plying her flesh and the thick digit buried within her as he finger-fucked her.
“And this?”
A second finger joined the first, sliding into her thickly. Her breath caught. Instead of answering, she spread her thighs farther. She didn’t care what he did, just as long as he carried on.
“I guess so.” He chuckled, his mouth just over her clit as he fucked her, using both fingers to turn and twist inside her, pressing against her G-spot before scissoring to stretch her. Prepare her. Was he going to…
Fuck. She hoped so. He had to. Her entire body ached. Burned for him.
He dropped his head, laving her clit with his tongue. Soft, wet licks interspersed with harder ones until she was panting and whimpering his name. She was so close to coming, she could almost taste it. Her heart thundered in her ears, the tightness in her pussy and clit almost painful.
“How about this?”
He moved and the slick end of a blunt digit teased at her back entrance. She shuddered, an illicit thrill threading through the pleasure racking her body. It was too much, the teasing at her ass, his fingers in her pussy, and his mouth on her clit all brought the tension to a crescendo.
She screamed his name as pleasure washed over her, shattering her into a million pieces. Dimly she heard his growl of triumph as he pulled his hand away, his hot tongue driving deep inside her to collect the hot juices of her climax. She shivered, dropping her hand to his hair as he drank from her, each hot lick leaving her boneless with pleasure as she rode the waves.
Finally he stopped, standing to pull her into his arms as his mouth covered hers. The musky taste of her own body was on his lips, but she didn’t care, opening up instinctively to let him in.
“That was…” He shook his head, heat blazing in his eyes as he looked down at her. “I want to see you tonight.”
Disappointment rolled through her, lancing through her body sharply. “I thought you’d—”
“Want to fuck you up against the wall?” The corner of his lips quirked. “Of course I do; what red-blooded guy wouldn’t? But Frankie…” He leaned down until his lips almost touched hers. Until she tingled with anticipation. “When I take you, I’m going to take you my way.”
Her eyes widened, shot to his. What did he mean, take her his way?
“Tonight. There’s a function at the Marlon hotel, for the team. Official thing. Black-tie event, so dress appropriately. Apart from one thing. No knickers,” he ordered, reaching down between them to stroke his fingers between her slick pussy lips. She gasped as he thrust a hard finger inside her again.
“I want this sweet cunt open and accessible to me, and I want you to sit there all night knowing that. Knowing what I’m going to do to you when I get you into my bed.”
 


Chapter Six
 
 
What the hell did she think she was doing?
Conversation buzzed at the tables around her and she smiled at a comment the gentleman sat opposite made, all the time convinced that a sign over her head announced that she had no underwear on.
In foot-high neon letters. Blinking neon letters.
“Do you always blush so much?” Gray leaned over to murmur in her ear as the woman to his left joined the conversation, sparking a minidebate on where the best place to go skiing was. Frankie didn’t care. She couldn’t ski very well, unless there were medals given out for skidding down slopes ass first. If there were, then she’d take gold.
“It’s your bloody fault!” she whispered back as she squirmed in her seat.
She’d done as he’d ordered in the changing room earlier in the day, silently putting the tiny satin thong that matched her bra in his outstretched hand as soon as she got into the taxi. She still couldn’t believe she’d had the guts to do it and the thought of her underwear in his pocket turned her on the more she thought about it.
The heat in her cheeks deepened as a wave of cool air washed over her heated pussy lips, exposed by the lack of underwear and concealed under the long skirt of her dress all at the same time. Every time she moved it was the same thing. Even though her thong had been tiny, the fact that the little scrap of satin wasn’t covering the small area between her legs made her feel naked. Aroused. Wet.
Constantly.
“I know.” He grinned, his expression totally unrepentant, the promise in his eyes heating her blood all the more.
Leaning in, his lips brushed her ear as he spoke softly. “I want you to go to the ladies’. Lock the door to the cubicle and touch yourself. Pretend it’s me as you do. Play with your clit, fuck yourself on those pretty little fingers until you’re ready to come. But do not let yourself come,” he ordered sternly. “I’ll know if you do. Now go.”
Oh God, he was going to be the death of her. Arousal zipped through her like a race car as she nodded and pushed to her feet, walking toward the toilets on shaky legs. Her body had been on high alert since earlier, when he’d pulled her into that cubicle and eaten her out until she’d come screaming his name. The second time he’d brought her off with his hand, but it had been no less intense for that. Not with him whispering all the things he wanted to do to her, with her, and have her do to him. Things that made her blush and catch her breath in need just thinking about. Half of them were not just kinky; she’d have called them outright perverted…if anyone but Gray had suggested them.
She made it to the bathroom without giving herself away too much, although the woman at the counter by the basins gave her an odd look as she passed. Catching a glimpse of herself in the mirror as she walked down to the farthest cubicle she could find, Frankie didn’t blame her.
Her skin was pale against the black of her dress and the dark brown of her piled-up hair. Only the bright pink of her cheeks and her overbright eyes saved her from appearing monochrome. She looked overwrought, like a woman on the edge. And she was. On the edge of her control, hands shaking as she shut the door on the last cubicle and lowered the seat.
Cheeks hot enough to cook eggs, she lifted her dress and sat down. The fabric bunched around her waist as she spread her thighs, closing her eyes as she slipped her hand between her thighs. The first stroke of her fingers against slick pussy lips made her bite her lip. She was wet, her lips silky and slippery as she circled her clit.
Play with yourself. Fuck yourself. Do not let yourself come. I’ll know if you do.
He wouldn’t know, would he? How would he know?
She carried on stroking, then thrust two fingers inside her soaking pussy, replaying the memory of his fingers inside her earlier. Frustration welled up as she thrust and circled, driving the need inside higher and higher. She didn’t want to do this herself. She wanted him here, his big body covering her, his tongue thrusting in her mouth as he used his fingers to bring her to the edge. Then he’d pull his hand away, replace it with the blunt, broad head of his cock. Stretching her as he pushed his way inside—
Crap! Her release roared up; the heavy wave of her climax almost overpowered her. She couldn’t come. Panting, she snatched her hand away and clamped her thighs together. Her clit throbbed in protest as she desperately tried to hold off. She couldn’t come. He’d told her not to.
Fluffy kittens, her nan’s wooly sweaters on the line. Post office queues. She thought of anything and everything she could that was cute or boring or definitely not sexy to stave off the orgasm.
Wrung out and keyed up at the same time, she leaned sideways against the wall, using its tiled surface to cool her brow. After long minutes she opened her eyes, the thwarted ache in her body under control. Just.
Standing, she unlocked the cubicle and headed to wash her hands. Fix her hair. Check her makeup. Do the normal woman-type things as her own cream drew a thin trail down her inner thigh. God, she hoped he didn’t want to stay here long now. Dinner was over, the dancing would start soon, and God help her, there was no way she’d be able to dance with him. Not without wanting to strip that suit from his gorgeous body and going at it there and then, giving everyone in the room a show they wouldn’t soon forget.
Gathering her resolve not to jump him as soon as she saw him, she took a deep breath and walked out of the toilets. The noise from the function room increased as she made the corridor, her heels silent on the plush carpeting as she passed smaller rooms, some doors open with darkness beyond. The whole place reeked money and understated elegance, just what she’d expect from the chain who owned the Marlon.
Fanning herself with her hand, she tried to bring her color down before she reached the door. At least, once in there, she could claim the heat of the room was the cause for her appearance. Heat was right; it just wasn’t from the environment. Her entire body felt as if it was on fire. On fire for Gray.
Hard hands closed around her, making her squeak in surprise and fright as she was dragged backward into one of the dark rooms. Heart racing in her chest, she fought to get free of her captor, both taller and heavier than she was. Packed with muscle, the air around them carrying the scent of an expensive and familiar aftershave—
“Shh, sweetheart, it’s only me. I got you.” Gray’s deep tones filled her ears as he pulled her deeper into the darkness. Instantly she relaxed in his hold, letting him manhandle her easily. Not that she could have fought him off. At a little over five feet, her overly curvy figure just didn’t pack the sort of muscle she’d have needed to fight someone built like he was.
But fighting was the furthest thing from her mind at the moment as he reached the corner of the room and turned her to face one of the tables. Creamy linen covered it, the beginnings of place settings already down and a gap in the middle for a centerpiece. Obviously getting ready for a wedding here tomorrow.
“Bend over, hands on the table.”
The rough order and hard hand in the middle of her shoulder blades sent a thrill through her. The need that had fled under her fear when he’d grabbed her returned in full force, filling her veins with fire and awareness. Her senses expanded, picking up on everything about him as she leaned forward to put her hands on the surface in front of her.
“Good girl.” A large foot nudged her feet farther apart as his hand found the hem of her skirt. She bit her lip as he pulled, grabbing the other side and shoving the fabric up over her hips. A breeze from the open door the other side of the room washed over her revealed skin, whispering across her exposed pussy lips to curl around her clit.
“Suspenders. I like,” he whispered as he slid a finger beneath one strap and snapped it against her skin. She moaned, her knees almost buckling as the sting sent a fresh wave of heat and pleasure through her.
“Oh, yeah…I like a lot. I couldn’t wait, not knowing what you were doing in there.” The admission was low and rough, as though it was unwillingly dragged from him. He crowded her from behind, the thick bar of his cock pressing hard against the groove of her ass as he slid a hand around her hip and reached down.
She sucked a breath in as his fingers found her, the very touch she’d been fantasizing about in the toilets. His fingertips explored, collecting the juices dripping from her cunt and smoothing them up around her clit. Wordlessly she mewled, arching against him, desperate for his touch. She needed to come. Needed him to bring her to the edge and send her shattered over it.
“You didn’t come. Good girl.” He kissed the side of her neck, nuzzling the spot behind her ear that made her weak at the knees. Make that weaker, the joints like jelly as he mounted a dual assault, his lips on her neck as he stroked her with quick movements. As though he was trying to prove just how quickly he could bring her to orgasm. Prove his mastery over her body.
Her breathing came in pants, her hips rocking against his fingers, and when she thought she couldn’t take anymore, he slid two fingers deep inside her in one quick, hard thrust.
“God, you feel good. That’s it, baby, I want to feel you come. All over my fingers. Imagine they’re my cock, buried deep inside you.”
As he spoke he rubbed his thumb over her clit. Her breathing hitched, a split-second delay before her brain caught up with the heat blossoming through her body as it gave up control and hurtled her over the edge.
He turned her head, claiming her lips and swallowing her cry of pleasure as she shuddered and jerked, bathing his fingers and hand with her hot essence. He carried on moving, thrusting and rubbing, drawing her release out as he made her ride the waves. Boneless, she hung limp in his arms as the shudders rolled through her until, finally, they ebbed away.
Kissing her neck, he slipped his fingers from her with a slurping sound and pulled her dress down. His face was tight as she stood and turned to face him.
“Fuck the dancing,” he said tightly, reaching for her hand. “We’re going home. Now.”
 
* * *
 
 
Fuck. If he didn’t get inside her soon, he was going to explode.
His cock as hard as a pike in his trousers, Gray stalked out into the corridor. Hand firmly around Frankie’s wrist, he tugged her along behind him, his rapid pace forcing her into a trot to keep up. He couldn’t wait to get her home, strip that pretty little dress off her and make her his.
First though, they had to get out of here. His hair brushed against his broad shoulders as he walked; the band it had been in earlier now snapped around his wrist. She liked his hair loose, and God help him, he wanted anything that would make her happy.
The corridor was empty. Thankfully. His cock was so hard it was bloody painful, punching a large ridge in the groin of his suit trousers. Luckily, the long-line jacket he had on hid a lot, but as he couldn’t do the damn thing up without the same tent problem, that concealment would only last until he sat down.
He wasn’t ashamed of his reaction. She was a beautiful woman, with a kind and giving personality that shone through. He’d already had to give the “hands off” signal to more than a few men who’d eyed her with interest. None of his teammates though. They were all too sensible to mess with him once he’d set his mind on something.
Even Vicky, who normally delighted in winding him up, was resolutely steering clear. No, he wasn’t ashamed of wanting her, but it was no one else’s damn business if he wanted to take her home and screw her until she couldn’t walk straight and her voice was croaky from screaming his name.
Screaming his name. Hell, yeah. He liked that. And he liked the little whimpers and mewls she made as he brought her to orgasm. The way her cum had felt over his fingers. How it would feel over his cock.
“Aren’t we going back in?” she asked in confusion. “I need to get my wrap.”
He flicked a glance back at her. She had her bag with her. The wrap was the only thing they’d left behind. She looked at him curiously, arousal and awareness simmering in her dark eyes. Fuck, he couldn’t think straight when she looked at him like that.
Yanking her closer, he pulled her into his arms and ravaged her mouth with a quick, hard kiss that did nothing to soothe the demands raging through his blood.
“We go in there and I’ll fuck you over the first horizontal surface,” he warned on a low voice so only she could hear. The hitch in her breath and the widening of her eyes fed his ego. God, she was so innocent sometimes. Even though she was older, he knew without asking that he had years more experience in the bedroom.
During his wild, younger years there hadn’t been an experience he hadn’t had, some he relished and found he liked, some he wanted to forget as though they’d never happened. Most he wanted to relive, with her. Especially, to his shock, the ones that involved tying her up, or down, and taking what he wanted from her. The cries and whimpers as he tortured her with his lips or fingers, her screaming his name as she came, the sweet taste of her release on his tongue.
He shuddered at the thought. Since those days, he’d calmed down. He considered himself a gentle lover, considerate. He didn’t want to be considerate with Frankie. Something about her called to the primal animal within. She was his. His to take, to love, to protect. And no one was taking her from him.
She opened her mouth but a new voice broke the silence instead.
“Well, look who it is. How are you, Frankie? You’re looking…well.”
She froze before she turned in his arms. It was just a split second, but enough for him to register and not like the guy based on her reaction. The next words out of her mouth sealed the deal for him.
“Hello, Robby. I didn’t know you were in town.”
Robby. Her ex.
The pleasant expression dropped from Gray’s face as though it had never been and his arms tightened around her protectively. This was the idiot who’d ditched her in favor of shagging some blonde bimbo. Which made him both ecstatic and furious at the same time. Furious because the bastard had hurt Frankie, and ecstatic because that selfsame event had led her back to him. And he didn’t plan on letting her go anytime soon.
Sweeping a glance over the other man, Gray had to stop his lip from curling in dismissal. Tall for the average guy, he was probably a little over six feet. Midget-sized compared to Gray. His shoulders filled out his shirt, the ubiquitous “I’m a fitness fanatic” look common to desk drivers. Soft muscle built in a gym, not hard, working muscle like Gray’s, earned through blood and sweat on the pitch. Poser. The kind of bloke who twisted words and situations to get what he wanted rather than being decent and on the level.
“Who’s the Neanderthal, Franks?” Robby looked at him directly, a sneer on his face. “Mind you, I suppose it doesn’t matter. You obviously didn’t pick him for his brains. Good luck mate, she’s a shit shag. I had to keep one on the side…” He paused to cup his groin in a lewd gesture. “If you know what I mean?”
Fury exploded through Gray, white-hot and all consuming. That was it. He was going to kill the bastard. Bounce the little twat off every surface he could find and then some, messing up the guy’s slimy good looks and leaving a blood trail in his wake. Power surged through him as he pushed Frankie to the side and started forward.
He could do it. Easily. With his gym-bunny muscle, there was no way Robby would stand up to him. He’d pick the smaller guy apart painfully, then grind him underfoot. Which, in the expensive leather-soled Italian shoes he’d worn for the evening, would be nowhere near as satisfying as it would be if he’d been wearing studs. A brief fantasy of shoving this guy onto the pitch and running him down flashed through Gray’s head and he felt his lips compress into a tight line as he advanced.
Robby went as white as a sheet, clearly seeing pain and blood in Gray’s eyes. His own. He started to backpedal, mouth opening and closing like some guppy, revealing straight white teeth that weren’t going to be either straight or white by the time Gray was finished.
“No!” Then Frankie was there in front of him, trying to use her curvy body to stop his murderous march. Her small hands curved around his upper arms as she was forced to walk backward. Her dark eyes pleaded with him. “Just leave it. He isn’t worth it.”
“That’s it, be a good little boy and do what mummy says,” Robby taunted behind her. “I bet you had wet dreams about your mum, dint’cha, big guy?”
Gray’s growl was more animal than man as he surged forward another couple of steps, Frankie slipping on the carpet in front of him as she tried to hold on and was shoved backward.
“I’m gonna fucking kill him.”
“Mind you, I heard that she was the local bike anyway. Let anyone have a ride on her—”
Frankie stiffened, but then dropped her hands. He glanced down to see a fury that matched his own in her eyes. Her lips pressed together, a thin line of anger as her hands clenched.
“You’re not. I am.”
Before he could utter a word she turned, wound her arm back, and let fly with a perfect right hook that should have gone down in history as one of the most beautifully executed punches, ever.
Her fist connected with the side of Robby’s face in slow motion. His head rolled to the side. Lips wobbled like a loose elastic band. Blood and spit flew as he staggered backward, so surprised he dropped on his ass right there in the middle of the corridor.
Frankie stood over him, her chest heaving and her fists clenched. Gray had no doubt she’d happily clock the guy again if he even looked like getting up.
“Don’t you dare say anything about his mum. Ever. Do you understand me?”
Robby just nodded, looking up at her with a stunned expression on his face. As though his world just got rocked on its axis and resettled into a freaky new version he didn’t like. Gray hid his grin, wanting to punch the air in victory. Since they were kids, he’d always known Frankie had a mean right hook on her; he’d just never expected to see it deployed again. Especially not so effectively.
“Y-y-you… Hit me. That’s it; I’m having you both for assault.” Robby’s expression twisted with anger as he pushed himself to his feet.
Instinctively Gray reached for Frankie to shove her behind him out of danger, but she was having none of it. Toe to toe with Robby, she glared back at him.
“Be my guest, sunshine. Would you like me to help you file the report? I’m looking forward to the part where I get to tell them you were dropped on your arse by a…let me get this straight. ‘Dumpy lump of a woman who’s so boring in the sack you needed to get some action elsewhere.’ I’m sure they’ll find that highly amusing.”
“Screw you, bitch.”
Robby’s eyes narrowed but Gray saw the expression in them a second before he covered it up. No way was he filing a report and admitting he’d be bested by a woman.
“Er, no thank you. Been there, done that.” She swept him with a scathing glance, ending with a pointed look at his groin. “Nothing to write home about in any way, shape, or form. C’mon Gray, we’re leaving,” she said as she turned, stuck her nose up in the air and swept past him like a battleship in full sail.
Gray paused for a moment, looking the other man full in the face as he issued a warning in a low and deadly voice. “Insult me, insult my mother; that’s fine. She’s dead and I don’t care. But upset Frankie again and I will hurt you more than you can comprehend.”
 


