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   Ella Hall pulled into the parking lot of the restaurant fighting the urge to drive right back out. She had been looking forward to the lunch with her longtime friends. They only met once a month, except this time her twin was taking time out of her ever busy schedule to join them.
 
   Turning off her car Ella rested her head on the steering-wheel. She loved her sister dearly; she just couldn’t listen to how fabulous her life was anymore. Trips to Paris, dinning in Spain, dropping hundreds of thousands of dollars on designer clothes, all with a husband who Ella couldn’t even think about without having heart complications.
 
   She once believe that she would grow out of crushing on her sister’s boyfriends. Unfortunately, her sister was saving the best for last. Colin Russo, the man who matched Ella’s definition of the perfect man down to the letter, married her sister. Ironic, really.
 
   Sitting up Ella plastered on her best fake smile while she opened her door and stepped out into the warm summer sun. Just like any gathering when it came to her sister, Ella knew she would have to just grin and bear it. 
 
   She walked casually into the dinner, gave the waitress a small smile and headed back to the booth they had claimed every month since high-school. Two of her friends were already waiting with their heads close together as they read over some papers.
 
   “Hello.”  She greeted. “Oh, is this for your class?” She asked her friend Alethea Eneas, who was to teach high school the upcoming year.
 
   Alethea smiled shyly. “Yes, Maddie was just looking it over with me.”
 
   Madeline Tunner grinned up at Ella. “Thea is so nervous.”
 
   “This is my fist year.  I want to make sure I get it right.”  Thea protested as she gathered up her papers.
 
   “You’ll do great.” Ella reassured her while she slid into the vinyl covered booth. “If anyone can teach a bunch of high school kids it would be you.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Thea smiled with appreciation.
 
   Ella always wondered if Thea knew how pretty she was when she smiled. Alethea had always lived in her sister’s shadow, feeling less than equal. Ella could relate all too easily.  Even though her sister was identical in the physical appearance, Amy had always been more. More outgoing, more flirtatious, more…just more.
 
   “Hey, ladies!” Leya Davis greeted loudly as she approached the booth.  Turning to her body guard Jasper Kelley, Leya lifted a hand. “I’m going to be awhile, so go get a cup of coffee or something.”
 
   Ella had to hide a smile. Even though Leya’s tone was harsh and annoyed, her eyes said something else entirely. She had been in love with Jasper since she was sixteen. Ever since the first day he came to work for her. Why he was hired was beyond any of them.  Ella never saw any initial threat. She figured Leya’s parents were just extremely protective of their only child. After their tragic deaths she wondered if Leya’s butler and guardian left Jasper on as extra hands, seeing how wild Leya had become after graduation.
 
   Though if Ella was placing bets, her money would be on Jasper having mutual feelings towards Leya, being the real reason why he stayed. She had witnessed a few occasions where he had let his guard down, when he thought no one was paying attention, the admiring look.
 
   “Sorry we’re late.” Amelia Steel beamed. “I had to pick up Sophia.”
 
   Sophia Rhodes nodded as she came up behind Amelia. “John needed my car today.”
 
   “You’re not that late.”  Maddie reassured.  Getting up she gave each friend a hug. “Why did John need your car?”
 
   “I’m not really sure.” Sophia answered honestly.
 
   Leya let out an exasperated huff. “He probably didn’t want to show up to work with the piece of crap he drives.”
 
   “What does that have to do with anything?” Sophia asked while she slid in next to Maddie.
 
   “He didn’t tell you? The owner of John’s work is coming.  All the way from Scotland.” Leya announced with a mischievous grin. 
 
   Sophia rolled her eyes. “Oh, yeah.  I’ve heard.  Hell, that’s all he’s been talking about.”
 
   Ella remembered the conversation she had with Sophia on this very same subject.  Apparently, John was all worked up about the head honcho arriving sometime within the next month.
 
   “Oh! Nice car!” A man from the booth next to theirs expressed as he sat up a little further to get a better view. 
 
   “Holy crap! Is that a Porsche Carrera GT? That’s a one-hundred thousand dollar car!” Another man exclaimed.
 
   Ella didn’t have to look to know it was her twin.  Amy always had to have the best of everything.
 
   Everyone stopped as Amy made her grand entrance.  The whole dinner seemed to turn and watch her as she sashayed her way towards them. Her perfect hair, designer clothes with matching handbag, manicured nails, and an ego that was the size of Texas; no wonder she won Colin. 
 
   Coming right up to their table, Amy slapped a newspaper article down. “You will never believe it!”
 
   Oh, here we go. Ella thought. Someone probably printed a story, or took an unflattering picture of her twin and now she was on a rampage.  Being married to one of the youngest billionaires, Amy had to be presentable at all times.
 
   “Mary Young left her husband yesterday!” Amy announced, startling everyone.  
 
   Ella felt herself fall back against the booths tall seat as everyone else leaned forward.  
 
   “Are you sure?”  Sophia gasped as she reached for the paper.  
 
   “Mary?  I thought her and her husband were doing so well…I mean she just published her book, and he started teaching at that new college.” Maddie stuttered. 
 
   “You mean the book about a man who cheats on his wife?  Yeah, the whole thing was true!  Her husband was sleeping with one of his college students!”  Amy informed them as she took a seat next Ella. Pointing at the paper she continued, “The article is about the student he had slept with. The really sick part about the whole thing was when he was asked about his wife he said, and I quote, ‘She always knew I never really loved her.’ What a dick!”
 
   “I saw Mary last week.” Ella’s voice barely made it past her lips and yet the whole table fell silent turning their attention to her. “She seemed fine.  I would have never guessed she was hurting that bad.”
 
   Mary and her husband’s relationship, in Ella’s opinion, was the one that was going to make it.  They had met in their senior year of high school and everything changed.  Mary had given up everything for David.  Just like Ella had for Matt.  Mary’s story was too close to Ella’s. A little too close.   
 
    “This all makes you really rethink things, doesn’t it?”  Leya stated quietly.  “I mean life has a strange way of throwing curves at you.”
 
   “That’s for sure.” Thea shied while she played with her straw. 
 
   “Life is just so short.”  Maddie said under her breath.  “If you’re not careful it will pass you by.”
 
   “You do you mean?  You’re getting married in two months.”  Sophia countered. “Are you having second thoughts?”
 
   “Oh, no!”  Maddie waved her hand in front of her.  “Nothing like that.  It’s just we’ve never slept together.  And everything moved so quickly…”
 
   “You haven’t slept with him?!”  Leya gasped.  “Why in the hell not?  What are you waiting for?”
 
   Maddie shook her head with slight embarrassment.  “I wanted to wait.  My first wasn’t that great and I told myself that the next time would be special.”
 
   “At least she has someone, instead of crushing on her boss who has no idea you exist.”  Amelia laughed without humor.
 
   “You’re crushing on your boss!”  Some of them said at once.
 
   “I don’t blame her.” Leya giggled.  “I’ve seen the man.  And when I say damn, I mean damn.”
 
   Amelia’s cheeks reddened slightly.  “What about you?  That bodyguard of yours is pretty hot.”
 
   Leya laughed nervously.  “Please.”
 
   “Please nothing!  He is quite handsome.” Amy teased. “Why don’t you explore what you have right under your own roof?”
 
   Leya glanced over her shoulder to her bodyguard. “Yeah, well that will never happen.  He’s too professional for that.”
 
   “You’ve tried?” Maddie asked with a raised brow.
 
   Shaking her head, Leya tried to hide her blush. “No. It’s one of those unspoken terms.”
 
   “Hell with ‘unspoken terms’, speak up girl! Tell him how you feel!” Amy demanded.
 
   “Maybe I will.” Leya lifted her chin with valor.
 
   “Yeah, right.”  Amelia giggled. “And I will go to work tomorrow and hit on my boss.”
 
   “I think you should. You have just as good of chance as anyone.” Leya protested.
 
   Amelia only shook her head with a small skeptical smile. 
 
   “Maybe I should sleep with him before we’re married.” Maddie declared triumphantly. “Right?”
 
   Leya lifted a shoulder. “Well, yeah.  I mean if he sucks in bed then you’ll know beforehand.”
 
   Everyone let out a whoop of laughter that shifted mood. Friendly banter carried on throughout their lunch making the time move faster than Ella had wanted it to. By the time their lunch was over everyone was back to their original conversation.
 
   “You know Maddie, I really do think you should sleep with your man.” Leya said seriously. “I mean this isn’t the fifties, you won’t be shunned.”
 
   “That’s not the point.” Amelia frowned. “She wants it to be special.”
 
   Amy and Leya both let out a chuckle. 
 
   “You’re getting married.” Amy began. “Check out the goods, hon. If you love each other then…” Dropping off mid-sentence, Amy cleared her throat. “Yeah, anyway. I say go for it.”
 
   What was that about? Ella thought as she gave her sister a questioning stare.
 
   Maddie nodded slowly. “I think I’m going to.”
 
   “There you go!” Leya clapped her hands together. “You sleep with your man.  Amelia will go after her tasty boss. While we’re at it maybe Sophia can get her man to finally propose.”
 
   Sophia’s head snapped up. “Yeah, that will be the day!  Tell you what.  You go after Jasper, then I’ll get John to marry me.”
 
   “Why would you bring that up again?”  Leya asked starting the friendly banter back up.
 
   As they all got up to leave the banter between each friend slowly ended. Everyone gave good-bye hugs and the “call me” waves, and before Ella knew it she stood alone with her twin.
 
   Heading towards her car, Ella turned back to her sister who was following close behind.
 
   “Already leaving?”  Her identical twin giggled as she met Ella at the trunk of the car.
 
   “It’s a long drive. I should start heading back.” She answered lamely. 
 
   Her sister let out another chuckle while she flipped her well groomed hair over shoulder. “Well if you didn’t live out in the middle of nowhere. I mean really.  What possessed you to live up the mountain?”
 
   If her sister knew the answer to that it would ruin their relationship.  Taking the easy way out, Ella lifted a shoulder. “Matt likes it up there.”
 
   “Matt, huh?” Was all her twin could say.
 
   “Amy…” Her sister never liked Matt.  She remembered the day Matt asked to her marry him, Amy all but punched him in the face.  Again on their wedding day, Amy stood there in her maid-of-honor gown ticking off the reasons why they shouldn’t get married on her perfectly, manicured nails.
 
   “Oh, give me a hug!” Amy squealed while she pulled Ella into her arms.
 
   “I might wrinkle you.”  She teased, hugging her back.
 
   Linking their arms together, Amy began to guide them to the side garden. “Could you give me just a few more minutes of your time?”
 
   “Sure.” It wasn’t that she didn’t want to spend time with her sister; it was just that she didn’t want to hear about her perfect life, with the perfect man.
 
   She walked along with Amy as she guided her to a small garden just off the dinner. The weather was warm but not overwhelmingly hot, a nice cool breeze gently glided along with them.  It was nice.  Unfortunately, she knew her sister had something important to say, and nice was about to go out the window.
 
   “Colin left for Egypt today.” Amy began. “He’s been in and out of that awful country for the last few months.”
 
   “Egypt isn’t awful. It’s full of rich culture and its history—”
 
   “Oh, stop.  I hear enough from him.” Amy chuckled. “Any who. I was wondering, you know with Colin gone so often now, that you and me can hang out more.”
 
   “Hang out?”  Ella asked unsure how to answer.
 
   Amy nodded eagerly. “We don’t spend any time together any more.  I miss you.”
 
   Realizing how unreasonable she had been acting, she let out a deep sigh and turned to her twin. “I miss you too.” She had been pushing her sister aside all over a stupid crush.
 
   “Oh, good!” Amy smiled giving Ella another big hug. “I really need you right now.”
 
   “Why what’s up?”  
 
   “Colin wants to have a baby.”
 
   A baby.  The world could’ve caved in at that exact moment and Ella wouldn’t have even noticed.  A baby was everything Ella had ever wanted and Matt denied her.  He had denied her even before they were married. Unbeknown to her, Matt had decided never to have children. When the subject finally came up after a year of marriage he admitted to that he had had a vasectomy. He said it as if it was no big deal, as if her feelings didn’t matter.
 
   “A baby…” She choked out. “That will be nice.” It took a moment before she realized Amy was staring at her. “What?”
 
   “You look like you are going to faint.” Amy acknowledged slowly.
 
   Waving her hand in front of her as she gave an unconvincing chuckle. “Oh, it’s nothing. It’s just everyone talking change and I’m stuck up a mountain.”
 
   “You don’t have to be.”
 
   Disregarding her sister’s comment, Ella couldn’t help but think that everything was about to change. How?  She didn’t know.  But change was definitely coming…
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   Madeline Turner stood in the back of the lavish party worrying her bottom lip.  She didn’t want to be here; the pins in her hair were driving her crazy, her dress’s straps were scrapping crudely against her skin, and to top it all off she hated parties of any kind.
 
   Her mind whirled around ideas of how to get out of there, but she knew why she came, and that was reason enough to stay.  
 
   Craning her neck Maddie searched the crowed to find him.  She could actually feel the butterflies in her stomach as she thought of his eyes.  They were so beautiful that they actually made her weak.  They weren’t like his twin brothers, whose eyes were duller, almost lifeless.  Really that was the only way to decipher the difference between the two physically.  They could, quite honestly, be the clone of one another.
 
   “Hey, babe.”  Jordan’s strong voice came to her from the side.  “I’ve been looking for you.”  Kissing her cheek, he pulled her close.
 
   Maddie struggled to smile.  She really hated being called ‘babe’.  Babe was a famous pig that apparently herded talking sheep.  But her fiancé didn’t seem to catch that.  So instead she gave the best smile she could and kissed him back.  
 
   “I’m so glad you came.”  He whispered in the shell of her ear.  “I almost thought you wouldn’t.”
 
   “You knew I would.”  She grinned wearily.
 
   He laughed hugging her to him.  “How are you going to get through our wedding?”
 
   Good question.
 
   Pulling back slightly, Jordan gave her a crooked smile.  “Don’t hate me…”
 
   “You’re leaving?”  She practically groaned.
 
   “I’m sorry, babe.  It will only be for an hour.  My mother and father are here, and you know how much my mother loves you.  Go sit with her and I will be back before you even realize I’m gone.”  He promised as he bent his knees to look at her more directly.
 
   She doubted it.  “I’m always aware when you’re not around.”
 
   “Oh, my sweetheart.”  He cooed.  It was his job, and if he had to leave his aunts party to go entertain some client then he had too.
 
   She took a deep breath.  “Go.  I’ll be okay.”
 
   “You’re going to make me a very happy man when you marry me.”  Kissing the side of her head, Jordan turned walked away.  He didn’t turn back once as he left the crowed room and the woman he made such breakable promises to.
 
    
 
   Justin Faris balled his fist as he watched his brother hang over the lanky blond that wasn’t his fiancé.  How in hell can that man get away with it?  He loved his brother, but his face still stung from being slapped by women who, he didn’t know, yet knew his brother.        
 
   The crappy thing about being an identical twin was having the same face as a man who cared little about other people’s feelings, and getting the brunt end of it.
 
   He just couldn’t understand it.  Madeline was so gorgeous, why did Jordan have to go after Kendra Ross?  Sure Kendra was beautiful too.  She was the typical blond haired, big breasted, bubble head.  But Maddie was…Perfect.
 
   He remembered the first time he’d met Madeline.  She had came for dinner and although he had no intention on staying at first—knowing his brother, Justin had figured she wouldn’t stick around—he ended up staying the moment he saw her walking up his parents drive.  Her amazing auburn hair hung down around her shoulders, with little curly tendrils that made his fingers ache to touch.  
 
   Then when she smiled at him with those adorable, heart shaped lips, he found himself hoping she would stick around, for him anyway. His thoughts had been on her every day since.  
 
   His heart nearly bottomed out when he had found out about their engagement.  Hell, Justin couldn’t believe that his brother had that much time to get to know her.  Two months, and suddenly a wedding is on.
 
   His mother claims ‘when you know you know’.  Well he knew Jordan was up to something.  Maddie’s family was rich, not that Justin cared, but his brother always wanted to stay financially in the green.
 
   Seeing him now all over Kendra he would bet his left arm that was exactly what his sorry excuse for a brother was doing.
 
   Just then his brother spotted him.  Taking in three deep breaths, Justin tried to cool himself down before his twin approached him.  Thankfully he left his backup girlfriend by the elevators.
 
   “Hey, man.” Jordan greeted as he came to a stop right in front of Justin.  To anyone walking by they might have thought it was a three-dimensional mirror.  It was then he noticed Jordan’s hair was parted the same way his was.  Why?  Jordan loved his just-out-of-bed head.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?”  Justin demanded looking over at Kendra, who had the nerve to wave.
 
   Jordan shrugged.  “She’s in for the weekend.”
 
   Taking in another breath, Justin wanted to pound some sense into his dimwitted brother.  How in the hell did these two share the same womb?  “She was in last weekend.  I know this because she kept climbing into my lap thinking I was you.”
 
   His brother had the audacity to roll his eyes.  “Look, I’m not going to do it after I get married.”
 
   “You shouldn’t be doing it at all!”  He growled.
 
   “Oh, calm down little bro.”
 
   Justin’s laugh held no humor.  “I think something happened to you in the eight minutes I was still in the womb.” Folding his arms over his chest, he tried even harder to breathe even.  
 
   Jordan flashed a smile back at Kendra before he continued.  “Okay. Okay.  I’ll go talk to her.  Could you go sit with Maddie while I do it?”
 
   “Do what?”  He cocked an eyebrow, already knowing the answer.
 
   His brother’s smile was almost enough to start a punching fight that would surly get them kicked out of the fancy hotel.  “Just talk.  I’m sure once she finds out about Madeline it will be over.”
 
   Yeah right.  Kendra was just as morally challenged as his brother.
 
   “Scouts Honor.”  Jordan smirked, as he held up his fingers in a mock sign of the Boy Scouts.
 
   Walking away from him, Justin flipped off his brother over his shoulder.  Of course he will go sit with the most amazingly, beautiful woman he had ever seen.  She didn’t deserve this. 
 
   Stopping dead in his tracks, his eyes landed right on her as if she was the only one in the room.  He hadn’t seen her yet tonight.  Now that he was taking in her hair, her dress, her cute little strappy sandals, he honestly thought his heart was going to explode.  He watched her for a moment as she spoke with his parents.  She was uncomfortable, it was written all over her face.  Not with his parents, with the party.
 
   God, he would give anything to be with Maddie.  To feel her, taste her, make her feel as if no one else in the world could mean more.  He could imagine what it would be like to just spend one night with her.
 
   Could he?  Would she even notice?  His brother and he were too identical.  Their own father even had a hard time telling the difference.  Growing up they would play tricks on their teachers, girlfriends, and even their poor grandmother who didn’t visit enough to tell the small differences.
 
   What in the hell was he thinking?  It was bad enough that her fiancé was cheating.  Now here he was willing to trick her into spending the night with him.  That was a disaster waiting to happen.  So why couldn’t he stop thinking about it?
 
    
 
   Madeline desperately wanted out of her dress and the pins out of her hair.  This was supposed to be a birthday party for Jordan’s ninety-nine year old aunt.  Only it seemed more like a grand gala, where no one wanted to step out of line.  In other words, she was board out of her mind.
 
   Her eyes darted around the room on occasion looking for him.  She was becoming impatient and she feared it would offend his parents.  But she badly wanted to see him.  No, she wanted to touch him, smell him, and get lost in him.  Wow, she was distracted.
 
   Then her eyes caught him, and her heart leapt up into her throat.  He was so beautiful it nearly hurt to look at him. She had to curl her hands around her seat in order to stop herself from leaping off and attacking him.  Which would be humiliating for both of them seeing his entire family was there.
 
   Trying to calm her heart down she watched anxiously as he talked with someone, who had stopped him on the way over.   Both of his parents excused themselves and arose from the table.  She was barely able to exchange pleasantries with her future in-laws, while his blue-green eyes held her from across the room.
 
   She wasn’t sure how she was able to maintain control as she continued to observe him greet his parents.  While his mother lightly kissed his cheek, and his father patted him on the back, his eyes stayed locked on hers.
 
   The chairs hard, plastic edges bit into her fingers making her aware of her grip.  Releasing her hold, Maddie smiled—in what she hoped was casual—as he approached.
 
   “Hi.” She swallowed in embarrassment when she heard her voice shake on the one little word.
 
   He cocked up one side of his mouth.  “Hello.”
 
   She blinked twice.  “Jordan?”
 
   Without saying a word he took a seat next to her.  His eyes sparkled a little, which caused the butterflies in her stomach to go berserk.
 
   Oh, man!  This man could wrap her around which ever finger he wanted.  Resting her elbows on the table, she leaned more into him.  “What took you so long?  I mean…”
 
   He smiled that adorable smile that hooked her from the first time they met.  There was slight confusion on his face.  Then like a flip of a dime the confusion was gone, and a wild flame ignited in those beautiful eyes that roomed over her face.  He leaned closer to her, “You want to get out of here, don’t you?”  His voice was low and husky, which didn’t help the butterfly problem.
 
   “With you?”  She wanted the question to be flirtatious.  Hoping it came off that way, she rushed forward.  “I would love to.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   Yes!  He was flirting back.  This was going well.  Maybe she could push it further.  “Where would you like to take me?”  She purred.
 
   He moved closer.  “Where ever you would like.”
 
   She took a moment to answer.  She wanted to wait until she was married before she slept with anyone.  Not that she was a virgin.  It was only that her first wasn’t that great.  It never is when your first is in the back seat of your prom date’s car; correction parents car.
 
   But now, with him….She knew it would be better than great, it would be fantastic.  “We could get a room.”  The suggestion came out easier than she thought it would.  Maybe, it was because she had been practicing the line since the moment those blue-green eyes first collided with hers.
 
   One of his eyebrows shot upwards.  “Um, Maddie.  I don’t think…”
 
   “Good.  I don’t want you to think.”  Getting up, she sashayed away from the table.  She glanced back to see if he was trailing behind.  He wasn’t.  He was watching her back side; intensely.  
 
   Stopping, Maddie forced down a giggle.  She turned slowly and seductively motioned for him to fallow.  To her delight he jumped out of his chair, knocking it over with his over eagerness.  Without waiting for him she made her way towards the lobby.            
 
           “Madeline, wait.” He called after her.
 
   She slowed, but didn’t turn around.
 
   He gently gripped her arm, turning her to him.  “This isn’t a good idea. Not that I don’t want to—God, trust me I want to.  But…”
 
   Putting a finger against his warm, delicious mouth, she pressed her soft curves into his hard ones.  She understood why he didn’t want to.  Under the circumstances this would be confusing.  “I don’t want to wait.  I know that we—” She was cut off by an elderly lady yelling after them.
 
   “Jordan!  Jordan Faris, you come here and say hello to your grandmother.”  The woman demanded pulling his face down to hers.
 
    
 
   Justin kissed his grandmother’s soft cheek willing.  He couldn’t bring himself to correct her, not in front of Maddie.  It would humiliate her.  She still had that amazing body pressed into his.  
 
   “Oh! Hello.”  His grandmother beamed as she greeted Madeline.  “You must be the fiancé my daughter can’t stop talking about.”  Smacking her grandson on the shoulder, she gestured towards Maddie.  “Introduce us.”
 
   Clearing his throat, Justin gave himself a moment.  This should’ve been Jordan’s command.  Too bad he was somewhere up stairs giving a whole set of different commands.  Shaking his head he tried to rid himself of the unwanted images that erupted at the thought of his brother and Kendra.
 
   “Grandma, this is Madeline Tuner.  Maddie this is Grandma Grace.”  As he introduced them, he watched Maddie carefully.  She seemed at ease.  Probably, because she thought her fiancé was making the introductions. 
 
   “You know my daughter was right about you.  You are beautiful.”  His grandma observed, as she tilted her head to the side. 
 
   “Thank you.” Maddie flushed, causing him to pull her closer.  Her arm wrapped itself around his middle, holding him to her.  This felt too…right.  Standing there talking to his grandmother as if nothing about this was wrong.  That couldn’t be good.
 
   He needed this to end before it went too far.
 
   He just didn’t know how to without mortifying her.  She was putting herself out there, thinking that she was doing it for the man she intended to marry.  This would have to be dealt with carefully.  Only the real problem was that he seemed to have a side to him—he didn’t want to admit existed—that wanted him to go along with it.
 
   As his grandmother raddled on his mind was suddenly trained on Maddie’s hand that was gently caressing his ass.  Glancing down he saw her face.  It was peaceful as if her wandering hand wasn’t causing madding things to happen below the belt.          
 
   Was she a vixen hidden under that sweet little façade?  Man, he would give anything to find out.  Anything.  She did think he was his brother… 
 
   “Oh, that reminds me.  Jordan, I need to barrow you for a minute.”  His grandmother announced, pulling him out of his insane thoughts. “If that’s alright?” 
 
   “Of course.”  Maddie smiled with red still staining her cheeks.
 
   His grandmother shifted her eyes back and forth between them.  Then bringing a finger to her chin she gave an all-knowing grin.  “I was interrupting personal time wasn’t I?”
 
   He couldn’t suppress a chuckle when Maddie’s flush became more pronounced. She tucked her head slyly into his shoulder and his heart double in rhythm.  Sweet and a little spicy, the fates were purposely messing with him.
 
   His grandmother laughed.  “Don’t worry you’re young and have the rest of your lives to…well you know.”  She winked.  “Now, all I need is a minute, Jordan.  Then I’ll put you right back where I found you.”
 
   Reaching up Maddie kissed him lightly on the cheek. Then she gracefully slid her lips delicately up his jaw until she reached his ear.  “I’ll be right here when you get back.”  She whispered seductively.
 
   All he could do was swallow.  God, if his grandmother had not been standing right there, there wasn’t telling what he would’ve done.
 
   “Come on.  She’ll be fine until you get back.”  His grandmother giggled, as she pulled on his arm.  “My, my.  It’s not like I’m taking you to the other side of the moon.”
 
   He hadn’t even realized that he had been holding onto Maddie like some love sick puppy.  This wasn’t good.  Isn’t it interesting that no matter how many times a person repeats something to themselves, it never seems to stick?
 
   Watching her as his grandmother pulled him away, to which ever relative she was forcing him to greet, should have given him the space he need to think clearly, somehow it wasn’t.  His mind seemed to be revolving around one thing and one thing only.  Taking her up on her offer.  
 
   Spending some time with her alone would be exceptional.  Although he knew he would want to drag it out as long as he could, an hour would be enough.  Then he could bring her back and trade with Jordan.
 
   This logic was crazy.  He knew that.  But if he could pull it off then….Then what?  Would that single hour be enough to tame his wild craving?  Or would it start something that he couldn’t tame? 
 
    
 
   Madeline scurried into the ladies room.  Her nerves were making her jittery.  Taking a long look at herself in the full-sized mirror, which hung in the entrance of the enormous bathroom, she felt a twinge of panic.  Squaring her shoulders she shook it off.  This was about her tonight.  She would make this worth it and the consequence will be solely hers.
 
   Sleeping with this beautiful man was something she needed to know.  Marriage was a huge step and if she didn’t find out now then she could be making the worst mistake of her life.
 
   Of course, he will try to talk her out of it.  The decision was a little rash, which was probably adding to his confusion.  Yet, she knew that she would see this through to the end.  Rejection wasn’t an option, not for tonight.  Despite the fact that she was making herself vulnerable, she couldn’t let herself back down.
 
   Not wanting to take too much time, she rushed through the grooming process.  She wanted to look perfect for him.  Making sure all the pins in her hair were still in place, and her dress looked just right, she ran a fresh coat of lipstick over her lips.  
 
   Giving herself one last self-assured look, Maddie headed for the front-desk.  To her luck there was no one waiting in line.  She quickly went through the procedure of renting the room, and after receiving the keys she made a bee-line for exact place were his grandmother and him had left her.
 
   She didn’t have to wait long.  His smile came to her over a sea of children’s heads.  Maddie laughed as she watched him tassel one of the little ones hair.  There was just something very charming about a man who had a way with kids.  His mother had once told her that he would make an excellent father.  As she watched him, she would have to say that she would agree.
 
   “Hey.”  Madeline greeted as he came up next to her. 
 
   “Is that your girlfriend?”  One of the girls called after him.
 
   “Are you going to kiss her?”  Another one yelled.
 
   “He is!  He is going to kiss her!  Ewe!”  A boy cried as he covered his mouth.
 
   “Oh, calm down all of you!”  His grandmother scolded.  “When you’re old enough you’ll understand.”
 
   “My mother says you can get sick swapping spit with other people.”  One of the boys stated mindfully.
 
   “Yeah, well when you’re that age,” His grandmother gestured towards them.  “you won’t mind so much.” She declared as she ushered the children back into the party.
 
   “That’s sooo gross!”  A little girl’s squeal was the last of the comments before Maddie turned to the man who was smiling ear to ear.
 
   She also had to smile at the innocents of it all.  “You know your mother was right about you.”  Maddie giggled while she nuzzled up to his strong side.  “You are wonderful with kids.”
 
   “Yeah.  But my brother’s better with them.  Personally I think it’s because he still is one.”  His laugh was brief.  He became all serious when his eyes locked with hers.  “Maddie…”
 
   “Please don’t.”  She knew what he was trying to do.  After all he was a good man and he would never let her go through with it unless she was ready.
 
   Oh, she was so ready.  Ready for him.
 
   Stepping back, she lifted one of the key cards.  Although his incredible eyes widened with shock, she saw the raw hunger that he couldn’t hide.  Seeing it there so prominent, so wild, it gave her courage to push forward.
 
   “I want this.  With you…only you.  And I know you want this too.”  Her seductive tone and cool bravado surprised her.  Keeping the flow she pressed the card-key into his palm.  “We can make this a very good experience.  Or we can call it a night.” Pouting out her bottom lip as if that choice wasn’t an option, Maddie stood up on tip-toe and whispered.  “Please don’t choose that one.”
 
   “Oh, Madeline….your making this really hard.”  His gruff voice vibrated over her lips that were skimming his.
 
   She raised her eyebrows.  “Good, that means we’re half way there.  And we’re not even in the room yet.”
 
   He let out a delicious groan.  “That’s not what I meant.”
 
   She had to laugh.  This was fun.  Maybe too much fun.  A sudden zing of guilt assaulted her.  The other thing, that she hoped wouldn’t come up, kept rising in the back of her mind.  Although Maddie wasn’t about to let it get to her, it throbbed at the base of her conscience.
 
   Backing away she took one long look at the breathtaking man who stood completely baffled before her and knew this wasn’t a mistake.  “I want you.  I want this.  The consequence will be solely mine.  Just come with me.”
 
   “I can’t let you take all—”
 
   Covering his mouth with hers, Maddie fought to make one last stand.  “Yes you can.”  She replied with her lips still brushing his.  Stepping away she lifted the key-card that she had kept and motioned to the one she gave him.  “212. If you want me, you know where to find me.”
 
   She moved slowly towards the elevators, as the inner battle of some kind took hold of him for a moment.  Waiting for the elevator to arrive—with his eyes trained on her only a few feet away—seemed like an eternity.  
 
   God, what if he didn’t show?  Where would that put them?  Nowhere.  That is exactly where they’d be.  Would she put off her wedding because of it?  Her mother would throw a fit.
 
   Just then the ding of the elevator doors snapped her out of her thoughts.  Sliding a quick, and hopefully sexy, look over her shoulder she saw the blue flame take over all the green.  She took a few steps into the lift without taking another look back.  How?  She wasn’t quite sure, for all her nerve endings where trained on him.
 
   The doors closing behind her nearly killed all of her resolve.  He wasn’t going to come.  Or worse he would come later and be something she didn’t want.  There was always the appalling option which was to send his brother to come fetch her with some ridiculous excuse.  That would be just plain mortifying.
 
   “Maddie!”  He called barely slipping through the closing doors.  “You’re going to hate me after this.”  He claimed right before his mouth crushed hers.
 
    
 
   Her kiss was everything and more.  So sweet he could taste her forever.  Yet, that little hit of spice was enough to make his blood pool at the base of him.  He found himself hard before the elevator even began its climb.
 
   Her vibrant moans caused his head to swim, and with her body rubbing against his, caused everything else to get rigid and ready.  One hand held her head, keeping her where his mouth could devour hers, while his other hand caressed every curve, from hip to breast.
 
   “The door…”  She breathed.
 
   “What?” 
 
   An adorable giggle slipped through her lips and onto his.  “The door is open.”
 
   It was taking a moment to register what she was talking about.  A light dining sound and the approach of voices made him aware of his surroundings.  He let out a short chuckle.  They were still in the elevator.  Somehow his brain had cut that detail out for a wild minute.
 
   Taking her hand they walked out into the spacious hallway.  An elderly couple smiled as they passed.  The older gentleman gave him an all-knowing wink as he led his wife into the elevator.  They had seen them.  How long had those doors been open?
 
   Madeline laughed shyly as she cuddled into his side.  “They saw us.”
 