Chapter Seven
 
 
“Bollocks, that bloody hurt!” Frankie hissed, shaking her hand to take the sting away as Gray led her out of the front door of the hotel. She was mad. So mad she literally shook, not feeling the slight chill of the night air as they crunched over the gravel in front of the lobby steps.
“He’s a twat. I can’t believe he said those things. What the hell is he doing up here anyway?” she demanded, looking up at Gray as though he had all the answers. He just shrugged, making his loose hair dance over his shoulders.
“I don’t know, sweetheart, but I can’t believe you did that.” Capturing her hand he studied it for long moments. His sinfully soft lips pursed into a hard line, expressing his disapproval. “You might have hurt yourself when he hit your fist with his face.”
His wordplay and the cheeky expression did it for Frankie. Amusement surged up, making the corners of her lips quirk, quickly followed by a laugh. “Yeah, there is that. Reckon I could charge him with assault?”
“I think the cops would have an easier time believing that than him charging you.” He chuckled as he wrapped a large arm around her shoulders, pulling her in tight against his body. She went easily, happy to be nestled against him. Somehow, with just the lightest touch he made her feel protected and secure. It was an odd feeling, one as a modern woman she didn’t think she needed or wanted. But it was…nice.
The semicircular driveway was packed with taxis so it didn’t take them long to find a ride home. No limo this time, but she didn’t care. As long as she was with Gray nothing else mattered. Tucking her into the backseat of a large blue sedan, he slid in next to her. His low conversation with the driver got her attention as he gave her address.
“My place?” she asked softly as he sat back.
“Yeah. That okay? I thought you’d be more comfortable there.” He lifted her hand as he spoke, brushing his thumb over her abused knuckles. She caught her breath at the touch, unexpectedly erotic as he lifted her hand to his lips and began to kiss the bruises one by one.
“Yes, of c-course…”
She was caught. The slight hum of the car and the radio on low in the front created a safe cocoon around them, cutting off the rest of the world until all that mattered was the two of them. Lights from outside the car washed over his face, a palette of colors reflected in his light eyes.
“Thank you.”
“What for?”
He smiled, a sensuous curve of his lips as he moved. His hand lifted slowly to touch her hair, tangling in the curls that had escaped during the evening. His touch was soft, his expression gentle, but she had the feeling of being hunted. Stalked.
Shifting in her seat, she brushed her thigh against his and the mask in his eyes dropped for a second, raw hunger beneath. Her breath left her on a shaky rush. He blinked and the soft look was back, but she wasn’t fooled. She’d seen the need and hunger. For her.
“For what you said about Mum.”
“Pfft.” She waved her hand dismissively. “He’s a twat, forget about him. He’s not important.”
His thumb rubbed over the tender skin of her throat, just under her ear. A feather-soft touch, delicate and sensual, that seemed out of place for such a big man.
“She loved you,” he said suddenly, breaking the charged silence between them. “My mum. Thought you were wonderful. I did too. Do. Fuck—” He broke off to laugh, the rich, deep sound reaching right into her and wrapping around her heart. She’d always loved his laugh. “Bugger, look at me. Open my mouth and manage to fuck a simple sentence up.”
His hand changed position suddenly, cupping the side of her next as his thumb hooked under her jaw to make her look up. Capturing her, holding her where he wanted. His prisoner. Her breathing hitched as he looked down, his eyes blazing with heat.
“I’ve wanted you for years, Frankie. Soon as I figured out what it was for, I about wore my dick out wanking…thinking of you.” His lips quirked. “Last of the great romantics, eh? Sure you’ve always wanted a guy to tell you he thought of you when pulling one off as a horny little teenager?”
Sight unseen, she slid her hand down his chest, over his hard abs, and over his groin. Boldly, she stroked the thick, hard length pulling the fabric taut. God, he really was hung like a horse. Excitement and a little fear thrilled through her. Would she be able to take him all? She wanted to. All she could think of was him parting her legs and sliding into her, inch by thick inch.
His grip on her jaw loosened, his eyes closing as a shudder rolled through his muscled body. She smiled, feminine triumph welling up as she moved down to cup his balls. This big, powerful man was completely at her mercy.
The memory of the kid he had been was totally gone, banished by that hot encounter in the changing rooms. Now she had room to make new, physical memories of the man he was. The man she wanted to get horizontal with as soon as they could manage it.
His hand slipped from her neck as he leaned back, spreading his thighs to grant her better access. Leaning forward, she ran her lips across his jaw, heading for his lips—
The car stopped and they both blinked. Studiously, the driver rooted around in his door compartment as they both sat up, straightened their clothes. Frankie felt the blush crawl over her cheeks. Almost. In the car. Again.
Gray smoothed his hair back and paid the driver before turning back to her. His expression was serious.
“Last chance to back out, sweetheart,” he said softly, hand on the door latch. “I can order the driver to take me home. Because if I come up, it’s not going to be for coffee and cuddles.”
 
* * *
 
 
They were going to do this.
Anticipation and excitement washed through her in equal waves as he led her silently through the quiet apartment building, big hand wrapped around hers. The silence wasn’t uncomfortable, but it was charged. Each little look they exchanged, each gentle stroke of his thumb over the inside of her wrist, drove the tension between them higher until her stomach was a mass of butterflies doing what felt like the tango.
Anticipation coursed through her as he stopped in front of the door and held his hand out for her keys to open it. Unlike her, he managed to unlock it without dropping them all over the floor. She pouted a little in disappointment. The guy had an ass on him, firm and powerful, tight enough to crack nuts with. Her fingers itched to dig into it, preferably as he drove deep into her.
The door swung open. A single light inside revealed the hall, but the rooms beyond were in darkness. He held the door open for her and she walked past him, feeling a little like a sacrificial virgin walking into the dragon’s den. And what a dragon. A glance from under her lashes as she passed revealed his expression and she shivered. His face was hard, tight with desire and need. Lust shone in his eyes and the rigid set of his body told how much control he was exerting over himself.
All that control and all she wanted to do was test it, tease him until it broke, and find out what would happen if it did. A thrill of excitement danced lightly up her spine. He was so big; his tall frame made her feel tiny and delicate, despite her abundance of curves. He could easily hurt her if he wanted or if he wasn’t careful. But that wasn’t Gray. She knew he wouldn’t hurt her, either through inattention or by design. He just wasn’t built that way.
She stopped in the hallway and placed her bag down on end of the narrow table. Behind her, the door clicked shut and her keys clattered into the bowl next to her hand. She didn’t look at him but she could feel his gaze on her. Her skin prickled, hot and cold chills racing over her skin to center between her legs, the ache there deepening by the second.
He cleared his throat.
“Do you want a drin—”
“No.” Shaking her head, she cut him off. “Bedroom. Now.”
His intake of breath was followed by a masculine sound of approval. As though he’d thought she’d never ask. “Fuck, yeah. Please.”
Hard hands landed on her shoulders, firm not cruel as he spun her around. His mouth crashed down on hers a second later, sweeping aside her defenses and claiming her mouth with a kiss that rivaled the sun for heat. She gasped as the dam broke, her hands over him as much as his were over her. Touching, stroking, exploring.
Backing her up through the darkness, he yanked the zip of her dress down, muttering an apology when the sound of fabric tearing filled the room. She shook her head.
“Rip it, doesn’t matter. I just need you, right now,” she urged and mashed her lips against his to kiss him back. She didn’t care. It was just a dress. Right now all she cared about was getting him inside her.
Her back hit a wall and he pinned her for a second, driving his big hands through her hair to hold her mouth still. His tongue thrust deep, exploring, taking, claiming. She whimpered, the sound lost in his mouth as he scattered the pins that held her hair in place. They pinged free, dropping to the floor in a light symphony of sound.
A groan of pleasure escaped his throat as he slid his hands through her hair, winding the long locks around one fist and holding her lips in place as he started to strip her dress from her. She moaned and clung to him, her hands twisted in his shirt as the fabric dropped to her hips, and she wiggled them until it dropped to the floor.
Yanking her away from the wall, he lifted her with ease, urging her legs around his waist. They both gasped as she settled against his rock-hard erection, the thick bar pressing against her clit in a way that made her eyes roll back in her head.
“Oh God, baby. That feels f…antastic,” he gasped, then dragged her head back to leave a trail of hot, openmouthed kisses up her throat.
She closed her eyes and ground her hips against his, her clit rubbing against his cock as he started walking. Each step was an exercise in delicious torture. The fabric of his trousers was expensive but against her clit, exposed by the fact her panties were still in his pocket, it might as well have been sackcloth. Heat coiled in her body, her pussy clenching as liquid heat slipped from her to dampen the front of his trousers.
“So warm…no. Hot,” he groaned between kisses as he turned to shoulder a door open. Then they were in her bedroom. He made the bed in a couple of strides, dropping her to the soft surface and riding her body down at the same time.
“God, you’re gorgeous…and you’re mine.”
Bracing himself on his arms above her, he cut off her view of everything but him. His broad shoulders, eyes that blazed with an inferno of desire and need, his large body between her legs, his cock throbbing against her clit.
“Not yours yet.”
Her hands on his cheeks, she pulled him down for another torrid kiss. She couldn’t get enough of the taste of him, fine whiskey and pure Leighton. Highly addictive, it was her drug of choice and she happily cast herself in the role of junkie.
“Soon,” he growled, breaking away from her to sit back on his heels. Yanking at his tie, he pulled it loose in a few quick jerks. Then stopped as he caught her watching him, her gaze lingering on the navy silk. If she’d thought his gaze was hot before, now it reflected the soul-blistering heat of the deepest parts of hell.
“I want…” He stopped. Shook his head, the tie held loosely in his hands. “No, you wouldn’t.”
He dropped his head, moving to cast the strip of fabric aside but she caught a flash of the expression in his eyes. Deep need…longing. Her heart melted. Whatever he was going to ask, it was obviously something he wanted deeply.
“No, go on. Try me,” she offered, lying back to watch him. As she waited for his answer she skimmed her hands up her body, highlighting the curves of her waist before cupping her breasts through her bra. His hot gaze latched onto them immediately, hand gripping the tie loose at his side.
She pushed the twin mounds together, making a deep cleavage before sliding her fingers into the cups at the center between her breasts. Slowly she slid them between her skin and the fabric, folding the satin back and under the curve of her breasts. He caught his breath, knuckles white as her nipples popped free and tightened as they met the cooler air of the room. Small berries dark against her skin, hard and aching for his touch.
Closing her eyes, she arched her back and rolled her nipples under her fingertips, knowing he was watching her every move. His gaze was like a hot caress, worshipping the tender skin as she tortured it with her fingers.
“I want to…” Determination washed over his expression and he pulled the tie taut in his hands. “I’m going to use this on you. Tie you up, pin you down, and make you come.”
As though his words had reached deep inside her and clicked something on, a deep shudder rolled from her toes and shook every vertebrae of her spine on the way up. Her breath came in short pants as he crawled over her, his strong thighs bracketing her hips.
He didn’t speak as he caught her wrists, hauling them over her head and wrapping the tie around them with quick, confident movements that said he’d done this before. He tied the knots off before looking down and stroking gentle fingers along her cheekbone.
“You’re amazing, absolutely amazing.” His voice was full of rough reverence before he turned away swiftly, as though he couldn’t look at her anymore. Rolling to the side of the bed, he stood and started to undress.
Frankie wiggled against the cool sheets, trying to find some relief for her heated skin as he roughly unbuttoned his shirt, tearing more buttons free than he undid. She sighed as his broad, muscled chest was revealed. Muscles that bunched and slid as he yanked the shirt off his shoulders and dropped it to the floor.
His hands shook as he ripped at his belt, undoing the buckle with more power than finesse. The fastener snapped, the zipper yanked down before he shoved both pants and boxers over his hips in one go. Before she could get a look at his cock, he bent to dispense with his socks and shoes in quick movements. Then he was done, standing before her naked.
“Oh my,” she breathed as her gaze wandered over him. He was hard, all over. She’d seen him stripped to the waist and it had stolen her breath. Totally naked…yeah, it was a bloody good job she was already lying down, or she’d be a big puddle at his feet.
Thick and long, his cock jutted proudly out from his body as if to proclaim his masculinity. The head was wide, flushed a deep reddish purple, a bead of precum gathering at the slit like a tear. She bit her lower lip, mouth watering to get a taste of him.
“Like what you see?” His voice was hoarse, close to breaking as he wrapped a big hand around the thick shaft and pumped lazily. The wide head played peekaboo with her as his hand moved in long strokes.
She nodded, her throat too dry to answer. Unbidden, her back arched, the ache in her pussy rising to fever pitch. She needed him. Needed him inside her. Now.
“Shh, I got you, babe.”
The bed dipped under his weight. Firm hands slid up her legs, strong fingers sliding behind her knees to stroke the sensitive skin there. She trembled as he parted her thighs gently and let them fall open, eager for his touch.
He swore again, the curse dropping from his lips reverently as his gaze latched onto her exposed pussy lips. A dark gaze, hot enough to brand her skin wherever it touched. Brand her as his.
She bit her lip, mangling the plump flesh of the lower one with her teeth as he lowered his head, sliding to lie on the bed. His shoulders were broad, forcing her legs wider. Opened her completely to him. A whimper escaped her as his breath washed over her pussy lips. Heat licked through her as memories of what he’d done to her in that cubicle ran nonstop through her mind. Her cunt clenched hard, cream seeping from her entrance in a silky trail as she waited for the touch of his clever tongue.
She didn’t have to wait long. A second later he licked her from slit to clit. Her breath caught in her throat as he attacked her clit with a sensual barrage of licks, flicks, and sucks, as though he was racing against the clock to see how fast he could bring her to climax.
It was working. Stars exploded behind her eyes. Her hips bucked, grinding her pussy against his lips as she gave a low moan. But he didn’t give her respite despite her pants and whimpers. No chance to catch her breath or get used to his attentions as he slowly took her to heaven. Instead, he thrust two thick fingers deep inside her.
She gasped, hips coming off the bed as he curled them back, hit her G-spot, then thrust in and out, rubbing the sensitive spot each and every time. In and out, again and again, licking and suckling until she was almost out of her mind. She writhed on the bed, pulling on her hands as she gasped and panted. She needed to come soon. Now. Yesterday.
“Leigh…please,” she begged, unable to stay still under his touch as he ravaged her. “I need…I need—”
He lifted his head, fingers still moving deep inside her. “What do you need, sweetheart? Tell me what you need.”
“You! Please, just you.”
“You’ll get me, sweets. All of me, I promise,” he murmured and dropped his head to latch onto her clit and suck hard.
It was enough, just right and too much, all at the same time. Heat ripped through her, rolling outward from her core in unstoppable waves. Her pussy clamped down on his fingers, milking them in place of the cock she wished was buried there, and rode wave after wave.
“Leigh…please,” she begged, barely recognizing the breathy, needy voice as her own.
“I’m here, baby,” he promised, sliding from between her legs to sit on the side of the bed. She closed her eyes, trying to control her excitement and breathing as he reached for his pants on the floor. The rustle of foil told her what he was doing. He hadn’t bothered to ask if she was on the pill or otherwise protected; he’d taken it on himself to ensure she was safe. The consideration melted her heart that little bit more.
He crawled across the bed, big body moving with a sensual grace that took her breath away to bracket her body protectively with his. She looked up, staring into his eyes as he nudged her thighs farther apart and settled over her. Splayed across the bed, hands tied and thighs wide apart for him, she felt like a slave girl displayed for her master, a sacrifice for her dragon, and everything in between. Heat gushed from her again and she whimpered, body throbbing with anticipation.
The thick head of his cock nudged at her entrance, slipping a little in the slickness there. Holding her gaze, he pressed forward, started to sink into her. Her body parted to accommodate him, the delicate tissues stretching around the broad tip of his shaft.
Catching her breath, her eyelids started to flutter closed but he growled.
“No, look at me.” His order was low and rough. “I want to see your eyes as I take you. Know that you know what I’m doing to you.”
As if she could forget. Biting her lip, she opened her eyes to look at him again, holding his gaze as he sank into her tight pussy inch by thick inch. Her nostrils flared, her channel stretching to capacity, almost to pain at his never-ending slide. He was big, much bigger than any of her previous lovers. Panic hit her as her cunt throbbed in warning. She wouldn’t be able to take him all…
“Shh, it’s okay, just a little further,” he whispered, pulling back half an inch to press in again. She whimpered, the small respite gone as soon as she registered it. He was splitting her in two, his cock too big for her to take.
“There. Just breathe, sweetheart; it’ll feel good soon.” His lips caressed her temple with soft kisses. She focused on them, not the throbbing in her core, following the trail of his kisses down her cheek until he reached her mouth. He parted it with a gentle sweep of his tongue, dipping inside to tease hers. Entering and withdrawing before she could get a full taste of his kiss, challenging her to chase him.
She growled, frustrated by his teasing, and kissed him back, giving him her tongue. Chuckling in the back of his throat, he caught it, sucked on it. And rolled his hips. Pleasure ripped through her. In his teasing the burning pain had receded and now she just felt full. Stuffed to the hilt with his cock. And it felt good. Better than good; it felt fantastic. The pain gone, she was filled with the urge to move, to rub her body against his, the instinct as old as time.
“God, yeah…” she broke the kiss to gasp. “More, do that again.”
“With pleasure, sweetheart.” Arms braced on either side of her, he started to move, slow at first but as she moaned in pleasure at the sensations cascading through her, increasing quickly in speed and power.
Moans and pants fell from her lips as she moved against him, arching her hips as he slammed into her. Her head fell to the cool sheet as her eyes rolled into the back of her head. He didn’t berate her this time, all his energy devoted to taking her with a passion that threatened to break the big bed under them. Each thrust slammed the headboard against the wall, the metal of the frame squeaking as he took her.
“Fuck, you feel—” He broke off to press hot kisses against the side of her neck. A large hand slid down her thigh, gathering it up and pressing it high against his side. The change in position altered his angle of penetration and she whimpered as he slid impossibly deeper, pressing against nerve endings she hadn’t known she had.
The tension in her core, already at breaking point, ratcheted up until she was ready to scream. She opened her eyes, caught his with a pleading stare. “Leigh…I need…please.”
He nodded, expression tight, and thrust into her again. This time he rolled his hips, capturing and grinding her clit between his pelvis and hers. The bundle of nerves throbbed savagely, her pussy clenching tight around his cock in warning.
He pulled back, the pressure released, and her body exploded with pleasure. A scream was torn from her lips as she came apart, her strong internal muscles clamping over his cock and milking him as she came in hot waves over the thick shaft. She moaned as wave after wave assaulted her, painting her world in sensation and ecstasy as he continued to thrust into her. Faster and harder, his pants tortured until, finally, he slammed into her and stiffened.
“Oh, God, yeah—Fuck!”
His cock jerked savagely, pulsing deep within her body. She whimpered, wiggling against his hard body, eager for it all. He collapsed over her, gathering her in his arms as he came. Their lips brushed each other’s, latched on, and then he was kissing her as though she were the last woman in the world. A desperate, claiming kiss as though he were claiming, branding her as his own. The kiss slowed and he pulled away, burying his face into the side of her neck as his cock stopped pulsing inside her. Soft pants were the only sound in the room as they both recovered. Lassitude washed over her as she lay under him, comforted by the blanket of his warm body, sleepy after the passion they’d expended.
He reached up and freed her from the headboard, gathering her tight against him as he rolled to bring her on top. She sighed, resting her cheek against his broad chest and liking the feeling of him still inside her.
“No sleeping,” he warned softly, dropping a kiss onto the top of her head. “I’m nowhere near finished with you yet.”
 


Chapter Eight
 
 
The rays of the early morning sun woke Gray from contented slumber. Feeling warm, comfortable, and pleasantly exhausted despite the fact he’d just woken up, he opened his eyes slowly. Then smiled at the feeling of the small woman wrapped around him. Frankie was nestled against his chest, her cheek against his shoulder as her hair fanned over his arm. Her breath washed over his skin, teasing him as a gentle purr rose from her.
She snored. His lips quirked. His perfect woman snored; it was so cute.
Turning slightly, he checked the clock at the side of the bed. Training was late today given the dinner last night, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t show, much as he wanted to fuck it off and stay here in bed all day with Frankie. Relief filled him as he read the figures on the digital display. Plenty of time. He didn’t need to rush.
A sigh of contentment rumbling through him, he snuggled down in the warm covers and pulled Frankie closer. Dropping a kiss on top of her head, he lay his head back on the pillows and closed his eyes for a while. Snuggles in bed in the morning—when did he get so lucky?
Tiredness dragged at him a little but at the same time he’d never felt more energized. He’d kept her up most of the night, unable to get enough of her, of her delectable body and her open, easy responses. She had been…was…wonderful, and the trust shining in her dark eyes, even when he’d tied her up, had rocked him to the core.
At the thought, his cock rose to attention from its normal morning half-mast. He ignored it. No way was he waking her yet. He’d finally let her rest an hour or so ago, and she needed her sleep because he planned to do it all again tonight. She wouldn’t be impressed if she was too tired to work next week, although that didn’t bother him if she didn’t work. He’d happily keep her naked and tied to his bed for the foreseeable future.
Groaning, he pressed another kiss to her temple and gently extricated himself. If he stayed here much longer he was going to wake her up, wear her out more, and be late for practice. Only willpower took him away from the bed and quickly he took care of business before pulling his discarded clothes on.
Pausing as he did up his shirt, he watched her for a long moment. She was spread out, a curvy and tempting starfish over the bed. The sheet fluttered with the gentle rise and fall of her breathing and her serene expression made him smile again. What did angels dream about?
Tucking the shirt into his pants, he leaned down and kissed her cheek, careful not to wake her. A wave of protectiveness washed over him. The need to pull her into his arms and forget about everything but looking after her took him by surprise. He’d respected all the women he’d had relationships with in the past and wouldn’t have done anything to hurt them, but this level…this need to ensure a woman’s safety was new.
Shaking his head, he laughed at himself. One night and he was going all caveman on her. Frankie had managed to look after herself for long enough, in the dangerous wilds of London, no less; she didn’t need a self-appointed white knight looking out for her. Not until she gave him permission to, at least; then he was going to be all over it like a bad rash.
Allowing himself one more kiss, he left the bedroom and walked through the apartment quickly. There was nothing to leave a note with in view and he didn’t feel right rifling through her belongings to find something. Slipping his phone from his phone, he composed a quick text as he left, closing the front door firmly behind him.
Hey Doll, had to head to training b4 u woke up. Call me, I need to see u 2night. L—
He paused in debate, his thumb hovering over the keypad. Should he add a kiss…was that manly? Fuck it. He’d spent half the night screwing her brains out; if he hadn’t proved he was a man by now, he was never going to. After adding two x’s, he hit send and pushed the front door of the building open. He needed to call a taxi.
Luck was with him as one chose that moment to pull up and disgorge two passengers with carry-ons onto the pavement. Just back from the airport by the look of things. He waited as they fussed about the rear of the car, retrieving two heavy suitcases, and signaled his interest at a ride when the man caught his eye.
A deep sigh expanded his chest as he savored the morning air. Life was good. No, life was pretty fucking great. He’d had a great night, would have a great night tonight, and Frankie was great. Everything was fantastic. Bloody fantastic—
He paused as he slipped his phone back into his pocket, the prickle of awareness between his shoulder blades warning him that someone was watching him. Looking up, he scanned his surroundings. No one. The street was empty of people, lined either side with cars. No rush hour this morning, no work for most, except dumb-ass rugby players who needed to work their asses off as a small psychopathic coach yelled his lungs out at them.
“Where to, mate?” the taxi driver asked, holding the door open.
“Regent buildings, Stanley Court on Victoria Quay. Then hang for a moment while I grab some clothes and take me over to Charnwood Road?”
“No problem, get in.”
Gray pushed off from his perch against a lamppost to slide into the backseat. Once there, he dropped his head back against the seat and closed his eyes. The perfume of the previous passenger reminded him of Frankie’s. His body reacted immediately, violently, his cock punching a tent against the crotch of his crumpled trousers. Already he was counting the hours until he could see her again.
God, he had it bad.
 
* * *
 
 
“Thanks, mate. You’re a star.”
An hour later he thanked the taxi driver, tapping the top of the vehicle as he shut the door. He didn’t watch it drive off, instead slung his bag over his shoulder and headed through the players’ entrance. Thoughts of Frankie weren’t far away as he dumped his bag in his locker, changed his boots, and headed up to the pitch.
He wasn’t late as such but the rest of the players were already stretching or warming up and Butler clocked his presence as soon as Gray stepped onto the pitch. He sighed as the coach tapped his watch. Bollocks, he’d hoped to slip into the back of the pack unnoticed. Luck would be a fine thing.
Nodding and trying to look apologetic, he headed over to stretch, automatically smiling as Damon detached himself from the group running around the field and trotted over. Not unusual; the two often stretched and ran together despite the fact Gray was a forward and Damon a back, so he didn’t think anything of it.
He certainly didn’t expect the vicious right hook. Pain exploded as Damon’s fist slammed into the side of his face, rattling some teeth and filling his mouth with the copper tang of blood. Off balance, he went down, rolling back up to his feet to look at the smaller guy in confusion.
“Got out of the wrong side of the bed this morning or just felt like channeling Rocky?” he asked, and spat the blood filling his mouth onto the side of the pitch. A quick sweep of his tongue revealed the damage. A small cut on the inside of his cheek.
“Fuck off, you. That’s for sleeping with my sister!” Damon snarled and wound his fist back for a second go. Quick on his feet despite his size, Gray made sure to stay out of reach, hands out in a placating gesture. Damon had a punch that could fell a pit pony, and he liked his teeth where they were, thank you very much.
“I dunno why you’ve got your knickers in a twist. I told you last night, if she showed any interest then that’s what’d happen. She showed interest; I took her home.”
Already they were attracting attention, half the team sprinting over the pitch. Bryant and Vicky reached them first, the two men wrapping Damon up in case he swung for Gray again.
“You wanker, I told you she wasn’t some one-night stand!” Damon struggled against the two men holding him, but already he’d started to calm down. His temper was volatile, flared brightly but burned out just as quick.
“Crap, you shagged Cross’s sister? Lucky bastard, she’s hot.”
Gray shot the smaller of the men holding Damon a dark look.
“Not helping, Steve. Really not helping.” He closed in, wrapped his hand around the back of Damon’s corded neck to look him in the eye. “I promise. She ain’t a one-night stand.”
Damon glared back, but his ire was gone. “You hurt her, I’ll have your guts for garters.”
“Mate, I’d hand you the knife,” Gray promised softly, and nodded to the two men holding Damon. They let him go slowly, just in case he should take a swing for Gray again.
He didn’t, instead sighing and grabbing Gray into a one-armed hug, slapping him across the back.
“Sorry about that, mate; talking about it’s one thing, but when it actually happens…” He shrugged. “It’s different, you know? You okay? I haven’t ruined your smile, have I?”
“I can understand that.” Gray rolled his neck and swept the inside of his cheek again. “Nah, I’m still as gorgeous as ever.”
“Only you.” Damon chuckled, then laughed, his face creased with laugh lines as a couple of the coaches trotted over. “It’s okay, guys, we’re done. Just a little misunderstanding.”
But the concerned look on the first guy’s face didn’t dissipate at the assurance. His expression was grim, tension running through his body. Instinctively both Gray and Damon turned. Something was wrong.
“Cross, get your kit. We just got a call; your sister’s in hospital. Her place went up. Fire brigade just pulled her out.”
 
* * *
 
 
Frankie was hurt.
Gray’s heart pounded as they drove at high speed across town headed for the hospital. The coach, Joe, swore at a jam ahead and took a sharp right turn.
“Christ, Joe, we’d like to get there in one piece,” Damon snapped as he and Gray were plastered against the side of the car. Gray gritted his teeth, hanging onto the over-door handle as they straightened. It was a small town car and he was in the back, so he’d had to fold himself virtually in half to get in. His knees were up around his ears, and he knew what Schrödinger’s cat felt like, cooped up in that little box. He didn’t care, as long as they got to the hospital.
“One piece or fast. I didn’t have to do this, you know?” Joe threw back as he gunned the engine.
“I know, mate. Thanks,” Gray broke in, reaching forward to drop a hand on Damon’s shoulder in warning. Knowing that Gray had arrived by taxi and that Damon was in no fit state to get behind the wheel of a car, Joe had offered to take them to the hospital.
“Yeah, thanks for this. I appreciate it,” Damon added, his voice tight with a strain Gray could identify with. The same tension and fear rolled through him as the hospital came into sight. Within minutes, Joe pulled the car to a stop as near to the entrance as he could get.
“Sorry guys, no spaces to park.” He turned to look at them. “You go, give the club a call when you need picking up, okay? I hope she’s okay.”
“Cheers, me too.” Damon was out of the car like a shot, leaving Gray to fight his way clear of the tiny backseat.
“Thanks, Joe. Catch you later,” he said as he slammed the door of the coach’s car shut and headed off across the car park after Damon. The place was packed but the crowds parted like water in the face of two men. On the pitch, Damon was small, but in the real world, he was built like a brick shit house, and he could shift.
“Coming through,” he yelled as they reached the double doors for Accident and Emergency. Gray nearly plowed into the back of him as he slowed under security’s stern gaze, and together the two walked to the reception desk. It was a speed-walk granted, but they weren’t running. Quite.
The smell hit him first. That sickly clean disinfectant mixed with rubbing alcohol smell that crawled inside his nose and lingered. Sucking in a deep breath, he tried to calm his nerves. The last time he’d been in a hospital had been when his mum died. Although it had been a blessing after a hard and painful year, he still associated the place with losing her. Since then, he avoided the places like the plague, dislike becoming a mild phobia. It was as embarrassing as hell. Him. Big L, the scourge of the pitch, was scared of hospitals.
There was a small group in front of them. Two couples and an older woman with a child holding a bloody rag to his nose. Gray managed a small smile of sympathy. He’d suffered nosebleeds as a kid. Seemed the slightest knock would set one off, until the doctor had diagnosed a weak vein in his nose and he’d had it cauterized. It still bled when he pushed himself too much during a match, but nothing like the torrents he’d suffered before the surgery.
“Hey, you okay?” Damon asked suddenly, looking across at him. Gray’s dislike of hospitals was legendary on the team, as was the fact he preferred the team medics to deal with everything rather than head to A&E. Luckily, so far all he’d needed was treatment for minor injuries and a stitch or two.
He took a deep breath and nodded. He could do this, he would do this, because there was no way he was leaving without making sure Frankie was okay.
“She’s going to be okay, you do know that, right?” Damon asked, sweeping a glance over the people in front of them. Impatience tightened his features but he reined it in. “If it was serious they’d have sat m…sat us down and broken it to us gently. Not just let us come here. She’ll be fine, mate. I promise.”
Gray blew another breath out, stirring the loose strands of hair that fell over his face. The irony of Damon reassuring him not an hour after the guy had tried to punch his lights out for sleeping with Frankie wasn’t lost on him. Were his feelings for her that obvious?
The receptionist in front of them was obviously a graduate of the Bruce Willis school of dealing with inquiries, taking no prisoners as she directed the group in front of them to where they needed to be before she turned to Damon and Gray.
“Can I help you?”
“Yes, please.” Even Damon, ever the charmer, didn’t even try to engage the woman with a winning smile. Instead his expression was serious as he stepped forward. “We’re here to see Frankie Cross. I believe she was brought in earlier?”
“She was, let me just check for you…” Gray hovered at his friend’s shoulder like some overgrown parrot or clingy ghost as the sound of typing reached them. “She was taken up to X-ray but should be back down now. She should be in bay ten. Can I ask who you are?”
“I’m her brother and this is…”
Damon paused for a moment and Gray held his breath. He wasn’t anything to Frankie officially, not like next of kin or anything and it suddenly occurred to him that they may not let him in to see her. Crap. The last thing he wanted to do was get into a tussle with security, which was what was going to happen if they tried to stop him.
“This is her fiancé.”
Surprise hit him broadside at Damon’s announcement, but he kept it all inside. One expression out of place and she’d realize Damon was lying through his teeth to get Gray inside. Thanks mate, I owe you one for this.
She didn’t bat an eyelid but she did frown, her drawn-in brows beetling together. “What, another one—Excuse me, forget I said that.”
But both men had heard, latching onto the chance comment like a pair of terriers.
“What do you mean, another one?” Gray demanded, playing the outraged lover to the hilt. It was no hardship because it was exactly how he felt. Frankie wasn’t engaged, at all. Or getting engaged any time soon, unless it was to him.
The receptionist looked uncomfortable. “There was another guy here, arrived about ten minutes ago. About six foot, black hair with a fringe. Looks a bit like the guy from that movie…you know the one, with the vampires and the—”
The penny dropped. Robby.
“I’ll fucking kill him,” Damon muttered, a sentiment echoed by Gray as they stormed off down the corridor.
 