   “Yep.”  He chuckled back.  Tucking her under his arm Justin wrestled with his conscience.  He shouldn’t be doing this.  This was going to cause big problems.  Anyway he dealt this hand it would come out bad.  Though here he was like a puppy on a string.  More like a wolf.
 
   “You’re thinking too much.”  She purred.  Gliding out of his hold, she ran the card threw the slit.  “Stop it.”  Once the light on the card reader turned green, Maddie had him by his suit jacket pulling him into hotel heaven. 
 
    
 
   Jordan gave one last thrust before his orgasm took him.  Kendra called out as well, although he could have cared less.  This was all she was good for.  She knew it, that’s why she kept asking for it.
 
   “That was so good, baby.”  She moaned.
 
   “Of course it was.”  He chided with an ounce of disgust.  
 
   She laughed completely unaware of his disapproval.  “I need a shower.  Join me.”  She bounced out of bed making her large breast bob up and down.
 
   “What will you wash if I do?”  His banter was for himself only.  Maybe if Madeline hadn’t insisted on waiting until they were married then maybe he wouldn’t go to Kendra.  
 
   Then again maybe not.  Maddie didn’t look like the kind that would keep him satisfied. She was too sweet and inexperienced.  That could be fun for the first little while.  But it would get old fast.  He would put good money down that under that dress she wore tonight there were big white panties and a matching bra.  God, how long would it take him to get her out of granny-panties and into black lace?
 
   “You might have to join me and tell me what to wash.” Kendra’s fake Marilyn Monroe  voice slithered out of the bathroom.
 
   He laughed.  No, he will definitely have to keep Kendra around.  Why waist good talent?
 
    
 
   Madeline’s breathing was hard against his neck as Justin balanced her on his hips while bracing her up against the wall.  They were still dressed and yet he felt every inch of her through the fabric.   
 
   “Oh…J-J—Oh!”  She cried holding on to him.  The zipper of his pants rubbed, tantalizingly against her wet panties.  She cried out in pleasure, while he continued to move in an erotic motion. 
 
   “You like that.”  He didn’t put it into a question.  She only nodded, as he kissed the base of her throat.
 
   Then like an angel’s cry she screamed out her first orgasm.  Giving her a questionable look, he kissed her on the corner of her mouth.  “That was fast.”             
 
    Her angelic eyebrows dipped slightly in the middle.  “Was it?”  She panted.  “It was just so incredible.  And you didn’t even get me out of my clothes.”
 
   “I can cure that.”  He smiled wickedly.  Reaching for the zipper on the side of the gown, luckily he had found it during their little romp, he slowly pulled it down.  He kept his eyes on hers waiting for any sign for her to stop him.
 
   “At that speed you’re never going to see what’s under here.”  She teased, shrugging off the noodle-thin straps.
 
   A bolt of white hot heat raced through his veins.  “What do you have on under there?”
 
   She giggled while pulling down the top of her gown.  Fire red lace barely covered the twin mounds of perfect flesh.  Each breath she took threatened a peak at her hardened nipples. 
 
   “Oh, sweat lord.”  He growled.
 
   “It comes with matching panties.”  She announced.  Climbing off his lap she stripped the dress completely off.  
 
   His gaze skimmed over her midriff, to the delectable skin past her slim waist.  Above the lacey top of her panties was a tiny clump of soft dark curls.  A shadow behind the lace was the sweet tease to his senses of what awaited him.  
 
   “Beautiful.  Absolutely beautiful.”  He breathed.  His fingers ran over her shapely hips which were decorated with strips of red lace.  Vaguely aware of her dainty fingers fumbling with his shirt buttons, he slipped two of his own fingers under the lacey haven.  Rubbing her lightly from clit to the sugary entrance of her womanhood until her juices lubricated both of his fingers.    
 
   Forgetting the buttons momentarily, she fisted his shirt as he felt her velvet, slick bud.  The pearl-like button to her desire.  Swirling it around with his middle finger, he kept his eyes on her flush face.  She was so close to her release he had to feel it entirely.  They both drew in a breath as one digit entered her wet welcome.  She was so tight, almost too tight.
 
    Throwing her arms around his neck he felt her threaten to come apart in his arms.  Her marvelous body hugged his one finger so vigorously that he nearly came himself.  Daring his libido he slithered in another finger.  She came atomically.
 
   Holding her for a moment he let the waves settle.  He kissed her neck, jaw, earlobe, cheek, to the corner of her mouth loving the heat that radiated off of her.  
 
   “Take me to the bed.”  Her voice shook with her command causing him to look into her eyes.  “Please....”
 
   He smiled as he lifted her up.  It was only a few steps to the king-sized bed, which he was thankful for.  With her breast bumping up against his chest he barely made it that far. 
 
   Laying her gently down, Justin hovered for a moment above her.  He hadn’t had a coherent thought since she pulled him through that door.  There was an alarm of some kind going off at the base of his brain.  It was too faint to really grasp what it meant.  He knew he should stop and think about it for a minute.  But when she reached awkwardly behind her and unfastened the sexy garment all logical thought vanished.
 
   “God, Maddie!  Do you have any idea what you do to me?”  He gasped when she removed the naughty, red lace revealing the most perfect breast he had ever seen.  Bringing his mouth down slowly in fear that the goddess before him would disappear he skimmed his bottom lip over one erect nipple.
 
   Her fingernails grazed along his scalp sending shivers down his spin in their wake.  Nipping at her puckered nipple, he pulled tenderly with his lips until she whimpered.  
 
   “You know,” She sighed, pushing her luscious flesh deeper into his mouth.  “I think your clever mouth can make me come this way too.”
 
   Now there was an idea.  Hating to leave those perfect mounds, he kissed his way down to the one place she was still covered.  Reveling in the tender spots of her satin skin a growl deep in his chest seemed to shake his entire body.
 
   “Oh, good heavens!  You are going to make me come again!”  She squealed.
 
   He laughed.  “That’s the plan.”  Before she could respond he removed the wet strip of lace.  It was now official, to him she was perfect everywhere.  
 
   Without a second thought his mouth was on her devouring her in greedy gulps.  No one should taste this good.  He thought as his obsession with this ideal creature over took him.  Her body contracted around his tongue, which was refusing to stop its deed until she was soaring.  Her third orgasm seemed to be best so far, with her fist white knuckled on the bedspread, and her legs convulsing on either side of his head.
 
   It took a moment for his brain to register the ripping sound that seemed to be coming from the head of the bed.  Getting up, he stumbled forward with shock.  His heart felt like it was going to explode.
 
   She was crying; hard.  One hand rested on her chest, while the other covered her eyes, but not the tears.
 
   Climbing onto the bed careful not to harm her further, Justin ran a shaky hand through his hair.  “Sweetheart?  Look at me honey…Did I hurt you?”
 
   A laugh busted through her trembling lips.  “No!  Not at all!”  She shot up, cradling his face with her delicate hands.  “I’ve never felt anything like that before.  It was—it was better than I ever imagined.”
 
   Pushing back some of the lose hair, he chuckled lightly.  He had never brought a woman to tears while making love to her.  It gave a gratifying jolt to his ego.  This could be something he could get used to.  If the woman he made cry joyfully was Maddie.                    
 
   “Now, it’s your turn.  Let me do to you what you keep doing to me.”  She breathed as she unbuttoned the last three buttons that she had momentarily got sidetracked from. 
 
   “My love, men only get one turn.  And I’m not ready for it yet.”  He groaned, nuzzling his face deep into her neck.           
 
   “No. Wait.” Moving back enough for their eyes to meet, she lifted one beautiful brow while grinning viciously.  “I bet I could prove you wrong.”
 
   “You are a vixen.”  He snickered.
 
   “You bring it out in me.” Rubbing her nose lightly against his as she spoke, he barely noticed his shirt slipping away from his shoulders.
 
   Her fingers slid the fabric down his arms and off his hands with such sexual grace his body tensed instantly.  Those wonderful hands worked on his pants while he nibbled on her delicate earlobe.     
 
   “That isn’t fair.”  She moaned.
 
   Ignoring her silly comment, he pressed his mouth against her neck sucking on her pulse.  How this wasn’t fair he couldn’t comprehend.  Feeling her pleasure over and over seemed quite fair.
 
   “Wow, y-your distracting me.” Her breath caught.  Then tunneling her fingers into his hair she took his mouth hungrily.  Making love to it like he had to feminine lips only moments ago.  
 
   Never breaking the kiss, she climbed into his lap.  Using his knees he lifted her up, and then gently down upon one of the pillows.  He laid there for a moment with her underneath him.  Taking her lips softly, he wanted a moment to just feel her.  The way naked breast brushed against his now bare chest.  How her legs wrapped around his.  Then there was the way she caressed his back with slow even strokes.
 
   She trailed her fingers along the hem of his slacks.  Coming to the opening she slid one hand in encircling his penis.  Gliding her fingers over his tip, he knew she felt the tiny moister beading there.  She smiled, taking her hand back out she brought her fingers to her lips tasting his wet desire.
 
   “Maddie, I want you.”  Not just now but forever.  Leaving that thought in hiding he struggled out of the rest of his clothes.
 
    Leaving his gaze train on her, his heart doubled in rhythm.  She had kept her fingers in her mouth still tasting his need.  The image was so sexual he wasn’t sure if he could last that long.
 
   Reaching for him, she whispered seductively. “I want you too.”
 
   He crawled back in place, taking her mouth as his painfully hard member took her gratefully.  The head of his cock was scarcely past her brink when he realized how tight she really was.  A sudden break to his sanity had him reeling.  “Maddie, are you a….a virgin?”
 
   She giggled, making her even tighter.  “No.  But it has been awhile.”
 
   His arms shook as he braced himself above her.  His brain told him to pull out, but his body begged for him not to.  “Sweetheart, maybe we should wait.”
 
   Biting down on her lip, she glanced down at their joined bodies.  There were precious seconds where he thought she might take him up on that offer.  And although it might have killed him, he would’ve stopped.
 
   Yet, that wasn’t what she had in mind.  Thrusting upward she took him whole, causing them both to cry out in unison.  Lowering her hips she slid to his tip then rocketed upward again.  Her hips began their decent once again, but before she came back up he shoved down making him deeper than he had either time.
 
   She screamed with pleasure.  Her hand reached up trying to find something to hold onto.  When she found nothing, she tried searching elsewhere.  Bringing up his own hand he interlaced their fingers giving her what she wanted as they found a rhythm together.       
 
   “Come on, love.” He coaxed, sweat beading between his shoulder blades.  Kissing her flush cheeks, he whispered over her parted lips.  “Let me hear you.”
 
   Her little moans and sighs became louder as he drove harder.  “That’s it.  That’s it.”  He chanted until they were both yelling their pleasure. 
 
   Coming harder than he had ever before, Justin let slip the three little words that came solely from his conscious.  “I love you.”
 
    
 
   Madeline cuddled lovingly against his strong chest.  She could die right now and be happy.  Making love to him had been a thousand times better than she ever thought possible. 
 
   Needing to see his god-like face she lifted her head.  She almost groaned at his apprehensive expression.  He was thinking again.  With one arm under his head and the other softly caressing her shoulder, his eyes were locked on some random spot on the ceiling.  She couldn’t let him stew to long. 
 
   Sitting up, she allowed the blanket to fall leaving her breast bare for his view.  “Can you help me take out all these pins from my hair?  They’re driving me nuts.”  She laughed, reaching up and removing one.
 
   “I think maybe you should leave them in.  I mean we have to get back to the party.”  His tone was gruff as if he didn’t like that idea anymore then she did.
 
   Inclining an eyebrow she faced him fully.  “Now why would we go back to the party when we just broke in the bed?”
 
   “Madeline…” He started, as he sat up.
 
   Oh, no.  He was beyond doubt thinking way too much.  She had to keep it light.  She had to get him back into the mood.  “Shh.  I have an idea.”  Maddie purred.  
 
   Pressing her hands against his chest she guided him back down onto the pillow.  Her body shook with anticipation while straddle his waist.  The tip of his glorious penis snuggled deliciously between her folds.  He wasn’t inside her but it was still just as splendorous.
 
   She rocked back and forth until a deep groan rumbled through him.  Smiling with triumph, she stopped her movements.  To her delight his eyes widened with shock.  He reached for her hips, coaxing them to continue.
 
   Laughing in glee, she shook her head and leaned down.  She pressed her lips lightly to his before whispering over his wonderful mouth, “I want you to just lay here and watch me.”
 
   His mouth came up to hers kissing her full-heartedly.  She kissed him back with a momentary lack of will.  He was a mesmerizing kisser.  No wonder he brought her to orgasm so fiercely before.  With a talented mouth like his there was no question that he could do it again if she asked.  Just the thought of it had her growing moist with expectation.
 
   With a slight moan she rose up allowing him to feast upon her with lustful eyes.  His manhood had enlarged to the point of stretching her feminine lips.  She trembled at the feel of it.  Remembering him inside of her made her rub small circles over his erection.
 
   Lifting her hands to her hair, she watched him watch her as she leisurely removed one clip at a time.  His eyes roomed from her hair to her breast that swayed with her movements, and back up to her eyes.  Wild lust burned through her when she felt him run a lock of her fallen hair over one puckered nipple.
 
   “It’s dangerous for you to be so breathtaking.”  The huskiness of his voice mixed in brilliantly with her other sensations.
 
   “W-what do you…mean?”  She breathed, loving the way his eyes darkened with need.
 
   Running his hands over each breast he ground out. “Well if Aphrodite is real, then she is insanely jealous of you.  She probably has a hit out on you right now.”
 
   His hands were increasing her sexual drive, while his magnificent cock glided viciously over her clit.  She couldn’t believe it.  He was going to bring her to orgasm again.
 
   “Speaking of Gods.  You must be one.”  
 
   He laughed which made her think for a brief second. Did she just say that out loud?  She was so sex craved she had no control of her vocal capabilities.  Not trusting herself to speak or even think any more, she came up enough to reposition him so she could allow his thick form to fill her fully.
 
   Her head fell back as she swam through the emotions that assaulted her.  It was there just as it had been last time.  So consuming, so real it was crippling.  Confirming what she had suspected from the moment he walked into her life.  She was in love with him.  Madly in love.
 
   “Maddie?” His beautifully, rugged voice called to her.                            
 
   Brining her gaze back to his prefect face, she grinned like the love sick fool that she was.  As her hips began a slow rhythm she traced a finger around his lips.  Riding him from tip to base was madding.  It was all she could do to keep the pace. 
 
   Her moves became frantic and before too long her body was pumping like a skilled lover.  His deep, throated moans had her working on a level she didn’t know she was capable of.  Overwhelming passion drove up and into the heart of her.  She cried out as her pleasure devoured her.
 
   “Oh, my sweet angel.”  He growled, coming up to mate his mouth with hers.
 
   He kissed her until the waves settled, and then he began to move under her.  It took only a nanosecond before she realized that he hadn’t come yet.  Clinging onto him she started working her hips again.  His mouth never left hers as they both came to that brink once again.
 
    
 
   Jordan rode down the elevator with Kendra chatting excessively next to him.  He couldn’t wait to rid himself of her.  Not that getting back to Maddie had its appeal either.  Why had he asked her to marry him?  
 
   Maybe it was because he knew that Justin wanted her.  His brother was all to blunt about it.  He wondered on an occasion if Justin would try anything.  But that thought was usually fallowed by the fact that Justin was the sensible one.  
 
   No, if given the chance, his brother would chicken out at last minute.  And that’s why he wanted Madeline, to drive Justin crazy.  Only he never thought he would take it to matrimony.  
 
   “Jordan?  Aren’t you listening.”  Kendra demanded, placing a hand on her slim hip.
 
   “No.  No, I’m not.  But maybe if you had something interesting to say, then maybe I would’ve been.”  He stated absently.
 
   “You can be a real jerk some times.”  She scoffed.  “It’s a damn good thing you’re so good in bed.”
 
   He laughed out loud.  The comment took him by surprise.  “Are you saying that you only come to me for sex?”
 
   “What else is there?” Her answer had him laughing once again.  
 
   Now this was unexpected.  Turning to face her fully Jordan gave her one good long look.  Maybe there was more to this “bubble-head” as his brother so affectionately named her. 
 
   “What?” She asked in the middle of reapplying her lipstick.
 
   “You make me want to take you back up stairs.”  He replied honestly.
 
   She rolled her eyes as she shove the lipstick tube back into her little purse.  “And what would your ‘little woman’” She brought up her fingers imitating the quotations. “think about that.”
 
   He shrugged nonchalantly.  “She’s with my brother.  I say I can spare a few more minutes.”  Taking her into his arms, he nuzzled her ear.
 
   She giggled as she slapped his shoulder. “When have you ever only taken a few minutes?”
 
   “Umm, good point.”  He agreed.  Cupping one generous breast Jordan wondered if he should leave Justin alone with Maddie for too long.  Not that he feared that Justin would try anything it was just that he didn’t want his brother drooling on his fiancé.  Although if he was honest with himself he knew they were good for each other. 
 
   “Justin?”  A frail voice called from the side of them.
 
   Kendra jumped back at the elderly lady’s inquiry.  While Jordan shoved both hands into his pockets as he turned to face his grandmother.
 
   “Justin, who is your…friend?”  His grandmother’s tone didn’t go past him.  She saw him groping Kendra.
 
   Knowing that correcting her over who he really was would be a bad idea seeing that his fiancé was just in the other room, Jordan ran with it.  “Grandma, this is Kendra Ross.  Kendra this is my grandmother.  We grew up down the street from each other.”  He informed his Granny as if that excused his actions.
 
   “Ah, yes.  I remember you.  Your mother is Kathy.  Right?” Grandma Grace asked eyeballing Kendra.
 
   He watched Kendra swallow before answering.  “Yes, that’s correct.”
 
   Giving a quick nod, Grandma Grace dismissed her.  “Justin, have a seen your brother?”
 
   Confused, Jordan exited the elevator with Kendra in tow.  “Isn’t he in there with Madeline?”
 
   “Nope, haven’t seen hide nor hair of them since I caught them all lovey-dovey here in the lobby.  Which seems to be the popular place for it.”  She murmured the later under her breath.
 
   Jordan ignored it completely.  “What do you mean all ‘lovey-dovey’?”  That hadn’t been him.  This had been the first time he had seen his Granny all night.
 
   “You know very well what I mean.  It was like what you two were…only more tasteful.” She ridiculed.
 
   His grandmother’s disgust had no effect.  His brain was flying high.  Was he wrong about his morally correct brother?  Had he crossed that line?  Or had his grandmother thought she saw something? 
 
   “Maybe they left.”  His grandmother presumed.  “They looked like they were too wrapped up in each other to endure this party any longer.  I mean, you should have seen him.”  She giggled. “He wouldn’t even let go of her when I asked him to help me round up the kids.  Then he was right back in her arms the second he got the chance.”
 
   He just couldn’t believe it.  But where would Justin have taken Maddie?  Maddie was all for virtue.  When she had suggested that they wait until their wedding night, he nearly had a heart attack.  
 
   Unless she had changed her mind.
 
   “Ah, young love.”  His grandmother sighed.  “I don’t remember all the details of my life, but love.  Oh, I remember love quite clearly.”
 
   Love? Ha!  This had nothing to do with love.  His brother might have taken advantage of what was rightfully his.  
 
   “I’m sorry, Grandma.  Will you excuse me?”  He didn’t really wait for an answer before he walked away.  Pulling out his phone he punched his brother’s number forcefully. 
 
   “Are you mad about this?” Kendra asked from behind him.
 
   He exhaled a long breath.  He hadn’t expected her to fallow.  “What do you think?”
 
   She let out an exasperated laugh.  “You have got to be kidding me?  You are actually upset with them for what you just did upstairs with me?”
 
   Although he couldn’t deny her comment, Jordan also couldn’t deny the sense of betrayal.  He should have paid more attention to Justin’s little crush.  Obviously, his brother was more like him then he wanted to admit.
 
   He waited until Justin’s voice mail picked up, then growled.  “Where are you?  Call me.”                      
 
    
 
   Madeline couldn’t contain the smile that seemed to take over her face, as the memories of their love making swam around her head.  Lying on her stomach, she sighed as his fingers drew lazy circles over her naked back.  This was precisely where she wanted to be.  Morning never had to come, truthfully she didn’t want it to.
 
   Rolling over she cuddled right into him.  His arms took her into their magnificent hold while she rested her head against one solid peck.  He had unexpectedly soft skin.  It looked so hard with all his toned muscles.  She couldn’t help it, she had to press herself into all of his curves. 
 
   “Madeline.”  He whispered her name over her forehead.  His lips skimmed her skin as he spoke, “I could hold you forever.”
 
   “Umm…” She liked the sound of that.  Even though the unspoken hinted around the edges, she found herself pretending that she hadn’t recognized it.  Snuggling deeper into the haven of his arms, she wanted this forever.  She just didn’t know how to ask for it.
 
   “I know about Kendra.”  Her confession wasn’t easy as it spilled from her suddenly dry lips.  “I’ve known for a while.”    
 
   He said nothing at first.  The tension stiffen his muscles that still surround her.  “How?”
 
   She took in two shallow breaths.  Kendra had answered Jordan’s phone on a night he should’ve been out of town.  She played it beautifully though, claiming that she was the assistant for the client he was there to meet.  That would have been pretty convincing if Maddie hadn’t seen her getting into the cab with him only moments before.  “It doesn’t matter.”       
 
    “The hell it doesn’t!”  Sitting up he ran two hands through his messy hair.  “Why are you here then?”
 
   Now here was the tricky part.  He claimed she would hate him after this, which was utterly ridiculous.  How can someone hate another when their so in love with that person?
 
   She nibbled on her lip for a moment.  The awkward silence and his heated gaze were making it hard for her to find the right words that would explain it easier.
 
   “Maddie, tell me why you’re here, when….”  He waved his hand in the air as if coaxing the rest of the sentence to finish without him.       
 
   Coming up on her knees, she positioned her body to face him fully.  “Kendra is not the issue.  In fact I can thank her.  She is the reason behind this realization.  She made me see where my heart truly rests.”
 
   He let out a groan of pure agony.  “Oh, Maddie.  I…I’m—”
 
   Placing her finger over his mouth, she rushed forward.  “Shh, let me finish.  I knew that I was in love with you from the moment I first saw you, and that confused the hell out of me.  It confused me because I belonged to Jordan and he claimed to love me.  But seeing him with Kendra I knew where I really belonged.”
 
   His beautiful blue-green eyes flashed with confusion.  There was a strum of recollection vibrating in the space between them as he gently removed her hand.  “You knew it was me?”
 
   She had to smile. “Yes, Justin.  I knew it was you.”
 
   “How?  Why didn’t you say something?”  His voice was scarcely audible.
 
   “Why didn’t you?” She retorted, lifting an eyebrow in challenge.  When he didn’t answer—like she knew he wouldn’t—she went on.  “It’s your eyes, the way you walk, how you say hello, that’s how I know the difference.  When you came up to the table tonight, you said hello like your bother does.  I took it as…well a welcome, I guess.”
 
   His soft chuckle confirmed it.  He had wanted this night just as bad as she had.  And with those three words he whispered on the throes of his passion, she knew this ran deeper than some childish crush his brother teased him about.
 
   Yet, she kept quite.  Though she wanted to climb into his arms and never come out Maddie knew that there would be massive consequences to this decision.  Even if this night led them to nowhere, she couldn’t marry Jordan now.  
 
   “Madeline, you are everything I will ever want.”  Justin breathed.
 
   She could tell that there was a but; a big but.  His fallowing silence made it more definite.  Her heart suddenly felt pained as if tearing long invisible seams.  She had claimed that she would deal with the penalty of her actions, only now she wasn’t so sure.
 
   She had unintentionally put brother against brother.  She saw that now.  What had she really expected to come of this? 
 
   “But nothing will come of this.”  She finished his thought on a shaky breath.
 
   His eyebrows bunched together.  “Maddie, I want it to.”
 
   “But you can’t.  I understand.”  Feeling overexposed, she quickly grabbed the comforter and wrapped her body up in it.
 
   “Maddie—”
 
   She held up a hand to stop him.  “Justin, it’s okay.  I told you that the consequences will be solely mine, and I meant it.  I will go to Jordan and explain.”  Trying not to look into those beautiful eyes or at his handsome face, she tried to scurry off of the bed.  Which wasn’t easy with the bulky comforter uncooperatively hanging around her trembling body.
 
   Gathering her up, comforter and all, Justin caught her before she could even get to the edge of the mattress.  He swiftly turned her.  The comforter caused a clumsy reunion; she landed face first into a wall of human perfection.  His heart pounded against her cheek.
 
   “Maddie, will you just stop for a minute?”
 
   Keeping her head against his magnificent chest, Maddie swiped at the fallen tears before he could see.  Though she was finding it difficult to use her motor skills, her hands were shaking so violently.
 
   Cupping her face he brought to her eye level.  “Haven’t you heard a word I said?  I want you Madeline Turner.  Now and forever.”
 
   If he hadn’t been holding her she would have fallen right off the bed and onto the floor. “Are you sure?”
 
   His smile reached all the way up to his eyes, before he began kissing her. “Yes, you beautiful, oversensitive, perfect, woman!”  He laughed in between kisses.
 
   She giggled in return. “But, what about Jordan?”
 
   He sighed, with a thoughtful expression.  “Honestly, my love.  I really don’t think he’ll be that upset about it.  Sure he will over exaggerate his anger, only to make me feel guilty.  But really I think he’ll take it just fine.”
 
   That statement should have stung, yet to her surprise it didn’t.  In fact she found herself relieved.  “You really think so?”
 
   He let out a nervous chuckle. “No.  But for you I would chance it.”
 
   With a girlish squeal she dropped the bulky blanket and through herself into his arms.  Her actions took him by surprise and without preparation he lost his balance which sent them both flailing backward onto the bed.
 
   Once they landed, Maddie began kissing him wherever her lips could reach, his chin, cheek, even the tip of his nose.  After each kiss was securely placed, she stated joyfully, “Oh, Justin! I love you!”  
 
   With a deep roar of laughter he rolled her under him.  Covering them with the ready comforter Justin nestled himself between her legs, right where he belonged.
 
    
 
   The elevator ride down wasn’t as passionate, yet Justin still laughed when the dinging of their approaching floor confused him for a moment.  With her lips sliding delicately across his neck and her body pressed against his there was no wonder why he felt a little dazed.  It made him want to go straight back up to their room. 
 
   It had been well over three hours since their venture up to his version of paradise.  He doubted anyone was left at the party.  Everyone usually cleared out early when it came to his aunt’s dreary festivities.  The woman sure knew how to kill a party.
 
   If it hadn’t been Maddie’s vivid details of what she wanted to do to him in her Jacuzzi, they would probably still be upstairs.  Too bad the hotel’s tub had been too small he really hated watching her dress when she should be wearing nothing but the sheets.    
 
   She gracefully exited the elevator with him fallowing leisurely.  His gaze admired all her succulent curves as she glided in front of him.  When she glanced seductively back at him, she caught his eye and laughed bashfully.
 
   Taking her by the arm he pulled her back into his arms.  Unfortunately, her expression wasn’t one he had hoped for. “What?”
 
   “If what I’ve done causes you and your brother to have any kind of friction, I will try and make it up to you.”  Her words shook as she spoke, but the sincerity was strong.
 
   “Maddie—” He started, but she stopped him.
 
   “Seriously, Justin.  I really don’t want to come between you.”  She clasped her hands in front of her as if pleading.
 
   She looked so solemn, that he had to take her deeper into his arms.  “Love, I already told you.  Jordan, after a while, will be okay with this.”
 
   “Will I?”  His brother’s voice burned deep into his back.  
 
   Justin turned to face him, placing Maddie behind him.  “Jordan, I want to talk to you about this in private.”
 
   “No!” Maddie protested bringing herself to the side of him.  “This was my fault.”
 
    “I could have stopped you.” He stated, directing his attention on her fully.   
 
   “Do I want to know what you ‘could have stopped’ her from?”  Jordan asked without a trace of humor.
 
   Justin exchanged a long look with Madeline before turning back to his brother.  But before he could speak a word he heard Maddie utter.
 
    “Probably the same thing you did tonight with Kendra.”
 
   Baffled both brothers stared at her flabbergasted.  “I have no idea—” Jordan tried, but failed.
 
   “I know about you and her.  No, Justin didn’t tell me.”  She acknowledged Jordan’s disapproving glace towards his twin.  “I saw you with her.”
 
   Jordan had the nerve to smirk, “Maddie, I think Justin’s right.  We do need a minute.  If you don’t mind?”
 
      Her eyes darted uncertainly between them for a moment, until Justin gave her a quick wink.  She gave one solid nod before walking tensely toward the service desk. 
 
   Jordan had begun sauntering in the other direction.  Justin fallowed at his own speed, for he knew where this was going.  His brother was all for the dramatics.  He waited a full minute after his brother came to a halt at the end of the hall before he came right out with it.  
 
   “Jordan this is important to me, so I won’t put up with your over dramatized reaction to this.  If you want me to feel bad, then you’ll be happy to know that I do.  Not about making love to Maddie, but about how it happened.  We should’ve—” 
 
   “Justin, I owe you an apology.”  Jordan calmly avowed as he shoved both hands into his pockets.
 
   Blinking twice, Justin thought about that for a moment.  “What?”
 
   “You heard me.  Don’t make me say it again.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because, I hate saying it.”
 
   He inhaled deeply through his nose.  Was his brother messing with him?  He wasn’t sure, but for Maddie he would deal with it.  “Why are you sorry?”
 
   Jordan chuckled lightly. “Because, the only reason I was going to marry Madeline was to drive you crazy.  I knew of your feelings—hell everyone did.  And when I heard mom tell dad that she thought you would be better for her, I got a little upset.”
 
    Anger he had never felt towards his twin before, boiled throughout him.  “You what?”  He practically shouted.  “I can’t believe you would do such a thing!”
 
   “You can’t?  Hell Juss aren’t you going to admit that you’re just a little like me?” Jordan tilted his head to the side, and after a short pause he declared radically. “Honestly little bro, on this level you matched me.”
 
   Shaking his head, Justin had to fold him arms over his chest.  His brother’s annoying truth cooled his fury.  “I want her Jordan.  This wasn’t a game for me.”
 
   His brother nodded mindfully, “I know.  And that’s why you shouldn’t make her wait any longer.”  He motioned towards the lobby where Maddie stood worrying her bottom lip.
 
   Justin gave his brother a long look, “I might not forgive you for using Maddie like you did.”
 
   “Yes you will.”  Jordan laughed knowingly. 
 
     Rolling his eyes, he scoffed. “You can be a real jerk some times.”
 
   Shrugging his shoulders, Jordan smiled. “So I’ve been told.”  
 
   Turning on his heel, he headed back to the woman he knew he could never live without.  He moved a little faster once he had a clear view of her beautiful face.  Her lovely features were so full of worry he couldn’t resist taking her into his arms. 
 
   “So, tell me what exactly do you want to do with me in that Jacuzzi.” He growled playfully into her ear.
 
   She pulled back enough to look into his eyes.  Once she saw his reassurance, Maddie wrapped her arms around his neck.  “Take me home and I’ll show you.”  She whispered seductively over his lips.
 
   Without further invitation, he had her out of the hotel and into his car. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


[bookmark: _Toc349500393]Amelia
 
    
 
    
 
   Amelia Steele held her breath as he past.  Her hiding place behind a large potted plant gave her the advantaged of watching him through the fat leaves without being noticed.  Her knees shook as he talked with one of the associates.  
 
   Bryant Sharp was by far one of the most beautiful men she had ever seen.  His unrealistically dark blue eyes, complimented his jet black hair and bronze colored skin.  Strong pronounced features, made him seem more cut out for the cover magazines, and hunky calendars.  Yet his remarkable sense of business had proven itself time and again that this is where he belonged.
 
   As the owner of Sharp Industries and as her boss.  Which made him not only off limits, but out of her class.  In fact she could put good money down that he didn’t even know that she existed.  With her wire-rimmed glasses and too curly hair, she was no match to the gorgeous women she worked with.  Such as the flirtatious colleague, who just happen to be a blond-bombshell in designer heels that he was talking with only a few feet away.  
 
   She had to swallow to keep from sighing, while he smiled at the bubble-head colleague.  She knew how pathetic it was to get all worked up over a smile that didn’t belong to her, but she couldn’t help it.  Her stomach would involuntarily seize, every time that amazing mouth would quirk up at the sides.  
 
   “I don’t want to interrupt you and your goggling.” Heidi Davis, one of the many beauties, laughed as she came up next to Amelia’s little shelter. “ But the reports need to be in Mr. Sharp’s office in ten minutes.”  She reminded her as she grabbed her hand and yanked her out from behind the plant.
 
   “The reports are ready and on my desk.  So you can take them to Mr. Sharp.” She had no desire to take the reports to Bryant.  Last time she delivered anything to him, she tripped, stammered, repeated herself, and spilled his coffee all over his desk.  She even caught him trying not to laugh at her.
 