* * *
 
 
She ached.
No, not ached. Every part of her felt like some thug had worked her over with a two-by-four. She hurt; the pain centered in her chest and dragged with every breath she took. Her head was splitting and she couldn’t go more than four breaths without wanting to cough. She resisted the urge. It didn’t help, just rubbed her throat raw and made her gasp for breath.
Trying to keep her groan to herself as she was pushed along the hospital corridors, Frankie closed her eyes against the bright colors zipping by. Ignoring the squeaky wheel on the wheelchair, the high-pitched sound like a woodpecker trying to drive its beak through her skull, she came to one conclusion.
This was hell. She’d obviously been dropped straight into hell without the courtesy of death beforehand. Do not pass go, do not collect two hundred quid, just straight down into the fiery pit itself. Except the pit was less fire and brimstone, and more cash-strapped NHS.
She snorted. That figured.
They changed direction, the porter taking the twists and turns of the building with the ease of a race driver, forcing her to curl her hands around the armrests of the chair. She’d tried to insist she could walk, but they’d had none of it. The nurse had given her a stern look that the child in her reacted automatically to, and Frankie climbed into the chair without complaint. An hour later, she was glad she had. There was no way she’d have made the trek down from X-ray on foot. Not without getting lost in the labyrinthine corridors and wandering forevermore anyway.
“Here we go, love.” The porter swept aside a curtain, the rattle of the loops over the pole a metallic buzz saw to her already sore head. “Let’s get you back up here.”
She murmured her thanks as he helped her out of the chair and back up onto the bed, his gruff but gentle manner reminding her of her grandfather. Once settled, she rested her head back, closed her eyes, and let loose a sigh of relief.
She couldn’t believe this had happened. One moment she’d been happily dozing, warm and comfortable with Leighton’s scent wrapped around her as she idly waited for him to come back to bed. The next the air had been filled with the sound of the smoke alarm and thick, acrid smoke had poured in from the living area.
Instinct had brought her awake and got her out of the bed in the same moment. Smoke was bad. Where there was smoke, fire wasn’t far behind. Screaming for Leighton and trying to cover her mouth at the same time, she’d dragged clothes on haphazardly, venturing into the living room just long enough to ensure he wasn’t in there passed out or something. A thick curtain of fire-tinged smoke blocked her path. Panic had filled her, the thought of something happening to him all but stopping her heart. Then she’d noticed his clothes were gone. Clothes gone were a good thing; it meant that he was gone too.
Grabbing her bag quickly, she’d hurried out the balcony doors and headed for the fire escape, her fear of the fire overruling her fear of heights as she swung a leg over the balustrade to reach the escape. She hadn’t needed to. A fireman was already there, gathering her in a capable hold as the team below trained a hose on the broken windows belching fire near to them. It looked like the whole floor had gone up.
She’d been lucky to get out, as both the firemen and the paramedics told her, the latter annoyed that she refused treatment until she’d checked her phone. Relief slammed through her at his text but she hadn’t been able to answer it, surrendering herself to the paramedics so they could check her out. She’d gotten out and Gray had already gone. He was safe. Worn out, she let herself relax and start to drift off into sleep. They’d wake her when they wanted to see her.
 
* * *
 
 
The bed dipped and a large hand slipped under hers, surrounding it with heat. She smiled through her doze. He’d come, she knew he would.
“It’s okay, baby doll. I’m here. Thank God you’re okay.”
Frankie came out of sleep with a snap, rejection and wariness filling every cell of her body. That wasn’t Gray’s voice, nor was the sharp-sweet citrus cologne wrapping around her the one he used, but it was familiar.
Opening her eyes, she glared and pulled her hand free of Robby’s grasp. Her ex sat on the side of the bed, his handsome features twisted into an expression of concern. He’d always been a good actor. Better than she’d thought, obviously.
“Get out.”
“Aw, don’t be like that, please, baby. I was worried about you.” He tried to recover her hand but she pulled it away again, her skin crawling. She didn’t want him touching her. Not now, not ever again.
“What are you doing here, Robby? I didn’t call you.” In fact, she hadn’t called anyone, just told the paramedics where her brother and Gray could be found.
Robby wasn’t deterred, flashing her a small, weak smile before he looked down at his hands, the picture of abject apology and contrition.
“I need to apologize. I was a complete arse last night…” He paused and sucked in a breath, a pained expression flitting across his face. “I-I saw you with that guy and I lost it. I had too much to drink. I realized when I saw you in his arms how much you mean to me and…I was jealous.”
She fought the urge to curl her lip and wondered when she should applaud. It was a good act, worthy of an Oscar at least.
He looked up, spearing her with a glance through his lashes. “I’m sorry, baby doll, I really am. I want us to ge—”
Shoving herself upright in bed, Frankie glared at him. “Get back together? Not a fucking chance, sunshine. In case you’re forgetting, I found you balls deep in our neighbor. You remember her? The blonde bimbo from down the hall?”
“Baby do—”
“Can it,” she snarled, raising her voice to attract attention from outside the curtain-shrouded cubicle. “Nurse? Nurse! Can you get this man out of here, please?”
His face dropped, rage twisting his expression for a second as the curtain behind him was ripped open. On the other side, her brother grabbed a furious-looking Gray, stopping him from advancing as a nurse arrived, looking over the little scene with confusion.
“Don’t, mate, he ain’t worth it,” Damon hissed in Gray’s ear, muscles straining as he struggled to hold on. Gray fought him every step of the way, dragging Damon a few steps as he glared at Robby.
“Let me go, I’m gonna fu—”
Damon slapped a big hand over Gray’s mouth as two policemen flanked the nurse. “Threats are gonna get you thrown out, possibly some chill-out time in a cell, mate. Cool it down.”
“Just what’s going on here then?”
“Officers, than—” Robby piped up but Frankie cut him off, her voice high enough to be heard but raspy from the smoke she’d breathed in.
“Please, can you remove this man? He’s not supposed to be here and he’s been hassling me,” she explained and started to cough as the policeman looked to the two bigger men, her brother’s big arm looped around Gray’s neck.
“And you two are?” he asked, obviously prepared to remove them all should they prove to be a problem.
“Her brother,” Damon replied instantly. “This is her fiancé.”
Frankie’s eyes widened at the blatant lie but with what felt like her lungs trying to crawl up her throat and her eyes watering, she couldn’t argue.
“He tellin’ the truth?” the first officer asked, ignoring Robby’s start of surprise. “Jeff, take this one out. Get his details.”
She nodded, holding her hand out to Gray and wiggling her fingers in a demand he come to her. She couldn’t think of anything else to prove her brother’s outrageous claim. A small burst of pleasure spread out from the center of her chest as Damon released him and Gray stepped forward to wrap his hand around hers. She knew it was a lie to get him in, but right at the moment she didn’t care. She’d happily dress up in a white gown and parade around with a tacky tiara on her head if it meant he could stay.
“Yes, thank you,” she finally managed, smiling at the officer as the other one all but frog-marched Robby away. His complaints trailed behind him, finally muffled as the pair turned a corner.
“Thank you for getting rid of him. He was here when I woke up…” She let her sentence trail off as Gray sat next to her, stroking her hair as she leaned back against the pillows, propped up high by the position of the bed. Even that little bit of effort had exhausted her.
“No problem, ma’am. Glad we could help. If there’s nothing else, we’ll leave you with your family.”
He smiled and left. Frankie watched him walk down the corridor, waiting until he turned the corner before looking at the two men around her bed. “Okay, which one of you wants to explain why I now appear to be engaged?”
 


Chapter Nine
 
 
Gray heard the question but didn’t answer, too busy stroking the wayward curls clinging to her temple. He couldn’t stop touching her. The sight of her so small and delicate in the hospital bed, the dark marks under her eyes and on her cheek, had rocked him to the core as he realized how close he’d come to losing her. All he wanted to do was pick her up and carry her out of here. Take her back home and look after her.
“Well?”
Damon dragged a plastic chair to sit down on the other side of the bed. “It was the only way to get him in. They only allow family in and…well, you saw—”
“Nothing would have stopped me getting in to see you. So, sorry, you get to be engaged to me for a while. Just until we can get you out of here.” Gray lifted Frankie’s hands to press a gentle kiss to her knuckles. “How are you feeling, sweetheart?”
His question hid a turmoil of guilt and worry. He’d known something was off this morning. He should never have left her, not even for a little while. If he’d been there, he would have gotten her out quicker, or earlier. Even if he’d had to carry her out slung over his shoulder like some kind of caveman with his prized captive.
She smiled and started coughing again. The rasping sound rang with pain. Shooting Damon a worried glance, he slid his arms around her and pulled her upright, resting her against his chest and shoulder. He rubbed her back, making soothing sounds as the coughs racked her tiny frame. Finally she stopped, leaning against him in exhaustion.
“I’m okay, or I will be. The fire brigade were there, got me out. I only breathed a little smoke in. I was lucky. I could see the fire at the front door already.”
Fear stilled Gray’s heart as his mind automatically worked out the distance between the front door and the bedroom. Not fucking far enough, not far enough by a long shot. If she hadn’t woken up…
She made a small sound as he wrapped his arms around her tight, the instinctive need to hold her to him too much for him to fight.
“It’s okay; I’m okay. Promise,” she whispered, smoothing across his arm with a small hand as she became the comforter instead. Gently she eased back, but kept her hand wrapped around his wrist, as though she needed him to anchor her.
“Damon, would you get me a drink, please?”
“No problem.”
Obediently, Damon shifted in his seat, the feet squeaking on the linoleum floor as he reached out to pour water from the jug on the cabinet by the bed into a small plastic cup.
She looked at it as he held it out, and the ghost of a smile creased her lips. Instantly Gray caught on. She didn’t want a drink; she wanted her brother out of here for a while.
“Mate, I think she was telling you to get lost for a few?” he said, casting her a quick glance to check. She nodded, reaching out for her brother’s hand to give it a quick squeeze.
“Please, if you don’t mind. Ring Mum and Dad, make sure they don’t come rushing back from their holiday. I’m fine, and you and Gray’ll make sure I stay that way, won’t you?”
Damon looked from Frankie to him and back again, then smiled, a rueful expression in his eyes. “I get it. I know when I’m not wanted,” he joked as he pushed himself to his feet. “Fussy about the drink?”
Frankie shook her head. “Not really. Anything cold and wet’ll do, thanks.”
“No problem.” Damon paused at the curtain, about to push the blue-green fabric aside. “And no getting up to anything in here. Be just like him to get banned from a bloody hospital.”
The smile faded from Damon’s face, a strangled expression crossing his features as he appeared to recall who Gray would be messing about with.
“Drink,” he announced and disappeared with a rattle of curtain loops.
“He’s handling it better than I thought he would.” Frankie’s voice was soft as she closed her eyes. “That could have gone far, far worse. He’s a stubborn git at times.”
“Yeah, it could.”
Gray swept his tongue over the inside of his cheek but decided not to tell her that her brother had already worked out a large portion of his anger with his fist.
“Fair warning though. Don’t try it on me.”
She opened one eye and gave him an amused glance. “What? Go? Would you if I asked?”
“Not a chance.”
“There you go then.”
Silence reigned in the small cubicle. Not an uncomfortable silence, more one that said how comfortable things were between them. Idly he reached out to wrap a strand of her hair around his finger.
“I bet I look like shit. Not the best morning-after look, eh?” She chuckled, the sound almost developing into a cough, but she managed to stop it as he looked on in concern. He’d had a bad lung infection a couple of years ago, so he knew how much control it took to stop a cough like that. Sometimes, though, it was too painful to cough, so it was the only option.
Finally she looked up, and gave him a smile. He couldn’t help himself. He leaned forward to steal a quick kiss. Nothing deep, or anything to compromise her breathing, but he had to taste her lips, assure himself that she really was here and unhurt.
His lips clung to hers, reluctant to leave their satiny embrace, but he forced himself to pull back. She opened her eyes slowly, the look in them wide and dark. Desire speared him, a white-hot lance through his heart and right all the way down to his balls.
Gritting his teeth, he reminded himself that she was lying in a hospital bed. Bed. He tried hard not to think about that part of the equation as he stroked her hair, or they really would get kicked out and banned. Was that a team first? Half the team had been banned from most of the bars in town but he’d never heard of anyone being banned by the NHS.
She licked her lower lip, his gaze riveting instantly on the quick flick of her pink tongue, and he had to bite back a groan. He was a fucking pervert obviously, lusting after a sick woman in her hospital bed. He needed to be locked up.
“I dunno. Beautiful and disheveled. I could get used to it.”
Surprise and pleasure colored her features. “Did you just call me beautiful?”
“Yeah. Wanna make something of it?” he threw back as he crowded her against the pillows to steal another quick kiss. Just a quick brush of the lips. For now. Anything else would have to wait until he got her home.
When he sat back, she shook her head, sucking her bottom lip between her teeth.
“Anyone ever tell you that you’re stubborn?”
“Sweetheart, you have no idea—”
He was cut off midsentence as the curtain rattled back on its pole and a doctor entered the cubicle.
“Good morning, Ms. Cross. I’m Dr. Fowler.” A small man, he blinked at them owlishly through large glasses. His slight accent marked him as a nonlocal, yet it wasn’t that but rather the large semicircular scar across his top lip that caught Gray’s attention. Just under his nose, it looked for all the world like he’d been punted in the face with the bottom of a line prop.
“I’ll leave you to it, love,” he said quietly, and leaned forward to kiss her quickly. She probably didn’t want him in on medical stuff. It was private, personal, and one night of fantastic sex didn’t mean he had a right to be here, much as he might want to be.
“No, stay. Please?”
She wrapped her hand around his, stopping him in his tracks. The plea in her eyes did it for him, warmth spreading through his body. She wanted him around and that was good enough for him.
Ten minutes later, the doctor left them alone in the cubicle after having assured them that Frankie had taken no permanent damage from breathing in the smoke. Gray had played up to his self-appointed role, grilling the doctor and making sure he had the answers he wanted. He watched the small doctor go and then turned to Frankie. Taking a breath, he centered himself. The easy part was over.
“Remember how we talked about me being stubborn?”
Her brow creased, a wary look entering her eyes. “Yeah?”
“This is going to be one of those times…” He paused for a second, enfolding both her hands in his and feeling a little like the times before he set foot on the pitch knowing there was a high likelihood he was getting a battering. “I want you to move in with me.”
Her jaw dropped, full pink lips parted as she looked at him in surprise. Shaking her head, she closed her mouth with a click. “You want to run that by me again?”
“Move in. Shack up. Live in sin. Any and all of the above?”
He hid his nerves behind a joke, hoping like hell she didn’t realize his knees were knocking together. Shit, he’d never even thought about living with a woman before. Hell, he didn’t make it past the third date half the time…yet here he was, all but proposing to her the morning after their first night together. He had to be touched in the head.
“Why?” Her gaze was sharp. Way too perceptive for his liking, especially when he wasn’t sure of the whys yet himself. He shrugged a shoulder, trying for nonchalant and checking with a quick glance to see if she was buying it. Maybe.
“Even if there wasn’t a lot of damage to your place, it won’t be habitable for a while. Not if you said the floor was ablaze. Even if it didn’t get into your apartment…smoke gets everywhere. Believe me, I know. After that gas explosion in the same block as us when I was a kid, it took us months to get rid of the smell.”
“I can stay with Damon for a while. You don’t need to put yourself out. I mean, we just…we only…” She trailed off, dropping her gaze to the bedcovers and plucking at them with delicate fingers. A sign of insecurity and nerves if ever he saw them.
Sliding a finger her under jaw, he made her look up and meet his eyes. “We just…only what, Frankie? Only got together last night?”
A small nod was her only reply, but her eyes reflected the turmoil of emotion within. He moved closer and brushed the tip of his nose over hers.
“It doesn’t matter.” His admission was soft, his low voice meant for her and her alone. “All I know is that I can’t walk out of here without you. That I want to take you home, and keep you there, safe in my arms so nothing can hurt you again. Please, sweetheart, let me look after you…at least until your place is sorted?”
 
* * *
 
 
God, he was good.
As soon as she’d said yes to moving in with him for a while, Gray had swung into action. Most people tended to look at his size and build, the long hair, and write him off as a lout, even if they’d never dare say anything to his face. But he was anything but. Frankie watched in amazement as he set about securing her discharge, with the correct paperwork and medication, somehow managing to charm and organize overworked, distracted hospital staff into getting what he needed as soon as possible and marshaling her brother at the same time.
He’d done it all without raising his voice or using his size to impose. Reading body language was an essential part of her job, so she was used to the subtle little nonverbal clues people gave off. She could also tell when someone was using and modifying their own body language to aid their cause. All through his conversations with the nurses, Gray kept his voice soft and his stance nonthreatening, feet apart and shoulders dropped a little so he didn’t appear quite as big as he was.
And it had worked. Less than an hour later the three of them were out of the hospital and the taxi was pulling to a stop outside his apartment building.
“We’re here, sweetheart. Here, let me.”
Before she could open the door and let herself out, he was out and around the back of the car. He opened the door and extended his hand. Waiting for her to put hers in it. A small smile curved her lips as she slid her fingers into his. He was so protective, perhaps more than he realized. “Are you sure you don’t want to carry me? I mean, I could sli—” She squeaked, her words cut off as he bent down to scoop her up in his arms. “Leighton! What are you doing?”
“Carrying you. Like you said, you could fall. I’m supposed to be looking after you, so I can’t take the risk, now can I?”
He grinned, unrepentant, as she instinctively wrapped her arms around his neck. She wasn’t worried about him dropping her, not really, but she wasn’t a lightweight, and she didn’t have any experience of literally being swept off her feet.
“Put me down, you great idiot. You’ll put your back out.”
He just tightened his hold in answer, big arms cradling her securely against his broad chest. The solid thud of his heart was reassuring against the side of her rib cage and his lopsided grin hit her deep down.
“Carrying a little thing like you? Don’t be daft.”
Her cheeks flamed a bit as Damon planted her bag onto her lap. “Don’t bother arguing with him, Frankie. Once he gets that look, you’re screwed.” He turned his attention to the big man carrying her. “Look after her, or we’ll have a replay of earlier. She needs sleep, understand? No fooling about.”
“Yes, Dad.”
“Replay? What replay?”
Gray shook his head as Damon slid smoothly back into the taxi, ignoring her completely as he always did when he didn’t want to answer something. She looked back at Gray.
“What did he mean, replay?”
“Nothing. Don’t worry about it. Let’s get you inside and settled down.”
No matter what she tried, he refused to answer her questions. Instead he strode up to the entrance of the imposing building in front of them, juggling her in his arms as easily as though she weighed nothing. She fell silent, letting him concentrate in case he forgot and dropped her.
Yeah right, you just like the big, strong man dragging you off to his cave, the little voice in the back of her mind sneered. Since it was obviously talking total crap, she ignored it and tried to nestle closer against Gray’s big chest.
“Don’t you dare drop me,” she warned as he headed for the elevator, then fell silent at the amused but exasperated look he shot her.
“Stop talking and just enjoy being looked after, okay? Before I decide to do something to shut that pretty mouth that will get me in a shitload of trouble.”
Heat made a lazy dance floor of her body, hampered in its waltz by the tiredness that pulled at her muscles and eyelids. The yawn ambushed her. Unable to stop it, she hid her face against his neck.
“See.” He chuckled as the elevator started its ascent. “You’re beat. You need a nice soak to relax you, and bed.”
She lay her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes. “Why? You saying I stink?”
He shook his head, the movement felt rather than seen. “Frankie. Shut up.”
The door opened in front of them, saving her from answering. He was in the penthouse. She’d expected it, but still her heart swelled at the outward sign of how far he’d come. When Damon had first brought him home from school, they’d known he was from a rough neighborhood, but he was quiet and polite, quickly making theirs a home away from home.
Her father had insisted on driving him home, worried about the neighborhoods he had to walk through in the dark until he’d told them where he lived. Standford Hill was not just in a rough neighborhood, it was the roughest estate in the city. People who weren’t from around there avoided the area like the plague and even coppers patrolled in groups of four and had a riot van on standby.
Gray was quiet, reserved at times but he was no pushover. He was a scrapper, a survivor. He’d dragged himself up from his humble beginnings, making no excuses about coming from a single-parent family or the area he lived in. Instead, he’d dug in, learned what he was good at, and gone out to chase his dream. And he’d done it, as lethal on the pitch as he had been on the streets as a kid.
“Home, sweet home,” he muttered as he pushed open the door, then stopped to claim her mouth with the softest kiss imaginable. His lips teased and tasted, parting hers gently to push inside in a slow, wet slide of pure pleasure. She moaned in the back of her throat and threaded her hand through his hair to hold him still.
Home, sweet home.
 
* * *
 
 
Three weeks. It had been just three short weeks since she’d moved into Gray’s place, but it felt like a lifetime. An idyllic lifetime. Fingers laced through his, she released a small sigh of happiness. The midday sun beat down, reflecting off the white stone walls of the building behind them.
A stately home recently opened to the public; the gardens were beautiful and the last place she’d expected Gray to suggest when he said he wanted to take her out. She’d expected dinner and a movie. Instead he’d driven her here and produced a hamper from the back of his low-slung sports car, the one typically male extravagance he had.
A gentle breeze washed over the sloping lawns in front of them, stirring the long skirts of her sundress around her ankles. With spring sliding into summer, the weather was heating up so she’d dressed appropriately and, if she was honest with herself, more femininely than she had in the last couple of years.
In fact, the last three weeks had changed her outlook considerably. From being worried how she and Gray would get along, given that their relationship was so new, she’d gone to feeling like they’d always lived together. Her injuries from the fire, the small bumps and scrapes, and the irritating cough were all gone now. As an added bonus, the one time Robby had rung her cell she’d been in the kitchen and Gray had answered instead. Robby had hung up and hadn’t bothered her since. All in all, a win-win situation.
They’d quickly settled into a routine. Gray would head out to training early, before she was awake most mornings, and wouldn’t be back until after she’d left for work. After a day in the city, she’d come home to him and they’d eat, then spend the evening watching TV cuddled up on the sofa, or talking.
She’d discovered him to be highly intelligent and driven, facets his teenage shyness had hidden from her before. He had the body of a Greek god, yes, but behind that was a keen awareness that his playing career wouldn’t last long and that he needed to set in motion contingency plans. Their interests differed but, unlike Robby, he hadn’t instantly dismissed her point of view because he didn’t agree with it, and their debates often ended in heated kisses that led quickly to the bedroom.
They were perfect for each other. The sort of perfect she’d thought only existed within the pages of the romance novels she was addicted to…the X-rated ones she kept on her tablet PC, not because she was bothered what people thought about what she was reading, but simply because she could keep more on there.
Gray had thought it was cute, teasing her about reading his grandma’s bodice ripper romances. His teasing had lasted right up to the point he’d stolen the tablet. Silence had fallen as he’d started to read. He hadn’t said a word when he handed it back, but the dark look in his eyes had made her shiver. Later that night he’d surprised her with a role-play of that scene in her book. Neither of them had been able to stop giggling, but the fact he’d tried endeared him to her even more.
“How’s this look here?”
They stopped under one of the massive oaks at the bottom of the lawns, the wide branches providing a welcome respite from the sun.
“Perfect. Pass that blanket.”
As she spread the picnic blanket out, a thud behind her made her twist to the side. A ball tumbled end over end, the shape one she was becoming increasingly familiar with. She’d lost count of the number of rugby balls she’d found in the bottom of Gray’s closet. Seemed he liked to collect them from important matches.
Three small figures raced over the grass toward them. “Hey, mister. Can we have our ball back?”
He shot her a look as the sound of youthful voices reached them, indecision on his face as he passed the ball from hand to hand absently. That he wanted to go was obvious, but the fact he’d hung back, not wanting to abandon her, made her heart swell.
“Go on then,” she said with a nod as she shook the blanket out to settle it gently on the ground. “You go play.”
“Thank you.” He moved in, kissing her quickly before striding out of the shade as though he was worried she’d change her mind.
“Bloody ’ell, it’s Big L!”
The shouts of delight reached her ears as she settled down on the blanket, slowly unpacking the food Gray had brought as she watched him with the trio.
He was good with kids, patient and soft-spoken as he set them up passing the ball back and forth. Quick exercises and instruction designed to increase their confidence as three little faces looked up at him in total adoration. She knew instinctively that, unlike a lot of men his age, he’d do nothing to rock that confidence or belittle them, not because he wanted to be idolized but because he genuinely cared.
Pulling the plates from the basket, she held them on her lap for a moment. The breeze lifted the edges of her skirt, playing over her bare feet as the deep sound of Gray’s laughter reached her ears. Her breathing caught as her heart expanded, warmth rushing through her anew.
Carefully she locked the feeling away. It would be so easy to fall for him properly. Truly, madly, deeply type stuff, but she had to face facts. He was a lot younger than she was, and there would come a point where they’d want different things. Marriage, kids…she couldn’t see those on the agenda of a pro rugby player, not any time soon. Perhaps if he was older, nearing the end of his playing career, she could hope. But he wasn’t, so to protect herself, she had to shield her heart, treat this thing they had as a nice little aside from reality and take good memories from it when it ended. Because if she didn’t, if she fell for him properly, then it would break her heart when he left her.
“Bless them, they’re pretty good. Show promise,” Gray said as he flopped down onto the blanket, stretching his large frame out next to her. He was so tall that even half reclining, his eyes were at the same level as hers. The heat of his body beat at her bare arms as he reached over and snagged a sandwich from the plates she’d uncovered. His hair was loose, brushing his shoulders the way she liked it, and she couldn’t help looking. Drinking in every detail of his appearance and locking it away to fortify her for the years ahead.
“What? Do I have something on my nose?” He reached up to swipe at it, going cross-eyed as he tried to see what she was looking at.
“No.” She chuckled and leaned forwards to plant a soft kiss on his lips. “Just don’t change. Okay?”
“Okay…sure.”
The moment stretched between them, a moment of connection she felt right down to the depths of her soul. His eyes were such an unusual shade, balanced so perfectly between blue and gray that she couldn’t say for sure which they were.
He opened his mouth, about to say something, when a fat drop of rain splashed down across his nose.
“What the—Oh, crap.”
They both looked upward, then surged into movement as the heavens opened above them. Plates were covered and shoved back into the basket with more haste than neatness as fat drops rained down, soaking through their clothes. She bundled the blanket up in her arms as Gray grabbed the hamper and reached for her hand. Laughing, they raced up the lawn, skirted around the side of the building, and ran for the car.
 


Chapter Ten
 
 
“I can’t believe that just happened!” Frankie exclaimed as they stumbled through the front door like a whirlwind. Both wet through from the sudden downpour, the drive back to the apartment had been mercifully short. She shivered as the door closed behind her and the warmer air inside wrapped around her like a silken caress.
“Yeah, the heavens did open a bit there, didn’t they?”
Gray carried the basket through to the kitchen, the fine lawn of his shirt plastered to his back and the long strands of his hair wet against his neck. He didn’t appear to notice, instead placing the basket on the counter and turning to look at her. His eyes darkened as his gaze swept over her, the wet dress clinging to every curve. The look pulled heat through her, a lazy explosion that warmed her from her core outward. How he could do that to her with just a glance never failed to amaze her. And make her hot.
Lifting a hand, he crooked his finger, beckoning her with that hot “‘I’m in charge’ look on his face. But a little devil sat on her shoulder, leading her down the path of temptation with a hop, skip, and a jump. Lifting her chin in defiance, she shook her head.
Goose-bumps raced along her arms, over her shoulders as her nipples tightened, rubbing and pressing against wet fabric of her dress. Given the design, she’d had to forgo a bra, something she hadn’t even thought of this morning but which now seemed tantamount to pre-meditated seduction. His gaze latched onto them, the tight buds easy to see through the wet fabric. The look on his face turned hard, almost feral.
“Come here, Frankie,” he ordered, the low sound shivering along her skin. “Don’t make me fetch you.”
She wanted to giggle, but the sound caught in the back of her throat as he lunged for her. Squealing in delight, she tried to scoot around the large island in the middle of the kitchen, but he was too fast for her. Before she’d taken a step he wrapped her up in his arms, turning and pinning her against the solid counter as his mouth came down on hers.
Her pussy clenched hard as he parted her lips and thrust his tongue deep, confident of his reception. He had a right to be. As soon as his lips claimed hers any thought of resistance was washed away. A moan broke free from her lips as she wound her arms around his neck, pressing as close as she could. Her skin itched, the blood in her veins simmering with need as she kissed him back desperately. She needed to get closer, touch him. Run her hands all over the satin skin, the steely muscles she’d become so familiar with. Claim them…claim him all over again.
A groan rumbled from deep within his broad chest as he wrapped a big hand around the back of her neck to angle her head just the right way. He didn’t just kiss her; he kissed her like she was the last woman on earth. Devouring her as though he couldn’t get enough.
Tension drove the heat up in the room as he shoved the thin straps off her shoulders. The wet fabric clung to her skin, foiling his plan. A short sound of frustration was lost against her lips as he hooked a finger between her breasts and yanked the dress down. She gasped as the fabric abraded her nipples, and her breasts popped free of their confinement. Her damp skin pebbled as the air washed across them, her nipples aching for his touch.
He tore his lips from hers as his large hand covered her. Cupping the generous globe, molding it and rolling the nipple between his fingers before he leaned down and flicked his tongue over the tip. She groaned, head thrown back to thrust her chest higher, a silent demand for more.
“Let’s get you out of this wet dress,” he murmured, working his way up her neck with tiny kisses as he pushed the dress the rest of the way off, leaving her clad in just her panties, the tiny thong leaving nothing to the imagination.
Her hands weren’t idle though, working the buttons down the front of his shirt and pushing until she had it half off his shoulders. Her mouth watered as the solid lines and muscles of his chest were revealed to her eager eyes. God, he looked good enough to eat.
Her gaze flitted to the basket on the counter next to them. Good enough to eat. And she hadn’t had dessert…
“Baby? What are you doing?”
His voice rang with confusion as she broke away from undressing him, leaving his shirt halfway down his upper arms, effectively pinning him in place. Of course, the bondage was a mere illusion; with the corded strength in his upper body and arms, he could have shredded the shirt in seconds and escaped. Instead he let her turn him around, a frown creasing his brow as she rooted through the basket until she found what she wanted. The lines on his brow increased as she snapped the top off a box and she found it hard to contain her giggle as she dipped her finger inside.
Then smeared chocolate frosting across his broad chest.
“Oh God, you’re gonna kill me.” He groaned as she smoothed more of the stuff over his nipples. His hands were clenched at his sides, the knuckles white as she painted the other nipple.
“What? You expect a girl to go without dessert? Sorry, bud, you’re just gonna have to stand still and suffer.” Leaning over, she took a swipe at his chocolate-covered skin and groaned in pleasure. Chocolate and Gray; she couldn’t think of a better combination.
She worked him over in short swipes and long licks, taking her time as she reached his nipples. He gasped as she bit down on one lightly, nipping at the sensitive flesh. The sound of tearing cloth mingled with his groan as the shirt gave under the strain of his bunched muscles.
“Stay still.” Her order was sharp, authoritative as she tapped his chest warningly. He wasn’t the only one who could be bossy…and it was well past her turn. Leaning back, she studied his chest critically. No chocolate left.
“Well this just isn’t good enough. I’m still hungry.” She pretended to pout, then blinked as though she’d had an idea. His breathing caught as she reached for his jeans, unsnapping them with efficient gestures to get at the thick, heavy length of his cock within.
“Hm, this should just about do it,” she murmured as she released him, the rigid shaft leaping eagerly into her hand. A shudder ran the length of his big body as she pumped lazily, then reached for more chocolate. She grinned.
His eyes glittered as he watched her smooth a generous layer over his dick and then slide to her knees in front of him. Her mouth watered at the delicious treat in front of her. Chocolate cock, her new favorite dessert.
“When you’re done, I’m gonna fuck you until you scream,” he promised, the rough words cut off with a gasp as she leaned forward and licked him. The taste—rich, dark chocolate and pure Gray—exploded on her tongue. She moaned, well past any teasing now, and opened her mouth to suck the broad head. He was big but she loved the taste and feel of him, of his thick cock in her mouth, and the frosting was just…well, the icing on the cake. A moan of pleasure in the back of her throat, she feasted on him. Licking and nibbling along his thick length, she worked with everything she had to arouse him and get every last bit of chocolate.
Humming with happiness, she leaned forward and wrapped her lips around him. His soul-deep groan stroked her feminine ego as she bobbed her head up and down. Sliding and stroking along his cock as she took him deeper.
“Fuck! Frankie, you’re—” The shirt tore again, and his big hands were in her hair, fingers shoving through the tumbled strands as he held her lightly. His hips jerked, his cock pushing farther past her lips before he got control of himself. Tension held his body taut, the lines of near pain on his face telling her just how much control he was exerting over himself not to just let go, tighten his hold, and fuck her mouth until he came down her throat.
Humming and using her tongue to vibrate against the underside of his cock, she resumed her attentions. Relaxing her throat, she took him as deep as she could and then sucked as she pulled her head back. Back and forth, slide and suck until his hips jerked continuously and a stream of soft curses and moans slid from his lips.
His balls tightened suddenly, cock pulsing in her mouth and he swore, dragging her from him.
“Fuck, no! Not yet.”
She pouted as he hauled her upright with more strength than finesse, but the expression on his face, the feral glitter in his eyes, put paid to any argument.
“My turn.”
His words were little more than a growl as he lifted her, swept the island counter free of everything on its surface, and laid her down in the same movement. It was her turn to gasp as he wound his hand through the string of her thong and yanked. The delicate fabric tore loudly. With a stifled grunt, he shoved her knees up and apart, parting her legs and leaving her completely open to him.
Cold air washed over her, pulling another gasp from her lips at his new roughness. His hands shook as he slid them down her thighs to part her swollen lips. Color washed over her cheeks as she realized the picture she must present, laid out over the counter like some sort of offering to a pagan god. The pagan god of pleasure that was Gray.
He didn’t speak, just leaned forward and swept his tongue over her soaking pussy lips. Pleasure burst through her at the warm, wet stroke. Then all bets were off as he groaned and started to feast. No gentle touches, soft licks, or tentative exploration this time. No building her up gently to an earth-shattering orgasm as she was used to. Instead he thrust his tongue deep into her cunt, fucking her with hard, fast strokes before moving up to her clit.
Lick, flick, suck. He rolled the little button of nerves between his lips, then suckled as he flickered his tongue over it in a maddening dance. Giving her no chance to recover, he thrust two thick fingers deep inside her and curled back, hitting her G-spot with unerring accuracy.
She gasped, reaching out to cling to the sides of the counter as he ate her pussy with a ruthlessness she had only guessed at before. She shuddered, a scream ripping from her throat as she started to come. A growl of triumph rumbled through him as he held her hips down and thrust his tongue deep inside her pussy again, as though feeding from the hot torrent of her release.
He didn’t stop, flicking her clit and driving back into her again, elongating the pleasure until she was almost mindless with it. Her breath came in low pants and shudders, broken phrases as she begged him for something, anything. Finally, his hold loosened. Whimpering, she lowered her legs, but he wasn’t done. Surging to his feet, he wiped his mouth then reached out to flip her over.
Her tits pressed against the cool granite of the counter, hardened nipples rubbing against the smooth surface as he held her down with a big hand in the center of her back.
“That’s what you get for teasing me with chocolate,” he grated, kicking her bare feet apart. She bit her lip as he shoved two fingers into her pussy from behind, pumping lazily as his thumb grazed her hypersensitive clit. “God, you feel fucking amazing. I love fucking you.”
His hand disappeared and a packet rustled, then his fingers were replaced by something thick and hot at the entrance to her pussy. She moaned as he pushed in, the broad head of his cock breaching her body. No matter how many times they did it, every time he took her she caught her breath, unsure if he was even going to fit. Normally he was gentle, waiting patiently for her to adjust. But not this time. Instead he grunted and pulled back before pushing again, working his way into her in short, sharp movements until he was seated to the hilt.
She whimpered, her cunt throbbing around the thick intrusion of his cock. It burned, the feeling of being full almost painful.
“That’s it, baby, you got all of me.” He kissed her shoulder, reaching around to slide clever fingers against her clit. She moaned and arched back against him, the change in angle making them both shudder as pleasure cascaded between them.
“That’s it, shove your arse back,” he urged, fingers playing over her clit and he started to thrust, taking her with short, powerful strokes. “God, you’ve got a great arse. I love fucking you from behind.”
She couldn’t answer, her mind blown as he bent her over the counter and fucked her in the way she’d been dreaming of for weeks. Not gentle. Hard and visceral. Raw and powerful. Man and woman coming together in their most basic form. She panted, pressed against the granite as she thrust back against him, meeting him stroke for stroke.
All too soon her body trembled. Her release rose up, engulfing her in ecstasy as she screamed his name, pleasure rolling through her in an unstoppable wave of lust, need…and love.
 