   Nope, never again.  Besides Heidi always liked having excuses to leave her desk.  Especially since she had been moved next to her ex-boyfriend’s cubical.
 
   “Can’t.”  Heidi smiled.  “I have to go downstairs to planning.  So that means you have to.”
 
   Digging her heels into the carpet, she stopped them both from walking any further.  “What!”  She almost shrieked.  “No, Heidi!  I can’t!”
 
   “What do you mean you can’t?  It’s your job.”  Folding her arms and raising an eyebrow, Heidi did little to hide her amusement.
 
   “It won’t be if I spill anything else on him.” She mumbled.
 
   “Oh, brother.”  Heidi expelled, as she took Amelia’s hand once again. “You’re never going to get anywhere with him, if you don’t put yourself out there for him.”
 
   Allowing her friend to drag her back to her desk, she had to laugh off the comment.  She would never ‘put herself out there for him’.  Gods don’t date mortals.  Particularly mortals that look like she did. 
 
    
 
   Bryant smiled to himself as he peered through the slightly closed blinds.  She had been watching him between the leaves of the hideous plant.  Maybe if he got rid of that ugly foliage, she wouldn’t have anywhere to hide.
 
   “What in hell are you smiling at?”  Jacob Masson, Bryant’s best-friend since third grade, asked over his shoulder.
 
   “Nothing.”  He laughed, feeling foolish for getting caught.
 
   “Nothing?  Do you usually smile like an idiot out the window?”  Jacob inquired with a soft chuckle.
 
   He gave a casual shrug in response.  There was no need to bring Jacob into this.  He would never be able to understand Bryant’s interest in the ‘office mouse’ as so many called Amelia.
 
   Truth be told, Bryant had always had a thing for the quieter ones.  Flashy women never stroked a cord with him.  They always seemed to bring the wrong impression with them.  He needed someone with substance, and a conversation with a woman who spends too much time on their hair and make-up usually dies around the second course.
 
   No, he wanted the ones that never failed to surprise him and held the most promise.  And he could tell Amelia was exactly what he wanted.  Glancing at his watch, he realized she would be dropping off his reports soon.  Hopefully.  If she didn’t send her friend from accounting instead.   
 
     “Are you thinking about that little hottie we were just talking to?” Jacob’s question held too much earnest.
 
   “Megan?  No.  She’s not my type.”  He tried to keep it light hearted, but the look on his friends face kept him somber.
 
   Jacob sighed thoughtfully.  “Bry, man I think you should go for it.  She seemed interested. And, I mean come on; she looks like a good woman.”       
 
   He let out a defiant laugh at his friend’s comment.  Jacob’s idea of a ‘good woman’ was what she could do between the sheets.  
 
   “Forget it, Jake.  Not interested.”  He hoped that would be the end of it.  Unfortunately, he was wrong.
 
   “You do realize that you haven’t been on a date since your father past away and left you this company?  In case you haven’t realized it, that was over six months ago.  A man can go crazy going without for as long as you have.”  His friend fabricated with exaggerated hand movements to emphasize his statement.
 
   He let out a short chuckle at Jacob’s too serious expression.  “Only men like you.”
 
   “It applies to any man who enjoys sex!” Jacob exclaimed with a frustrated breath.  “And I’m starting to wonder about you, my friend.  When was the last time you had mind-blowing sex?”      
 
   “I have sex.”  He answered with a raised brow.  Although the answer was a little shorthanded, he was all too aware how long it had been since his last good fling.  This company meant everything to his father and Bryant would do anything to keep it running.  Sadly that did cut into his personal life, but for his father it was a small sacrifice.  Well, small when Jacob wasn’t around throwing it in his face.
 
   Jacob nodded unconvincingly.  “You—have—sex.  Okay…”
 
   “Jake, drop it.” 
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Will you?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Shaking his head he went back to his desk to examine his papers. This was one conversation he had never thought he would get into.  Had his personal life really plummeted to the point that his best-friend would put it out there so bluntly? 
 
   A light knock on his office door allowed his escape out of the uncomfortable conversation.  True his sex life had faltered a bit.  He had just become busy.  Running a business was demanding and he wanted to do right by his father. 
 
   “Come in.” He finally answered after a second knock, louder than the first, pounded through his thoughts.
 
   Slowly the door opened and a shy figure slipped inside.  She didn’t have to look up for him to know who she was.  Her full curls were piled up on the back of her head, her glasses slipped to the tip of her cute little nose, and her large sweater was slightly disheveled with a tiny stain at the neck.  She looked adorable.
 
   “Come in Miss. Steele.” He permitted as he tried to hide his smile.  Glancing at Jacob, Bryant dismissed the blunt disapproval on his friends face.
 
   She carefully pushed up her glasses up, as she entered.  “I have your files Mr. Sharp.”  
 
   Her voice was so small that if she hadn’t gestured to the stack of papers in her hand he wouldn’t have known what she had said.  “Thank you, Miss. Steele.”
 
   Only lifting his hand faintly to make her come closer, he almost laughed at her sudden panicked expression.  He was fully aware of her clumsy ways; they were probably the most charming attribute.  Though he did quickly check his desk for any beverages.
 
   She approached cautiously.  He didn’t miss the way her eyes did the same quick check.  Handing the papers to him, her beautiful brown-green eyes were train mostly on the files and not on him.  
 
   It surprised him that it bothered him so much.  “The reports from Monday, I will need more copies.” No he didn’t.  Why did he lie?  Because he wanted those unique eyes on him.
 
   He got what he wanted.  Her eyes snapped up catching his.  “You do?  W-was there something wrong with the other ones?”
 
   “No. Just some things I was interested in reviewing.  Retrieving those files won’t be a problem, will it?” Suddenly he realized his bogus request.  It was Friday and normally the files were archived on Thursday.  
 
   She shook her head.  “No.  No, sir.  I will get them for you.  When will you need them?”
 
   “As soon as possible.”  Flashing a smile that he hoped didn’t look too eager he glanced at the other man in the room.  How quick could he get Jacob out of his office before she returned? 
 
   She smiled slightly back, as a delightful flush crept up her cheeks.  “Okay.  I’ll go get them from you—for you!  I’ll get them for you.”  Her blush was more noticeable as she turned on her heel and made it for the door, tripping on her way out.
 
   That time he had to laugh.  He got her all flustered over one smile.  What could he do to her if he really put on the charm?  He was dying to find out.
 
   “You like the Office Mouse!”  Jacob chocked out.
 
   “Don’t call her that.”  He scorned.  How did that ridiculous name start anyway?  He would put a stop to it.
 
   “You really like her!  Holly sh—wait when did this happen?  She’s been working here forever.”  Jacob leaned forward a little too enthusiastic for his own good.                            
 
      “What makes you think I like her?”  Bryant asked on a raised brow, hoping to bluff his way through this.
 
   Raising his own brow, Jacob called him on it.  “What do you really need the Monday reports for?  And why ask for them now?”
 
   He laughed once.  “Now you’re grasping.”
 
   “Fine, fine.  I better be invited to your wedding.”  He teased as he opened the door to leave.
 
   “Good bye, Jake.”  Bryant waved him off utterly annoyed.     
 
    
 
   “Married?”  Amelia nearly fell back onto the copier.  “Are you sure?”
 
   Heidi nodded twice. “Yeap, I heard Jacob Masson with my own ears.  He said, ‘I better be invited to your wedding’.  And he was coming out of Mr. Sharp’s office.” 
 
   She hated the way her heart seemed to shatter.  Allowing herself to lean slowly against the copier, she folded her arms around the manila folder.  What had she really expected?  Him to fall for her; the “Office Mouse”?  No.  She knew that this would happen sooner or later.  And she would bet every last penny in her pathetic savings account that his fiancée was breath-takingly beautiful.
 
   “I’m sorry, Amelia.  But rich, attractive men like Bryant don’t stay single for long.”  Heidi tilted her head to the side with sincerity.
 
   “Oh, I know.  It just kills the fantasy.  That’s all.”  She sighed.
 
   “Hey, I tell you what.  Why don’t you come out with me tonight?  It will be fun!”  Heidi exclaimed as she clapped her hands joyfully.
 
   The thought of her out clubbing with someone like Heidi had her flashing back to high school.  The image of a teenage wall flower watching all of her friends getting asked to dance while she remained alone holding up the gym wall, seemed to keep replaying itself as she stared at the beautiful blond who stood in front of her now.  “Um….That’s really nice of you to invite me.  But, Mr. Sharp wants Monday’s reports so that kind of put me behind.  I won’t be getting out of here until late—”
 
   “That’s okay; we usually don’t hit the clubs until late anyway.”  Heidi interrupted her eyes brightening with excitement.  “Trust me.  One night with me and you’ll forget all about Mr. Who cares!”  
 
   “Heidi—”
 
   “Good it’s settled.  I’ll pick up at nine.”  She squealed as she bounced up and down.  “Oh, I’ve got to get back to planning!  I told Amanda that I would only be a few minutes.  See ya tonight!”  With that, she was down the hall and out of sight before Amelia could even take another breath.
 
   “Great!”  She replied in mock enthusiasm.  This wasn’t going to end well.
 
   It was two hours after closing by the time Amelia finally logged off her computer.  Getting the reports for Mr. Sharp had pushed everything back, causing her to get done later than she had even anticipated.  When she brought the reports to his office he wasn’t even there.  Which put a damper on the rest of her day.
 
   She climbed into elevator with stiff movements. Checking her watch she realized that she would only have an hour to get ready before Heidi would pick her up.  Maybe she could call tonight off.  She was really quite tired. 
 
   As the doors dinged for the parking garage, the hairs on the back of her neck stood at attention.  She hated coming down here alone.  She should’ve asked the guard on the first floor to come down with her.  Steve was a nice old man who wouldn’t have hesitated.  Too late now.
 
   Taking a deep breath she hurried off the elevator and all but ran towards her car.  It didn’t take much for her senses to catch that she really wasn’t alone.  Scuffled sounds and a slight clinking noise had her heart doubling in rhythm.  Was it coming from behind her?  She couldn’t tell.  The sounds were echoing off the walls, making it seem like it was coming from every direction.
 
   She sped up hoping to get to her car without any mishap.  Unfortunately she didn’t get so lucky.  A shadowy figure tripped out in front her.  Stopping abruptly, Amelia gave herself a moment to swallow a scream.
 
   “Amelia?”  The figure slurred as he swiped his hand over his scruffy face.  “Is that you beautiful?”
 
   Blinking a few times, she gave the man a closer look.  “Nathan?  Nathan Cook, is that you?  I thought you got—”
 
   “Fired!”  He scowled.
 
   “Yeah, that.”  She winced while she watched him take a long swig out of brandy bottle.  If she remembered correctly this was the reason behind his unemployment.  Showing up to work drunker than a sailor on weekend leave. 
 
   Nathan pulled the bottle from his mouth little to quickly spilling a few drops of the smelly liquid down the front of him.  “I always liked you.  You know?  Thought that you were a real nice lady.  You don’t find nice ladies anymore.  Take my ex-wife.  The little whore….”
 
   That was her queue to try and sneak past him.  Act casual.  Maybe he will let you go.  She told herself as she put on her best smile.  “Well, Nathan thanks for the….complement.  But I really have to go.”
 
   Carefully she moved around him and headed straight for her car that was only a few steps away.  She could hear him grumbling something intangible.  Though she really didn’t concentrate on him, she was too worried about getting to her car.  That’s when she knew that had been her mistake.  Two loud blasts echoed wildly throughout the garage.
 
   Throwing her hands up to protect her ears from the earth-shaking noise, her brain franticly tried to make out what it was.  She still didn’t quite comprehend what was happening as her car quickly started to lean towards her.  Confused she looked at both tires.  A whole the size of a nickel was in each of her driver-side wheels.
 
   “What?” She shook her head.  How in the world did both of her tires blow?
 
   “Sorry, Amelia.”  Nathan garbled from behind her.  “I just want to be heard.”
 
   Turning to face him, Amelia nearly crumpled to the ground as her eyes trained on the 9mm handgun that was fisted tight in Nathan’s hand.  It didn’t take long at that point for her to figure it out.  He shot out her tires.  “Nathan?”
 
   “Shh, sweetheart.  This isn’t for you.”  Dropping his bottle he came closer.
 
   Out of reflex she jumped back away from the deadly weapon, and the man who held it.  Bumping up against her car she suddenly realized she had nowhere to run.  He had her trapped between him and the useless car. 
 
   Running a brandy, smelling finger down the side of her face his eyes darkened slightly.  “You are beautiful.  Why don’t you show it off more?  I always wondered that.  Wondered what you would look like all dolled up.”
 
   She felt her stomach recoil.  Was she going to vomit?  
 
   “So beautiful…” He whispered while his hand wondered downward.  His other hand held the gun only inches from her face.
 
   Trying to hold back her whimpers, she scanned the lot.  Nothing, there was no one around.  He could do whatever he wanted and no one would hear.  “P-please….” She cried.
 
   “Oh, you don’t have to beg.”  Leaning closer, his lips skimmed her jaw.  “I’ll give you what you want.”
 
   She became all too aware of the unwanted hand cupping her breast.  If she kneed him hard enough in the crotch, and scratch at his eyes would she be able to get the gun away or would it just get her killed?  It was worth a shot.  He would not get her without a fight.  
 
   Doing just as she had planned she brought her knee up fast, colliding with her mark.  As he let out a cry of pain she dug her nails into his eyes.  She heard the gun go off sending a bullet flying somewhere behind her.  Without a second thought she went for the loaded weapon in the inebriated man’s hand.
 
   Alas, he had a better hold than she had anticipated.  Taking her to the ground he straddled her waist and pinned her hands helplessly above her head.  Closing her eyes, she prayed that he would pass out before he could do anything.  The smell of brandy came off of him in waves making the nausea worse.  Tears ran down her cheeks as she tried to think of other things to help her through this.
 
   Then, as if her prayer had been answered, she felt his weight disappear.  Though she knew it hadn’t been from passing out.  Before she could open her eyes she heard grunts and cursing.  
 
   “Get off!  Get off of me you Bas—” Nathan’s crude insult was cut off by Bryant’s fist landing mid-center of his windpipe.  
 
   Her mind was taking its time to register what her eyes were watching.  Bryant Sharp taking on a lunatic single handedly as if he had no fear of the gun still wedged in the other man’s hand.  It took one wild moment for her not to look around for the white steed he must have rode in on.
 
   “Ms. Steele?  Are you alright?” Bryant rose off of, the now unconscious, Mr. Cook slowly.  Her eyes shot to the gun that was now away from Nathan and in Bryant’s unthreatening hand.  
 
   His deep soothing voice had her unconsciously meeting his gaze, though she didn’t want to take her eyes off the blunt instrument. At that moment she realized that her body began to shake in an entirely different way.  Relief and gratitude sent tremors throughout her body making it nearly impossible to speak.
 
   “Amelia?  Honey, are you okay?”  Slipping the gun into his pocket he held up his hands to show her that he meant no harm.
 
   Her knees were knocking together at the sight of his worried expression.  No, wait.  That was the relief really setting in.  Sobs ripped out from her trembling lips.  “Th-Th-thank….thank you.”
 
   Coming quickly to her side, he gently gripped her shoulders.  “Did he? I mean, I wasn’t too late, was I?”
 
   Shaking her head, she lightly dabbed at her nose with the sleeve of her sweater.  “No.  Thank God.”  She hiccupped.
 
   Then before she knew it he had her in his arms, rocking her softly. “You’re safe now.  Okay?  I’ve got you.”
 
   His warmth seemed to chase away the chill from her veins.  As his wonderful smell of spice and man, had her snuggling closer.  The earth could cave in on itself at that very moment and she wouldn’t have noticed or cared.  Which was awful.  Not only did she just go though one of the worse assaults a woman could go through, but he was engaged!
 
   “Shh, baby girl.”  He continued to soothe. “The police are on their way.  And I won’t leave you until they get here.”
 
   His promise touched her.  “Thank you….Again.”
 
   He chuckled lightly while he tenderly rubbed her back in small circles.
 
    
 
    Bryant drove silently towards Amelia’s apartment.  Glancing over on occasion to make sure she hadn’t started crying again.  He had insisted on taking her home after the police threw that crapbag into the cruiser and towed her car to the nearest tire store.  Unfortunately they couldn’t get to her car until the morning, which was bogus.  The woman had been through enough tonight.
 
   The image of her pressed against her car, with tears streaming down her face and the creep’s hands…. Then as if she needed to prove, what he had already known about her, she fought off the sick little prick.  He couldn’t even move for a moment, watching her fight with such valor had him honestly believing that he was going to commit murder.  
 
   The thought of killing Cook screamed through his head the instant he saw the desperation on her beautiful face.  Jeopardizing the company and his future in order to save her didn’t even cross his mind.  The only thing that brought him out of that moment of insanity was knowing that murdering him in front of her would’ve made it more terrorizing for her.
 
   He always knew that Nathan Cook was worthless, but rape? The notion had his hands itching to get back around his throat.  Maybe he shouldn’t have killed him, but turning him into a quadriplegic, so he could never harm again, might have been justifiable.   
 
   “You really didn’t need to take me home.  After what you’ve done for me…I could’ve had someone else come get me.”  Her hushed voice scarcely carried through the cab.
 
   He gave her a quick, simple smile. “Nonsense.  What I did for you I would do again in a heartbeat.  Besides, I honestly didn’t think you wanted to wait any longer in that parking garage than necessary.”  
 
   “Well, thank you.” She smiled shyly back.  “Turn here.”  
 
   “Here?” His question was skeptical.  The street she pointed to he knew quite well.  Calling the neighborhood the “Slums” would have been a step up for this part of town.  Anyone who grew up in this district knew not to visit this area unless you were looking for trouble. 
 
   “Yes.  My building is that small white one.”  She said almost defensively.
 
   Pulling into the torn up parking lot, that lined the front of the three story building, Bryant gave the shabby complex a long look.  Without the new windowpanes, and the solid oak front door the place looked like it should be condemned.  
 
   He glanced at the neighboring buildings on either side of her tiny home.  They were by far less promising.  Even through the well-insulated car and over his still running engine he could hear a woman yelling and police sirens.
 
   “This is where you live?”  Wasn’t he paying her enough?  He would definitely look into that Monday morning. 
 
   She nodded.  “I know it looks small but really it’s quite charming.  Gorge and Gladis have remodeled every apartment.  Mike, who lives right above me, has helped with the flooring.  And Teresa, she lives across from me, put in the new widows.  I have also helped with the rewiring of some of the old cables.”  Raising her chin she met his eyes boldly.
 
   He had to smile at that.  “You know how to rewired old cables?”
 
          “My father did it professionally.  He had since I was little.  I picked some of it up.”  The pride behind her words, about her father and herself, seemed to glow from her eyes.
 
   Dropping his voice to a seductive hum, he leaned forward. “I see.”  The quite ones never failed to surprise him.  
 
   A deep blush painted her cheeks while she noted his flirtatious retort.  “Maybe you should see my work.  I think you would be quite impressed.”  Her voice was sultry, smooth as she tilted her body closer to his. 
 
   He raised both eyebrows.  She was flirting back? “Quite impressed.” Mimicking her words, he rolled them back for a different meaning.
 
   She was about to say something, which he could tell was aimed in the same direction he was headed, unfortunately a car back fired and she nearly jumped right out of her skin.        
 
   The reality of it had him disgusted with himself.  She had just been insulted by an intoxicated bastard, and now here he was hitting on her. “If you don’t mind I would like to walk you to your door.”   
 
   “Oh, no.  That’s alright.  My door is right there.”  Although she tried to smile, her shaking hands gave her away.
 
   Ignoring the comment he shut off his car.      
 
    
 
   Amelia watched as Bryant walked around the front of his sixty-nine, Corvette.  She would’ve been ecstatic to ride in this classic on any other day, regrettably this wasn’t that day.  The car had lost its appeal when it came to its owner.  And she was all too aware of the man behind the wheel.  Her hero.
 
   Had he actually been flirting with her?  Did she actually flirt back?  If that car hadn’t scared the living daylights out of her she would’ve….nothing.  She would’ve done nothing.  He was engaged for crying out loud!  How did she forget that little tidbit she really couldn’t say. 
 
   He opened her door and held out his hand like a true gentleman.  She took it timidly knowing that her pathetic heart would jump at the feel of him.  And she was right.  It damn near leapt right out of her chest. 
 
   “How long have you lived here?”  He asked without letting go of her hand.
 
   Turning to face him, her eyes stayed on their joined hands.  “Umm…Th-three years.”  Her voice shook as she suddenly became flustered.
 
   “Three? You have a lot of pride in this place.”  His voice was so gentle and kind, that she risked looking up into his beautiful eyes.
 
   “Yes, we all have put a lot of time into it.”  She replied quietly. “This building is over eighty years old and we all hate to see it go down with the rest of this street.”
 
       He let out a short sigh.  “Of course you would.  After all you have done to keep it up.”
 
   She was still all too aware of his hand still holding hers.  Fighting for her cheeks to not to flush again, she glanced over at her home, then back.  “It would be like losing part of my heart.  I think we all feel that way.”  Tugging her hand free she stepped back.
 
              “Sorry.  I didn’t mean to….It was just that you’re still shaking.”  He explained shoving his hands into his pockets so she wouldn’t feel threatened.
 
   “Oh.  Thanks.”  She really didn’t know why she had yanked her hand form his.  No, that was a lie.  She knew exactly why.  The feel of his warm hand was doing a number on her. 
 
   “You’re going to be okay.  He can’t hurt you anymore.  You know that, right?”  He asked, while bending at his knees to get better contact with her eyes.  “If you like I can call someone to stay with you.”
 
   The deep concern behind his words and in those eyes almost brought her to her knees.  He was truly worried about her. “Oh, no.  That wouldn’t….I’ll be alright.”  
 
   “Hey, Millie!” Teresa called from the porch.
 
   “Hi, Teresa.”  She waved.  “What are you doing home on a Friday night?”
 
   Teresa held up a bag of trash. “I got talked into doing the windows in Stan’s apartment.  Gorge pulled a quick one on me.  No rent for this month.  He knew I wouldn’t say no.”  She stopped at the end of the sidewalk.  Dumping the trash into one of the bins, she turned and faced them.
 
   Amelia didn’t miss the way Teresa’s eyes flared with attraction when they landed on Bryant.  “Teresa this is Bryant Sharp.  Mr. Sharp this is my neighbor Teresa Fugal.”
 
   “Hello.”  The six-foot-all-legs-supermodel beamed. Her unrealistically, beautiful auburn hair was in cute little waves around her, unrealistically, beautiful face.  
 
   “Good evening.”  Bryant greeted politely.               
 
   Her eyes shifted back and forth between them.  She seemed pleased at their body langue.  It was quiet obvious that they weren’t together.  “So what are you two up to tonight?”  She asked with an enticing smile. It almost wasn’t fair.  The world full of idealistically gorgeous women and here she was, the mouse in the middle of it all. 
 
   “Umm, well its—” Amelia started.
 
   “Oh, were you waiting for Heidi?  Because she has already stopped by.  She said she was going to the Vortex.”  Giving her attention completely over to Bryant, she purred. “Have you ever been there?”
 
   “No, can’t say that I have.” Bryant’s reply seemed a little stiff as he glanced at Amelia bemused.  “You were going clubbing?”  The expression on his face was genuinely captivated.
 
   “It was Heidi’s idea.”  She replied meekly.      
 
   “It’s really a lot of fun.” Teresa’s giggled.  “You should go sometime.”  
 
   Amelia very nearly laughed out loud at the sound of it. The image of Bryant dancing in the middle of club in his suit and tie, flashed wildly on the screen of her far too active imagination. She was about to excuse herself when the most bewildering words came so casually out of Bryant’s mouth.  “I think that would be fun, if Amelia was there to accompany me.”
 
   Her eyes shot to his.  He winked then aimed a very sexy smile her way.  She blinked twice bewildered.  Was this really happening or had her imagination completely taken off with her?     
 
   “Yeah, you two would have a great time.” Teresa involuntarily agreed.  “Well, Millie I’ll catch up with you later.  Maybe I can still salvage my Friday night.”  Turning on her heel she sashayed away not looking back once.
 
   Amelia had to admit that watching someone like Teresa getting rejected on a possible come on was quiet amusing.  Although she didn’t think she would be the reason behind it.  Why was she behind it?
 
   “Do you usually go clubbing on the weekends?”  His question was laced with skepticism.
 
   The question bothered her.  What did he think she just sat home watching old movies and crocheting? Sadly he would be half right, although she wouldn’t let him know that.  “Sometimes.”  It wasn’t a total lie.
 
   Raising both hands in mock surrender he grinned. “Sorry.  You just don’t look like the-”
 
   “Like what?  Like the type that wouldn’t have fun.”  Folding her arms defensively in front of her, she awaited his reply.  What she got wasn’t what she had expected.
 
   “You know, you’re adorable when you’re angry.”  He commended, with a wickedly stunning smile.
 
   “Oh…err, thanks.  Umm…” Unexpectedly nervous, she tucked a lose curl behind her ear.  For some reason she could not remember why she was so uptight.  His breathtaking eyes were fixed on her making her insides all warm and mushy. “I guess I shouldn’t take up any more of your night.”  She backed up slowly hoping that she wouldn’t say something ridiculous, like ‘want to come upstairs and tuck me in?’
 
   He took her hand once more, restricting her from any further escape.  “Why shouldn’t you?”
 
   Her eyes shot back down to their hands.  Although they were the only two around, she could not help but be shocked at his blunt openness.  “You probably want to get home to your fiancée.”
 
   “What!” He flinched back as if she had hit him. “Fiancée?  I don’t have a fiancée.”
 
   “You don’t?”
 
   “No.  Why on earth would you think that?”  Tilting his head to the side he quirked one eyebrow.
 
   “Jacob Masson.  He said that he wanted to be invited to your wedding.”  Did Heidi hear him wrong?  She didn’t like the way her heart jumped at the possible misunderstanding.
 
   A strange expression past over his features before he said.  “That’s all you heard.”
 
   She didn’t miss the way he hadn’t put it into a question. “I didn’t hear it.  Heidi did.”
 
   Relief past over the other expression on his handsome face.  “Now I know how rumors are started.” He chuckled lightly.  “Amelia, I’m not getting married.  Jake was teasing me.”
 
   Wrapping her arms around her middle to avoid any more contact, she took in long breath of the night air grabbing some of his scent with it.  “Why would he tease you about that?  I mean it sounds—”
 
   “I’ve wanted to ask you out.  I’ve been wanting to for a while.  Jake thinks it’s quite humorous that I’ve waited so long to do so.”  He informed casually.  
 
    “Oh!”  Calm down heart!  She coached herself.  The girlish side of her nearly came apart with glee.  The woman side of her did the same damn thing.  “You want to come in?”
 
   His eyes widened.  “Are you sure?  I mean after what happened tonight…”
 
   “It could have went a lot worse.”  She stated mindfully.  Truthfully she hadn’t thought much about it since he offered her a ride home.  There should be a break here.  Time to get over what happened.  Only she didn’t want it.  She wanted him.  All of him.  And if now was it she would take it.
 
   Stepping towards her apartment she tilted her head faintly.  “If you can get impressed over some rewiring, you should see what else I’m capable of.” Turning quickly to the door she hid her surprised reaction at the sexy way she played her own words.  Where did that come from?
 
   She unlocked the large oak door, that all the residents pitched in and gave to Gorge and Gladis for Christmas last year, and turned back just in time to catch Bryant admiring her bottom.  She smiled bluntly back.  “So, can I take that as a ‘yes’ to my invitation?”
 
   “You can take it as a hell yes.”  He affirmed coming up close to her.  Hitting the alarm on his car, he reached around her and opened the door.
 
   The smell of his cologne as he leaned past her made her light headed.  Bending forward she took in a deeper breath.  Lord help her, he smelt so good she wanted to sink her lips into the tiny spot of skin between the collar of his suit and his chin.
 
   “We can stand here or we could go to your apartment.  I do suggest the apartment though.  Because if you keep rubbing against me I might lose it on the gentleman part and I don’t think your neighbors want us going at it on the porch.”  His voice was ruggedly hot against her ear.
 
   “O-okay.”  She breathed, as she tried to calm the squeezing sensation between her legs.
 
   When he pulled back his eyes were dark as they met hers.  Amusement tugged at the corners of those brilliant lips.  “Which one is yours?”
 
   “What?”  His question wouldn’t register.  “What one is mine?”
 
   He chuckled as he leaned back towards her.  “Which apartment is yours?”
 
   “Oh, umm….It’s on the second floor.  The first floor is Gorge and Gladis’s.”  She explained without taking her eyes off of his incredible mouth. “We’ll have to take the stairs. There is no elevator.”
 
   He glanced at the stairs then back.  Sweeping his hand out in front of them, he gestured for her to go first.  
 
   There was very little talk on the way up, only small comments on the floor and walls.  Once at her door she opened it a little too anxiously.  She was a little too excited to have him there.  Only after he entered did she become utterly apprehensive.  At that moment she realized that she didn’t really know what she was doing.  She had never invited a man in, less they had been dating for a while.  Seeing that she had only crushed on this God-like man, it seemed all the more complicated.  
 
   Her actions down stairs came at whim.  She really didn’t know if it will come back or if she would totally flub it up.  He did say that he had wanted to ask her out.  But would she keep him interested or have him running out the door?
 
   “Would you like some coff—” She stopped herself.  The last time she brought the man coffee she practically drown him with it.  “Wine.  Would you like some wine.”
 
   “Wine would be great, thanks.”  He smiled.
 
   Rushing to her kitchen she scurried around not wanting him to wait too long for her. Thankfully she had a bottle chilling in the fridge, and two glasses cleaned.  She normally had wine with her dinner it always relaxed her after a long day.
 
   Hurrying around the short wall that separated the kitchen from living room, she found herself coming to a halt.  The mere essence of him seemed to overwhelm her tiny living room.  She nearly dropped both glasses at the sight of his strong shoulders as they remained straight while he bent to get a better look at a photo on the wall.  She had dreamed of Bryant Sharp being here in her home, she just never thought it would actually happen.
 
   She must have made some kind of noise because he turned and aimed a heart-stopping smile at her.  “Is this of you and your parents?”
 
      Nodding, she took small steps in his direction, hopping that she wouldn’t spill on him.  “That was taken a few days before they moved to France.”
 
   “France?” He asked taking the goblet gently.
 
   Did he purposely allow his fingers to linger on hers?  “Yeah, after my father retired they both decided they needed a little adventure.  Which I’m thankful for.  I mean I’m the only child and they get a little over protective.”
 
   He took a generous sip of wine, before he stated nonchalantly.  “I can’t blame them.  If you were mine I would be protective as well.”
 
   Swallowing a large gulp of wine, she brought her eyes straight up to his.  The look on his face stated quite bluntly that his attention was just that.  To make her his.  Her hands quivered around the cold goblet, causing the wine to vibrate giving her away.  “Why did it take you so long to ask me out?  You work with many unrealistically beautiful women.  Why the mouse?”
 
   “Don’t call yourself that.”  He scolded as he set his glass aside.  “In the short time I’ve spent with you tonight, you’ve established that you might come across as a mouse, though you are anything but.”  Removing the glass from her still trembling hands he set it next to his.  “Besides you answered your own question.  The women we work with are unrealistic.  I’m not impressed with unrealistic.”    
 
   “What are you impressed with?”  She exhaled while she forced herself to remain still as he leaned closer to her.  Every inch of her wanted to through her arms around him and finally find out what he tasted like.
 
   Brining his lips dangerously close to hers, he whispered across her bottom lip.  “I think you know.”
 
   That did it.  She couldn’t control herself any longer.  Practically lunching herself forward, she took his mouth with zeal.  She really didn’t know what shocked her more; her own candor or his.  
 
   He took her with as much passion as she took him.  With one arm wrapped tightly around her waist, and a hand nestled at the base of her neck she knew he wanted this as badly as she did.     
 
   Exhilarated by it she rubbed her tongue against his.  The taste of him brought out a primitive side that she didn’t know that she possessed.  She took his lip between her teeth, lightly nibbling and teasing him playfully.  He let out a deep throated moan that had her realizing that she was affecting him erotically.  The realization spread a wicked smile across her face.  
 
   Wanting to explore this more, she lightly licked his bottom lip.  He jumped, but didn’t move away.  The only thing consuming her thoughts was Bryant’s incredible mouth.  She drove her hands into his jet-black hair, just like she had always wanted to do.  Allowing the soft strands to caress her fingers, she sank them deeper. This was all she ever wanted, virtually needed.
 
   Breaking away abruptly he asked breathless. “Wow! Where did you learn to kiss like that?”  
 
   Smiling she sighed, “I don’t know.  I have never kissed anyone like that before.”
 
   “Ditto.”  He smiled back.  Snuggling her closer, he chuckled softly. “I have never been more fascinated with anyone, than I have been with you.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes, really.  I’ve watched you around the office.”  He cocked one of his eyebrows, and she felt a sudden prick of fear.
 
   She had known that he had seen her on a few occasions.  A little wink or smile in her direction to allow her the acknowledgement.  “Oh?” She asked on a shaky breath.
 
   He nodded, as he stood straighter, bringing him a head taller than her.  “I kept waiting for you to approach me.  But you never did.  In fact the few times I thought that maybe I should come to you, you would get this panicked look on your face and take off.”  He sighed and shook his head.  “You know you can give a guy a complex that way.”
 
   She had to laugh at that.  Giving a man like Bryant Sharp a complex wasn’t in her power.  “Oh, I can?”
 
   “Yeah, you can.” He said on a mock sincerity.  “But, honestly I can’t do this.”
 
   Putting substantial space between them, his smile turned more polite than sexual.
 
   Oh, no. No. No. No!  How did this go bad?  She just knew she would flub this up.  Trying to hide the sudden moister in her eyes she cleared her throat and banished the thought of rejection.  Maybe she just came on too strong.  “Alright.”  
 
   A strange expression crossed over his face as he studied her.  “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing.  I understand why you don’t want to stay.”  Folding her arms protectively in front of her, she dropped her gaze to the floor.  Oh, man come Monday this will be awkward.  Maybe she’ll call in.
 
   So fast that she wasn’t sure how it came about he closed the space between them.  His muscular hands held her gently by her shoulders.  “Amelia, I want to stay.  I want to so bad it’s killing me.  In fact, making love to you is all I’ve thought about since….”
 
   She watched his Adam’s apple bob as he took a moment to swallow.  “Since…”  She coaxed, the suspense; torture. 
 
   “Since the day you started at Sharp Industries.”  He confessed in a rush.  “But this can’t happen tonight.  Not after what—”
 
   “And if I want you to stay?  Regardless.” She interrupted meekly, all too aware of how close they were to fulfilling her most desired fantasy.  It took every ounce of self-control not to attack him like she had earlier.
 
     Taking her face into his hands, he made her look at him.  “If that’s really what you want.  But if this is something that you might regret in the morning, then I won’t stay.”
 
   Regret making love to Bryant Sharp?  The man she was thoroughly infatuated with?  The star of her lustful, nightly cravings?  Impossible.  “I’m not acting on impulse because of some high, from surviving an attack.  You can’t possibly say that you weren’t aware of my crush on you.”
 
   “You had a crush on me?” He playfully dropped his mouth in fake shock. 
 
   Pocking him in the ribs, she continued.  “I want you here with me, Bryant.  I’ve wanted you here for a long time.  And if you’ve wanted me for just as long, then what are we waiting for?”    
 
   His eyes darkened as a wild blue flame sparked within the depths of them.  “You’re sure?”
 
   “Definitely.”
 
   “Then I’m all yours.”
 
   With that, she reached up and kissed him as hard as she could.  They kissed for what seemed like an eternity.  Their lips were swollen from the passion that was firing up between them.  Neither one seemed to care that they weren’t breaking for air.  
 
   “I want to feel you, Amelia.”  He growled in a primitive way that made her body flare.
 
   “Where?”  She asked on a heavy breath as his hands slid down, awaking every inch he touched.
 
   He chuckled low and deep into her ear.  “Anywhere…Everywhere.”
 
   “Oh?”  Everywhere?  Her heart doubled in rhythm.  “Oh!” She started, as he slowly pulled her skirt up her thy.  Holding her breath, she awaited his next move.
 
   Pulling back slowly he skimmed her jaw with his lips.  In that one movement he replaced Nathan’s disturbing motion with his scintillating one.  Erotic warmth polled at the base of her making her panties wet and her nipples harden.
 
   “Where’s your bedroom?” He asked ever so calmly, with his lips brushing hers with every other word. 
 
   She kissed him twice before his question sunk in. “Over there.  It’s the door right behind you.”
 
   Sweeping her up into his arms, he carried her towards the door she had pointed to.  He lowered her quivering body down onto her queen-sized bed.  He hovered for a moment, just standing there looking at her.  Not down at her, but over her.  Her entire body causing heat, so thick and overpowering it sweep through her.   
 
   Just then he gently lowered himself on top of her.  “I want to go slow.  But I don’t know if I can. You’re so beautiful.”  He nuzzled her neck, causing a squeal of pleasure to escape from her throat.  Kissing the spot under the hallow of her ear tenderly, he moaned himself.  
 
   “You taste so sweet.”  He whispered as his kisses moved lower.
 
   “Bryant!”  She gasped and held that last bit of air as he kissed her breast through her, much too thick sweater.  She continued to hold that last breath, as she watched him push the fabric out of the way. 
 
   “Very nice.”  He smiled, as he looked upon the thin lace of her bra.  
 
   “You like what you see?”  To his and her own surprise, her question came out husky.  The sound was like a purr, and his reaction to it had her smiling as well.
 
   His eyes became dark with pure desire, “Yes. Oh, God yes.”  Bathing her nipple through the lace, his hand began its decent downward. 
 
    Cupping the back of his head she held him there for as long as she could.  Although his hand had accomplished its goal and was now on her bare thy, she wanted the sensation on her breast to last. 
 
   He seemed to figure it out, for his other hand slipped her nipple out from under its barrier and nibbled lightly.  Pulling one erect nub into his mouth he suckled until she cried out.  He gave one triumphant grin before devouring the other nipple, leaving neither neglected.
 
   She ran her hands over his wide shoulders.  Realizing he still had his suit on, she loosened his tie.  He didn’t make this easy.  Leaving his mouth on her she had to maneuver around him in order to get what she wanted.  Once this little task was finally accomplished she started on the buttons on his dress shirt.  This was a far more complicated mission, she was only able to get two buttons unfastened before he let out a deep chuckle and sat up.
 
   Kneeling in front of her, with his legs between hers, she watched utterly astonished as he moved.  Graceful and yet powerful in his actions.  His jacket seemed to glide off of his body in one elegant movement.  Tossing the jacket onto the chair in the corner, he began on the buttons she couldn’t get to.  As each portion of skin was exposed she became more impatient.
 
   She couldn’t move as she laid there watching while he removed his shirt and threw it somewhere behind him.  He was so beautiful she could scarcely breathe.   Hard and powerful in his stance, his toned muscles formed his chest, arms, and continued to flow evenly down his lean body, past the six sculptured abs and joining the juncture of his magnificent man hood.  She had been right to compare him to a god.
 
   Sitting up she lightly traced each one of his abs with her finger, loving the feel of his smooth skin.  Though it wasn’t enough.  She wanted so much more.  Dropping her hand to the button of his dress pants, she wanted him to get completely undressed.  She bit her lip when the perspective truly hit her.
 
       Her eyes shot up to his when she heard a hiss escape him.  Leaving her gaze up at his, she continued to unsnap the silver button and lowered the zipper.  It wasn’t long before he was totally undressed and she had to cover her mouth from gasping out loud.  Her eyes could not lift themselves from the sight that jutted out before her.  Which stood proud and erect, almost demanding in its thick, long form.  It was too awe inspiring.  He was quite a bit larger than any other man she had been with.  Her body trembled as she attentively reached out and grasped him.    
 
   “Oh, sweet heaven, Amelia!” He ground out.  
 
   “Shh….”  She breathed, running her fingers frivolously over the incredibly soft tip of his penis.  “Let me please you.”  Her voice was low and husky as she stroked his length.  Bunching the skin at the head then pulling it back to his scrotum she was rewarded by a deep moan that let her know that this is what he wanted.      
 
   She did this for only a short time, before she lined her mouth up with his cock.  He reached out and gently grabbed the back of her head.  Knowing his intention, she let out a small whimper and then timidly took him into her mouth.  She wanted to pleasure him while she tasted his need.  Which he did not fail to give her, in small salty drops.
 
   Without releasing him she glanced up at his handsome face.    His quick in takes of breath and his intense facial features, allowed her to see the effect she was having erotically on him.
 
   “Amelia!”  He groaned barely coherent to his surroundings.  “Oh, my sweet baby!”
 
   Closing her eyes she listened to his cries of ecstasy.  The sheer sound of it had her shivering almost violently. 
 
   In a moment’s choice, Bryant carefully pushed her away from his ready shaft.
 
   Shock and dismay had her almost panicked.  “Did I do something wrong?”
 
   “Oh, no, Baby doll!  Not at all…In fact it was incredible!”  He smiled, as he leaned down and kissed her tenderly.
 
   “Then why did you stop me?  I was enjoying it.”  She stated bluntly in a thick throated voice.
 
   He laughed slightly. “Because if you would’ve kept going I would have lost it entirely!”
 
   Confused she asked. “Isn’t that what you wanted?”
 
   “No.  I want you to come first.” He whispered over her tingling lips.  Removing the oversized sweater, he lowered straps of her bra until he had her breasts totally expose to his view.  “Mmm…You have the most beautiful breast.”  Not waiting for a response he took her nipple with vigor.   
 
     Lying back onto the bed she took him with her.  Although he didn’t continue to pleaser her breast.  Instead he kissed lower, past her ribs, over her stomach, and even lower still taking her skirt with it.
 
   “Matching panties?”  He rumbled, his breath searing the skin of her inner thy. “I knew you would be full of surprises.” Quickly he pulled the lace to the side, revealing her most privet flesh for his view.  “You’re so wet.” His whispered words caressed her female folds.
 
    “Bry—ant!” She nearly screamed when his tongue hit her clit dead on.  Closing her eyes she moaned in excitement while he intensified the movement with his clever mouth.  Grabbing the blankets that surrounded her, she rode wave after wave of outstanding pleasure.
 
   “Perfect.” He grinned as he sat up.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You.  Everything about you.”  He stated as he removed her panties completely.
 
   She found herself blushing. “Me?”
 
   He laughed, “Yes you.  The way you smell, taste…sound.”His last word came deep as his eyes burned into her. 
 
   Laying there ready for his next move, she became slightly embarrassed.  All he was doing was kneeling in front of her just staring.  Trying to close her trembling legs, he stopped her.
 
   “No,” He shook his head. “Let me look at you.”
 
   Her embarrassment vanished when she saw the look of admiration in his brilliant eyes.  Feeling a little daring she began to touch herself.  His reaction to her movements sparked a curious and sexy desire to keep the exquisitely, agonizing teasing to her fevered flesh.
 
   She shuddered as a myriad of consuming emotions bounced around within her, while she watched him watch her.  Allowing her fingers to play along her opening, feeling the slick velvet, folds of her arousal.  Practically coming apart when she felt his fingers press against hers gently, causing her to be more intimate with her own body.
 
   “Tell me how you feel.”  He whispered, with a slight tremble to his demand.
 
   Licking her suddenly dry lips, she replied with her own unsteady voice. “Soft, wet…really wet!”         
 
   He brought his lips back to hers once more, causing her breath to catch somewhere between her lungs and her throat.  She could feel his length against her opening.  Her swollen bud reacted with shock waves throughout her entire body, while his tip pumped along it.  A moan so ravenous shot out of her vocal cords, causing a more wicked response from Bryant.   
 
   Brining her knees up and over each shoulder, he nearly flooded her in half.  He angled his hips with her own while his hands claimed her bottom.  Those incredible eyes locked with hers. 
 
   “Bryant?”
 
   “Shh, I’ve got you…” He smiled.  Then ever so slowly he pushed his way into her.
 
   “Oooh!”  She cried, at first surprised.  But as he stopped at her yelp, she cried in a whole nether way.  “No!  Don’t stop!  Please don’t s-stop!”
 
    He did as she commanded and she almost came apart when he began to thrust himself inside her.  Using her bottom to stable her and gain more momentum, he rammed her harder.  Her body trembled visibly and a tightening in her gut made her light-head.  
 
   “You’re sooo tight!”  He exclaimed between breaths.  Pulling out of her until the head of his glorious penis nearly left her wet welcome then reentered taking her fully.  He continued at this wickedly.  His body tremble violently as his drive become stronger.
 
   “Oh, Bryant!” She sang as the world spun out around her.  A wild cry, whether his or her own, seemed to echo off the walls of her bedroom.
 
   She slowly came out of her euphoric fog, to the feel of Bryant’s radiant weight blanketing her.  Her heart still racing in her chest, she snapped this moment away hoping to never lose it.
 
   “That was unbelievable.”  His lips were still buried in the side of her neck, from where he had resided shortly after his release, which made his words somewhat muffled.  
 
   She giggled softly, hoping he wouldn’t move. “I thought so.”
 
   Lifting his head his eyes collided with hers, making her hypnotized.  She swallowed as she searched his eyes.  His fingers were lightly brushing the sides of her face and head.  The emotions she saw in those oceans of pure blue, was enough for her to reach up and kiss him as hard as she could. 
 
   With a deep growl he rolled them over until she laid, sprawled out over him.  “I want you on top this time.  I want to watch.”  He insisted with a sexy grin.
 
   Feeling vibrant she slowly sat up.  Removing the hair ban, that was barely hanging on after their incredible love making, she shook out her curls.  “As you wish.” She purred rubbing her still wet opening along his growing shaft. 
 
   A groan from deep within his chest seemed to shake the entire bed.  “Baby, I really hope you’re not tired.  Because the way you’re working me we’re going to do this all night.”
 
   “Promise?  Or are you teasing me?”  She playfully pouted, as she slid down onto him.  
 
   Suddenly serious he brought his mouth to hers, “I never tease about this.”  Grabbing her hips he guided her in the direction they both preferred.  He took her mouth with such passion she knew not to question him. 
 
    
 
   Amelia awoke to the ruthless ray of light that spilled from her slightly opened drapes.  Reaching for her alarm clock she realized that she had only been a sleep for a few hours.  Bryant had made love to her until dawn, and the delicious feel of him still lingered in spots.
 
   Setting the clock back onto her nightstand she felt his strong arm pull her tighter against his chest.  She tried to wipe the childish smile from her face before turning to him.  It didn’t work.
 
   “Hello, smiley.”  He chuckled as he nuzzled the crook of her neck.
 
   “I can say the same to you.” She smiled even wider while tracing the grin on his beautiful mouth.
 
   “Umm…I’m sure you can.”  Kissing her lightly, his lips seemed to consume her.
 
   Pulling him as close as she could, Amelia savored the feel of his warm body pressed into hers.  Although she had actually lost count on how many times they had done it in the past seven hours, she wanted him inside her desperately.
 
   “Do you want to take a shower with me?” He asked between kisses.
 
   “No. I want a bath.  My garden tub should fit both of us.” She giggled as he nibbled on her earlobe.
 
   “I’ll go start the water.” With that he bounced off the bed.
 
   She laughed at his eagerness.  This all still felt like a dream.  In fact she almost didn’t want to fall asleep earlier this morning in fear that he wouldn’t be there when she awoke.  If it hadn’t been for the exertion, she would have forced herself not to sleep.
 
   Though hearing the water run and feeling the delightful throbbing between her beast and thighs she knew that it was all very real.
 
   Not wanting to wait for the bath to fill, she also bounced off the bed.  Excitement raced through her as she thought about what to make him for breakfast.  Unfortunately her thoughts were silenced by a loud pounding on her front door.  She would have ignored it if she hadn’t recognized Heidi’s voice.  Unluckily she wouldn’t go away and she had a key.
 
   Throwing on her robe she prayed she could get her out of there before Bryant heard her.  She raced to the door only to get almost knocked over by her impatient friend.
 
   “Where in the hell were you last night?  Did you know that Nathan Cook was arrested last night?  Apparently he was trying to break into Sharp Industries.  Rumor has it that he wanted to get back at Mr. Sharp for firing him.  He had a gun and everything!”  Taking a quick breath Heidi gave Amelia a once over before asking.  “Are you sick?  You’re all flush, and you look as though you didn’t sleep a wink.”                               
 
   Shaking off her friend’s question, she held up her hands. “What do you mean he wanted to get back at Bryant?” “Sorry, Amelia. I just want to be heard.” Nathan’s words echoed through her head.  She visualized the 9mm handgun that had been fisted tight in Nathan’s hand as she remembered his next words “Shh, sweetheart.  This isn’t for you.” 
 
   “According to the grapevine, Nathan had caught his wife in bed with their neighbor the day before Mr. Sharp fired him.”  Heidi paused for a moment to rummage through her purse.  “He even attacked some poor woman trying to get in.”
 
   Obviously Heidi had no idea that Amelia was the “poor woman” he had attacked.  And what was even more evident was that Amelia had just been at the wrong place at the wrong time.  Which probably saved Bryant’s life.  If he had been waiting for Bryant with that loaded gun, Bry wouldn’t have had a chance.
 
   “How did you find this out?” Amelia asked suddenly anxious.
 
   “When you weren’t here I thought maybe you were still at the office, I got there just as everything was getting cleaned up.  The officer on sight told me the gist of it. I even got his number.”  Heidi smiled clearly proud of herself.  “Oh, Amelia! You should have seen this guy.  He was so cute in his uniform.”  She gushed.
 
   Amelia shrugged, “Sorry.  I was umm…a little busy.”
 
   “Busy?”  Her friend scoffed.  “Really?”  Glancing around the apartment, then back Heidi shook her head.  “Please don’t tell me that you went to that bakery on the corner and spent an hour picking out cakes and then came back here and watched old movies!  Oh, Millie!  You did, didn’t you?”  She groaned, letting her shoulder bag fall onto the floor.
 
   “No!  Not exactly.”  How much should she tell her friend?  He was both of their boss.  This could complicate things, especially with what happened last night.  By Monday morning everyone will know what happen, some will even be fabricated.  Bryant would probably want to keep their relationship quiet until everything settled.
 
   “Not exactly?”  Her friend repeated unconvinced.
 
   “Amelia?”  Bryant’s deep voice boomed from her bedroom, causing them both to turn in that direction. “Baby, your bath is waiting for you.”
 
   Heidi’s mouth fell open. “Who’s that? It sounds like Mr. Sharp.”  She whispered, her face still showing signs of shock and approval.
 
   “Err…umm…” Twisting her hands nervously, she franticly thought of what to say and do.
 
   “Amelia?  Sweetheart, where are you?” His sexy drawl came louder that time, sending a wild image of him appearing at her bedroom door wearing nothing but his birthday suit.
 
   “Hold on, Bry!  I’ll be there in a minute!”  She called to him anxiously.  There was no way Heidi was getting that view.  Grabbing Heidi’s bag, she began to push her friend towards the door.   
 
   “Oh-my-God!  Millie!  Holly crap, your screwing the boss!”  Heidi squealed under her breath.  Holding on to the door frame, to stop any further exit, she demanded, “How did this happen?  You have to tell me everything!”
 
   “Not now!”  She growled, pushing her friend harder out the door.
 
   “You better call me!”  Was Heidi’s last order before the door shut cutting off the conversation.
 
   “Was that Ms. Davis?”  Bryant’s voice came from right behind her, startling her. 
 
   Spinning around, she found him in his slacks and nothing else.  Letting her eyes wonder downward she took him in.  He was so beautiful she forgot his question entirely.  She nibbled on her bottom lip as he came closer.
 
   Taking her into his arms, he slipped his hands into the folds of her robe.  “I take it that she knows.”
 
          “Who knows what?”  She asked completely incomprehensive.  His hands were doing madding things to her sides and breast.
 
   He laughed joyfully.  “Your friend, she knows what we’ve been up to.”  He stated with a delicious hum deep into her ear.
 
   “Yeah…Oh, that feels sooo good.”  She whimpered at the feel of his tongue bathing her neck.
 
   “Wait until I get you into the bath.”  He chuckled.
 
   “Oh, yeah you ran a bath for us.” She recalled delighted.  Just as she was about to grab him and run to her bathroom, her and Heidi’s discussion came screaming back.  She pulled back abruptly causing his handsome features to constrict into confusion.
 
   “What?” He asked, taking her face into hands.  Concern hugged his breath-taking eyes.  “What’s the matter, baby?  You look upset.”
 
   “He wasn’t there for me last night.”  She let out in a rush.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Nathan!  He wanted to get to you.  The gun was brought to get back at you for firing him.”  Running her hands over his powerfully built chest, she tried to chase away the unwanted images of what could have happened the night before.  “If I hadn’t been there to…distract him, who knows what he would’ve done.”  Tears sprung to her eyes at the thought.
 
   “Shh, sweetheart.”  He soothed as he folded her into his strong arms.  “I would have gladly taken a bullet over what he attempted to do to you.” 
 
   Shaking her head she wiped that possibility out of her mind.  “He said that he just wanted to be heard.  He even told me that the gun wasn’t for me.  God, why didn’t I see it?”
 
   Pulling her back far enough to look at her, he made his face stern. “Listen to me, Amelia.  He was drunk and stupid.  You couldn’t have known what he wanted.  Hell, he probably wasn’t completely sure of what his plan was.”
 
   “Still, the thought of it.”  She shuttered.  “By Monday everyone will know.”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “Heidi won’t say anything if I tell her not to.”
 
   “You mean about us?” His question was laced with something she couldn’t identify. “You don’t want anyone to know about us?”
 
   “I assumed you didn’t.”  Pushing some of her unruly hair back she gave his expression a long look.  Was it her or did he look offended?  
 
   “Why would you assume that?”  No he was definitely offended.
 
   “Jacob.  I know he doesn’t approve—”
 
   “Do I look like someone who needs approval?”  Okay now he was angry.
 
   “Umm, well no.” She really shouldn’t fine this funny, but he was extremely sexy when he was upset.
 
   “Damn right no.”  Folding his arms in front of him, he reminded her of a child throwing a tantrum.  “Are you laughing?”
 
   “No.”  She lied unsuccessfully.
 
   “Yes you are.”  His anger fading.
 
   “No, I’m not.”  She giggled.  
 
   Nodding nonchalantly, he glanced away briefly before lunching himself at her.  Startled only at first, she realized that he allowed her landing to be soft and perfectly safe.  Falling onto the couch his playful growl at the hollow of her ear had her laughing harder than she had in years.
 
   “Now, let’s get something straight, Ms. Steele.”  His tone was stern, yet his eyes held genuine humor.  “I let no one sway me.  Particularly when it comes to something I want.  And I want you.”
 
   “Really?”  She couldn’t ignore the way her heart seemed to double in rhythm.
 
   “I didn’t make clear enough last night?”  He asked with a cocked eyebrow.
 
   “Yes.  But, everyone—”                                                  
 
   “I really don’t care about everyone.  There’s only one person I’m concentrating on, and she’s making this a little difficult.” He simplified.
 
   What did he mean by that?  Squirming out from underneath him, she sat up completely.  “Who?”
 
   He let out a boyish laugh. “You!  It’s you.” Pulling her back into his arms, he gently pushed some of her tasseled hair away from her face.  “What am I going to do with you?” He exhaled noisily.    
 
   “Well…” Everything she had dreamed of was right before her, and all she could do was giggle.  “Do you think the bath is still warm?”
 
   “Let’s find out.”  Getting up he pulled her with him.
 
   As he led her to the bath she felt her future.  And it felt wonderful. 
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   Sophia Rhodes sat quietly on the drive back to her house.  It was another typical date with her longtime boyfriend John Hunter.  Dinner and a movie that ended with a night cap at her house or his.  Usually nothing new, same restaurant, same action movie or comedy depending.  Same ending of every night, him satisfied, her not so much.
 
   Unsatisfied in bed and in their relationship.  She had been with John for most of her young adult life.  He had been all she knew.  First crush, first kiss, first love, and hell she even lost her virginity to the man. At first it all seemed so romantic.  Like all those romance novels, they meet, fell in love and were each other’s everything.
 
   Unfortunately, that was only one sided.  Truthfully, she had no idea where John stood in their relationship.  Even though she loved John, she found herself wondering if she wasted some of those firsts.  It seemed as though he was getting board.  He would get snappy with her whenever she suggested change, even in the simplest of offers. 
 
   Watching her friends love lives surpass her own caused the jealousy monster to rise up in her.  Seeing the love they all have for their new men, only reminded her of how absent John and hers was becoming. 
 
   If there was a way to bring their relationship back to where it was six years ago, she was completely lost on how to do so.  It saddened her to think that she might not want to bring it back.  She wanted to go forward to marriage and children.  Although she didn’t think that’s were John was headed.
 
   “Well…”  John sighed as he pulled up in front of her home.
 
   “Well…”  She echoed back wondering if she should just call it a night, to avoid another unfulfilled night.
 
   “So, I was talking to my mother.”  John started as he turned off the car.
 
   “Oh, really?  And…”
 
   “She thinks we should get married.”  He said flatly.
 
   All she did was nod.  Emily Hunter had been hearing wedding bells in their future for a while now. 
 
   “I think she’s right.”
 
   Turning suddenly to him she felt her jaw drop.  “What?  What are you saying?”
 
   “We should get married.”  He shrugged.
 
   Saying nothing, Sophia sat in shock.  This was not how she imagined this day at all.  Flowers, some candles, moonlight, hell anything would be better than this.
 
   “So….What do you think?”  He asked turning more toward her.
 
   “I—” think this proposal sucks! “Okay, sure.  Why not?”  She heard herself mutter. 
 
   “Okay.  Cool.”  He smiled.  “How about a year from now?  A fall wedding was what you and my mom talked about once.  And by then hopefully I’ll be in good with the owner of my work and making way more money.”
 
   She began to nod, not sure if it was anywhere near convincing.  She waited in complete silence as the shock slowly subsided.  This could not be happening to her.  Out of everything that could have went wrong this was one she hadn’t seen coming.  Taking in a deep breath she tried to focus on her sudden fiancé.  Unfortunately nothing he said made sense.  It was as if he had started speaking in a different language.
 
   This just wasn’t what she wanted at all.  She wasn’t even sure if she could make it to her door.  Hell, even if she made it to her door, to her room and into bed, she wasn’t so sure she would be able to sleep tonight. 
 
   “Are you okay?”  John asked sounding truly concerned.
 
   She continued to nod without any perceptive of what was really happening.
 
   “What’s wrong? Are you going to faint or something?” He wondered with a worried look on his face.  “Don’t okay?  I don’t want to make a big deal out of this or anything.” 
 
   Still nodding like some kind of bobble head, Sophia glanced out the window.  Here she was finally getting her answers of where he stood.  She had been trying so hard to find this out.  Refusing to give in, and cutting corners to keep him happy. None the less, it wasn’t enough.  She found herself wondering if this was really what she wanted, if being married to John was where she wanted her story to end.
 
   “Sophia!” John called to her. “Stop nodding!” 
 
   “Sorry.  This is just so sudden.  I’m okay.  Fall will be great.”  She smiled with false sincerity.
 
   Giving her a questionable look John smiled back.  “Okay, then.”
 
   “Great!  Just perfect!”  She couldn’t help think that those just could be her famous last words.  
 
    
 
   Tristan Macklin sat behind the desk in one of his smaller stores completely irate.  Although he owned multiple stores, this was his first.  It was where it had all started.  The birthplace of his multimillion dollar company. And now it was smack dab in the middle of an embezzling scheme.  His own auditor had stolen over six hundred thousand dollars right out from under his nose.
 
   Coming from Stirling, Scotland to better his education in Environmental Science and Botany Tristan became more interested in the equipment that was used and the vehicles that transported them from one area to the other.  Which started his sports equipment store, ranging in everything from 4-wheelers to GPS systems.  
 
   The store’s business took off from underneath him.  Before he knew it he was opening Macklin’s Motor Sports all over the western United States.  He found himself opening a few stores in Scotland as well.  The money started rolling in by the millions and he could’ve cared less.
 
   Which now he found to be where he went wrong.  He should’ve cared.  He should’ve been more careful, more aware.  His father always told him he was far too trusting and he had been too right about that.  Too busy playing with all the new toys that came in, Tristan didn’t give an ounce of notice to the business and now he was paying for it.
 
   “Mr. Anderson could be anywhere by now, Mr. Macklin.”  An officer who was assigned to the case was saying.  “But we will find him.”
 
   Releasing a heavy sigh, Tristan scratched his brow.  “No, I donna think ye will.  He has been plan’ this for over a year.  He’s probably in Jamaica by now sipping Sangria.”
 
   “Do they drink Sangria in Jamaica?”  His best-friend Kyle Douglas asked half mindedly.
 
   Shooting his friend a look, he got up from the desk and walk to the window overlooking the store.
 
   “Sorry, stupid question.”  Kyle whispered.  Although Kyle was a good man, he was a bit of a Neanderthal.  Tristan just assumed it was from all of his bike blunders.  No one can roll, flip, or obliterate a machine better then Kyle. 
 
   The officer took a few more notes before he gave one more hopeful appeal, but Tristan knew otherwise.  Mr. Anderson was long gone. 
 
   He waved to the officer before closing the office door and regaining his seat behind the desk. “I think I’m going to have to take this one as a life lesson.”  He said mostly to himself.  
 
   Nodding his friend started playing with a toy version of the new 4-wheelers that had arrived.  “So are you going to move someone up in the company or hire out?”
 
   “In.  Anderson was out.  I need someone who has worked for me for a while and knows the company.”  He answered honestly.  “I just donna know who.”
 
   While Kyle rattled off a few names, Tristan eye caught something just outside the window.  Not something, someone.  A perfect someone.  She wandered aimlessly through the store as if uninterested in the surroundings.
 
   Jumping up from the desk, he watched her through the window.  Her ebony hair fell in a waterfall of ringlets down her slender back. Soft curves and long legs were barely covered by nice fitting shorts and a tight T-shirt that gave a tiny peek at a slender tummy.  He stifled a grown as he watched her weave around the floor models. 
 
   Although she seemed out of her element, she took her time looking at each dirt-bike.  Bending over to get a better look at the newest model, Tristan was able to get a lovely glimpse of her beautiful bottom. 
 
   “Excuse me.  I think there’s a customer who might need my help.”  He announced as he rushed past Kyle and out of the office.  Finding her quickly, he kept his eye on her gorgeous little behind while he came up next to her.
 
   “Can I help ye with something?”  He asked hoping his accent might score him some points.
 
   She turned and nearly brought him to his knees with her amazing green eyes.  They reminded him of the hills of Scotland.  So deep and earthy he couldn’t speak at first.  Then she smiled making the problem worse.
 
   “No. I’m waiting to pick someone up.”  She said in the most angelic voice.
 
   “Oh?  Anyone in particular, or will a Scot work for you?”  He asked with a wicked grin.
 
   She blushed and turned away, causing him to stuff his hands into his pockets to hide his unyielding desire for this unknown beauty.  When she glanced back at him the blush had yet to fade.
 
   “Do you work here?  I haven’t seen you before.”  She asked with a voice slightly lower than before.
 
   “Kind of.”
 
   Dipping her perfect eyebrows she repeated. “Kind of?”
 
   He smiled, but said nothing further.  It wasn’t because he wanted to be mysterious or because he didn’t want her to know that he was the owner.  He said nothing because she was so adorable with her face scrunched up in confusion.  Heaven help him, he couldn’t resist; he had to know this woman.
 
   Regrettably, there was one major obstacle about to get in his way.
 
    
 
   Sophia bit down on her lower lip trying not to giggle like an idiot. He had to be one of the most gorgeous men she had ever seen, and it didn’t hurt that he had an accent.  Maybe it is his sexy rolled r’s or his smile, whatever it was it had the power to make her contradict everything she believe in relationships. Even though her fiancé was somewhere in the store, all she could think about was what the man before her looked like naked.
 
   Turning from him once again, she hoped he didn’t notice the red creeping up her cheeks.  She needed to get away from this devilishly handsome Scot and find the man she should be thinking about with such erotic force.  Surprisingly she couldn’t find the strength to do so. 
 
   “Sophia!” Jumping at the sound of John’s voice beckoning her from across the store, she winced at her reaction.
 
   “I’m guessing that is who yer waiting for?”  The man before her asked, allowing his smoldering accent to drape over her.
 
   She nodded as John called to her again.
 
   “Lucky man.”  The Scot said with a sexy hum to his voice.
 
   “Sophia I’ve been—Mr. Macklin! I didn’t see you, sir.”  John exclaimed.
 
   Caught off guard by the name, Sophia took a double take to the man before her.  He was her fiancé’s boss.  Not just an immediate manager but the owner himself.  The same man who had John and the rest of the staff stressed out of their mind, just because he was coming to the store.
 
   Taking in the dirt on his shoes, the modest style of his clothing and his casual hair cut she would have never guessed that he was a multi-millionaire.  He seemed too laidback to be worth so many zeros. 
 
   “John.”  Mr. Macklin greeted.  “Does this lovely creature belong to you?”
 
   John gave her a quick glance as if he wasn’t sure what his boss was talking about. “Yes.”  He answered slowly.
 
   “Sophia.  Sophia Rhodes. It’s a pleasure to meet you Mr. Macklin.”  She introduced herself slightly annoyed with her fiancé.
 