* * *
 
 
This was shit.
The simple thought rolled around and around in Gray’s head as they sat in the darkness and listened to the warbling coming from the stage. It wasn’t that he was against singing as such, but this just wasn’t his cup of tea. He was more a rock type of guy than whatever they called this.
The theater.
A wry grin twisted his lips. Who would have thought it? Him. Leighton Gray, the bad boy of Standford Hill, at the theater. Not only that, at the theater with Damon Cross’s pretty sister. His gaze slid to the woman at his side and he reached out to take her hand, lacing his fingers through hers carefully. She was so tiny and delicate; he worried about hurting her.
Except in bed. He’d scared at first that he was too big for her, that he was hurting her, so he’d been careful, always holding back. But after their encounter in the kitchen a few days ago, when she’d pushed him past the limits of his control, he’d realized that she could take him. More than take him, that she actually liked it hard and fast.
Need hit him, his cock surging to life, hard and heavy against the inside of his pants in a heartbeat. He wanted her again. He always wanted her; even when they’d just done and she was exhausted he could go again, bury himself in her silken warmth and just stay there forever. If he had his way, they’d spend all their time in bed.
The sex between them was amazing, absolutely mind-blowing. Good in bed, pretty, intelligent, all the players on the team adored her…even if that little twat Bryant kept trying to chat her up. Even then, though, she dealt with the situation as capably as she did everything else. Turning his flirty comments back with a gentle humor that had everyone laughing with, but not at, him.
Lifting her hand, he pressed a kiss to the back of her hand, smiling as she flicked him a glance, their gazes meeting and holding. Encouraged by the look in her eyes, he leaned forward and claimed her lips. A soft kiss that lingered. He tried not to think about the private box they were in, or the fact she was wearing a flowing skirt.
It would be so easy to gather her into his lap. No one would see if he pushed the fabric up, releasing his cock so she could sit on it, impaling that pretty little pussy on his aching length as she rode him, taking them both to heaven and back in the darkness.
Her breathing caught in the back of her throat, making that little sound he found so damn sexy. He’d promised himself that he wouldn’t, that he’d let her watch the show without trying to distract her, but her soft lips were too much of a temptation. Nibbling across the full expanse of her lower lip, he persuaded her to open her mouth for him. As soon as she did, he deepened the kiss, stroking his tongue along hers in slow, wet thrusts that mimicked what he wanted to do to her with his body.
She made that sexy little sound again, turning and wriggling closer. For a moment it was all Gray could do not to grab her and pull her into his lap, the thought of taking her here, with everyone in the boxes around them being none the wiser, threatened to have him shooting his load right then and there in his pants.
She pulled away with a gasp, her hand tangling in his loose hair. He’d stopped tying it back when she’d said how much she liked it down around his shoulders.
“Leigh, I know you got the tickets for tonight, and it’s lovely—”
She stopped, biting her lip as she looked up at him. He lifted her hand to his lips again, pressing a kiss to the back of her knuckles and silently urging her on.
“But… Could we go? Home. To bed?” She wriggled closer and pressed a kiss to the side of his neck. Hidden in his pants and in the darkness, his cock jerked savagely. “Please?”
“Hell, yeah. C’mon.”
Heat added wings to Gray’s heels as they left the theater, leaving behind the warbling strains of whatever the hell song the performers were mangling, and spilling out into the warm night air outside. Happily, he wrapped an arm around Frankie’s waist as they trotted down the steps and turned toward where he’d parked his car.
“You’re not too upset, are you?” she asked as she stroked the small of his back. An idle touch that only fueled the fire rampaging through his veins.
“Not at all. Why?”
She grinned up at him, an impish expression that made him want to stop, pin her against the brick facade of the theatre, and kiss the living daylights out of her.
“The theater’s nice, but I was kind of hoping you’d take me to see Ransom instead,” she said, naming the latest action blockbuster.
Time stretched out and in the eternity between one moment and the next, Gray knew this was it. He was in love. Completely, irrevocably, undeniably head over heels for Frankie Cross. The fears he’d felt, that he wasn’t good enough for her, not bright enough, not classy enough, were still there. After all, he was the kid from the roughest estate in town whereas she’d grown up in a big house in the most expensive area.
Determination filled him. None of that mattered. He would make sure he was good enough, study hard for a career after he stopped playing, something that meant he could provide for her. Marry her.
That was it. He would marry her.
He gave in to his impulse, stopping to haul her into his arms right there in the middle of the pavement and kissing her until she was breathless.
“Oh my,” she whispered as he eased her back down to her feet. The fact she was so much smaller, that he could pick her up and hold her in his arms never failed to make him feel totally male. Like when he had her stretched under him, naked and begging for his cock. “What was that in aid of?”
“Nothing. Just because.” He grinned. He wouldn’t tell her he loved her yet. Not until he was down on one knee, a ring in his hand. Tomorrow. He could get a ring tomorrow and ask her after he’d taken her to see Ransom as she’d asked.
 
* * *
 
 
He was going to marry Frankie Cross.
The enormity of the thought filled him to bursting as they reached the car and buckled in. A smile crept over his face as warmth and love for the woman sitting next to him spread out to fill every cell in his body. He stole a sideways glance at her, his gaze caressing her profile as she turned to look at the cars going past. Already he could imagine her in a wedding dress and veil. Beautiful.
“Straight home?” he asked as he pulled out into the traffic, sliding easily into a gap in the flow. “Or did you want to stop somewhere and pick up something to eat first?”
He knew what her answer would be, but it was part of their ritual. As he waited, his agile mind turned over and over, working out how he was going to organize things so she wouldn’t suspect until he actually popped the question. And he had just the jeweler in mind. A new designer who made unique and exquisite pieces. Damon had ordered a necklace from them last year for Sophie. Should be just the ticket. He knew her taste in jewelry so picking something she’d like shouldn’t be a problem… Something classy, but intricate.
Getting the right size was more of a problem. He knew some men bought a larger size for the proposal, then had the ring resized, but he didn’t want to do that. When he put that ring on Frankie’s finger, he intended for it to stay there. At least until she removed it for their wedding day, ready for a gold band.
“No, no. I’m good, thank you.”
She put her bag on the floor and the light from the streetlamps reflected off the rings on her right hand. She wore silver stacker rings that were all the rage at the moment. Had several sets of them for different fingers. He hid his smile as she provided the answer to his dilemma. She slept like the dead, so all he had to do was find a ring that fit and take that along to the jewelers. Piece of cake.
“For food, anyway.”
The suggestive tone in her voice got his attention straight away, even as he felt her small hand creep over his thigh and brush against his groin. His cock, ever ready and willing for a bit of action, was solid within a heartbeat, the raging hard-on pressing against his pants as she giggled.
“My, my. Is that a gun in your pocket, Mr. Gray, or are you just pleased to see me?” She cupped him, delicate fingers caressing him through the fabric. He swore as he forced himself to concentrate on the road ahead as more blood surged to join the party. He was so screwed if she undid his zipper.
“Oh, yes. You’re very pleased to see me,” she murmured, starting a slow stroke designed to steal every brain cell he had.
“You have no idea, sweetheart.”
Hands tight on the wheel, he couldn’t look at her, couldn’t risk looking down into his lap either. The sight of her little hands moving over him would tip him over the edge, and there was no way he was coming in his pants like some kid with his first woman. The fact that he’d thought of her when he’d had his first woman all those years ago was completely coincidental. No, he’d hold on, even if it killed him.
“Shift over a little bit, babe,” he murmured as the lights ahead changed. Slickly he moved down the gears, the powerful car responsive to his every movement. Almost as responsive as the woman with her hand in his lap. Traffic roared, crossing the intersection ahead of them as he moved his foot onto the brake, pressed down to slow for the red light.
There was nothing there.
“Fuck!”
Shoving her hand from his lap, Gray pumped the brakes. Nothing. The junction loomed large as he dropped the car into a lower gear, trying to use the engine to stop them. Gears crunched, the engine whining dangerously as Frankie gasped.
“What’s happening?”
“No brakes, can’t stop,” was all he managed as they sped toward the junction.
Too fast. Too much traffic.
Fear punched a hole in his gut, reaching in and grabbing hold of his spine in icy fingers. They had to stop. The junction ahead was the main ring road intersection. They’d never make it through the traffic without causing a fatal pileup. With them at the bottom.
Slamming his hazard lights on, Gray did the only thing he could. He needed to lose speed. Fast. With no wall and no other way of stopping he pulled the hand brake and clipped the curb, trying to run off the speed of the car along the high edge of the concrete.
Shitshitshit…the single word sped through his head on a high-speed loop as sparks flew from the passenger side of the vehicle. The car screamed, the concrete gouging fatal wounds. It would be totaled, but he didn’t care. As long as she walked away unhurt, he’d trash every car in the city.
Frankie screamed as the junction loomed ahead. Not enough room. They weren’t going to make it. With nothing left to try, he sent a quick prayer upward and yanked the hand brake on full.
The world spun in a kaleidoscope of light and sound. Screams mingled with the sound of screeching brakes as he was blinded by headlights. A sharp thump rang through the car, metal screeching as they flipped. Once, twice, three times. His stomach hit his throat as something slammed into his chest like a sledgehammer, darkness following in its wake.
 
* * *
 
 
He swam up through pain, groaning as lights stabbed into his eyes, driving into his brain like red-hot pokers. The sound of traffic and squealing brakes deafened him, a woman’s scream somewhere in the background dragging him back to consciousness ruthlessly.
Gasping for breath, he opened his eyes. The world was upside down, the shattered windscreen below him, tarmac stained with black underneath it. Something dripped, thick and wet as the engine made an ominous click-click-click.
Fuck. It was still running. He reached out to turn it off, the small movement jarring his leg and side. Agony danced over his body wearing studs made of fire, stealing his breath and bringing tears to his eyes. Something was wrong, very wrong, with his leg.
Clamping his teeth together so hard he thought they’d break off, he breathed through it. Football, he thought as a silly picture from the Internet the lads had been passing around the changing rooms filled his head, ninety minutes of players pretending to be injured. Rugby, eighty minutes of every player avoiding the eye of the ref and pretending not to be. Shoving the pain away, he ignored it. Pretend the ref was here. Not injured if he ignored it.
Turning his head, he searched frantically for Frankie. She was in a small heap next to him, out of her seat belt and so still his heart stopped.
“No…nononono!”
Pain forgotten, he snatched at his seat belt, releasing it and falling the short distance to the glass below. Fear and adrenaline surged through his system as he flipped, reaching out to touch the woman he loved. She couldn’t be dead. He hadn’t told her that he loved her.
“God, Frankie, don’t leave me,” he begged, crawling to her. “You can’t leave me. I didn’t get to tell you…we’re gonna get married. I want to marry you.”
Tears streaked down his face as he pressed fingers to her throat. His world stopped when he didn’t find anything. Shit. No. This couldn’t be happening. Taking a breath to control the panic surging through him, he moved his fingers. Tried again.
A pulse. Weak but there.
Everything surged back at once. The sound of cars, people screaming. Sirens getting closer. Ignoring it, he looped an arm around the small woman and started to wriggle backward, out of the smashed driver’s window. Sweat beaded, poured from his body as his injured leg and side protested. He kept going. The smell of gasoline hung heavy in the air, catching at his lungs. If they stayed here, one stray spark would be all it would take.
“Not…happening…” he growled as he made it out the window, dragging her with him. He had no idea what injuries she had, but didn’t care. If they stayed in the car, waiting for the emergency services to come and get them, they were going to die. He knew it as surely as he needed air to breathe.
The growl became a groan of pain as he crawled to his knees. He forced it back to a growl as he gathered her into his arms, the sound becoming a bellow as he stood, damaged body protesting every step of the way. Fixing on a painted line on the tarmac, he started forward.
In his mind, Leighton Gray ran in the most important game in his life. His world morphed, became a surreal juxtaposition of reality and every game he’d ever played. The screams became the roar of the crowd, the sirens the bellowed orders from his captain and the coaches, the lights blinding him became the flash from press photographers. Frankie, a warm, solid weight in his arms, became the ball, to be protected at all costs. Taken to safety, beyond the line.
Ignore the pain, ignore the ref. Keep playing. Keep walking. Gotta score the try.
His feet shuffled against the tarmac as he put distance between them and the crashed cars. Swaying on his feet, he slid past tackles, gaze fixed on the white line ahead of him. The line. Had to reach the line. Ignore the pain and reach the line.
Score the try.
He held his breath, gritted his teeth as the line approached. Used every trick in the book to get the woman he loved to safety. Finally, he reached it, collapsing to his knees as his body gave out and dumped them both on the unforgiving surface. A weak cry issued from his lips as he turned at the last minute, cushioning her with his own body.
Bang!
Fire lit the air behind them, and heat blossomed along his side. With nothing left in him, Gray turned his head on the concrete to see the remains of his car go up in flames. Tears leaked from the corners of his eyes, rolling down his face as he held Frankie closer.
“Sir, we got her. Please, you can let her go now.”
Reassuring voices surrounded him as Frankie was lifted away, and he struggled to focus on them. He got a brief glimpse of bright jackets, green uniforms before the darkness prowling at the edges of his vision pounced, and he felt himself slipping. His game was over, but satisfaction filled him.
He’d scored the try.
He’d gotten Frankie to safety.
Nothing else mattered.
 