   “I should’ve known ye would have such a beautiful name.”  Holding out his hand to her, Mr. Macklin smiled with a quick wink. “Tristan.  Please call me Tristan.” 
 
   She took his hand and was surprised by her reaction to this simple gesture.  Holding her hand gently, he gave it one small shake never taking his eyes off of hers.  His deep ocean blue eyes lingered on hers for a short moment off setting her response even further.  She was enchanted by him.  Somehow caught in an unrealistic hold that he had on her.  Something that she couldn’t explain, nor wanted to, past between them before he gave her one last earth shattering smile then turned his full attention on John.
 
   “How long have ye been working for me Mr. Hunter?” Tristan asked placing both hands behind his back.
 
   “Five years, sir.”
 
   Giving one short nod, he glanced back at Sophia before saying.  “I’m moving one of my field guys in for the night auditor position, which has opened a position that ye have once asked for.  Are ye still interested?”
 
   Sophia half expected John to scream his answer in a hysterical whoop.  He had his sights on field testing ever since he found out how much they made.  Driving everyone crazy with constant butt kissing and over dramatized reactions to the simplest questions, trying to prove that he knew how to do the job.  To her surprise he handled it quite well.
 
   “Yes.  Very much, sir.  I can answer any question you might have on any of the field testing equipment.”  John answered sounding cool and collected.
 
   “Good.  You’re hired.  I will have ye start this weekend.  Before you leave today I will give ye the location where we are meeting.”  Tristan turned to her with a wicked smile and asked.  “Please tell me that ye will accompany him this weekend?  I would love for you to join us.”
 
   “Of course she’ll be there.”  John answered with a ridiculous grin.  “She loves camping.”
 
   Shooting him a warning glare, Sophia crossed her arms in front of her chest.  She hadn’t been camping since she was a little girl.  In fact the idea of going again scared the hell out of her.  One too many scary camp fire stories.
 
   “Great.  Then I will see ye both this weekend.”  Tristan gave one gracious nod in her direction, making all those stories vanish into thin air.  Suddenly she was quiet excited for this weekend.  
 
    
 
   “Camping?  You’re going camping?”  Her best-friend Ella Hall asked in shock.  “Do I have to remind you of the last time we went camping?”
 
   “We were eight, and your cousin can’t fit in that hideous gorilla costume anymore.”  She said fighting the shutter of the memory of Joe Hall scaring the living daylights out of her, Ella, and Ella’s twin Amy in the middle of the night.  He wore the costume while he shook their tent making monkey noises.  She had nightmares of weeks after the horrible trip.
 
   “Besides,” Sophia started again. “John needs me there this weekend.”
 
   “Oh, like when you needed him to come to your graduation, but he didn’t because he had ‘other plans’?  Or when you needed him to console you when you lost that really great job, but instead he told you to get over it and work at McDonald’s?”  Ella asked with a raised brow.
 
   “So, what?  He made a few mistakes.”  She said cringing at the submissive sound of her voice.
 
   Shaking her head, Ella jumped off the bed. “No.  A mistake is when he forgets your birthday and shows up at the last minute with convenient store roses and a candy bar.  Which birthday was that by the way?  Twenty-second?”  Putting her finger to her chin she played like she was thinking.  “No, it was your twenty-fourth.  On your twenty-second he wanted you to change your birthday plans so he could go to a basketball game with the guys.”
 
   Okay, so John had scored many bad boyfriend points over the years.  Though that gave her no excuse to give her own bad points in return.  Maybe she was being naïve about this, but she hoped one day he would see how much she cared about him and he would come around.  
 
   Giving a heavy sigh, she threw the last bit of her cloths in the suitcase.  Naïve wasn’t the word.  Stupid, over hopeful, maybe even a bit lost, those were the words that she should be using.  Although she was making headway.  He did ask her to marry him.  Maybe he didn’t ask her in the romantic way that she had always hoped for, but she knew he wasn’t the romantic kind when she started dating him.
 
   “Hey, at least you know where he stands in your relationship. Between you, Maddie and Amelia I’m left with nothing but an empty marriage.”  Ella admitted quietly.
 
   Turning abruptly, Sophia eyed her friend.  “Empty marriage? I thought you and Matt were doing fine?”
 
   “Yeah, well that’s what you get when you rush things.” Her cheeks redden as she played with one of Sophia’s dolls.
 
   Sophia couldn’t say anything. Out of all of her friends Ella was the more realistic one. Everyone had been shocked at how fast Ella and her husband’s relationship had moved.  Even her identical twin had been surprised at how quick Ella had agreed to marry Matt after only a few weeks of dating. 
 
   Ella had always been afraid to explore the outside world.  She left the high life to Amy and stuck to her books.  It was a real shame, seeing Ella was incredibly beautiful though she hid it under bulky cloths, thick framed glasses—which she didn’t need—and frizzy hair that would look really cute if she did something with it.  
 
   “How long have you felt this way, Ella?”  Sophia asked curiously.
 
   Her friend shook her head with embarrassment painting her cheeks.  “I think it’s because of all of you talking about love lives and changes.  Hell, even my sister, who is living the perfect life, has been talking about wanting to change things.  She has been thinking of having a baby.”  She sighed as if the thought of her sister having the option was painful for her.
 
   Sophia’s heart went out to her friend as she watched Ella take a seat in the large arm chair that sat in the far corner of the bedroom.   Ella had been wanting to have a baby for the last two years of her marriage.  Unfortunately, her husband had decided that children wouldn’t be an option for them.
 
   “Hey, ladies!”  Leya Davis smiled as she came into the bedroom killing the somber mode.  “I heard you were going camping with Tristan Macklin.”
 
   “News travels fast.  How did you find out?”  Sophia asked giving her friend a long questionable look.
 
   Leya shrugged indifferently.  “Amelia’s man knows him.  I guess they go skiing or something.  Tristan is a real outdoorsy kind of guy.”
 
   Sophia figured as much when she met him at his store.  She never thought that the rugged, outdoor type did something for her.  Yet, Mr. Macklin—dirty shoes and all—made her question things that really shouldn’t be brought to the table now.  Not when John was ready to move forward.
 
   “You’ve met this outdoorsy Scot?” Ella asked Leya with a bit of shock.  Out of all of their friends, Leya held the most class.  Her upper eastside friend seemed to live a very exquisite life.  Born to wealth she didn’t have any worries of needing a job or having enough food.  Her worries mostly involved what lavish party to attend or what designer is the most wanted or what hot guy she would let share her bed that night.
 
   “Yes and he’s gorgeous.”  Leya sighed.  “He looks like he was chiseled out of stone by the Gods themselves.” 
 
   “A rock hard body, good looks and a boatload of money can only take you so far.  Personally, I look at all those qualities and shutter.  Men who have those things don’t have to try at anything else.”  Sophia stated trying to convince herself more than her friend.
 
   “Yeah….but those qualities make great eye candy.”  Leya teased.
 
    “Yes.  Yes it does.”  Sophia admitted.  “But, in all honesty, that’s all their good for.”
 
   “Tight abs fallowed by a great ass, is enough for me!”  She claimed with a Cheshire grin.  “I bet he has an amazing body. Can you imagine what he looks like in a tux or better yet in a Speedo?”
 
    “Leya!”  Sophia whined hoping her friend would stop.
 
   “Oh, like you haven’t noticed.  All women and even some men have noticed.”  Her friend taunted with a devilish grin.  
 
   “That is the last thing I need to notice right now.”  She sighed.
 
   “That is the only thing you should be noticing right now!” Leya exclaimed.  “I mean look at him.”
 
   “Trust me I have.” Sophia whispered.
 
   Ella, who had been silent until that moment gave her a questionable look, then asked carefully. “You, have?”
 
   She waved off her quieter friend.  She needed to be careful with her.  Ella was quite perceptive. “He’s John’s boss and if John’s right about this guy, he could be a real jerk.”  Sophia sighed.  
 
   Giving her friend a playful push, Leya assured with a charming smile.  “Watch, I bet he’s nothing like you imagine.  I mean the man runs a motor sports store.  He has to be somewhat laid back.”
 
   “I don’t know…”
 
   “Well at least go and check out the better side of Scotland.  Then come back and give full length details to your friends who didn’t get the chance to do it themselves. ” Her friend begged. “For me?”  
 
   “I’ll see what I can do.”  
 
   “A true friend would.”
 
   “A true friend wouldn’t remind me how sexy he is.”
 
   “Your true friend must be blind.” Leya scoffed lightheartedly.
 
   Sophia had to genuinely laugh at her friend’s banter.  She had somehow made this experience a little easier. “Thanks.” 
 
    
 
        “Yes, I do understand.” Sophia repeated for the third time as she gathered the materials from the cluttered garage.  Juggling the phone on her shoulder she tried to listen to John’s mindless babbling while she checked over all the items in her other hand.
 
   “Make sure you get everything!  I don’t want to look like a jackass on my first field test assignment.” John continued without any perception of what he was really saying. He had no idea that he was already looking like a jackass, only she obviously didn’t count.  “I have been working for him for the last five years and I don’t want to mess this up now. You understand that right?”
 
   Deciding not to answer the same question—for the hundredth time—Sophia dumped everything into the back of the SUV.  “Just get home as soon as you can.  That way you can double check everything.”  She ground out while she continued to gather items from his unorganized garage.
 
   “I really don’t have time for that. I won’t be there until we have to leave.  Just make sure you have everything ready.  I want everything perfect.”  He barked into the phone.
 
   Releasing a breath she bit her tongue. She wanted to help him, although he was making it difficult. Holding the phone away from her, she thought about putting everything away and telling him where to go.  Unfortunately she lacked the stamina.  She would feel guilty about it later.
 
   Heaving a sigh she said.  “Don’t worry about it.  Amelia and her boyfriend came over and helped me find everything we need for this weekend.  Bryant even brought some extra things he thought we might need.”  Knowing he had high respect for Amelia’s new love, Sophia smiled when she heard the submission in his voice.
 
   “Oh, okay.  Good.  Then I guess I’ll see you later then.”
 
   “Fine.”  Clicking off the phone, Sophia tucked a lose strand of hair behind her ear.  She had a three hour drive a head of her, plus a three day camping trip with no shower access until they got home on Sunday.  Double checking everything one last time she shut the latch on the SUV then went inside for a long bath.  She had a terrible feeling that this was going to be a long weekend. 
 
   The drive up the canyon hadn’t taken as long as she thought.  Watching the trees and gorgeous landscape on the way up seemed to consume most of the time.  John had been silent the entire drive up, which surprisingly was just fine by her.  She figured he was gearing up for his first assignment.  Allowing him to concentrate on whatever he needed to, she sat quietly enjoying the view.
 
   “We’re here.”  The excitement in John’s voice was lightly tinted with apprehension.
 
   She had to smile at his eagerness.  Though it was short lived.  There in the clearing of the camp site stood the powerful Scot in all his glory.  He looked as if he belonged there, like some kind of Nature God.  Leya was right he would look amazing in a tux or—God help her— a Speedo.  How was she going to make it through this weekend with a man more beautiful than her imagination could have ever thought possible? 
 
   Coming up to her side of the vehicle, Tristan smiled as he helped her out.  “I was hoping you’d come.”
 
   “Yeah, well…”  She lifted her hands out from her sides with a small shrug.  “This is more beautiful than I thought it would be.”
 
   “Aye.  I love this time of year.  Still plenty warm, yet the leaves are turn’ into their fall colors.”  He lifted his finger to the top of one of the taller trees.  Orange and red sprinkled the top as well as the neighboring trees.
 
   “Oh, that’s pretty.”  Shading her eyes with one hand she glanced at all the wildlife surrounding her.
 
   “Come on, I will show ye where to set up.”  As Tristan walked away she noticed that there were several camping trailers and some expensive looking fifth-wheels.  There was only one other tent in the camp and it even look luxurious compared to the worn three-man tent they brought.
 
   “Ye can set up here.”  Tristan explained to John as he point to a large grassy area. “’Tis quite comfortable.  And if ye will be so kind as to fallow me, Sophia, I will introduce you to everyone.”  He said with a wicked grin.
 
   Giving John a quick look she turned back to Tristan and nodded.  “Okay, sure.”
 
   She didn’t miss John’s disapproving glare as he dumped out all of the equipment.  He had no intention of setting up the tent on his own.  He expected her to help, which had him leaving everything lying out as he fallowed close behind them.
 
    
 
   Tristan fiddled with the laptop without really paying attention to any of the data.  He chewed on the inside of his cheek to keep from saying something that would get him into trouble with his friend.  Kyle was relaying important information that should be documented accurately.  Unfortunately, nothing he said was locking into Tristan’s head.
 
   It was well over three hours since he had left the camp and Sophia behind.  He really didn’t want to leave her behind with people she hardly knew.  It wasn’t how he was raised.  He invited her; therefore he was responsible for her to have a great time.
 
   Although she seemed to get along with everyone, the idea of leaving her and not knowing if she was enjoying herself had his stomach turning.  Maybe he should make some wild excuse to head back to camp just to make sure she was alright.
 
   Scolding himself, he thought of John.  She wasn’t his.  It wasn’t his job to keep her happy.  She belonged to his employee.  Though the thought of John with her had his stomach turning even more.
 
   “Tristan?  Are you listening?” Kyle asked, sounding a little annoyed.
 
   “Aye. Of course I am.”  He lied.
 
   His friend nodded skeptically.  “Then why haven’t you computed any of the data I just gave you?”  His thick caveman-like eyebrows dipped slightly.
 
   Giving him his full attention, he let out breath.  “Sorry, my mind isnna all the way here right now.”
 
   “Yeah, I noticed.”  He chuckled.  “What is sooo important that it has your mind wandering?”
 
   Wondering if telling him the truth was such a good idea, Tristan gave him a quick once over.  He decided to lie.  “There are a few things I havena had time to finish over the week.”
 
   “Oh. You mean with the thing that happened with your night auditor?”  He asked completely unaware of Tristan’s real thoughts.
 
   “Umm…Yeah, that.”  Thankful for Kyle unknowingly giving him a way out, he shut the laptop.  “I have to go back to the camp.  Keep running the test and I’ll be back soon.”
 
   His friend gave him a questionable look but said nothing.
 
   He jumped on his favorite four-wheeler and took it at full speed back to the camp.  Surprised to see the camp vacant, Tristan drove slowly through the sight.  That’s when he spotted her.  She was completely alone nestled under a tree with a book in her hand.  
 
   Cutting the engine he gave the camp another good look around.  Nobody.  She was here by herself.  Where was her boyfriend?  And why and earth would he leave her here without any company?
 
   “Hello.”  He greeted as he came up to her.  “Where is everyone?”
 
   “Hi.  I have no idea.”  She smiled.  “John went up with some of the guys a few hours ago and everyone else seemed to wander off to do other things.”
 
   A few hours?  What pile of crap leaves his woman in unfamiliar territory for a few hours alone?  John hadn’t even put up the tent.  Giving their camping supplies a quick look he noticed that nothing had been done for their night there.   He could tell she was uncomfortable and giving her body langue here and in the store the day he met her she knew little about camping and even less on how to put up a tent.
 
   Annoyed with the man who had the audacity to call this lovely creature his, Tristan pointed at the mess pilled next to her.  “Can I help ye put this tent up?”
 
   Giving him a shy smile she set her book aside. “I’m afraid I wouldn’t be much use with that task.  I would probably get more in the way then be any help at all.  Besides, John would be furious with me if he knew I made his boss put up our tent.”
 
   The ass had an hour before the field testing had started.  That was plenty of time to put the tent up.  What in the hell had he been doing during that hour that he couldn’t provide shelter for his woman; who he had the audacity to leave for hours?
 
   Her bright green eyes must have caught something in him for she quickly laughed. “That was a joke.  He said he would do it when he got back.”
 
   He doubted it was anywhere near a joke.  He bet his left testicule that John was the type of jackass who would place blame on her for his own incompetence.  
 
   Shifting the weight from one foot to the other, he decided to change the conversation before he said something that he would regret later.  “Do ye ride?”
 
   She glanced around him to the off-road vehicle.  “Umm…I’ve never been riding before.  It looks dangerous.”
 
   He shook his head as he escorted her over to his favorite machine.  “Not if ye know yer bike.  Like this one.  This has a new Hemi-spherical design that is exactly 545cc's and carries a single overhead cam design. It has an electronic fuel injection which was a great move.  It made the Hemi wake up relatively easy.” 
 
   She let out a small laugh.  “I have no idea what you just said.  But, I’m guessing it’s really cool by the way you said it.  So, I’m going to act like that’s amazing with a smile and an exaggerated expression.”  Doing exactly that, she brought her hand to her mouth with mock astonishment.
 
   Caught off guard by her statement he flashed her questionable smile before barking out a deep laugh.  “You know Sophia Rhodes; I’ve never met anyone like ye before.”
 
   “Is that a good thing?”  
 
   “Verra good.”
 
   Heat flushed her cheeks and she quickly turned away.
 
   He chuckled lightheartedly.  “I bet ye have no idea how charming ye really are.”
 
   She gave him the most adorable confused look he had ever seen. 
 
   “I thought so.  Ye’re completely oblivious. ” He laughed loving the feel of the relaxed banter between them.
 
    This time her smile reached those prefect green eyes.  “Well, Tristan Macklin.  It seems the charm is going both ways.”
 
   “I try.”
 
   “I doubt you have to try too hard.”
 
   He found that with her staring at him with her kissable lips curving slightly at the corners, he couldn’t move, not for effect, but because for some unrealistic reason he couldn’t breathe with her so close.
 
   Clearing his throat he stepped back.  She was affecting him more than he thought she would.  His mother once told him that soul-mates found each other this way.  His parents were true romantics.  And being raised by two love-addicts had him aware of things most men usually ignored.  Which had him suddenly unsure how to respond to her anymore.  If what his mother said about soul-mates was true, then he should take this with slow cautious precision. 
 
   Regrettably, he knew that slow cautious precision wasn’t how he was going to handle this.  He was going in head first, even if it was the shallow end of the pool.   
 
   Nodding towards the four-wheeler he asked slowly. “So, do ye want to go for a ride?”
 
   She gave the machine a long look before she smiled.  “Yeah.  But you have to go slow.  Okay?”
 
   “Whatever ye want.”  He dropped his voice to a seductive hum.  “Just jump on behind me.”
 
   She did as he said, although she sat way back on the bike.  Her hands roamed around the back as if looking for something.  “Where do I hold on?”
 
   Several ideas popped to mind at her question, though he doubted she would be okay with any of them this early in the game.  “The rails at yer sides will work.  But don’t fash I won’t be going verra fast.  Ye’re safe with me.”
 
   “I’m holding you to that.”  She mused.
 
   He grinned at her delightful sense of humor while he started the engine.  It roared to life and he gave it some gas.  She let out a small yelp as she wrapped her arms around his waist.  He was going to thoroughly enjoy this.  Probably more than he should. 
 
    
 
   Everything inside her became charged. She loved the feel of his far too prefect stomach a little too much.  Apart of her had actually started to count the six sculpted abs that her fingers brushed shamelessly.  Snuggling her head against his back she was able to hear him chuckle softly. Inappropriately, she pressed her nose to his shoulder getting a wonderful whiff of the man she should be avoiding.
 
   The intelligent thing to do was to tell him to turn the bike around and head back to camp, where she should be reading about secret crushes not living them.  Unfortunately, she wasn’t feeling very intelligent. 
 
   She would like to think this reaction was caused by some vendetta based on her boyfriend—who knew about her traumatic experience she had as a child—leaving her alone in the forest.  Though, she knew it wasn’t.  She wanted every inch of this sexy Scot, and she couldn’t control it.
 
   Once she realized that he wasn’t going very fast she released her hold enough to sit back further.  No need to grope him any longer than necessary.  It didn’t take long before she actually began to enjoy the ride.  The speed, the rhythmic hum of the engine, gave her the sense of exhilarating freedom.  It was unlike anything she had ever tried.  She couldn’t help but feel as if this was something she had needed for a long time now and was unable to explain it to anyone.  Yet, Tristan somehow understood.
 
   He slowed the bike to a crawl, and then turned slightly back to her.  “Do ye want to drive?”
 
   “What!  No…I don’t know how.” She stammered with panic.
 
   Stopping the bike, he turned to see her fully.  “I’ll show you.  ‘Tis no’ that hard.”
 
   Before she could react he jumped off the quad and motioned for her to scoot forward. She hesitated for a moment.  “What if I crash?  What if I wreck your bike?”
 
   He leaned forward only a few inches from her face and whispered. “I don’t think ye’ll go fast enough.”
 
   Remembering the rustic smell of him made her stomach quiver.  He was so close all she had to do was lean slightly and she would be able to taste him.  Banishing the thought she cleared her suddenly dry throat while she slid to the handle bars.  “You’re probably right.  But if any trees jump out at me….”
 
   “They usually don’t do that.  However, if they decide to do so, I will right behind ye to take over.”  He reassured her as he climbed onto the back.
 
   Making himself comfortable behind her, his thick muscular thighs enclosed around her.  She swallowed hard as his incredible arms slid around her bringing his muscular hands to rest nicely on each of her own shaky ones. Warmth washed through her and pooled where it shouldn’t.  Cradled by his magnificent body, it took sheer willpower for her not to lean back into him.  
 
    “This lever here,” Guiding her thumb to the black switch under the right handle bar, he continued to instruct her with his mouth not far from her ear. “tis the gas.  Ye give that a little push with yer thumb when ye want to go.  And these silver things at the top of each handle bar are yer bakes.”
 
   “Everything is controlled by my hands?”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   Taking a deep breath she tried to find her voice.  “This seems easy enough.”
 
   “I think ye’ll catch on quiet quickly.”  His accent sang right into the shell of her ear causing a slight tingle to vibrate down her spine.  “Don’t fash ye’ll be fine.”
 
   “I know.”  She said quietly.
 
   “Then stop shaking.”
 
   Knowing it had nothing to do with operating the intimidating machine; she only nodded at his comment. Thankful that she had put her hair back into ponytail, and had grabbed a jacket, she eased the thumb-sized accelerator giving the quad some power. 
 
   The four-wheeled beast lunged forward nearly scaring the life out of her.  She felt his strong hands wrap around hers as he chuckled softly.  “Easy.  She only needs a little gas.”  He gently pressed his thumb over hers, showing her what he meant.  At once the device did as commanded at a tranquil speed.
 
   Letting up on her thumb, but not her hand, he said.  “She’s all yers.”
 
   “Okay.”  Pushing as hard as he had she began to gain control of the speed.  Little by little she gave the quad some gas increasing its pace.  The trees started to fly past as the wind whipped the lose hair around her face.  She was really enjoying herself.  Maybe she should invest in one of these four-wheeled monsters.
 
   Tristan extended his finger to a turnoff a little ways up the road indicating where he wanted her to go.  Slowing the off-road vehicle she took the turn with ease.  Proud of herself for this little accomplishment she quickly brought the quad back to speed.
 
   “Right up here is where they’re doing the testing.”  He warned her by leaning against her body with his beautiful voice humming right into her ear.          
 
    Bringing the bike to a stop, she couldn’t control the smile on her face.  She couldn’t remember the last time she had that much fun.  Apart of her almost didn’t want it to end.
 
   “Ye’re a natural.”  He praised as he climbed off and came around to face her.
 
   “Thank you.  That was a lot of fun.”  She smiled unable to control the excitement in her voice.  Rolling her eyes she turned away from him.
 
   “I’ll tell ye what; if ye give me a minute to check on a few things we can go back out.  Would you like that?”  He asked with a tilt of his head.
 
   “Yes, very much.  But you don’t have to.  I mean, I know you’re working and everything.”
 
   “Nonsense.  If ye want to ride again then that is what we will do.”  He gave her a quick wink with a devastating smile.
 
   Oh that smile did things to her that she shouldn’t acknowledge.  “I bet you get whatever you want with a smile like that.”
 
   His smile widened.  “Ye bet I do.  Well at least that’s what my mother says.”
 
   Shaking her head faintly she took one long look at him.  “You know, you’re not what I expected.”
 
   “And what did ye expect?  A kilt?  Some bagpipes?  Trust me, I’m not verra good on bagpipes.  Nor do I like wearing a kilt.”  He teased.
 
   “Why?  I bet you have great legs.”  Clamping her mouth shout she scolded herself for the remark.  He was making it way too easy.  His personality was so laid back it was hard not to be playful even if she was crossing major lines.  She was engaged to this man’s employee for crying out loud.      
 
   “Well, thank you.  But it’s not my legs I worry about.  It gets rather windy in parts of Scotland and there isn’t much protection under those things.”  
 
   The image that came to mind at his comment had her laughing. “Afraid the other boys will get intimidated?”
 
   His deep laugh joined hers.  “Maybe a wee bit.” 
 
   She had a feeling that ‘a wee bit’ was a huge understatement.  Refusing to allow her mind to wander onto dangerous territory any longer she changed the subject. “I thought you would be like all the other rich men I have met.  It’s nice to see you didn’t let your money refine you.”
 
   “No.  The only good thing that came out of my money was the fact that I got to play more and work less.”  He let out a heavy sigh. “Unfortunately, I took too much advantage of that wee perk.  Now, someone is enjoying my money on a beach somewhere.”
 
   He was talking about the money that his ex-employee stole.  She remembered John talking about it.  Of course, John thought that Tristan was an idiot for not paying closer attention.  Although he used more colorful word instead of idiot.
 
   “You can’t blame yourself for someone else’s transgressions.  You trusted him to do his job and he failed you.”  She shook her head and gave him appointed look. “That can’t be your fault.  I mean, that’s why you hired him to begin with.”
 
   A strange expression— too quick for her to read—pasted over his handsome face before he smiled.  “I’ll be right back.  Then I want to take you on a trail I think ye’ll like.”
 
   “Alright.” 
 
   She watched him walk into the crowd of his employees who had gathered around one of the other machines.  Two women from the bunch turned to stare at her.  Even though they waved with simple smiles, Sophia got the impression that she was competition.  Which was utterly ridiculous.  She belonged to someone else.
 
   They had nothing to worry about.  They were probably more his type then her anyway.  Hell, the only reason Tristan was being so nice was because he found her alone.  He most likely felt sorry for her. A ludicrous feeling pitted her stomach at the thought.  What if this was all a pity play?
 
   “Ready?”  He asked coming up next to her.
 
   She took in the grin on his face and the deep contrast of his eyes.  This had nothing to do with pity. The realization of it should have startled her.  Although it didn’t. The truth was that she wasn’t sure what to be concerned about.  That he wanted her, or that she wanted him as well.  Trying to shake the feeling off, she found that she couldn’t help but want to be his type. 
 
   “Sophia?  Are you ready?” He asked again placing his hand on hers.
 
   Her eyes dropped to their joined hands and for some unknown reason her mouth took over and everything she should be concentrating on was ignored.  “Can I drive?” 
 
   “Of course.”  He smiled while climbing onto the bike.  Leaning into her he whispered wickedly.  “I prefer it back here.”
 
   She started the bike without turning to face him.  Like the fool she was slowly becoming she found herself actually giggling at his comment. 
 
   She drove for some time, enjoying the view and the feel of the man behind her, until the road became too intimidating.  Stopping at a small turn out she glanced back at him.  “I’m not sure that I can drive anymore.  This road looks unstable.”
 
   He shook his head with a wink.  “Nah, it only looks that way.  This wee toy you’re on was made for this. Though, until ye trust this monster a little more I’ll take over.”  Jumping off the back he grabbed a helmet off the rack.  “This will make ye feel safer, and give me peace of mind.  I would really hate for ye not to enjoy this.”
 
   “Thank you.”  Taking the helmet she couldn’t hide gratitude she suddenly felt from his simple act of respect. Though John shown her respect through small things, it was different to see it so plainly.  She hardly knew how to react to it.
 
   “There will be some parts that will be bumpy, but we’ll get through it.  I come up here all the time.”  He assured her with a simple nod.  After placing his own helmet on his head he turned to check hers.  Once both helmets were secure he climbed on and restarted the bike. “Hold on tight.”  He called back.
 
   Sighing she wrapped her arms around him.  She figured it was alright seeing he told her to.  Even though holding him was probably not what he had in mind, she kept it her little secret as she squeezed him slightly over the rockiest parts of the ride. 
 
   The quad scaled the terrain with ease, taking the bolder size rocks without difficulty.  She watched as the trees slowly opened to a wide meadow.  Green and yellow spread out before them for several yards before the trees stopped their wild run.  Vast Evergreens surround them on each side causing the clearing to be intimate, and seem almost secret to the rest of the forest.  There in the far corner was a moderately large pond that reflected the surrounding trees like a natural mirror.
 
   As he cut off the engine she removed the bulky helmet to get a better view.  “Oh, my God!  This is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen!”  She exclaimed.
 
   “I come here to get away sometimes.”  He explained setting his own helmet on the handlebars.  “Early in the morn’ ye’ll watch dear, moose, and even bear come here to get a drink.”
 
   “Bear?  There are bear in this part of the forest?”  She asked suddenly nervous.
 
   He smiled that wonderful smile of his as he patted her knee that still rested against him.  “They’re harmless if ye respect them and leave them alone.  It is so peaceful here they accept you as you will them in the early morn’ when the earth is still trying to wake up.”
 
   His words were so beautiful she had to believe him.  “How often do you come here?”
 
   “Whenever I can.  I sometimes feel like God made this for me.”  Shaking his head he laughed at himself.  “Silly, isn’t it?” 
 
   “No, not at all. I used to feel that way about my grandfather’s farm.  I would climb the barn at night to watch the sun set against the wheat field.  It looked like gold, rows and rows of heavenly gold.”  She told him remembering how much she loved that farm.  “He sold it a few years ago.  It broke my heart when I found out.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”  Sounding truly remorseful for her loss, she had to look at him then.
 
   Rewarded by deep pools of ocean blue she smiled.  “I’ve never told anyone that before.  I mean, about my grandfather’s wheat field.”
 
   His eyebrows shot up. “No one?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Then, thank you for sharing it with me.  I feel honored to hold such a wonderful secret with ye.”  He said with real sincerity. “Now may I share one with you?”
 
   “Yes, of course.”
 
   “I’ve never shown this to anyone.”  He revealed as he swept his hand over the secret meadow.  “I only come here alone.”
 
   Surprised by this she gave his meadow another look.  “Then why did you bring me here?”
 
   “Because I knew ye would appreciate it.”
 
   “I do.  Thank you.” She exhaled and then looked around the stunning space.  “I used to love being outside.  My mother told me that it was damn near impossible to get me in at night.”  Laughing she shook her head.
 
   “Used to?  Ye don’t like being outside no’ more?”  He asked while turning more to face her.
 
   “Well…”  She began.  Feeling foolish for something that still bothered her after all these years she took a moment to answer.  “There was this…thing that happened to me when I was younger that kind of ruined my love for the great outdoors.”
 
   Jumping off the bike he settled himself in front of her.  “What, may I ask?”
 
   Remembering the way John had laughed at the story making her feel dim-witted for overreacting to a silly prank, she shook her head slightly.  “It’s stupid.”
 
   “Obviously not.  It has stayed with ye all these years, so it has to be somewhat serious.”  He stated mindfully.
 
   Waving her hand in front of her she shied from him.  “It was just some childish prank my friend’s cousin pulled on us when I was eight.”
 
   He scrunched up his brow with an unasked question.
 
   Knowing he wanted more information she sighed.  “I went camping for the first time with my best-friend Ella and her twin sister Amy.  Her cousin told us that a man eating ape was living somewhere on the mountain that we were camping on.  Of course we didn’t believe him until his friend started in on it telling us that the ape usually didn’t come down that far and that we were safe.”  Taking a deep breath she continued waiting for Tristan to begin laughing at any time.  “Late that night her cousin dressed in a gorilla costume started shaking our tent making monkey noises.  He shook the tent so hard that he knocked over the lantern we had and set the tent on fire.”
 
   “My, god!  Did ye get out alright?”
 
   She nodded.  “Yeah, her uncle got the fire out before any of us got hurt.”
 
   “Good.  How old was the cousin?”
 
   “Twelve.”
 
   “Boys will be boys, but I hope that little shit got his ass whipped.”  Tristan said with distaste.  “No wonder ye didn’t want to come here this weekend.”
 
   “How did you know that I didn’t want to come?”  She asked intrigued.
 
   His deep laugh lightened the mood.  “Twas written all over yer face.”
 
   “Oh.  Well, I’m glad I did.”  Taking in a deep breath of the earthy air she realized that he hadn’t laughed at her story.  He had been concerned, and understanding to her reason.  
 
   “I’m glad ye did too.”  The change in his eyes and the tone in his voice had the air around them shifting.  
 
   She wanted to kiss him.  To taste his lips and be done with the whole fantasy.  Only she knew it wouldn’t end there.  One taste would not be enough, she would want more.  
 
   She was acting like a teenaged fool.    Rolling her eyes at her absurd feelings she knew that she needed to bring the conversation back to the playful banter they once shared.
 