Chapter Eleven
 
 
“She’s waking up. Nurse…nurse! She’s waking up.”
The sound of her brother’s voice and hurried footsteps broke through the darkness surrounding Frankie. It was all encompassing, like a warm blanket. Comforting. She wanted to stay wrapped in its embrace. Safe. Where nothing could hurt her.
She couldn’t. She knew that. Even now bad things tugged at the edges of her mind, trying to get her attention like a puppy wanting to play. Ignoring it didn’t help. The blanket was slowly pulled away, slipping from between her fingers before she could get a good grip on it.
“Frankie, can you hear me?”
Damon’s voice sounded again, deep and rasping, the way he sounded when he’d shouted himself hoarse, or been crying. Instinct, and the thickness in his words, told her it was the latter. Why had he been crying? What had happened? The questions rolled around in her head, but she couldn’t raise any enthusiasm to pursue them as something warm wrapped around her hand. It took her sluggish brain a few seconds to recognize the pressure as her brother’s fingers pressing against hers.
“Please, angel cake…please wake up.”
The endearment from her childhood, last heard on their mother’s lips, made her smile. Drew her out of the darkness surer than the tow rope they’d often had to tie around the hitch on Damon’s beat-up little car to get it to start.
“That’s it, good girl.”
Her eyelids felt like lead as she forced them open, each millimeter a battle that left her breathless. She winced as light stabbed into her eyes, hot needles trying to burrow through to her brain. Her breath caught sharply as pain after pain followed each other like maniacal dancers doing the conga. Her body hurt, every bone and cell aching with separate and distinct pains that came together in a discordant harmony. Sound intruded, the muted bleeps of medical-type machinery backing up the smell of disinfectant to tell her she had to be in hospital.
The crash. Screams. Blackness.
“Fuck. Oops, language, sorry…but can’t you give her something for the pain?”
“No…”
Frankie shook her head, clutching at Damon’s hand. Memory returned, a delayed reaction like live pause on a satellite TV—life continuing with her a few seconds behind it. She didn’t want painkillers.
She remembered pain. Pain and blood. Remembered coming to with moans spilling from her lips because it hurt so much in a room with blinding white walls and lights so bright they burned her eyes. People in green scrubs decorated with patterns of scarlet. Patterns her brain refused to recognize as blood. There had been so much of it, too much, but all she could think of was a saying her grandmother had been fond of. Red and green should never be seen.
Then she’d turned her head and her nightmare had become reality. Leighton lay off to the left, on the table next to her. But there were no people around him. The machines around him were dark and his blond hair was stained with blood.
Terrible screams of grief and agony welled up, throbbed on the air, startling her. Who else was in here? Who else had lost the most important thing in their lives?
“Shit, someone get her under!” The medical staff around her stopped and she realized the awful sound was coming from her. They surged around her, the prick of a needle in her hand warning her a few seconds before the numbing darkness enveloped her again.
She came back to the present with a gasp, grabbing hard onto Damon’s hand.
“Leighton… I-is he—” She couldn’t even bring herself to say it, afraid the very act of speaking the words would make the terrible dream a reality. She had to believe it was a dream, nothing more, or her hold on the panic welling up inside her would crack and it would drag her into the abyss below.
Damon paused, his features still and wary. Just for a moment before he plastered a careful smile on his face. Frankie’s heart stopped. Leighton was dead and Damon was trying to figure out how to break it to her.
Pain ripped through her as her eyelids swept down. In a fraction of a second she saw what their life would have been like, the life she wanted to live—by his side. Their wedding, Leighton handsome in his suit through to having children, a large house filled with love and laughter, then fast-forward to grandkids and growing old together. A lifetime encapsulated within the blink of an eye and leaving her with a longing so profound she knew she’d never be the same again.
A trembling sigh escaped her lips as tears prickled at the back of her eyes. She hadn’t told him that she loved him. Too concerned with protecting herself, he’d died without knowing how she felt. Without knowing how much she loved him.
“He’s okay. Frankie, he’s okay. I promise.”
“Oh, thank God.” Relief slammed into her at Damon’s soft words, so hard that it actually felt like a physical blow. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. He was alive; Leighton was alive. But not okay. The odd note in her brother’s voice registered as she struggled to sit up, narrowing her eyes. “You aren’t telling me something…what happened? I remember the car… Is he okay?”
“You were involved in a car accident, Frankie. Leigh was badly injured…he nearly bled out. They have him in surgery now.”
Stress etched deep lines into Damon’s face as he looked down at their hands for a moment, then back up to look directly into her eyes. He’d never been able to hide anything from her, even now that they were adults.
“Franks, they said the damage might be too great. He might never walk properly again…”
Tears filled her eyes as a wave of love and protectiveness washed over her. If he couldn’t walk, he wouldn’t be able to play. And not being able to play again would kill him.
“But it doesn’t matter. You’re both alive and that’s all that counts.” Tears to match hers filled Damon’s eyes as he held onto her hand more tightly. “He got you out, Frankie. Pulled you both clear before the car exploded. We nearly lost you both. Whatever he needs, it’ll be there. I’ll make sure of it, I promise.”
She nodded, her heart aching. He’d pulled her free, even though he was injured. He’d saved her life and nearly lost his doing it.
“I love him,” she said suddenly, and struggled to sit up. There were needles in her arm, the stinging pull warning her against moving too much. Nausea rose up just at the sight of them. She hated needles. Beseechingly, she looked at Damon. “I love him and I didn’t get to tell him. I need to be there when he comes out. When he wakes up.”
Damon nodded, patting her hand before standing up, determination written on his face as he caught the attention of a passing nurse.
“You will. Leave it to me. I’ll make sure it happens.”
 
* * *
 
 
Damon was as good as his word. A few hours later he’d managed to get her moved to the room Leighton was recovering in, wheelchair, drip, and all. He hadn’t managed it with the charm that Leighton could muster, but she didn’t care. All she cared about was being here when Leighton woke.
The room was quiet, a private one off the main ward, filled with the muted bleeps of the medical equipment and the sound of soft breathing from the man lying on the bed. With gentle fingers, she stroked his hair back from his face. She was glad they hadn’t cut it. Otherwise she was sure he’d have been like Samson, shorn of all his strength along with his hair.
Cuts and scrapes surrounded his eye and trailed down his cheek, and there was a cut by the corner of his lip. Stitched and taped, it was deep enough to leave a scar. She didn’t care. His skin was covered in them, each one a permanent reminder of the violence and brutality of his chosen career. All she cared about was that he was here. He was still with her.
Pulling her fingers gently through the long blond locks, she patted it smooth and reached for his hand. The IV in the back of hers pulled but she ignored it to lace her fingers through his. He looked so peaceful lying there. Like a hero sleeping, his big body powerful even with the medical gown and tent over his leg.
Her gaze flirted with it, the construct protecting and keeping even the lightest weight off the damaged limb within. The doctors said the surgery had gone well, better than expected. Her lips curved gently at their astonishment at what he’d done.
“With the damage, we literally don’t know how he managed to walk, much less carry you clear, Ms. Cross. To all intents and purposes his leg was nonfunctional,” the surgeon had explained, his dark eyes open and honest as he’d sat down to explain exactly what had happened.
He’d looked tired, the deep lines etched into his face and the chance comments of the nurses who’d been looking after Leighton when she’d arrived testament to how hard he’d worked to mend the man she loved. Hours in surgery, trying to fix the damage. Far longer than was normal.
Shrugging, he’d offered a small smile. “But history is littered with accounts of little old ladies lifting cars off of their grandchildren, soldiers who don’t let little things like mortal wounds stand in the way of making that last charge to defeat the enemy. It’s amazing what the human mind can do, even if the body shouldn’t be capable of it.”
He’d gone on to outline a likely recovery plan, warning her that they had a long, hard road ahead and there was no guarantee that Leighton would walk properly after it. Neither of them mentioned rugby, but the fact that he might never play again hung in the room like a specter waiting to join the party.
It didn’t matter to her if he didn’t. Didn’t matter if he always had a limp and had to walk with a cane as the doctor warned. Her gut clenched at the thought of how different it could have turned out. How a random turn of events could have stolen their future together. But it hadn’t. He was here. Her hero had made it through and he was safe. Alive. With her.
Exhaustion and the medication they had her on pulled at her body, her eyelids drifting down as she gently stroked the back of his hand. They’d said it would be a while before he woke, but she didn’t want to leave him in case. With a sigh, she leaned over the bed, resting her forehead on the covers next to his hand. Just a few minutes’ nap and she’d be good.
The movement of her hand over his slowed as she relaxed, dropping into that comfortable fuzzy feeling that signaled oncoming sleep. The scent of the flower arrangement on the cupboard opposite wafted over to her, covering the more medical smells of the room. If she ignored the soft bleeps of the monitors, she could almost believe that they were at home, curled up in bed.
“Ms. Cross?”
The sound of a tentative male voice brought her back out of her light doze before she could slip fully into sleep. Feeling a frown crease her brow, she sat up, blinking sleep away to look at the two men who had appeared in the doorway to Leighton’s room.
“Yes. Can I help you?”
Her gaze flicked from one to the other in assessment. They were dressed smartly, in casual clothes with jeans and jackets over shirts, but there was something about their manner. Plainclothes police, if she didn’t miss her mark, a guess borne out as both removed wallets and flashed warrant cards.
“Hi there, I’m DC Jerry Campbell, this is DC Matt Newton,” the taller of the two said quietly as he came into the room. “We’d like to chat to you for a couple of minutes, if you’re feeling up to it?”
“Oh. Yes, no problem.”
She sat up straighter, feeling tired and crumpled despite the new cotton nightwear and robe Damon had brought in for her to replace the hospital gown she had been wearing. She hadn’t asked, but assumed the clothes she had been wearing were ruined by the crash.
“Thank you. Are we okay in here?” Jerry asked as he turned the chair by the bed around to face her. His gaze flicked from her to the sleeping Leighton on the bed. “How’s he doing? I saw him play in the international last year. Amazing, just amazing. The opposition didn’t stand a chance once he got going.”
Her lips curved in a fond smile. Seemed Leighton had fans everywhere, even in the police force.
“Yeah, he’ll be out for a while yet. And he’s doing good, thanks. The doctors say they managed to repair a lot of the damage but until…” She shrugged. “Like anything, we won’t know for sure what’s going on until he heals.”
Jerry nodded, head bobbing in understanding as he sat down, his partner finding a chair at the end of the bed. “Yeah…for sure. Well, I hope he makes a good, swift recovery. Wouldn’t be right watching the Wolves play without him. He and Cross…they make a good team. Your brother’s a good player as well.”
“He is, yeah. And they do. Although I’ve only seen them play together a couple of times. Wasn’t really my thing, you know, before we got together.” She trailed off, more awake now and looked at the detective directly. “So how can I help you? I’ve already given a statement about the crash to Uniform. Was there something you needed to check?”
Jerry paused for a moment, looking at his hands as though trying to think how to phrase something. After a second or two, he looked up and speared her with a bright blue gaze. Direct. Honest. Good qualities in a detective.
“Yes, we have your statement and it was very helpful for our investigations, thank you. But it’s not that we’re here about. As you know, in an RTA, Road Traffic Accident, we have to look into any and all possible causes. Since it was Mr. Gray’s car that caused the accident due to brake failure, we obviously had to start there.”
She nodded. So far that seemed reasonable, par for the course. “I remember him saying he had no brakes and trying everything he could to stop. He ran the car against the curb for a start, but it didn’t stop…then… I don’t remember much. I’m sorry.”
Jerry smiled softly. “No, no. That’s fine. You were lucky Mr. Gray is such a good driver. Running off the speed on the curb undoubtedly helped to save both your lives. It’s just the matter of the brake failure that concerns us.”
Wariness threaded through her. “Well, it had to have been a mechanical failure or something. He keeps…kept that car in top condition. It had only just come out of the garage for a service, so I know it had to have been mechanically sound.”
Jerry was nodding, but the look on his face was grim. “Don’t get me wrong; we’re not trying to suggest Mr. Gray was in any way negligent. Not at all. But our guys found something quite disturbing when they looked over the wreckage of the car. They’re telling me that the brake lines were cut. Deliberately.”
The last word dropped into the sudden silence in the room. She looked at them in complete shock as the world yawned beneath her like the deck of a ship on the high seas.
“But… Oh.”
Belatedly she remembered to shut her mouth, teeth closing together with a click as what he was saying sank in. Someone had tried to kill them. Had very nearly succeeded. She frowned in confusion. But why? Who would want them dead? She lifted her eyes, catching Jerry’s gaze again and waited for the next question. She’d seen enough cop dramas to know the routine.
“We have a suspect in custody.”
The statement was soft, but not the one she was expecting. That wasn’t how it went. They were supposed to ask if she and Leighton had any enemies. If they knew anyone who would want to hurt them.
Her voice little more than a whisper, she had to push the word out. “Who…?”
“Robert Ward.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“We believe he tampered with the brakes on Mr. Gray’s car, and we have evidence that he set the fire at your flat a couple of weeks ago as well.” Jerry reached out to put a hand on her shoulder, squeezing in reassurance. “I’m very sorry, Ms. Cross. I know you and he were close…but we have to ask. Did he show any indication he wanted to hurt you or Mr. Gray?”
Robby had tried to kill her. The words echoed around in her head with a sickening clang.
“No.” She started to shake her head, then stopped and frowned.
“Hang on, I have had a couple of strange texts recently. I thought they were just someone messing about and had the wrong number—”
Nausea rose, sharp and immediate to steal her breath. Hot and cold chills raced over her skin as Jerry’s words sank in properly.
“They’re all on my phone. My brother has it, I think,” she managed, clutching tighter to Leighton’s hand as tears welled in her eyes. It was all her fault. Robby had—
Breathing carefully, she looked at the two policemen, her expression hard. “Please, ask him for it. You’re also free to go through my apartment, see if anything there helps you. Again, you’d need to ask my brother for the key. It’s at Leighton’s apartment. Anything you need, just as long as you nail the bastard.”
“Believe me, Ms. Cross, it would be our pleasure.” Jerry smiled, his expression mirrored by his partner as they both stood. “You just concentrate on getting better, and looking after Big L there. We’ll deal with Mr. Ward. You can count on it.”
 
* * *
 
 
The world was painted in shades of gray. Comfortable shades. Fluffy like a warm duvet as he floated in a warm sea of cotton wool. A soft bleep broke through his pleasant dream and he grumbled. Damn alarm was getting earlier. It couldn’t be time to get up yet, surely? Trying to shift his arm to hit Snooze, he was stopped by a warm weight over his hand and wrist.
“C’mon, Frankie, move. Need to get to training,” he mumbled, his voice thick with sleep.
Just the mention of her name started to burn the fuzz out of his brain. The comfortable duvet got thinner, became sheets and blankets as the beeping changed from the shrill, insistent demand of the alarm to a softer, continuous sound. Like a heartbeat.
His heartbeat in electronic form.
The smell hit him next. That god-awful “clean” smell of a hospital and in the blink of an eye he put it together. He was in hospital. The crash. Memory slammed into him, granting him an exclusive rerun in wide-screen high definition.
The lights, pain, tumbling through the air as the windscreen shattered on the tarmac. Pain lancing through him as he pulled them free…the scene shifted. Medical staff swarmed around him. A woman in a mask, bright blue eyes sincere as she held his hand. “Mr. Gray, we’re taking you into surgery. Frankie’s okay…you just hold in there, big guy.”
He snapped his eyes open to a view of a ceiling. Neat white squares lay in a grid, just the edges rising from the shadows. Neat green walls, a window with drawn blinds in the same color. Calming, tranquil. Serene. A bouquet of flowers sat on a cupboard to the side of the bed, riotous colors muted by the shadows, like a veil had been drawn over a vivid still life. Their scent permeated the air as a soft breeze rattled the blinds at the window, masking the ubiquitous hospital smell.
He turned his attention to the weight on his hand and smiled. Frankie lay half across the bed, her cheek resting on his forearm. She was bundled in a dressing gown, her dark hair loose over the bedclothes. Dark bags shadowed under her eyes, and there was a bruise on one high cheekbone, but she was still the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. Her skin felt like silk as he trailed a fingertip down her cheek, savoring the moment. They’d come so close…
Hand dropping back to the covers he closed his eyes for a second. The tented area around his leg hadn’t escaped his attention but it was the signals from his body he was more interested in. The fuzzy feeling he discounted. He’d been in surgery, so they’d have him on painkillers and God alone knew what else. He tried to tense his leg muscles, to test what was going on down there.
His thigh flexed just fine but when he tried his calf pain tore through his leg, making him tense. Not agony, more a “fuck off and don’t try that again, mate” kind of pain. In reply, his side pulled, the feeling of stitches and something not quite right there as well warning him to be careful. Fuck. Leg injuries were bad news; add in a side injury and he was likely to be out for months, if not all of the next season.
Breathing through his nose, he rode the pain out and waited for it to settle down. Instantly he started to sort through what he was going to do. Injuries were injuries. It wasn’t uncommon for a player to be out for months, even a year, to heal. Most of them took damage on the pitch rather than on the road, but it ended in the same result. At least he could feel the leg; he hadn’t lost it. Just needed to wait for the doc’s verdict on how long he’d be out.
Grimly, he forced himself to face the worst-case scenario. What if he couldn’t play again? Instead of the panic he expected, a sense of peace washed over him. He had enough saved, and insurance. If he couldn’t play, he could coach. Get more involved in grassroots rugby. Teaching kids to play and love the game as he did had always interested him.
And he had Frankie. God willing, she’d say yes when he asked her to marry him.
The door was pushed open, the slight noise making him look up. A nurse bustled in, clipboard in her arms, and smiled as she saw he was awake.
“Hey there. How are you feeling?” Her query was soft as she put the clipboard on the bed and checked the machines around him.
“Groggy,” he admitted, his voice rough and rasping from disuse. “How long has she been here?”
Her gaze followed his to the woman sleeping across the bed and she smiled.
“Your fiancée? She refused to leave until you woke up. Dr. Anderson got quite annoyed with her at one point, but she was very stubborn.”
“Oh yes, she is that.” Gray chuckled, stroking Frankie’s hair again. Under his touch, she started to stir. Pleasure filled him at the fact she was calling herself his fiancée. Hopefully it was a clue she wanted to fill that role for real.
“If you’re sure you’re okay, I’ll leave you guys to it.” The nurse picked up her clipboard. “Just hit the button if you need anything. More painkillers or if there’s a problem. I’ll be at the station down the hall.”
“Thanks, will do.” He nodded, all his attention on Frankie as she lifted her head and blinked sleepily at him. As soon as she saw he was awake, her eyes widened and she sat up.
“Leigh…oh, thank God. How are you feeling? Are you in any pain?”
“No, sweetheart, I’m good. All the better for waking up and finding you here. Come here.” He didn’t need to urge her twice; she was already standing to get on the bed next to him as he lifted his arm to make room for her. Wrapping his arms around her with a sigh, he buried his face into the curve of her shoulder and held on.
“I nearly lost you—”
“It’s my fault—”
They both spoke at once, a chaotic jumble of words. He pulled back, smoothing her hair back to look into her face.
“Let’s start again, shall we? The crash wasn’t your fault. I had my attention on the road. There was something wrong with the brakes.”
She nodded, her eyes twin pools of darkness and hurt. “Yeah, they arrested Robby. He cut the brake lines, tried to kill us. Me. Tried to kill me. The police said he had a life insurance policy out on me.”
“’Scuse me?” He looked at her, stunned, feeling the rage building up like a storm behind a damn wall. He grabbed her, dragged her into his arms to plant gentle kisses against her temple.
“It’s all my fault you were hurt. He was after me, not you.” Her soft whisper rang with misery and guilt. “I don’t blame you if you don’t want anything to do with me ever again. The doctors…they said you migh—”
He cut her off with a soft kiss. Nothing hot and heavy, but lingering enough to get her attention and give a hint of the emotions surging through him.
“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. We… I can cope with anything, Frankie. As long as I have you. As long as we’re together.” He looked her directly in the eye, his hand in her hair as the other one smoothed down her arm.
“I know I’m supposed to get down on one knee for this, but give me a break on that this once?”
Taking a deep breath, he played his last card. The only card that mattered.
“Frankie Cross, will you marry me?”
Stunned pleasure crossed her face, like the sun breaking through the clouds. With a squeal, she wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him tight. The weight of her body was slight against his but still drove the air from his lungs, an indicator of how weak he was at the moment.
But it didn’t matter; as he pulled her tighter in his embrace, peace settled over him. Whatever happened, however long his recovery was…whether he ever played again…none of that mattered.
Gray had his girl, and he was never letting her go.
 


Epilogue
 
 
“And it’s Lamont with the ball…Knox and Ross from the Kings challenging. Lamont is down…Stone and Church with him. Ohhh, big hits there. These lads are really going to feel this tomorrow. The Kings are looking for turnover…less than two minutes on the clock, they can’t afford to give the Wolves an opening…”
Tension mounted in the packed stadium as the announcer kept up his running commentary on the game. Thousands of fans held their breath as the action unfolded on the pitch below them, worshippers held in thrall before an altar of emerald green turf and the gods battling it out below. Behind goalposts that reached for the heavens, the clock ticked down, each second stretching out to infinity.
“Chaney and Garrison are in support. Does Lamont have… Yeah, there we go,” the commentator announced excitedly as the big screen zoomed in on the pile of bodies on the ground. A hand extended from beneath, extending the ball to the rear as the opposition surged against the heap of players, trying to get over the top of the men on the ground and to the ball but being rebuffed by the two heavyset men protecting it like old-world sentinels.
Frankie held her breath as another man thundered up to the back, hands on the soldiers of the sentinels, to hook the ball gently backward with his foot. She winced as he was shown on the big screen.
His face and body was smeared with dirt, a cut on his cheekbone bleeding, and his other eye was darkening with the beginnings of a vicious bruise…all shown in high-definition. If either hurt, he didn’t show it, concentration and grim determination etched on his face as he shot a glance backward to check where his teammates were. Opening his mouth, he yelled orders that were lost, the view on the screen visual only, and the Wolves in their black and gray sweaters spread out across the pitch as they were supposed to.
“Cross is up there at the breakdown. He’s delaying…he needs to use it or lose it—”
The words cut off as Damon leaned down and snatched the ball up from the floor. Dropping his shoulder he ran straight at the opposition line, low to the ground and fast.
“Cross is going for it. DeMarcos coming up—No, we have Gray…Leighton Gray is coming up fast on the outside. It’s Cross to DeMarcos…to Gray…”
Frankie surged to her feet, the rest of the stadium going wild as the Wolves’ favorite son returned to action in blazing form. Tears and hope filled her eyes as the camera picked up her husband sprinting up from the outside of the pitch. Blond hair loose and flowing around his shoulders, he slid past an opposition player to drop into place as Damon turned and passed the ball. It hit him in the center of his broad chest, caught and tucked under his arm tight as he focused on the line.
Make the line, make the line, she chanted in her head as he ran, heavily muscled legs pumping, driving him toward the try line. The opposition marshaled their defenses, several solid-looking players running to intercept, but the camera stayed on Gray, picking up the silver web of scars over his left leg that told the tale of his near-death injuries and determined recovery.
“Gray has the ball. God, look at him go—There’s the gap. Gray is through!”
Her back ached, stomach muscles tightening into a hard band, but Frankie ignored it as she held her breath with the rest of the fans in the stadium. As though he ran with wings on his heels, Leighton brushed off the last of the tacklers and threw himself into the air. A graceful arc, his huge body stretched to the maximum as he reached with the ball…
And slammed it down.
“Try!” the commentator bellowed as the crowd went wild. Cheers and bellows erupted from the stands as the clock went into overtime. It didn’t matter; with one last run her husband had secured the Wolves’ victory. The kick would be converted, a mere formality not captured on screen as the commentator rabbited on.
“Gray has the try, sealing the deal on his first match back at national level. I swear, this guy is amazing. Since he came back from injury, there’s literally been no stopping him…”
Smiling as the players milled about on the pitch, swarming over Leighton and raising him high on their shoulders, Frankie picked up her bag and slowly made her way down from the families’ area toward the changing rooms.
Slow was the word. Just days before her due date, she didn’t walk, she waddled, and even the stewards watched her with a wary eye as she paused for a moment to catch her breath.
“Shh, Mummy’s here,” she murmured, rubbing her hard belly as she finally reached the bottom of the steps and headed toward the players’ area. The clatter of boots in the corridor behind warned her that the Wolves were coming off the pitch, but she carried on at her dogged pace.
“Hey Frankie!”
“Looking good, pretty lady.”
Several commented as they passed, their expressions tired but triumphant as they headed for hot showers and, in several cases, medical treatment. She waved as they went, stopping again to catch her breath.
“Hey sexy, what’s a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?”
The familiar voice sounded behind her, stroking along her spine like a silken caress. Turning in place, she watched as Leighton walked toward her, his gait smooth with only a slight limp on his left side. He’d done fantastically, proving all the doctors wrong and regaining almost all the strength back in his damaged leg. Determination and stubbornness served him well as he fought to regain his dream and return to the pitch. He had, and as he’d just proven, he was faster and stronger than before.
“Hey, handsome.” Her fingers tightened on the corner of the wall as she smiled at him. “Just come down to see if I can pick up a handsome player. You’ll do. How quick can you shower?”
His eyes darkened as he reached her, looking down at her with a mixture of love and desire that hadn’t wavered in the year they’d been married. If anything, it had grown stronger. His gaze dropped to her swollen belly and the look softened for a second, becoming protective, before it hardened again, that feral, sexy edge in it that she loved.
“If you’re waiting for me in a cubicle, two shakes of a lamb’s tail…” he murmured, moving in closer, his expression suggestive.
Pain lanced through her, and she gasped. Then grinned.
“Make it one shake, and get your kit on, not off. You’re about to be a daddy.”
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What she doesn't expect is for her one night stand to turn up before the ceremony....or the wild sex...or the fact her bridegroom turns out to be the exact opposite of what she expected...
 
 
Wildcard
Mina Carter and Chance Masters
 
 
Sometimes the Wildcard beats the deck…
 
Michael Thrivener is a Sniper in the Army. Just back from a deployment, he and his squad mates decide it’s time to formally reinsert themselves back into society--more specifically the female populace on Ladies Night. Unfortunately the country dive they pick doesn’t suit Michael’s mood, and he finds it hard to get in the groove with the sharp twang of country music in his ears. So he does what any red blooded male would do--he finds the bar and starts to load up.
Enter Jasmine, fresh out of a nasty divorce and pried from her apartment by her friends for a “fun night out.” Jasmine, like Michael, is not feeling the night at all. When she comes out of the ladies room to find her friends all paired off with a bunch of soldiers, she finds herself the target of Michael's practiced charm. But it'll take more than charm for Michael to win his way into Jasmine's bed. And in the process, he might just end up winning more than he intended...
 


 
 
~ More Erotic Romance from Etopia Press ~
 
 
 
Mr. Buff
April Angel
 
 
Every morning, Alexandra drinks in the sexy vision of Mr. Buff through his office window across the street. He takes his workouts seriously, and Alexandra never misses the opportunity to see him return, sweaty and pumped, to his office suite to shower. Turns out Andrew enjoys the view just as much as she does and can’t take his eyes off the woman who makes his blood roar.
But when Alexandra bumps into Mr. Buff at a club, things go from visual to physical. And much to her delight, she learns that Mr. Buff is really Mr. Dominant. She loves spending time with him and getting to know him the way nature intended, but she’s looking for more than a fling. How’s she supposed to make Mr. Buff realize he’s Mr. Right?
 
 
Phoenix Rising
Kaitlin Maitland
 
 
With sex hot enough to burst into flames, what will rise from the ashes?
Jessa Kincaid is done with men. After nineteen years, her cheating executive husband has left her for his younger, sexually adventurous mistress, and Jessa can't even seem to care. She's been stuffing herself into the mold of the perfect wife for so long, she can't even remember who she is. Feeling adrift, she finds herself inside a downtown bar in the middle of the afternoon, pounding black and tans like a college kid--had she ever been a college kid?--and letting herself wonder what it would be like to be the kind of woman who went to bars like Phoenix Rising. Or slept with that amazing bad-boy bartender who looked like he could break her in half...or maybe even make her feel...
Connor Archuleta is done with women. His last relationship ended in betrayal, broken bones, and jail time. But when the shrinking wallflower enters his bar, he can't tear his gaze away. He can practically smell her sexual repression, but intrigued, he makes it his mission to teach her everything he knows about embracing the wilder side of sex. It doesn't take long for Connor to realize she has just as much to teach him.
 
 
By Surprise
Alyssa Turner
 
 
Sex that's twice as good, love that's three times stronger.
When Jodi returned to Burlington after a nasty divorce, broke and without a much needed place to sculpt, she never expected to bump into Paxton, her best friend from growing up. With her unresolved feelings for him still smoldering, it was a shock to find him married—to a great guy. But when Paxton and Nicholas offer her a room for rent in their too-big, too-expensive Victorian, complete with a turret to use as her art studio, it seems like the perfect solution for everyone. Until Jodi overhears Nicholas and Paxton making love—and finds herself burning hotter than she ever imagined.
Nicholas always knew his husband Paxton was bi-sexual, but finding his forgotten stash of cheerleader DVDs makes him wonder if Paxton's been tamping down his old desires. As strong as their love is, he knows there are things he just can't give Paxton...or can he? He decides to get Paxton a very special birthday present—a night with a woman—a no-strings arrangement to grant him the fantasies Nicholas isn't equipped to fulfill. But when he meets Paxton's best friend Jodi, Nicholas finds himself facing new feelings of his own. If only he could stop imagining Jodi's body wedged between Paxton and him and figure out what to do...
 
Dark Without You
Sue Lyndon
 
 
Total Love. Domestic Discipline. He takes her world firmly in hand…
Alice Grove owes her brother a lot. After all, he adopted her after their parents died and worked several jobs just to keep food on the table. When he asks for her help keeping a musician from the band he manages happy until the end of their tour, Alice is more than willing. She’ll do just about anything to please the enigmatic drummer she’s had a crush on since they were kids.
Andy Steel detests life in the limelight. Touring for weeks on end with no company besides his fellow band members, trashy girls, and an endless supply of booze doesn't suit his old-fashioned ideals. He aches to have a long-lasting relationship with just one woman—but not just any relationship. He expects obedience inside and outside of the bedroom, and he won't hesitate to enforce his rules by giving his woman a good spanking. When he meets up with his childhood friend Alice in Chicago, all grown up and aiming to please, Andy knows the heat they generate is something special. Until he hears about Alice’s real reasons for joining the tour, and until she skips town without so much as a good-bye. Andy has no qualms about chasing after her, but he may not like what he discovers along the way.
 
 
Long Time Coming
Jennifer James
 
 
One scorching weekend of no-strings sex? Or the first two days of something special…
Going home for his older sister's wedding has been a real pain. Unable to get a room at a local hotel, he's stuck in his parents’ spare bedroom, in a twin bed too short for his six-four frame, with nothing to do but fantasize about his sister’s maid of honor and her little purple bikini. Joey Sanchez: the woman he’s had a crush on for the last ten years. All grown up in all the right places.
And it just so happens she’s had a crush on him too.
Lucky for him, Joey knows what she wants. In the pool, in the movie theater, with some very hot text messages, she quenches his desire and demands no promises. She’s married to her career, and that’s the way she likes it. But with the weekend winding down, Rob realizes she’s only left him wanting more. And he doesn’t want to spend the next ten years without her…
 
 
Mountain Devil
Sue Lyndon
 
 
Only deal with the devil if you can resist his charms…
On the eve of her wedding with Mr. Wrong, Ella Emerson’s cold feet lead her to the Catoctin Mountains, where a few days in the woods seems like the best way to clear her head. But when she’s attacked by an escaped convict, hiding out in the woods becomes more dangerous than she’d planned. And the convict isn’t the only one who’s looking for her.
Bounty hunter Ed Peters can’t believe his bad luck—the convict he’s trailing has run right into a police ambush. There goes payday—or maybe not. The beautiful woman in his sights has a $10,000 reward on her head, and she’s more than willing to let him collect: if he can keep her hidden until all the wedding guests leave town. Seems like easy money until the tension between them explodes into a passion neither of them expected, and Ed finds that what Ella really needs is a good spanking…
But when Ella returns home, Ed finds her difficult to forget, especially when he learns the dangerous truth about the man she’s decided to marry after all…
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