   “I’m not worried about the bears.”  She stated with a raise of her chin.
 
   “No?”
 
   “Nope. I think it’s because John’s fatter.  They’ll go after the meat before the bone any day.” She teased.
 
   He barked out a laugh. “I’ll agree with you there.  Only ye smell as sweet as honey, and they love honey.”
 
   “You’re so not helping.”
 
   Leaning forward he brushed her lips with his.  “Don’t worry,” He whispered across her awakened mouth.  “I won’t let them get you.”
 
    
 
   They rode for several more hours through magnificent scenery, taking each hill with vigorous authority.  Many times he had stopped to allow her control over various terrains, until she took roads that she never that thought she could.  Though the day past with friendly banter, her mind wouldn’t forget what happened in the privet meadow.  It was a simple peck nothing more.  Yet, she couldn’t help but question his advance.  More importantly she couldn’t help but crave a deeper invite.
 
   As he steered the bike back to camp she huddled closer trying to stay out of the now cold wind.  He raced to beat the sun before nightfall.   They hadn’t brought the proper attire for the ride and more the sun set the colder it was becoming.  The thin jacket she wore did little to cut out the freezing breeze that was mostly generated by the speed over the bike.
 
   Even as he brought the bike into the camp Sophia couldn’t pull herself away from the little heat his body was providing.  While he shut off the engine she took a quick look around the camp and noticed that the tent had yet to be built.  On better inspection she also realized that John was nowhere in sight.  She thought he would be standing around somewhere awaiting her return with an earful. 
 
   “Where is Team Two?”  Tristan asked the group around the enormous campfire.
 
   “Haven’t come back yet.”  One of the girls said without taking her eyes off of Sophia.
 
   Knowing that Team Two was John’s team, she released a sigh of relief.  At least he wasn’t there when she rode up on the back of his boss’s bike, clinging to said boss shamelessly.  Although she figured someone would tell him.
 
   “If they’re not back by the time we’re finished eating, then I need a team to go find them.”  Tristan commanded one of the men standing by some expensive looking equipment.
 
   “Yes, sir.”  The man nodded, then went back to his work.
 
   Jumping off the bike Tristan turned and smiled. “Hungry?”  He asked while helping her off the bike.               
 
   She could only nod as he led her towards the fire.  While she welcomed the warmth of the burning blaze she realized how chilly it had been the last bit of the ride, her arms were trembling as a result.  Getting as close as she dared to Sophia consumed the heat from the tall flames.
 
   “It gets pretty cold up here at night.”  A woman she had not yet met said as she came to stand next to her.  “Did you bring warmer clothes?”
 
   Thinking over what she brought, she nodded.  “I think so.”
 
   “Good you’ll need them.  Hi, I’m Angela.  Kyle’s wife.”  She clarified.      
 
   “Hi, I’m Sophia.”  She acknowledged taking the woman’s hand in a small handshake.  She was far prettier then she expected Kyle’s wife to be.  By the fire her hair resembled a gold color and her eyes were as clear as diamonds. She looked like she belonged on a magazine cover not wandering the wilderness.
 
   “Did you enjoy the ride?”  Angela asked while she offered her a seat next to the wonderful heat of the fire.
 
   “Yes, very much.  I didn’t think I would at first.”  She admitted.
 
   The other woman nodded in agreement.  “I know what you mean.  But at least you had a good teacher.” She pointed to Tristan as he approached them with two plates of steaming food.
 
   “I heard that!”  Her husband called from the other side of the fire.
 
   “You have no argument, Kyle.”  Tristan teased as he handed her one of the plates.  Taking a seat next to her, he chuckled at his friend’s hushed protest.
 
   She looked over her dish never seeing anything quite like it before.  “What is this?”  She asked trying to sound approving.
 
   “It’s like a tinfoil dinner, only it’s made in a Dutch oven.”  Angela answered.  “It’s not bad.”
 
   Stabbing a forkful of what looked like ground-beef and a potato, she cautiously placed the bite in her mouth.  Surprisingly, she liked it.  
 
   “When ye are finished, you can use my trailer to freshen up.  There’s warm water and fresh towels. Ye played hard today, I’m sure ye want a nice shower to end the night.”  Tristan offered.
 
   “Thank you.  That does sound fantastic.  I would like to go to bed smelling like a woman.”  Giving him a worried look, she teased him with a pout.  “No, wait! I don’t want to smell like a woman.  You said the bears like that.”
 
   He laughed at her good-natured joke.  “I think ye’ll be alright tonight.”
 
    
 
   Tristan listened for the shower to turn on, before he went back outside.  Though he wished he hadn’t.  Images of her naked body being caressed by very lucky streams of water had him inwardly moaning.  God, what he would give to be in that shower making sure every inch of her was cleaned thoroughly.
 
   Shutting the door to his trailer, he gave himself a moment before he turned to face his friends and employees.  The taste of her incredibly sweet lips still lingered on his own.  He knew he crossed a major line when he leaned into her.  But he couldn’t help it.  He had to taste her.  Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough.  It only made it worse. Now, his craving for her was unbearable.
 
   “She seems like a real sweetheart. I can see why you like her.” Angela’s voice came from behind him.  “But you know when I told you to move on and find a good woman? I meant one that didn’t belong to someone else.”
 
   Turning to face his best-friend’s woman, he scratched his chin trying to play oblivious to her comment.  “I doona know what ye’re talking about.”
 
   Folding her arms she eyed him unfooled.  “Sure you don’t.”
 
   Shaking his head he tried to walk away from her.  Unfortunately, she was very good at calling his bluff.  “I saw the way you looked at her tonight.  I’ve never seen you look at anyone like that before.  Never.”
 
   He forgot how perceptive she was.  Giving her a teasing grin, he lowered his voice.  “Please, don’t bring the ‘you and me’ conversation up again.  Ye’re married now.”
 
   “Oh, Tristan.  I think after what I witnessed this evening the whole ‘you and me’ conversation is long over.”  She laughed timidly.
 
   It was nothing more than friendly banter between the two of them.  Even though he had some small feelings for her while her and Kyle dated, he couldn’t deny how perfect she was for his best-friend.
 
   Changing the weight from one foot to the other, Angie glanced at the trailer door as if Sophia might emerge at any second. “Tristan, she’s engaged.  Her and John are getting married next year.”
 
   That took him by surprise. He didn’t realize they were that serious. “I didna see a ring.”  He defiantly stated without dropping his gaze from her accusing one.
 
   “Just because there isn’t one doesn’t mean they’re not.”  Stepping closer, she placed her hand on his arm.  “I don’t like John. In fact I was shocked to find out that she would even agree to marry him. But, trying to take his woman out from under him isn’t right.” 
 
   Of course she was right. Sophia was forbidden territory. But he didn’t know what stunned him more; that he was going against everything he was raised to believe or that he was more than willing to do it. He knew that her being engaged didn’t change anything.  Though it should have; it didn’t.  He wanted her.  Now, more than ever. And now that he knew that John was playing for keeps; he needed to act fast.
 
    
 
   Sophia climbed out of the shower refreshed.  Changing into her flannel pajamas, she marveled over the spacious bathroom one more time.  His employee’s said Tristan’s trailer was the Hilton on wheels, and as promised it was nothing less.  The entire fifth-wheel was nicer then her apartment, maybe even a little larger.
 
   She toweled her hair as she exited the bedroom and descended the short staircase to the main area of the vast trailer.  Tristan stood behind the dark mahogany counter, preparing something that smelt wonderful. 
 
   “Hello.  Feel better?”  He asked with one of his trademark smiles.
 
   “Yes, very much so. Thank you, again, for letting me use your shower.”  Whishing she had chosen something different to wear, she expressed her gratitude with a shy smile of her own.  She felt rather silly in her extra-large, flannel pajamas.
 
   “Ye’re verra welcome.  Would ye like a cup of tea?” He placed a mug of great smelling liquid in front of her.
 
   “I can’t turn down something that smells this good.  What kind is it?”  Taking the warm mug into her hands she inhaled the rich aroma of spice.
 
   “Brodies Tea.  My mom sends it to me every year.  She says it’s so I won’t forget Scotland.”  He chuckled softly.  
 
   Taking a careful sip, she savored the taste.  “Oh, this is good.”
 
   “I grew up on this stuff.”  Shaking his head he arched one eyebrow.  “My brother told me that it will put hair on my chest.  Which made me wonder about my sister.”
 
   Laughing, she nearly choked on her tea.  
 
   “Don’t worry.  She’s a model now, without a hair on her chest.”  He assured her.
 
   “That’s good news.  I was worried for a moment.”  She grinned over the rim of the mug.  
 
   Catching a glimpse out of the side window she could tell that the tent was still down.  She walked over to the blind and slightly opened it for a better look.  From the light of the fire and several lanterns she was able to see the flat area where the tent should be standing.  
 
   “Is John back?”  She asked as she turned to Tristan, who had moved up behind her.
 
   “No, they’re having trouble with some of the equipment.  I sent a few men out to bring them back.”  He explained while he studied her face.  “It might be awhile. His team went high up this time.”
 
   Releasing a sigh, she set her mug down.  It was up to her to put the tent up.  She doubted it will be that hard.  If only she had more light.  “Umm…I hate to ask you after you’ve done so much already for me, but do you have a light I can use?”
 
   “A light for what?”
 
   “It looks like I’m putting a tent up for the first time.”  She laughed nervously, trying to sound confident.  “Do you think I can get away with a teepee?  I can do one of those.”
 
   His mouth tilted upwards in attempt to laugh at her joke, but another emotion was tapping it down.  “I can’t let you put that tent up in the dark.  Even some of my men couldna accomplish such a goal.  Why don’t ye just wait in here until John gets back?  Then I can get several men to help.  Okay?”
 
   “Are you sure I’m not imposing?  I kind of feel like I’m in the way.”  She admitted.
 
   Shaking his head he tsked. “If you feel that way, then I’m not doing a good job as yer host.”
 
   “You’ve been wonderful.”  She said with a shy tilt of her head.  
 
   “Thank you.” His voice was as thick and uneven which caused heat to fill her from head to toe.
 
   She had never felt such a substantial amount sexual sensitivity. The air was suddenly dense; she seemed incapable of talking or breathing. Who needed a tent? She had been in his bedroom.  His bed was by far big enough for them to share or do other activities.  She knew that he was thinking the same thing without a single word being expressed.
 
   Backing away she felt her face redden at the realization.  “I think y-you’re right.”  With a hard swallow she tried to steady her voice.  “I should wait for John. I doubt I would even get a teepee out of it.”
 
   “Ye’re more than welcome to wait here.”  He gestured to one of the large, plush recliners that looked like heaven.
 
   Taking a seat, her body automatically slid into all the right comfortable places. After a moment she found that her eyes couldn’t stay open.  Falling asleep there was not a good idea. Turning her body more towards Tristan, who had taken the opposite recliner, she knew she had to keep talking.
 
   “What part of Scotland are you from?”  She asked trying to get as uncomfortable as possible. 
 
   “Aberdeen.  It’s more North.”
 
   “My grandfather is from Scotland.”  She yawned.  “I need to find out where.  He moved back there after he sold the ranch.” Yawning again she leaned back more into the chair.
 
   “Maybe I’ll take ye there, so ye can visit him.”  He offered quietly.
 
   “That would be nice.  I would a highly appreciate it.”  She mumbled slightly incoherent.  Realizing that she needed to get out of the way to comfy chair, she tried to move.  Her muscles refused to cooperate.
 
   “Tired?”
 
   “Yes.”  She confessed.  “I can’t seem to move.  I blame the chair.”     
 
   “Riding takes more out of ye than you’d expect.”  He grinned.    
 
   “I guess so.”  She replied as the chair suddenly glided into its reclined position making it even harder to stay awake.  She was pretty sure she hadn’t been the one to recline the chair, but at that moment she didn’t care. 
 
   “Go ahead and rest.”  He whispered as he placed a soft blanket over her.
 
   She wanted to say no, though at that point her body didn’t really want to hear what her mind had to say.  Snuggling deeper into the warm, cozy recliner she let sleep take over.  To her pleasure she let some wild fantasies about Tristan and his four-wheeled beast take over as well.
 
    
 
   Sophia awoke to John’s voice.  Her eyes flipped open expecting to find him standing over her.  Blinking quickly she took a moment to take in the morning rays that filled the lush trailer. She had slept in Tristan’s chair the entire night. Oh, man.  She could only imagine what John had to say about that.
 
    When she realized that John was right outside she pushed the chair into a seated position and listened carefully.  The walls of the trailer muffled most of the sound enabling her to hear anything clearly.  Getting up from her chair she listened for the direction of his voice.  Out of the small window over the dining table Sophia could see John speaking to one of the other men in the camp.  He looked irritated.
 
   She could see Tristan on the other side of the camp hunched over a laptop.  Realizing she had the trailer to herself she scrambled up the stairs, and quickly changed into a new pair of jeans and a heavy sweater.  She ran a brush quickly through her hair, then pulled it back into another ponytail. Without giving herself another glace she hurried outside.
 
   As she stepped out of the trailer her eyes connected with Tristan’s.  With a quick wink and an amiable smile he went back to work.  It was strange that a simple gesture from someone that she knew for only a short time would have more of an effect on her than someone she had promised herself to.
 
   Shaking off the thought she walked slowly up to John.  He was assembling the tent with jerky movements and frustrated grunts.  She tried to picture him in his tux and what her wedding dress would look like.  What flours did she want?  Lilies. Calla Lilies would be very pretty.  Maybe she should get orange ones for the fall.  She liked the purple ones better, though John thought they would look better at a funeral. She bet Tristan would look good in purple; it would bring out his eyes.
 
   Oh, man!  She reprimanded herself.  She couldn’t even think of something sacred without thinking of John’s boss in an unsuitable way.
 
   Watching her fiancé, Sophia stood silently unsure of how to approach him.  He kicked some of her belongings out of his way and let a few profanities fly. A quick glance in her direction let her know that he was aware of her but could have cared less. She remained motionless allowing him to make the first move.  Sadly, he continued to build the tent without another look in her direction.
 
   “So, you’re mad at me?”  She asked in a small voice.
 
   “Damn right I am.”  He grunted harshly.
 
   “Why?”
 
   Dropping what was in his hand he came at her.  He took her arm and led her away from the ears of the camp.  “Do you have any idea how stupid you made me look?  Instead of putting the tent up you went off with my boss leaving the tent down and making me look like a total fool.”
 
   Glancing at the tent she felt the rush of guilt. “I’m sorry he asked me to go for a ride.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess that is more important than putting up our tent.  Do you have any idea what time I got to camp last night?”  Pausing briefly he dropped his voice to a nasty sneer. “No.  You wouldn’t have, would you?  Instead of putting up a tent you weaseled your way into someone’s trailer.”
 
   Guilt instantly gone she folded her arms and eyed him carefully. “Excuse me?”
 
   “You heard me.” He growled.
 
   “Let me get this straight.  While you went off into the mountains—leaving me alone—you expected me to build a tent in which I have never done in my life!”  She felt her anger getting the better of her.  Her ears burned with rage as her voice cracked.  She knew this was going to be a bad weekend.
 
   “What you can’t read instructions?”  He asked with a spiteful glare.
 
   “Is there a problem?”  Tristan’s accent caused them both to fall silent.  “John? Is there a problem?”  He repeated when neither one of them answered.
 
   “No, sir.  Just a lover’s quarrel.”  John’s answer had a definite condescending undertone.
 
   Without looking at either one of them Sophia kept her eyes glued on her shoes.  As tears threatened to spill she cleared her throat.  She was so tired; tired of everything. Emotionally drained and mentally exhausted. She wanted to go home.   
 
   “Okay…Then when you’re done with yer tent, I want ye to lead the team back to where you were located yesterday.”  Tristan ordered with distinct authority.
 
   “You want me to lead?”  John asked with the hostility suddenly vanishing from his voice.  
 
   “Aye.  Trent told me about yer quick thinking that saved most of the equipment.  I need someone like you to be running my teams.”  Although he spoke to John, Sophia could feel his eyes on her. “Of course, this will be a higher pay.  However, the days will be longer and travel will be farther.  Will this work for you?”
 
   “Yeah.”  John exclaimed obviously pleased with Tristan’s offer. 
 
   “Good.  When you’re ready assemble a team and head out.” He turned to face her fully catching her and John off guard he asked.  “If I could, I would like to use ye today in one of our testing runs.”
 
   Her eyes shot up to meet his heavenly ones.  “Me?  How can I help?”
 
   “Our new off-road vehicle claims that it is easy for anyone to use on all terrain.”  He gave a slight shrug.  “The way ye drove yesterday I think you’d be good at it.”
 
   Glancing at John, she noticed his quizzical stare at the two of them. She shouldn’t go anywhere with Tristan.  Taking another ride with him will only make things worse.  She would never be able to stop thinking about the one man she should stay away from. What she should do was go home and give her and John’s relationship a hard look over.
 
   “I will pay you.  If that is what ye wish.” Tristan offered, sounding anxious.
 
   “Do it, Sophia.”  John urged.  “You need the money, and that way you won’t be left alone.”
 
   “I…” 
 
   “Say yes!”  Angela called from only a few feet away.  “I don’t want to be the only girl going up with these Neanderthals.”
 
   Smiling at her new found friend, Sophia nodded.  “Sure.  It will be fun.”   
 
    
 
   After several hours of ridding and constant laughing, Sophia had officially marked this as one of the most entertaining days she had in a long time.  It was almost shocking to think that she could be comfortable this far out of civilization.  Hanging out in the intimidating forest once terrified her, now for the first time in her life she felt at home.  
 
   Munching on the best tasting candy-bar she had ever consumed, she strolled along a make shift trail waiting for the team to figure out where they were headed next.  She spotted Angela sitting on a log looking worn-out.
 
   Taking a seat next to her, she broke off a piece of chocolate and handed to her. “You look like you need this.”
 
   “Oh, no thank you.”  Angela twisted her face as she waved off the offering. “My stomach is not doing so well.
 
   “It’s probably all the giggling you two have been doing.”  Kyle teased as he winked at his wife.  “You’re worse than teenagers.”   
 
   “It could be.”  Angela agreed.  “I haven’t had this much fun on a testing assignment in a long time.  You should talk Tristan into a job out here.  God knows I need a good female companion out among the testosterone.”
 
   Sophia caught herself actually considering the suggestion. Why not?  She hadn’t thought of King Kong or any other scary type apes since they started.  And this was way better then hanging out in a cubical for eight hours a day.  Although, she knew why not.  Being around Tristan all the time would do major damage to her and John’s relationship.  Hell, it already was.
 
   Angela made a small wine of discomfort that pulled Sophia from her thoughts.  Giving her friend a closer look she noticed that her color had paled.  “You don’t look so good.  Are you sure it wasn’t something you might have eaten?”
 
   She gave a light shrug.  “Honestly, I think I’m getting the flu.  My head is starting to hurt and my nose is running like a faucet.”
 
   “Maybe we should start heading back.” Sophia recommended feeling sorry for the other woman.
 
   She laughed derisively.  “No.  Tristan will want to finish for the day.  I used to love that about him, now it’s annoying.  I’ll be okay.”
 
   Skeptical of Angela’s claim of being ‘okay’, she eyed her more carefully.  After a moment Angela made another soft moan. “Yeah, you need to go back.”  Standing up she went to look for Tristan.
 
   She found him and the other three men that came up with them near the creek bed. All four of them seemed to be in a deep conversation about one of the bikes, which caused her to wait for him to notice her.
 
   “It just won’t start.”  One of the men was saying.  “I need to get it back to camp, so I can figure out what happened to it.”
 
   Tristan stared at the bike for a moment before saying.  “Alright. Do what you got to do.”  Turning slightly he caught sight of her and his face went from concern to pleased instantly.  “Hello, beautiful.  Are ye enjoying yourself?”
 
   “Yes.  I haven’t had this much fun since….Well, for awhile.”  Pointing to the quad she decided to change the subject before they got into something she wasn’t ready to discuss.  “That wasn’t something I did, was it?  If I broke your bike I’ll—”
 
   “No. This wasna you.”  He chuckled as he placed both hands on her shoulders.  “I didn’t like this quad to begin with.  It wasna stable enough.  I have had problems with this model for awhile now.”
 
   She nodded slowly, as the heat from his hands seared her skin.  It would be so easy to walk into his arms.  She had never been with another man, though with Tristan she doubted the transition would be difficult.  
 
   Trying desperately not to think about him in the way her body demanded her to, she focused on something small.  Maybe she could find something that would be less appealing about him. If there was something she could focus on that could help her get her head on straight like….like…nothing she couldn’t find one damn thing wrong with him—oh she was so screwed.
 
   “Tristan?”  Kyle called as he approached them. “Hey, man.  Me and Angie need to head back to camp.  She’s not feeling so good.”
 
   Blinking out of her trance she scolded herself for overlooking the real reason why she came looking for him.  “Yeah.  She thinks it’s the flu.”  Sophia agreed stepping away from Tristan’s powerful force.
 
   “I think we’re all done for today.”  Tristan established as he placed both hands on his hips.  
 
   She couldn’t help but think that it was a deliberate move to keep from reaching for her again.  Normally she would have never called a move like that, however the look he gave her said more than he had probably intended. 
 
   An uncontrolled smile pulled at the corners of her lips.  She understood his need, and wanted to relieve it.  What was it about this man that made her contradict everything she once held safely?  Was it the fundamental sexual need to be with another man?  Just to know what it was like to be touched and held by someone else, to make sure she wasn’t missing out.  
 
   This could be pent up aggression based on lack of orgasm.  Or it could be the way she saw herself through his eyes.  The sexy desire she saw there for her was paralyzing.  No one has ever looked at her that way before.  
 
   This also could be a test of her and John’s relationship. Then again it could be a sign to move on from something that might have never wanted her to begin with?
 
   A loud crashing sound grabbed her from her thoughts and had all three of them jumping.
 
   “What the hell was that?” Kyle asked taking off in the direction of the sound.
 
   Tristan fallowed making sure she was close behind him.  At first she wasn’t sure what she was looking at.  Dust and smoke lifted up over the side of a small overhang a short ways from where they had stopped to rest.  She caught Angela’s expression and stopped next to her as all five men stared over the side.
 
   “What happened?”  She asked Angela who looked shocked.
 
   “The ATV wasn’t in gear and rolled forward.  It fell right into the ravine.”  She explained glancing over at the man who was the last to drive the boxy off-roader.
 
   “Oh, this is great!  Just great!”  Kyle yelled.  “Why didn’t you check the gears, Randy?  This isn’t the first time you’ve done this.”
 
   Tristan placed himself between both men.  “Kyle, calm down. Twas an oversight.”
 
   Shaking his head Kyle gestured to the bike next to them.  “That’s all we have to get all six of us back to camp.  Angela needs to get back.”
 
   “Kyle, I’m fine.  Just a little sick to my stomach.”  Angela eased.  “Besides it only takes one of us to head back and get help.”
 
   “Right.”  Tristan agreed.  “Randy will ride back and bring what we need to get out of here.”
 
   Once Randy left and Kyle calmed down enough, Tristan and another man named Mike climbed down to check the damage on the ATV.   Standing at the top of the ridge, Sophia watched them circle the overturned vehicle carefully.  She huddled in the small jacket she brought hoping that the chill in the air didn’t get worse.
 
   She was wrong.  By the time both men climbed back up the rift the wind had went from chilly to arctic.  Wishing she had brought something warmer she rubbed her hands over her arms.  While she forced the friction of her hands to work faster against her arms, her prayers were answered as a thick blanket was draped over her trembling shoulders.
 
   “There ye are.”  Tristan smiled. “That should warm you.”
 
   “Thank you.”  The satisfying feeling of warmth was short lived as she noticed her savoir in nothing but a t-shirt. “What about you?”
 
   “Nay, I’m okay.”  He lied fighting a shiver.
 
   Removing the blanket she handed back.  “You need this more than I do.”
 
   “Nay.  I would never deny comfort to a lady.”
 
   “Your chivalry is going to get your butt hypothermia.” 
 
   “Nay. Not my butt.  Maybe my arms.”
 
   “Smart ass.”  She giggled. Waving the thermal blanket in front of him she urged him to take it.
 
   “Nay.”  He stubbornly replied.
 
   “Fine.  I guess it won’t get used.  Because, I refused to wear it when you’re clearly freezing.”  Raising her chin she set the heavy blanket on a tree branch in between them. 
 
   “Ye’re a willful little thing aren’t cha?”
 
   “Ditto.” 
 
   Giving her a bold smirk he grabbed the thermal cover.  “Fine then.  There’s only one way to handle this.”  Draping it over his shoulders he pulled her into his arms then wrapped them both tightly into the haven of warmth.
 
   Shifting from satisfied for his surrender, to surprised by his advance, Sophia stood motionless with her arms wedged in between them.  Soon the heat that generated in the cocoon they were sharing had her relaxing against him.  Her head naturally leaned into the inviting space of his shoulder.  
 
   Inhaling his wonderful scent she closed her eyes.  “I really shouldn’t be here.”  She reprimanded herself.
 
   “None of us should.  We should be back at the camp having dinner.”  Tristan revised.
 
   Groaning she lightly shook her head without lifting it from its resting spot.  “That’s not what I meant.”
 
   “I know what ye meant. But seeing how ye’re not fighting it, I figured it would be best to leave it be.”  He hummed into the shell of her ear as he held her a little tighter. “In fact ye seem rather comfortable.”  
 
   Wanting to disagree with his implications, she pulled back to get out of his arms.  Only instead of an escape she found her mouth only inches from his.  She wasn’t entirely sure what she was doing, though it looked like she was leaning in to kiss him.  All kinds of warning bells went off in the back of her mind. Unfortunately she was ignoring every single one of them as she brushed her lips against his. 
 
   He allowed her to taste, nibble, and tease while his hands sought out other places to rest.  Her bottom seemed to be one of his many choices, causing her to deepen the kiss.  While her tongue explored every inch of his incredible mouth, she moved her arms out from the space between them leaving nothing to block his body from hers.  Tunneling her fingers deep into his hair, she let him take over.
 
   Listening to her own small sounds of approval, she quickly realized two things. One she was thoroughly enjoying the way he played her mouth and the other was fear.  Not fear of what she was doing but fear of spontaneously combusting if he let go of her.
 
   This was so wrong.  And yet she couldn’t get enough of it.  She knew that people watching would criticize her for what she was doing to John.   Nevertheless, she couldn’t have cared to save her life.  A part of her, that seemed to be greater then she had ever expected, screamed at her to continue.  To go as far as he would permit her. 
 
   “Oh, Sophia.” He whispered against her swollen lips.
 
   Gasping the air she needed she took his mouth again.  No talking.  Talking would lead to things her body begged not to bring up yet. Consequences be damned.  Their kiss was no longer tentative, or testing but hungry and somewhat demanding as if they both understood that they had crossed that essential line.
 
   It had been to long since she had experienced such insane heat.  Her chaotic need was so intense she found her legs becoming jelly.  Every inch of her body was aware of him, responding in ways it had never practiced before. 
 
   Was this what it was like to play the field?  To have multiple men, like Leya and her way of inviting intimacy with whomever she chose that night.  Was Leya right? Had she been living a sheltered life?     
 
   A noise in which her brain could not register shook her from the kiss.  Her lips felt immediately cold from the lack of warmth provided by his.  He kept her close as the large truck pulled up next to them.
 
   Help had arrived and yet she wanted them gone.  She wanted to stay right where she was. In the shelter of his arms and in the heat they had created in such a small space.
 
   Kissing her nose, Tristan moaned reading her emotions clearly.  “I feel the same way.”  
 
   “Tristan?”  A man’s voice called from the cab.  
 
   Giving her another deep, pleasing kiss he removed the blanket from his shoulders and draped it over hers.  “I intend to finish this.”  He pledged as he stepped away. 
 
   Although the blanket still held their heat, she shuttered at his promise.
 
    
 
   Sophia sat at her kitchen table mulling over the newspaper without reading a word.  Her brain was solely on the camping trip.  Tristan’s kiss had looped itself on some sort of rerun cycle that wouldn’t end. 
 
   Releasing a breath she dropped her head down against the paper.  The reality of the last few days had set her on edge.  It seemed like it took only seconds to destroy years of what she had worked so hard for.
 
   After their encounter on the mountain they headed back to camp, where John talked her ear off about his day.  Not once did he ask about her day or what she did, which she was grateful for. Although as the night went on she felt Tristan’s eyes on her, silently begging her to come to him. 
 
   She was beside herself at the thought of accepting his silent invite.  Though she was all too aware of John at her side—who was becoming all too aware of Tristan’s sudden attention—and could do nothing but sit and quietly consider the other man’s welcome. 
 
   Now she sat wondering what would have happened if she had ignored John and joined Tristan in his all too inviting bed.  Chaos.  That’s exactly what would’ve happened.  She did the right thing.  Maybe her heart thought differently, but her brain did what she was suppose to.  She just wished her heart would shut up already.
 
   A light rap on her front door had her snapping out of her thoughts.  She needed to pull it together.  It was most likely John at the door and she should be concentrating on them and not on what could’ve or more like should’ve never happen.
 
   Straightening herself the best she could she answered the door only to be put back into the frenzied disarray.  “What are you doing here?”  
 
   Tristan smiled that smile, reminding her what a beautiful disaster her heart was in.  Lifting an envelope he wiggled it slightly.  “Payment for last weekend.”
 
   “What?  You want to pay me?”  His words weren’t making sense.  She tried to focus harder on what he was saying and not on the fact that her brain was staring to agree with her heart by picturing him naked.  
 
   “I told ye that I would if you went up with the team that day.”
 
   She knew what day he spoke of.  “You didn’t have to pay me.”
 
   “Nay.  But it made a great excuse to see ye again.”  He boldly admitted.    
 
   Her eyes darted from his unsure of what to say. 
 
   “May I come in?”  His accent sang over her like a caress she desperately needed.
 
   Stepping back she allowed him access to her tiny home.  She remembered his trailer and how much he was worth and instantly felt subconscious about her living room.  A well used couch and a beat-up recliner used up most of her family room.  Across from that sat her small dining area with a table that was older than her and four mismatched chairs.  
 
   “It’s not much. But it’s mine.”  She sighed wishing she hadn’t let him in.  He was probably uncomfortable.  Most people don’t travel from first class to second without a queasy stumble.  Even if they were just visiting.
 
   He chuckled deeply before turning to her.  “If I didna know this was yer home I would have figured it was.  It looks just like ye.  It reflects everything I like about you.”
 
   Cocking an eyebrow she leveled her eyes on him. “Meaning?”
 
   “’Tis comfortable, warm, inviting…Just like you.”  His voice had dropped to a seductive rasp while his eyes roamed over her.
 
   “Oh!”  She blushed.  “Thank you.”
 
   Suddenly the mood changed in his eyes as he set the envelope on her coffee table. “How serious are you and John?”
 
   Caught off guard by the question as well as the expression on his face she didn’t know how to answer him right away.  “We are getting married next year.”  She said flabbergasted by the feel of regret she had by telling him.
 
   He nodded while he kept his eyes trained on her.  “Ye happy?”
 
   No.  Shocked by the voice in her head she turned from him.  “Why are you asking me this?”
 
   “Because, I’m wondering why anyone would leave such a beautiful woman alone for another man to steal away.  If ye were mine I would have ye at arm’s length at all times.”  The honesty in his voice nearly floored her.
 
   “So, someone like you wouldn’t take me from you?”  She asked without looking at him.
 
   “I wouldna give him the chance.”  He rumbled which brought her eyes back to his.  “Besides ye can’t steal something that is willing to leave.”
 
   “I never said I was willing to leave.”  She said defensively.
 
   “Ye didna have to.”  The thickness of his statement said more than his words ever could.  He saw it.  Practically read her like a book made for a preschooler.  He knew more about her then most of her friends and he only had three days to do so.
 
   Sinking back into herself she backed away from him.  How unfair was it for someone who was only evaluating the situation figure out more than those who were living it?  
 
   Clearing her throat she pointed to the thin, white envelope.  “Thanks for dropping by.  I guess I will—” She was silenced by the look on his face.
 
   Closing the space between them in slow casual movements he kept his eyes trained on her.  “I didna mean to make ye sore.  I just need to know my ground.”  Lifting a hand to her face he gently tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.  Dropping his voice to a lower he tilted her face up to meet his.  “I need to know how hard I will be fighting for you.”
 
   His words touched her more profoundly then any physical encounter she had ever experienced.  Fight for her?  Hell all she wanted was for someone to acknowledge her, and the man before her had already gone above and beyond that. 
 
   Her heart felt as if it was going to fly right from her chest.  Squeezing her eyes closed, she couldn’t help but wonder were this prince charming had come from and why he chose her to ride off on his gallant four-wheeler.
 
   “Why?”  She whispered afraid that he would come to his senses and leave.
 
   Without answering her question he pressed his lips lightly against hers.  She knew he was leaving the rest to her.  He was only getting the ball rolling and it was up to her to direct it.
 
   Throwing her arms around his neck, Sophia kissed him as hard as she could.  She couldn’t seem to get close enough, touch him enough, kiss him enough, and she knew she never would.  He had snuck in without her knowing and had taken her right out of the trap she had built for herself.  
 
   “I want you, Sophia.” The thickness in his voice had grown deeper as his eyes flickered with wild blue desire. “Please…”
 
   Smiling at the desperation on his face, she kissed him again.  “Follow me.”
 
   She led him to her room with sweet anticipation.  Leaving him at the entrance of her small bedroom she made her way along the bed to the lamp resting on her nightstand. Her hands shook as she flipped on the light. The room was suddenly bathing in a warm glow which gave her a moment to think about what was happening. For an instant she gave what was about to happen a second thought.
 
   Though Tristan, who seemed unfazed by the soft glow, was swiftly at her side.  His arms encircled her body bringing her as close as he could.  “Ye’re thinking way too much.” Without hesitation he was kissing her once again enhancing the sexual tension between them. 
 
   Her thoughts were instantaneously forgotten while his mouth did wicked things to jaw and throat.  His hands had made their way down her back, then up under the thin fabric of her t-shirt. She felt the air catch in her lungs as he removed her shirt in one flawless move.
 
   She wasn’t sure how she ended up on the bed, though the cool sheets against her flush body felt wonderful.  All she could do was watch as he removed his own shirt and jeans.  She arched her eyebrow as she realized he hadn’t been wearing any underwear.
 
   He grinned and shrugged lightly.  Lowering himself over her, he kissed, teased and nibbled on her eager lips.  Enthusiasm filled her as she cupped his face.  His body was so warm and solid she couldn’t help but press herself more tightly against him.  
 
   His kisses were masterful as he tasted her with his tongue.  Licking his way down her over heated body, he left goose bumps in his wake.  He carefully removed each strap of her bra taking his time exposing each breast for his viewing pleasure.
 
   She could only describe what he was doing as exquisite torture while his fingers gently twisted and pinched each nipple.  There was no argument on how talented he truly was.  It was as if someone had told him how to handle her, how to unleash a bottled desire she had been too afraid to try.
 
   While he took his time playfully handling each breast she moaned in agony from the lack of being touched somewhere else.  She wanted that talented mouth everywhere at once.  This teasing was causing an unknown ache between her legs.  It was strange being in a position to wait or plead.  She had become so used to the quick, vacant foreplay that her body felt as if would fly apart with all this extra attention. 
 
   Finally his mouth and hands moved downward greedily caressing and kissing each section of bare flesh until he reached the jean obstacle that stood in the way of his wandering mouth.  He quickly unfastened, unzipped and completely removed her pants and panties without any frustration or jerky actions.  It was as if he had all the time in the world to worship her.
 
   “Open yer legs, beautiful.  Let me look at ye.”  His deep voice rumbled over her body making her shiver slightly.
 
   Normally a request such as his would have made her blush and shy away.  Not this time.  His eyes burned too intensely, while his body shook vigorously with his held back desire.  Her legs fell apart naturally allowing him total access.
 
   He made a cavernous noise that came from somewhere within him.  “Oh, Sophia….” He growled.  “Ye’re more perfect then I had imaged.”  
 
   Ever so lightly he ran the back of his fingers along her bare folds.  The simple touch nearly sent her through the roof.  The sensitive space between her trembling thighs had never been more responsive.  Lifting her hips off the bed she pushed upward into his hand.
 
   He chuckled at her impatience, and then slid one finger into her tender, wetness.  He worked that one digit so vigorously she felt every molecule scream with excitement. Her gasps and moans offered him a more intimate request, which he acknowledged devilishly.
 
   Pressing his lips against her inner thigh, he kissed his way to her throbbing center.  There he found the spot she craved his mouth the worst.  With his uncanny expertise he sucked, licked, and tickled her small bud of desire until she came apart with the most powerful orgasm she had ever experienced.
 
   He gently covered her body with his own.  Kissing her softly he waited patiently for her to come back down from her erotic fog.  As soon as her eyes connected with his he slowly pushed himself inside her.  Crying out she wrapped her legs around his only to bring him that much closer.  
 
   It felt so wonderful to finally have him she couldn’t control her hips from wiggling just right to get a better feel of his incredible shaft. He smiled at her movements.  Shifting her slightly he was able to hit and rub all the right spots sending her over the edge.
 
    
 
   Tristan could honestly say that watching her come was by far the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.  Her lips had turned a deep shade of red from the rush of release reminding him of ripe cherries.  She had squeezed her eyes closed while her delicate features expressed a well loved woman.
 
   Her body contracting around him and the pure pleasure on her face caused him to spill deep inside her.  Calling out he buried his head into the hallow of her neck.  Once he came out of the heated haze he kissed up her neck and along her jaw.  He took those cherry colored lips tenderly, allowing her come back to him gradually.
 
   Rolling them onto their side, Tristan grabbed the comforter and wrapped them both up carefully.  She snuggled deeper into his arms and sighed which had him holding her a little closer.  He knew she had forgotten everything for a while as she simply basked in the soft afterglow of their lovemaking. 
 
   As he wrapped a single tendril of her hair around his finger he stared at the ceiling. There in the quite of her bedroom he let the realization finally hit him.  He was in love with her.  Soul deep.  He knew he would fight for her the moment he saw her at his store.  He just didn’t expect he would lose his heart in the process.
 
   Though he should have.  She had been tugging at the strings of his pitiful heart the second she opened that perfect mouth.  Hell, making love to her had tipped the scales so dramatically he wasn’t sure how to come back from this. She had felt so amazing he could hardly keep it together.
 
   Now he was left with the realization that she wasn’t his.  For tonight she was, but tomorrow she would belong to someone else.  With a heavy heart hugged her to him as he desperately thought of something other than the inevitable.  Although, no matter how many ways he could run from this he would return to the same conclusion. There was another player in this game. 
 
   The thought had his gut twisting painfully.  He never once considered the fact that the woman who owned his heart might pick the other man.  All he wanted to know was if they had a chance. Now he knew that not only was there a chance but, he might just be the loser of the bunch. He didn’t know how to stop that from happening.
 
   “It seems that now you’re the one who is thinking too much.”  She teased while pressing her soft curves against him.
 
   “The only thing I’m thinking about is how we can fill up our night.”  He lied as he pulled her on top of his hard and ready body.  Out of everything he had, tonight was his best chance. 
 
   She smiled as she slid her body into the right spot.  “Oh, really?  What did you have in mind?”
 
   Wiggling her hips against him, he smiled knowingly.  “I have a few ideas.” 
 
     After several hours of indulging in some of the most amazing lovemaking in his life, he stood staring out of her kitchen window.  He had the entire night with her and it didn’t seem like nearly enough time to have her as his own.  Today she was John’s again.  
 
   The problem he faced was if he can’t stop her from leaving him for a man—who didn’t love her—he knew he couldn’t stop her from taking his heart with her. 
 
   God, what a mess has he gotten them into?
 
   “How long have you been up?”  Sophia’s sweet voice sang through the small space causing his tired eyes to close.
 
   “Not long.”  He answered as he turned to face her.  Taking in her mussed hair, half mast eyelids, his shirt forming her tiny figure, right down to her bare feet with soft pink toe nails, he realized how perfect she really was. 
 
   She giggled as she pushed some of her hair back.  “Is everything okay?”
 
   “Yeah.  I was just thinking.” He confessed while he crossed his arms in front of him.
 
   “Oh?”  Her eyes roomed his face for a moment understanding completely.  “Thinking about us and last night?”
 
   He nodded without a word.  This wasn’t a conversation you had the morning after you give your heart away.  But he had to know how much danger that heart was really in.
 
   “Are you having second thoughts about last night?”  She asked as she dropped her eyes to the floor.
 
   Caught off guard by her question he stood straighter. “Nay.  Not at all.  In fact last night was probably the most amazing night I’ve ever had.”
 
   With a scarcely audible voice she hugged her arms around her middle.  “But…You’re going to leave anyway.”
 
   “Do ye want me to?”
 
   “No, I want you to stay.  For as long as you’re willing to.”
 
   “I’m willing stay for awhile, Sophia.  I meant what I said earlier. I’m fighting for keeps.”  He started as he came up next to her.  “I’m willing to fight for you.  But if you only needed last night…then I’ll go.”
 
   His words had her snapping to attention.  “No!  I don’t want you to go.”
 
   Lowering his mouth to hers he whispered across her trembling lips.  “Tell me what ye do want, Sophia.”  
 
   “I want….you.”  She breathed.
 
   “What are ye saying, Sophia?”  He asked placing both hands on the wall on either side of her.
 
   Her eyes met his with a desperation that nearly killed him to see.  “I don’t know what I’m saying.  I mean, this isn’t fair to you.  Not now.  Not when John is still in the picture.”
 
   “Just answer me one question.  Then we will decide how fair or unfair this is. Alright?”  He asked with a lump of hope wedged deep in the back of his throat.
 
   “Alright.”  She permitted with a shaky voice. 
 
   “Was this only sex between us?” The lump grew a little larger as she took a moment to answer.  Watching her face he awaited the moment she might break his heart.
 
   “No, this has nothing to do with sex…this is way beyond lust or infatuation.” She swallowed.
 
   “That’s all I wanted to know.” Without any hesitation he took her deep into his arms and kissed her with everything he had. As he felt her melt into him, his heart gave a hard thump against his chest and he knew that there was nothing left to fear.
 
    
 
   John sat in the back of the office with the rest of the team waiting for Tristan to arrive so they could start the meeting.  He had been on edge all week and couldn’t figure out why.  Sophia hadn’t called him once, which he was grateful.  She had a tendency to be a little clingy.
 
   “Wow, this Scottish fellow sure has you by the balls.” Matthew Trapper laughed as he took a seat next to him.
 
   “Excuse me?”  John asked the man he had replaced as lead.
 
   “Did you give this any thought, Hunter?”  He inquired with a nasty smirk.  “You only got this job because Macklin has a thing for your woman.”
 
   “Could you please take your sour grapes elsewhere?  I don’t have time for it.”  
 
   “No, of course you don’t.  Macklin has you running everywhere so he can have your woman to himself.”  Matthew stated as he got up from the chair he had just sat in. “Just take one minute, Hunter.  You’ll know I’m not blowing smoke up your skirt.”
 
   Shaking off the other man’s comment he went back to his notes until he noticed Sara Callings, a member of his team, staring at him.  He gave her a questionable look.
 
   “Trapper’s right, John.” She replied quietly. “I watched them together last weekend.  If I were you I’d keep my eye on the boss man.”  
 
   “I should?”
 
   She nodded solemnly.  “I know for a fact that he went to her house sometime this past week.”
 
   Getting up from his chair, John went out into the hall.  If either one of them were speaking the truth he’d rip his Scottish ass in half.  He felt he heat rising up his neck. Needing air he exited the back doors.
 
   He wished he hadn’t given up smoking as he made his way through the back parking lot.  Then he heard a sound he hadn’t heard in a long time.  Stopping dead in his tracks, John listened more carefully.  Sure enough, there in the far corner of the lot stood Sophia laughing joyously.
 
   It took him a moment to take in the sight before him. To see her that happy almost killed him.  It had been too long since he had seen her that way.  In fact he couldn’t even remember the last time he had made her laugh that hard. 
 
   His fist clenched tight when he saw the reason behind her enjoyment….Tristan Macklin.  He wanted to knock the man into the ground.  But he couldn’t move.  Watching them, painfully, he witnessed her reaction to the other man.  His heart slammed to a dead stop as he realized how happy she was.   
 
   In that moment he saw it.  She wasn’t his anymore.
 
    
 
   Sophia entered the corner deli knowing that she had to do something about John.  She would rather get a root canal without the anesthesia then do what she was about to do to him.  But, over the last few days she realized how completely unfair she had been to him for the last few years.
 
    Her love for John had diminished.  Regrettably she didn’t realize it until Tristan came into the picture.  Although she would always love him for the memories and for all the firsts, her growing feelings for Tristan proved that she would never love him the way he should be loved.  
 
   She knew that continuing with Tristan wasn’t fair to John for the obvious reasons.  But it was also unfair to Tristan for the more illogical ones.  Tristan deserved a clean start.  While John needed a clean break.  However, when she told Tristan that she had to call it off with John before it went any further between them, she realized that she had the very real problem of not wanting to let Tristan go for any amount of time. She wanted him.  Not for tonight or a few weeks, or even a few years.  She wanted him forever.       
 
   It seemed almost irrational that she could jump from one man to the other without a moment to think or heal.  Yet, in the six years she had been with John she had never felt more alive, more loved then she did with Tristan.  
 
   In the last three years her relationship with John had become more like a friendship with benefits than a loving committed relationship.  And maybe that was why she had felt so trapped.  She knew their love had died somewhere along the way and didn’t know how to handle it from where she stood.
 
   “Hi.”  John’s voice plowed deep into her back.
 
   She turned slowly, suddenly nervous.  “Hello.”
 
   “Are you hungry?”  He asked as he pointed to the overhanging menu.
 
   Shaking her head she tried to swallow the lump in her throat.
 
   “Yeah, neither am I.”  He rubbed the back of his neck as he gestured to a table next to them.
 
   She took the chair closest to the door feeling the coward in her willing to bolt.  He took the opposite chair folding his arms in front of him.  Though she tried to smile at him she knew it was a weak effort.
 
   “So?” He asked slowly giving her the floor.
 
   “Well…”  Where do you start with something like this?  Telling someone you didn’t love them anymore wasn’t something you dive into.  “Umm….Okay.  I’ve been thinking a lot about—No, wait.  I don’t want to start this way.  Err…I want you to know that…No that’s not right either.  Oh, I know.  See—”
 
   “Sophia, are you trying to tell me about you and Tristan?”
 
   His question took her by complete surprise.  “What?”
 
   “You’re trying to break it to me softly.  But really you’re just rambling.”  He quirked the side of his mouth up.
 
   “How did you know?”  Her question was barely a whisper as she eyed him carefully.
 
   He exhaled a long breath while he leaned forward on his arms.  “I saw you yesterday in the parking lot with him.  I saw the way you looked at him, Sophia.  It’s been way too long since you have looked at me that way.”
 
   She cleared her throat trying to keep from crying.  “Yes. Yes it has.”
 
   “Don’t get upset, baby girl.”  He smiled sympathetically.  “We both knew this wasn’t going to last.  Hell, I was counting the days until you figured out that it was my mother’s idea for us to get married and not me.”
 
   She nodded shocked at her reaction to his comment.  It should have stung to hear; though it didn’t.  She was actually relieved.  A weight she hadn’t realized she been carrying lifted off of her shoulders.  “I’m so sorry, John.  This shouldn’t end this way.”
 
   “Are you kidding?  This could’ve ended a lot worse.”  He chuckled.  “Like ten years down the line, with three kids, a house, and pure hate for each other.  No, I’m glad it ended the way it did.”
 
   She had to laugh at the irony.  “Yeah, I guess you’re right.  But still.”
 
   “Honestly, Sophia, I’m stunned at the fact that I’m happy for you.”  He admitted with a small shrug.  “I saw the way he was looking at you too.  At least I know I’m losing to something that has a chance.”  He winked and suddenly her heart was comforted.
 
   “I will always love you.”
 
   “So will I, baby girl.  So will I.”
 
   “I keep thinking that I should be more upset with this.  But I’m not.”  She confessed feeling a little guilty about the raw truth.
 
   He nodded.  “I know.  I feel the same way.  When I found out about you and Tristan I was pissed at first.  But then…”  He shrugged.  
 
   But then he was thankful.  He didn’t have to say it.  She knew; just looking at his face she knew.  
 
   She sighed, feeling the air for the first time in years.  “Now, what?”
 
   He glanced out the window then back to her.  “Now, you go your way and I go mine.”  Pointing to where he had just glanced, he smiled.
 
   Fallowing his finger she saw Tristan with an arm full of purple Calla Lilies, heading towards her apartment.  Her heart swelled at the sight.  
 
   “Come to think of it,” John started, bringing her back to their conversation.  “You’ve never looked at me like that.”
 
   No.  He was right she hadn’t.  Because out of all the first they had shared, Tristan was the first to have her heart completely.
 
    
 
   Racing across the street, Sophia slowed when she saw the gorgeous Scott standing in front of her home.  “Hello.”  She smiled eyeing the beautiful flowers he had cradled in his muscular arms.
 
    His heavenly eyes darted behind her and stayed fixed on something.
 
   She turned to see John watching them as he climbed into his truck.  She waved and when he waved back, she twisted back to see Tristan’s handsome face.  “I’m all yours now.”  She informed him.  “What do you plan to do with me?”
 
   His face went from concerned to delighted.  “First I’ll give ye these.”  He said handing her the bouquet.  “Then, I’ll give ye this.”  Reaching into his back pocket he pulled out an envelope.
 
   “You’re not going to pay me again are you?”  She teased, taking the large envelope.
 
   “Just open it.”
 
   Balancing the flowers against her arm and chest she opened it carefully.  Inside were two plane tickets to Scotland.  Her eyes shot up to his.  “What…”
 
   “Now that ye’re mine, I figured I should hold up to my promise to take ye to see yer grandfather.”  He stated nonchalantly.
 
   “Oh! Oh!”  She squealed as she threw her arms around him nearly dropping the Lilies.
 
   “And maybe have ye meet my family.”  He added softly.
 
   Leaning far enough back to look at him she studied his face.  “You want me to meet your family?”
 
   “Well, I kind of told my mother that when I found the girl who would own my heart, I would bring her to meet the family.  And if I don’t I know she’ll hunt us down.”  Although he said the words lightheartedly she saw the truth in his eyes.
 
   Kissing him with her entire heart she held onto the one man she knew that held all her lasts.   
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   Alethea Eneas played with the corner of her jacket with utter embarrassment coloring her cheeks.  This couldn’t be happening to her.  How in the world did she even agree to this?  Maybe it was because part of her didn’t really think this would happen to her. 
 
   When Leya Davis, her best-friend, presented the idea a month ago Alethea just laughed it off.  But when the date to brother’s engagement party grew nearer and her sister’s continuous calls about the men she could set her baby sister up with, Alethea panicked. This landed her here at a charity bachelor auction, staring at the program filled with dangerously sexy men.
 
   She was completely out of her element.  For Leya this was just another day among the rich and powerful.  “So, are you biding on eighteen?  I think you should.”  She wiggled her eyebrows as she took a pull from her expensive wine glass.
 
   Glancing over the image of Number Eighteen, an attractive firefighter who worked with the humane shelter, Alethea felt her palms grow moist.  “I don’t know.”  She mumbled meekly.
 
   “Oh, come on.  This is the kind of man you take home to mother.”  Leya waved the program in front of her with a teasing smile.
 
   She let out a soft groan as she thought of her family.  To make a long story short she was Greek and to anyone who watched My Big Fat Greek Wedding should understand completely.  She was pushing twenty-five and she wasn’t even close to finding Mr. Right, which was absolutely unacceptable. If she walked into that engagement party without a man, her family would crucify her.
 
   Normally, she would let her sister, Mytrice set her up.  Though over time it had proven to be a huge mistake.  Mytrice was a model that had every-attractive-man with a pulse panning over her, and for some unknown reason she felt the need to set up her frumpy sister with what she considered rejects.  And there was no way she was going to sit though another party with some guy who only wants to talk about Mytrice and how good she looks. 
 
   Sighing modestly, she fell back into her chair.  With Mytrice it was entirely different story when it came to the family and getting married. Her face had graced the cover of her mother’s favorite fashion magazine, which caused their mother to become the most envied woman in their little town and everyone just assumed that one day Mytrice would marry some rich guy who would be perfect. 
 
   Every other word out of Gina Eneas’s mouth was how proud she was of her eldest daughter. Oh, she was proud of Alethea as well, only her degree in anthropology wasn’t as exciting as being an international super model.  As her mother so eloquently put it, she was the one with the brains not the beauty.
 
   She wasn’t jealous of her sister; in fact she was very proud of her.  It was just a little daunting to stand next to something so perfect.  Especially when so-called boyfriends only dated her to get a little closer to that perfection.  This made the whole bring-a-serious-boyfriend-home a constant paranoia that she wasn’t so sure she would ever grow out of.
 
   That made this crazy idea of buying a date so convincing at first.  The thought of no attachments, no care if he ended up in her sister’s bed, and to have her parents and family off of her back for the night, seemed like a good idea. But as she looked over the programs she really didn’t think this was going to work out.
 
   “Oh!  There he is!”  Leya set her glass down, twisted in her chair for a better view, and then clapped with delight.  “Get ready to bid.  He’s cuter in person.”
 
   Swallowing the lump that had formed in the back of her throat, Alethea thought quickly over the best excuses to get her out of there as quick as possible.
 
   “If the bid goes higher then what you can afford I’ll cover you.”  Her friend said over her shoulder as she kept her eyes on Number Eighteen.
 
   If she was going to chicken out she should do it now.  Although, nothing came to mind.  It was as if all of the excuses she had originally come up with had suddenly sounded stupid.
 
   “Thea!  Bid!”  Her friend growled.  “That porcelain fake over there is beating you at the quick.”
 
   “I think we should go.”  Alethea breathed.  “This was a dumb idea.  My parents would see right through this.”
 
   “Thea, stop it.  No one will know.  They’ll ask him a few questions then move on to the next big rumor of the evening.”  Leya snapped.  Out of all her friends Leya was the only one who got it.  She was raised in a Greek family.  Although they were not related by blood, they had been raised together because they were Greek and in a Greek community family’s band together.  “Will you just bid?  Or do you need me to do it?”
 
   Before Alethea had the chance to tell her friend no, the auctioneer called over the crowed.  “Sold!”
 
   Letting out an exasperated breath, Leya threw her hands into the air.  “Perfect, Porcelain Phony won.”
 
   The fact that she had chickened out at last minute and lost her bid on Bachelor Number Eighteen was relatively funny.  It worked without much effort and her friend was steaming mad about it.  Holding back a grin, she slowly gathered her things.
 
   “Now, what?”  Her friend asked totally oblivious to Alethea’s plans of making a run for it. 
 
   Unfortunately, her traitorous eyes wondered to the one program that had caught her attention from the moment she sat down.  Bachelor Nineteen.  An unbelievably sexy CEO of Eagleridge Security, whose dark-chocolate eyes had her weak even from the colored copy.
 
   Everyone knew about Eagleridge Security.  It was the largest security company in the tri-state area.  Mostly known for the bodyguard’s they hired out for Hollywood and Las Vegas parties, Eagleridge Security was a multibillion dollar organization.  According to her sister everyone who was anyone hired a guard from them.  This explained why she thought she needed a bodyguard although there was no threat to her.  
 
   Apparently, having a big mean looking guy following you around made you someone.
 
   Shaking her head out of the outrageous thought, she gave his picture a closer look.  She had wanted the man from the moment she saw his profile on the auction program, though she would have never made a bid on him.  She would do the man a favor and let a more attractive woman bid.
 
   She just didn’t imagine that more attractive woman to be Leya.  And she definitely didn’t suspect her to scream out the most ridiculous bid of the entire night, sixty thousand dollars.
 
   Snapping her head up at her friend’s sudden outburst, Alethea’s eyes connected with the beautiful, shocked ones on stage.  Those eyes shifted between her and Leya as if he wasn’t sure who had called out the high number.  He was probably hoping for the stunning redhead that sat next to the tactless brunette, who suddenly wanted to dive under the table.
 
   After a stunned silence, the auctioneer slowly raised the gavel and attentively called “Sold.”
 
   “Thank-God!”  Leya announced bluntly.  “Now, I can get the hell out of here.” Standing up without any further hesitation, she began to walk to the waiting room where she would meet her “date”.
 
   Alethea sat there a little staggered, was well as little jealous of her friend’s vibrant actions, and completely upset with herself for being so incredibly timid.  If she even had an ounce of her friend’s vivaciousness…well, she would have a man and not be at a stupid bachelor auction.
 
   “Thea, come on!”  Leya beckoned over the entire room causing everyone, including the bachelor to turn towards Alethea with dropped jaws.  Though they were auctioning off men, this was a higher class of women and they did not appreciate Leya’s behavior, even though she lived among them.  Hell, she was probably wealthier than most the women there.
 
   Not wanting any more attention drawn to her, Alethea jumped up and practically ran after her friend.  At first she honestly thought her friend had “won” him for her own attentions, until she pulled Thea back to where they were going to meet the unreasonably-gorgeous businessman, and told her of her devious plans of giving him to her.
 
   “You would have never done it yourself.” Leya stated knowing all too well that it was the truth.  “I’ve been watching you gush over his picture all night.  And when you didn’t bid on eighteen…”  She shrugged allowing Alethea to fill in the rest.  This wasn’t too hard.  Her—too wealthy for her own good—friend had decided on Bachelor Nineteen to be Alethea’s date.
 
   Here she was waiting for her “date” that her friend had “won” for her, feeling completely sick to her stomach and wanting to run for her life out the door.  Unfortunately, she knew Leya would drag the poor guy to her door demanding them to go out on a date.  Oh, God, help her.
 
    
 
   Jace Kamber winced at the woman who shouted the unrealistic number.  She was exactly what he feared he would end up with.  She was the reason he fought his partner and best friend Tyler Williams—the one and the same who started this ridiculous tradition—tooth and nail to come.  Though now Ty was getting married and most of the men from their security team were either married or found a good reason to worm out of this nightmare, left him to be auctioned off like a piece of meat.
 
   Although the auction was for a good cause, to help raise money for children with cancer, he really didn’t want to be here.  In fact he should have just donated from his own pocket and called it good.  
 
   As irritating as Ty’s argument was, he was right.  The auction definitely raised a lot of money for organizations like this one.  Which left him to suffer through this, because Ty knew of his soft spot for kids, and there was no way Jace would let a kid down, especially a sick one.
 
   “Thank-you so much, Mr. Kamber.”  The young, cheerful woman who ran the charity benefit, smiled pleasingly.  “Every man you have ever sent us from Eagleridge Security has made high bids.  Although I must say, none has gone as high as you.”  She giggled.
 
   Not really knowing what to say to the flirtatious blond.  He smiled back with a small nod.  He had never been a ladies’ man.  In fact the only woman he had ever crushed on was in his first year of high school and he never got the chance to ask her out.
 
   Since his mother had thrown him in Military school—after a pathetic fight that a kid next door had started—he never really had a shot with the opposite sex.  He spent the rest of this high school years in an all boy Military school, graduating at the head of his class.  From there he joined the Marines, which he spent six years before being honorably discharged for an injury, that wasn’t severe but enough to end his services.
 
   That’s when he met Tyler, who had been discharged for the same reason, though his injury was far more severe.  Third degree burns cover most of Ty’s torso and legs after a burning beam fell on him as he tried to save a fellow officer.  The officer he saved was treated for little to no injuries, and had been exclusively grateful and unreservedly wealthy, giving Ty a huge retirement settlement.
 
   After a few conversations with Jace he found a new calling which was to start a security team that only had the best, which were mostly other men who had been discharged for honorable reasons; like injury.
 
   Now, Tyler just walked around with a stupid grin on his face that his woman had plastered there ever since she had said yes to marry him.  Jace was pretty sure Ty didn’t even notice his scares anymore, nor did he think of the life he had before Vivian came walking threw his door.
 
   Jace was happy for his friend, he deserved it.  But he wasn’t about to fallow him down the aisle.  Not if he could help it.  Women just didn’t make sense to him.  He could blame his mother for taking him out of the norm and throwing him into an all boys’ Military school in nowhere Maine.  Though if he was truthful with himself he would admit the school wasn’t his problem. 
 
   Don’t get him wrong, he liked women.  Loved all the sallow curves, soft skin, sensual smells, and he is always willing to go exploring each and every inch of a willing female.  He just didn’t know how to relate to them.  One night stands throughout his Marine years did just fine by him. Even now, his hours took up a lot of time leaving no time for serious relationships.
 
   This by the looks of the woman who “won” him that might be all she wanted as well.   He could keep that thought open, if she kept that mouth shut.  He preferred his women witty, not superior.  The way she called after her friend, was tasteless.
 
   Straitening his shoulders he head in the direction the woman had indicated.  He might as well get this over with.  He entered the dimly lighted room, with a weary outlook.  Hopefully it would go smoothly.  Doubtful; but maybe. 
 
   All the couples were pared off talking quietly in different corners of the room.  Some women giggled playfully, while others tried the coy approach.  But not one of them caught his attention like the one in the back, who looked as uncomfortable as he felt, arguing quietly with the woman who had “won” him.
 
   Ironic, fate, luck, anyone of those words could’ve described that moment.  He had to stop and really get a good look at her before he could go any further.  He just couldn’t believe it; Alethea Eneas his first and only crush was standing only a few feet away.  
 
   A soft chuckle eased out of him while he took her in.  Thea was the only woman he was ever able to relate to.  He always loved her cunning wit and brilliant charm.  The same skip to his heartbeat that he had when he was a teenage boy, had him standing there staring just like he used to in high school.  She looked exactly the same.  
 
   He never quiet understood what the other guys in his class saw in her sister.  Thea was just as, if not more beautiful than her sister.  He had heard that Mytrice had become a model, which hadn’t surprised him in the least.  She had always been the kind to demand attention.  But what he found interesting was that Thea could easily give her sister a run for her money and yet she turned mostly to school.  Maybe that’s what he found so attractive about her.
 
   “I’m not okay with this, Leya.”  Thea was complaining in a hushed voice as he approached.
 
   “Shh.  Will you please?  We both know you need this and that you would have never done this on your own.”  Her friend tsked.
 
   Intrigued, Jace took a few steps towards them, and then stood still waiting for them to notice him.
 
   “If my family found out that I paid for a date I will never hear the end of it.”  Thea growled softly.
 
   “You didn’t buy him.  I did.”
 
   “For me.”
 
   “Because you wouldn’t have.”
 
   “Because my family will figure it out.” 
 
   “Thea, no one will know! I’m going to be there, so I can keep up on any damage control.  All you have to do is show up and look like your having somewhat of a good time. It’s not like I’m telling you to have sex with him!”  Her friend uttered without any real thought of who could be listening. 
 
   Shock, along with mortification, painted Thea’s cheeks a lovely shade of red as her deep blue eyes widened in embarrassment while she finally became aware of him standing behind her friend.  She motioned for her friend to stop talking while smiling in an awkward acknowledgment.
 
   “What?” Turning to face in the direction Thea had pointed, her friend eyed him carefully before whirling back.  “Oh, you sooo owe me for this!  He’s gorgeous.”
 
   Confused he said nothing, only watched Thea’s reaction.  From what he gathered out of their conversation, the redheaded whirlwind had “bought” him for Thea.  His night had suddenly become so much more interesting.
 
    
 
   Absolutely humiliated, Alethea turned away from his dark eyes, and prayed that the world would just open up and swallow her whole.  He was far more attractive than his picture portrayed.  Her nerves began to quiver, and her stomach knotted into a tight ball, as it always did when she got uneasy around highly attractive men.
 
   That was one thing she could honestly say she was jealous of her sister; men.  Mytrice always had away with men.  Bating her big blue eyes, along with those long—fake—eyelashes and men seemed to just fall all over themselves.  Where Alethea seemed to become unvocal and clumsy whenever it came to men.  Especially when it came to men she liked.
 
   This guy was ringing all sorts of bells, even some that hadn’t been rung in a long time.  This was a big warning sign for her.  She just should have voted for Bachelor Number Two.  Although cute, he didn’t have any effect on her, unlike this unrealistically beautiful man who was making her weak.  Why was he staring at her?  Was he hoping she wasn’t the one who bet on him?
 
   “Hello, I’m Leya. I’m the one who won you.”  Extending a well manicured hand, Leya flipped her auburn hair seductively over her shoulder.  “But I’m not keeping you.  You’re a gift for my friend, Alethea.”  She grabbed Alethea by the arm and practically shoved her into the poor guy.
 
   Waiting for a disappointed look or at least a confused one, she didn’t look up when she greeted him. “Most people call me Thea.”  She stated quietly.
 
   “Either way is beautiful.  Thea…very lovely.”  The way he said her name caused tiny electric pricks to zing down her spine.
 
   Her head snapped up as he dropped a soft kiss on her hand.
 
   “Chivalry.  Very nice.  You don’t see that very often.”  Leya gushed.  “Your mother will love that.”
 
   Sending a warning glare over her shoulder, Thea quickly pulled her hand from his.  “Thank-you, for the complement.”
 
   “Greek isn’t it.  Your name is Greek, correct?”  He asked with a tilt of his head.
 
   “Yes.”  She answered, truly surprised.  “It means—” 
 
   “Truthful one.”  He finished for her.  With a quick nod, he answered her bewildered, unspoken question.  “I studied Greek for many years.”  He smiled with a devastating blow to her defenses.
 
   Leya gave her a little shove as she laughed. “Well there you go, perfect! My job here is done.”  Throwing her bag over her shoulder, she turned on him.  “If you give her any grief over what she has planned for you, you’ll regret meeting me.”  With her expression deadpan, Leya raked her eyes over him.  Then, flipping like a bipolar, she flashed a brilliant smile and wiggled her fingers.  “Now, you two have a great time tonight.  See you later.”
 
   Watching her friend sashay her way through the room towards the exit, Thea shook her head with disbelief.  Now what?  
 
   “You friend is….interesting.”  He smiled.
 
   Nodding, Thea agreed.  “She’s really great once you get to know her.  At least that’s what I keep telling myself.”
 
   He let out a soft chuckle.  Gesturing towards the shadowy end of the bar, he offered to buy her a drink. She agreed timidly unsure how to go about this.  She was so out of her element here.  Normally, well normally she didn’t date, but the off times that she had drinks were usually weeks after the first meeting, not minuets.
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t catch your name.”  The auction program gave no names only descriptions.
 
   “Jace Kamber.”  He answered easily.
 
   There was something about his eyes that had her staring a little longer than she probably should have.  They were such a dark brown that it reminded her of a milk chocolate bar with dark chocolate chips sprinkled throughout.  They were mesmerizing.  He reminded her of someone, yet she couldn’t figure out whom.
 
   “Are you from around here, Jace?”  She asked while getting a feel of his name.
 
   “Yes, I grew up here.”  His answer was a little short handed, which made her worry.
 
   “You know, you don’t have to go through with this if you don’t want to.”  The words flew out of her mouth before she really gave it much thought.  Leya would be furious if she let the guy off the hook.  Though she couldn’t very well ask him to lie to her family when he didn’t even want to be there in the first place.
 
   “And what makes you think that I don’t want to go through with this?”  He asked with an amused smile.
 
   Confused she glanced over her shoulder.  “Because the pretty one left.”
 
   A whoop of laughter emerged from his mouth, startling her.  “In who’s opinion?”
 
   She gave a small shrug, completely taken aback.
 
   “Trust me; I got the one I wanted.”  He was so sincere that it gave her no room to argue.
 
   Shying away she took a small sip of her drink.  She heard a softer chuckle before he asked.  “So, what do you have planned for me?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Your friend said you had something planned for me.  What may I ask?”  He took a slow, casual drink waiting for her answer with true interest.
 
   Oh, crap.  How in the world was she going to invite him to an engagement party that would be filled with a bunch of crazy Greek family members, who would mistake him as a serious boyfriend?  
 
   “I didn’t mean to pry, but I thought I heard something about a party?”  He asked casually as if it was no big deal.
 
   Ha!  What the man didn’t know could scare the hell out of him.  “It’s nothing.  I can’t ask you to go with me.  I mean it’s completely irrational.”
 
   “What is?”
 
   “My family…”  She shook her head at the thought of ridicule that her family would put her through for the rest of her life if they were to ever find out.
 
   “Your family is irrational?”  Jace asked confused.
 
   “What?  Well, yes.  Sometimes. Especially over something like this.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “You.”
 
   “Me?  Wait, I think I’m missing something.”
 
   Giving him a quick glance she realized that she wasn’t making any sense.  She turned to face him fully as she tried to explain.  “My brother’s engagement party is this weekend and I don’t have a date.  Now I don’t know how much studding you did on the Greek, but if I show up empty handed my family will execute me.”  Taking a quick breath she continued without giving him any room to speak.  “So, Leya, the interesting one you just met, thought that this auction thing would be a good idea.”
 
   “O-kay.”  He breathed.  “Let me get this straight.  You need a date for a party that has the family thinking marriage and if you show up empty handed that will lead to aunts setting you up, brother ridicule, and displeasing looks from your father and mother.”  Leaning close to her he raised a thick eyebrow.  “How close am I?”
 
   “Very.”  She laughed.  “Kind of pathetic, huh?”
 
   Shaking his head he disagreed with such a charming smile she had to catch a sigh before she made a fool of herself.  “It makes sense.  Hell, I wish I thought of it a few months ago.  My aunt Penny is still trying to set me up with some gal she works with.  I have no idea how much longer I can hold her off.”
 
   “I tell you what; if we get through this you can use me to get her off your back.” Clamping her teeth over her bottom lip, Thea turned away from him.  She could not believe her boldness.  He hadn’t even agreed to it, and she was already making the assumptions that he would help her.  
 
   “Deal.”  He said the one word with such earnest, she found herself turning back to him.
 
   “You would really do this with me?”  The thought of a guy like him—so beautiful she could hardly breathe—going out of his way to help her seemed a little too far fetch.  
 
   “Of course.  There was major money put down for my services, and I can hardly turn it down.”  Although he was being playful she couldn’t help but feel like it was an obligation on his part.
 
   “It wasn’t my money.”  She stated lightly.  “You shouldn’t feel compelled to help because of Leya.  She gets a little too bold sometimes.”
 
   “No, no.  I don’t feel compelled.  In fact it’s a little… ironic, I guess; that I would run into you like this after all these years.”  His genuine smile had her perplexed.
 
   “I’m sorry…”
 
   He laughed slightly.  “I guess you wouldn’t remember me.  I wasn’t much to look at back in the day.  Nothing striking enough to leave a mark.  In fact I was half this size, all glasses and a mouth full of braces last time you saw me.”
 
   Giving him a better look, she could suddenly see her old friend there.  Her hand flew to her mouth at the recollection. “Bracey Jacey!  Oh, my God!  No!”
 
   “Wow, I haven’t been called that in years.”  He laughed while he shook his head as if remembering those days.
 
   Of course he wouldn’t be called that now.  He went from gangly to full out build that most men strive to become.  The braces were gone leaving perfect straight teeth.  And without his thick rimmed glasses his eyes were like tracker beams that could drag in any woman in within a ten mile radius.
 
   She stared at him with such admiration she could hardly believe that this man was once one of her friends.  Although they hadn’t been close, he had always made her feel better about herself whenever some guy broke her heart in order to get better acquainted with her sister.  He had the best sense of humor.  He could always get a good laugh out of her even when she didn’t want to.
 
   “My, God! I just can’t believe it.  You look great!”  She gushed, feeling the blush flood her cheeks.
 
   “Thank-you.”  He smiled one of his best smiles that she remembered most.  “Being a part of the Military for eight years has really turned me around.”  
 
   He could say that again.  If someone had told her ten years ago that she would be admiring Bracey Jacey’s rock hard muscles, firm jaw line, sexy chocolate eyes, or that devastating smile, she wouldn’t have believed them.  And yet there she was all weak with bewildering attraction to one of her old friends.  She always thought that he would make it big and marry some lucky woman.
 
   “How did you go from the Military to CEO of a major company?  Better yet, why haven’t you married?  I always thought you would end up married to the girl of your dreams by now…I mean with your sense of humor…You were always a really great guy.”  Shutting up quickly she silently scolded herself.
 
   “You thought that I was a great guy?”  His question was laced with skepticism.
 
   “Yes.  You were always really nice to me and I knew it had nothing to do with my sister.”  She answered honestly without looking at him.
 
   He exhaled noisily before he said. “Compared to your sister, I think you have much more to offer.”
 
   Startled by his comment Thea brought her gaze back to his only to be greeted by a warm smile and a straightforward look.  It was the same look he used to give her when they were younger.  
 
   In high school she thought he was being nice, now as an adult she knew it was something much more complex.  More sensually raw.  The realization sent a tingle of sexual awareness down her spine, causing the air between them to become charged.
 
   “Are you hungry?”  He asked in a husky whisper that had her skin tingling.
 
   Completely unsure of what he had asked, or the meaning behind it, Thea blinked a few times and swallowed hard before asking a shaky “Excuse me?”
 
   His smile reached his eyes as if reading her mind.  “Dinner.  I’m trying to ask you to dinner.”
 
   “Oh!”  Licking her lips, she thought for a minute.  “Now?”
 
   “Yes, if you like.”
 
   “Sure!”  She slamming her mouth closed, she tried to tamper down some of her excitement.  “I mean, why not.  We do need to get our story straight.”
 
   “That won’t be too hard.  We did know each other in high school.”  The husky tone of his deep voice seemed to wrap itself around her as if holding her to him.
 
   “Yeah, right.”  She sighed.  He was not the guy she knew in high school.  This man had her excited and unsure all at once.  This might not have been such a bad idea after all.
 
    
 
   Jace sat quietly across from Thea at the twenty-four hour dinner watching her while she delicately poured coffee into her cup.  She looked rather adorable as she continued to remain shy, avoiding his eyes and fidgeting with her spoon. 
 
   After an enjoyable dinner at Benoît’s an expensive French restaurant, he took her on a walk through the park that was lit up with festive lights for the holidays.  Although he knew he didn’t need to impress her with fine dining, he suspected that she didn’t get treated the way a beautiful woman like her should be treated, and the more time he spent with her the more he wanted to treat her to the finer things in life.  
 
   He knew he was doomed from the moment he saw her in person.  Alethea had such a natural beauty, he found himself wondering why she hid behind baggy clothes and glasses. 
 
   “So, tell me.  Why don’t you model like your sister?”  He asked truly curious to why she would hide such a killer body he knew laid under that blanket she called a sweater.
 
   She surprised him with deep laugh.  “Flattering me won’t get you anywhere.”
 
   “I’m sorry?”  She thought he was joking?
 
   “Trust me. The world thanks me for letting her be the model and me just staying the brains.” She laughed again as she stirred in a few packets of sugar before taking a careful sip of coffee.
 
   “What do you mean? You sister doesn’t have brains?” From what he could tell she seemed smart enough, if only she got off of the ‘I’m so pretty’ pedestal.  
 
   “Of course she does.  She just doesn’t think she has to use them, because she’s so pretty.”  She explained fallowing his train of thought.  “Besides, she has the face and body to do what she does.  I do not.”
 
   So that was it.  Living in her sister’s shadow had somehow reduced herself image. Interesting. “So, you have a degree in anthropology and are now teaching a class in Riverside High School, that’s impressive.”  He said getting back to their original subject, knowing that the other was bound to come back up later.
 
   She nodded as she took another sip out of her mug.  “Yes. Truthfully I’m a little nervous.  This is my first year.”
 
   “I bet you are a great teacher.”  He smiled as he sat forward.  “I wish I had a teacher who looked like you in high school.  Hell all the men in my graduating class would’ve given their left leg to have a teacher like you.” He teased with a wink.
 
   A beautiful rose color flooded her cheeks as she laughed. “Stop it.”
 
   He had to chuckle at her response.  Although she had little awareness of how incredibly gorgeous she was—which he found to be the most attractive characteristic she possessed—she knew she was strong in the mind and that gave her a confidence that came soul deep.  Not even unrealistically beautiful women had that kind of self-assurance.
 
   It was refreshing to see someone who wasn’t full of themselves.  In his line of work he ran into many conceded people who believed they were better than everyone else.  The arrogance was the only thing that he hated about Eagleridge Security.  At times it became intolerable.
 
   Watching Thea’s attractive features turn a soft pink, made the last year of bigheaded princesses lift into nothing but a passing thought.  If she could work that miracle he wondered what else she was capable of. 
 
   “Oh, wow!  It’s really late.”  She exclaimed, glancing that the watch on her delicate wrist.  “It’s nearly two in the morning.”
 
   Taking a quick look at his own watch he realized that they had been sitting in the booth at the back end of the restaurant for a little over two hours.  Giving a soft chuckle he couldn’t believe that he had spent nearly five hours with one woman without sex being involved, and actually enjoyed himself. He had been taking such pleasure in her company that time seemed to have escaped him. 
 
   “Thank-you, so much for tonight.  I had really nice time.”  Dropping her eyes she quietly admitted.  “Honestly, I haven’t ever really had night like this.”
 
   “Trust me, the pleasure was mine.”  He said lowering his voice into a sexy hum that was rewarded with a beautifully soft smile.  “Please, let me take you home.”
 
   She gave it a little thought before agreeing.  Sliding out of the booth she reached into her bag to retrieve a few bills.  He lifted his hand to hers to stop her, but was caught off guard by the feel of her supple skin.  The delicate flesh on the back of her hand tickled his palm causing him to lift her hand to his lips for a small taste.
 
   Her eyes widened with shock at his unexpected advance.  As another blush crept onto her cheeks her eyes slanted into a seductive invite.  Slipping his hand behind her neck he gently pulled her forward.  He allowed her time to stop him, but when she moved forward he forgot where he was and covered her lips with his.
 
   She tasted like sweet coffee and something engaging.  Something he had never tasted before.  It caused him to want to deepen the kiss, to explore her mouth and to caress her tongue with his.  Unfortunately the voice of the hostess seating another table had him reeling back to reality and where they were.
 
   An all night dinner was not the place to devour the mouth of a woman like Alethea.  He backed away slowly, keeping her hand in his.  Telling his body to calm down he threw a few large bills down onto the table.  Leaving her hand in his, he escorted her to the door with the realization that he still had a mad crush on the woman who followed quietly with a shy grin playing recklessly on those appetizing lips.
 
    
 
   Thea nervously fished for her keys while Jace stood quietly beside her.  She remembered that her porch light had blown out that morning and it was pitch black outside, which was making it difficult to find anything in her oversized bag.  Murmuring an apology she gave her bag another shake.
 
   Without warning her front door flew open to her sister standing in the entry.  Thea gave a small gasp to the sudden action completely surprised to see Mytrice standing in her home.  “What are you doing here?”  She asked watching her sister’s assessment as she looked over Jace.
 
   “Me?  What are you doing home so late?”  Mytrice asked never taking her eyes off of the man who stood next to Thea.
 
   Feeling the heat raising in her cheeks, for the millionth time that night, Thea turned to Jace.  “Jace this is my sister, Mytrice.  Mytrice this is Jace.”
 
   Giving him another look over, Mytrice almost completely dismissed him—which was easy for her seeing she was surrounded by hot men all the time—then folded her arms over her chest.  “Does dad or mom know you’re out this late?”
 
   Giving the main home a quick glance over her shoulder, she shook her head like a child in trouble. Living in a house on the back lot of her parents’ property, had never really been a problem, until now.  She half expected to see her father or one of her brothers coming running with gun in hand because a man brought her home at this hour.
 
   “No.  But I’m an adult—”
 
   “Yeah, yeah.  Don’t care.” Mytrice interrupted.  “I have my own problems.”  Leaving them at the door, her sister made a low whine like cry as she made her way towards the back of the house.
 
   “Umm…” She turned to Jace who had a questionable expression on his face.  “Thank you again for tonight and for walking me to my door.  I would invite you in but apparently my sister needs me.”
 
   “Is everything okay?”  He asked gesturing towards the entrance where another pitiful whine echoed.
 
   “With Mytrice? Probably.”  She laughed. 
 
   “Thea!”  Her sister cried again.
 
   Shaking his head in disgust Jace gave her an amused smile.   “Can I call you tomorrow?”
 
   “Yes.”  She answered a little too quickly.  “I mean, yes that would be great.”
 
   He leaned in and gave her a quick kiss before Mytrice screamed for her again.  “I will talk to you later.”  He chuckled at her irritated glance at her home.
 
   “Okay.”  She watched him walk down her short drive and get into his expensive looking car before she rushed into her house.
 
   If she had the guts she would slaughter her older sister. “Mytrice?  What’s wrong? Why aren’t you at your condo?  Are you ill?” Thea came to a halt when she found her sister’s bags strung across her living room.  “Mytrice?”
 
   “This isn’t going to work.”  Her sister cried from behind her.  “I can’t live here!  You don’t have enough room for all my stuff!  Doesn’t anyone understand how bad this will destroy my social life?” Mytrice whimpered again.
 
   Confused Thea turned to face her older sister.  “Why are you living here?”
 
   “My house was set on fire.”
 
   “What?!”
 
   Waving a dismissive hand her sister shrugged.  “That guy you came home with was really cute.  Where did you find something like that?”
 
   “We went to high school together.” Thea answered quickly eyeing each suitcase anxiously.  “Mytrice, what did you mean when you said your house was set on fire?”
 
   With an annoyed sigh Mytrice fell back onto the couch.  “Remember that guy I was seeing?” 
 
   That guy was Thea’s ex-fiancé who left her two months before their wedding for the more attractive Eneas sister.  Apparently that little tidbit was easily forgotten by her self-absorbed sister.   Nodding anyway, she waited for her sister to continue.
 
   “Well, he found out about Cain and flipped out.” She explained sounding more annoyed then scared. “Which was completely obnoxious.  Do you have any idea how annoying it is to work around someone’s childish behavior?”
 
   “Wait, who’s Cain?”  Thea asked trying to keep up.
 
   “The Italian I’ve been seeing.”  Her sister replied with another flippant wave.  “Which was worth my condo.  Amy Russo wasn’t kidding about Italian men being great in bed.  Besides my condo was getting old.  I needed something new.”
 
   “Wait, what?”  Alethea chocked.  Her sister’s condo was only a year old.
 
   “Oh, I can’t wait to see what kind of press I get out of this!”  Mytrice praised with her eyes sparkling with her future.
 
   Shaking her head she glanced around her small living room.  “So how long are you going to stay here?”
 
   “Just until I find a new place.”  Mytrice yawned.  “I need to get some sleep.  You don’t mind if I sleep in your room.  I have a photo shoot in the morning.”
 
   “What’s wrong with the guess room?”
 
   Her sister pouted out her bottom lip.  “Thea, I can’t sleep on that bed.  I need to look good for the shoot.”  She whined and before Thea could say another word her sister smiled.  “Thanks, Thea!  You’re the best.”
 
   Folding her arms tightly over her chest she cursed softly.  She knew fighting with her would get her nowhere.  It never did.  
 
   She took her time shutting off all the lights and locking all the doors.  Making her way to the guest bedroom she thought about her night with Jace.  Normally she was timid with men, but with Jace she found herself being comfortable and not afraid to show who she really was.
 
   Without turning on the light she crawled onto the queen-sized bed.  Fully clothed, coat and all she stared at the ceiling until her eyelids grew too heavy to stay open.  The last coherent thought was Jace and his dark eyes. 
 
    
 
   Setting down to her computer, Thea began to review her lesson.  Her nerves were rattled and her stress was peeking.  She had to teach high school kids on Monday and her brain was trained solely on Jace Kamber.
 
   She could blame it on lack of sleep that her mind won’t concentrate, though she knew that would be a lie.  Erotic dreams of her old high school friend kept her hot and bothered throughout the night.  Never in her young adult life had a man affected her so greatly.
 
   A knock came at her front door, and she groaned out loud.  It was probably one of her many family members who came to check on Mytrice. Her sister had managed to get the whole family informed about her condo before breakfast, which was pretty impressive, even for their family. 
 
   Apparently the entire situation had been a complete surprise to her father and her mother.  Mytrice hadn’t told either one of them about the fire that had nearly burnt her entire condo down.  Which Thea found humorous.  That condo coast their parents a fortune.  So it was no surprise when her poor father flew into a panicked frenzy.
 
   She said nothing waiting for them to allow themselves in, which her family usually did by now.  When no one entered, she realized it wasn’t anyone from her family at the door.  She never had company besides family.  Stopping just in front of the door, she reached for the baseball bat inside her umbrella case.  
 
   “Alethea?  It’s Jace.”  His thick sexy voice slipped through the cracks and down her spine.  “Could you please open your door?”   
 
   Releasing a breath that had been lodged somewhere between her lungs and throat, Thea opened the door.  Another breath unexpectedly caught again at the sight of him.  
 
   “Are you alright?” He asked, as he eyed the bat in her hand.
 
   “Yes.  I just got a little spooked.”  She explained setting the bat back into the case.  “I wasn’t sure….My family usually just walks in so….I wasn’t sure.”  She repeated quickly when she realized she had been rambling.
 
   All he did was nod while those beautiful eyes stayed trained on her. 
 
   “Come in.”  Thea offered feeling awkward.
 
   “Do you greet everyone who isn’t family with a baseball bat?”  He asked with a slight tilt of his head.
 
   “No.  It’s just that I didn’t get enough sleep last night and after what happen to my sister…I guess I’m seeing shadow’s.”  She giggled nervously.
 
   “May I ask what happen with your sister?”  He asked looking concerned. 
 
   She almost forgot that he was the CEO of a major security team.  “It’s nothing really.  She just pissed off an ex and he set her home on fire.”
 
   “On fire?”  His face became all business.
 
   “He was always childish.”  Mytrice stated as she came out of the master bedroom, looking perfect as always.
 
   “Though childish, you’re house was set on fire.  You shouldn’t wait to see what else has happen—”
 
   “Wait.”  Mytrice stopped Jace with a wave of her hand.  “And why should I care what you have to say?”
 
   Appalled at her sister’s behavior, Thea jumped in.  “Jace is the CEO of Eagleridge Security.  And you should care about what he says because he is probably the only one qualified enough—”
 
   “Eagleridge Security?  Well, why didn’t you say something sooner?”  Mytrice beamed with a sugary sweet smile.  “Come in.  I’ll get you some coffee. Why didn’t you tell me you were such good friends with the CEO of Eagleridge, Alethea?”
 
   “I…I…”
 
   “Stop stuttering and get your friend some coffee.”  Her sister ordered as she directed Jace into the living room.
 
   “Can’t you make coffee?”  Jace asked Mytrice with a raised brow.
 
   Her sister gave a flirty giggle.  “Of course I can.  It’s just that you and I need to talk.”
 
   Jace sent Thea a refuted look while Mytrice moved some of her bags out of the way.
 
   “It’s okay.”  Thea smiled.  “This is important.  The sooner you can help her, the sooner I get my house back.”
 
   “Why can’t she live with your parents?”  He asked with a disapproving glance in her sister’s direction.
 
   Gasping in horror, Mytrice covered her throat in a melodramatic response to his question.  “Live with my parents?  Do you have any idea what that would do to my career?  It will be bad enough to live with my brainy sister.”
 
   Mytrice’s modeling career was pretty set.  She had already been in several magazines and a music video. Now it seems to be the at most importance that no one finds out that she was living in the guest house of her parents property, because apparently if someone found out then her career would be over.
 
   So in retrospect Mytrice was going to make this hell for everyone.
 
   “Haven’t you considered how this will affect your sister?”  His voice was deep and controlled while his dark eyes seemed to take on a challenging glare.
 
   Mytrice gave Thea a quick look.  Utterly confused she turned back to Jace.  “How can this possibly affect her?  This has nothing to do with her.”
 
   “Wrong.” Jace’s intimidating tone boomed through her home almost shaking her walls, and startling her and her sister.  “You have come into her home demanding her space without care.  The audacity you have to come in here, when your parents have plenty of room, worried solely about your so-called career, when an obviously delusional person wants to harm you. They set your home on fire.  Who knows what else their capable of?”  
 
   Completely shocked, Thea blinked several times as she tried to take in everything he said.  No one had ever stood up for her before.  She was always the quiet one, the one who just went along with whatever to keep things easier.  Even when there were times that she would have loved to have freaked out like her sister, she never did.  She kept her cool and handled things with grace.  
 
   Man, she hated that about herself.  Though she justified it with the fact that homes function better with only one pain in the ass.
 
   But, now with him bearing down on her sister who was suddenly speechless, she couldn’t help the feeling that rapidly consumed her.  It was as if he took all her emotions that she had ever felt in the last twenty-six years and screamed them for her.
 
    “I am not staying with my parents’.”  Mytrice demanded as she folded her arms in front of her like some kind of four year old brat throwing a tantrum.
 
   “If you want Eagleridge Security, then you will do as I say.”  He ordered, knowing that she wouldn’t back down from the name.  “I will place you with a bodyguard.”  He stated simply.
 
   Jace’s deep voice made her once comfortable home seem suddenly tiny.  She had never thought her house small before, and yet with him inside it had seemed to shrink almost instantly.  His intimidating size took up her entire entry way, as his presence took up all her awareness.  Man, he was beautiful.
 
   Her sister’s eyes widened with excitement. “So is my guard going to be huge?  I want a big guy, like the one Britney Spears used to have.”
 
   “Aren’t you exaggerating this a little?”  Thea asked quietly. “You really think her ex will try to do something else?”
 
   He shook his head. “I’m not putting anything past him.  Trust me.  I have seen this enough to know.”
 
   She swallowed hard feeling disoriented.  Her sister might be trying at times, but she was her sister.  The thought of someone trying to harm her only sister made her insides quiver.  Especially when that someone once declared their undying love.
 
   “I don’t mean to scare you.”  He said softly as he took her chin between his thumb and forefinger.  Tilting her face up to meet his, he whispered. “I deal with this on a daily biases, and it won’t go away. But don’t worry I will keep it from getting worse.” 
 
   “Hel-lo!  What about me?”  Mytrice waved. “This guy is after me. So can we please get back to the guards?”
 
   Jace turned to face Mytrice head on. “Has it ever occurred to you that you are not the only person involved here?”
 
   “Well, I know you haven’t.”  She scoffed eyeing Thea.
 
   It was a peculiarly wonderful feeling to have someone put her first.  It was even stranger that her sister was the one put in second.
 
   “I will have my security team here within the hour.”
 
   “Within the hour?” Thea asked, glancing at the clock on the wall.
 
   “That’s not okay with you?”  He asked tucking a lose strand of her hair behind her ear.
 
   “Of course, is okay.” Her sister beamed waving Thea off.  
 
   Shaking her head Alethea tried to pull out of her sister’s ego-made web. “Yeah, I guess so.” Her school work would have to wait.  Mytrice wasn’t going to shut up about this whole thing until it was taken care of. 
 
   Eyeing her carefully Jace nodded. “Until then, Mytrice I want you to move in with your parents.  It will give my man more room to work.”  Before she had a chance to complain he added quickly.  “You staying with your parents will cause major press.  I don’t know if that’s something you want to deal with, but that’s—”
 
   “Really?”  Mytrice asked excitedly.  “You think this will great good press?”
 
   “Well, yes.  At least it did with Christina Lima, it did.  Our men couldn’t keep them away.”
 
   “Christina Lima? Victoria's Secrets top fashion model?”  Her eyes grew wide with excitement.  “I’ve got to pack and get everything to the main house. Wait!  Before I do that I’ve got to talk to mom and make sure I get my room remodeled. I can’t stay in a room with pink hearts and ponies all over the walls.”  Her sister rambled as she took off for the main house.
 
   Once she was gone Jace turned to her with a wicked smile.
 
   “What you told her wasn’t true was it?  You said it to get her out of my house.”  Thea realized instantly.
 
   He shrugged. “Maybe.”
 
   “I guess I was that perceptible?”
 
   “A little.”  He chuckled.
 
   “Well, thank you.” She smiled back, feeling a tiny quiver in the pit of her stomach.
 
   Pulling her into his arms, Jace whispered provocatively over her lips. “I couldn’t keep my mind off of you all night.”
 
   “Really?”  She asked trying to get air into her lungs.
 
   He made one curt nod before he covered her mouth with his making the room suddenly disappear.  Much like the dinner had the night before.  The feel of his arms wrapping themselves around her caused the tamed vixen in her to spring free.  She didn’t want the wild game he was playing with her mouth to end.  Squeezing him tighter to her, Thea greedily rubbed her tongue against his and was rewarded with a deep male growl.
 
   “Now that’s more like it.”  Leya’s approving voice slithered between them causing them both to back away from each other.
 
   “Oh, don’t stop because of me.” Leya teased while eyeing Jace.  “Well, I never thought you had it in you, Thea.  But I’m glad.  You needed a good lay.”
 
   Utterly mortified, Thea quickly corrected her friend.  “This isn’t what you think.  Jace didn’t spend the night.  He’s here on business.”
 
   “Hey, call it what you will.  I’m the last person to judge you on this.” She giggled.
 
   “No, really.”  Thea tried again, unable to look at Jace.
 
   Laughing wholeheartedly, Leya waved her hand between them.  “Calm down.  I heard about your sister.  It was just nice to see that you’re taking full advantage of the situation.”
 
   Feeling the deep blush cover most of her face, Thea turned away from her much too forward friend.  Jace’s unfathomable chuckle had her head snapping up to meet his gaze.  She shot him a questionable look. 
 
   He gave a playful shrug and then leaned in to whisper.  “I would be lying if I said that I wasn’t hoping for such affection.”  Kissing her cheek he stepped back.  “If you will excuse me ladies I have some things I need to take care of.”
 
   The shock and slight amusement of his earlier statement had her smiling like a fool as she watched him disappear out her front door.
 
   “I saw that.”  Leya tsked mischievously.  “Please tell me he’s good at guarding your body.”  Wigging her eyebrows wickedly, she giggled naughtily.
 
   “Oh, stop it.”  Thea scorned unable to hold her own laugh in return.
 
   “So, tell me what’s going on with your sister and this whole burning down house thing.  You know how I love a good Mytrice Drama.”  Leya said sarcastically, as she made her way into the kitchen.  Leya stood on the same ground as Thea did when it came to her sister and the overdramatic.
 
   Thea quickly filled her in on the fire.  “Now, Jace wants to send one of his guards here until this guy is caught.”
 
   “I see.”  Leya said slowly. “So….Jace believes that this can turn into a stocker thing?”
 
   “He said that things like this can get out of hand fast and he doesn’t want to take any chances.  He also advised that my parents and brothers take caution as well.”  She informed, still feeling off about the whole situation.  
 
   “How did your dad take all of this?”  Leya asked as she helped herself to some coffee.
 
   “He freaked.” Thea rolled her eyes.
 
   Leya laughed at that. “Mytrice is a Drama Queen, and extremely obsessive about her career or should I say lack of.  I heard she hasn’t had a decent job offer in months.  Maybe she thought that this would better her chances.  You know, make her look more desirable.”
 
   “What do you mean?”  
 
   Shaking her head Leya answered honestly. “I don’t know.  A part of me doesn’t think she would go that far.  But, another part of me thinks that something is way off with this whole thing.”
 
   “You think she started the fire in her own home?”  Thea asked a little shocked at the accusations. 
 
   Leya shook her head. “No. But I wouldn’t put it past Mytrice.”
 
   Although Thea would have loved to stand up for her sister, she knew Leya was speaking the truth.  Unfortunately, the more she thought about it the more it made sense.
 
    
 
   The night of her brother’s engagement party came without a hitch.  Though, unlike most family parties Mytrice was not the center of the attention.  Of course everyone wanted details on her new guard and the drama surrounding the man who had set fire to the eldest Eneas sister’s home.  But the real talk of the night was Jace.  He was obviously the ladies favorite eye candy and the men’s hero.  Even her brothers stood in awe at his side.
 
   “Kamber?  Your father is Greek?”  Her father asked, visibly pleased.                            
 
   “Yes, sir.  My grandfather came here from Greece.”  His voice was sexy-smooth as the rest of him, which caused several sighs from the women surrounding him, including her mother.
 
   Her father spoke a few words in Greek and Jace replied back without missing a beat.  Just like that he had the approval of her father as well as the rest of her family.  Several members of her family turned and gave her approving smiles and nods.
 
   “Well, it seems that your man is definitely catching the attention of the family.”  Mytrice scoffed.
 
   “Easy, Mytrice.” Leya warned as she came up next to Thea. “People might think you’re jealous.”
 
   “Please,” Mytrice laughed while she tossed her perfect hair over her shoulder.  “I’m relieved to have the attention drawn away from me.  It gets old after a while.”
 
   Thea heard Leya’s soft murmur of ridicule.  Thankful that her sister hadn’t heard the same mockery, she stepped more in the middle of them. Regrettably, she knew her sister and her best friend would love to strangle each other given the opportunity.  All she could do was hope to sustain mediator.   
 
    “I really should enjoy the peace tonight.”  Mytrice continued with an exaggerated sigh.  “It will only be a matter of time before everyone will be drawn back to me.”
 
   “Well, now I’m suddenly claustrophobic.” Leya announcedas she stepped around Thea. “Mytrice’s ego is taking up to much room.”
 
   Oh, boy!  Thea thought while she watched her sister’s eyes slide into two livid slits.  Quickly she diverted both of them.  “What’s Reece like?  He’s pretty cute.”
 
   Glancing over her shoulder, her sister eyed the man in the corner.  “I guess he’s cute.  I really didn’t notice.”
 
   “Of course not.  You’re too busy looking at yourself half the time to notice anyone else.”  Leya sneered under her breath. 
 
   “Oh, get over it.  The envious card can be thrown either way.”  Mytrice cocked her head to the side as if challenging Leya to deny it.
 
   “Yes it can. But trust me, Mytrice; jealousy isn’t what makes me want to pull your hair out.”  Leya informed crossing her arms in front of her.
 
   Surprisingly, Mytrice didn’t utter a word.  Instead she turned on her heel and walked away.  
 
   Thea shot her friend a look, only to receive an unremorseful shrug in response. “You two will never get a long will you?”
 
   “Probably not.”  She responded honestly.  “If I were you I wouldn’t hold my breath.”
 
   Shaking her head, Alethea laughed at the irony.  Obviously, those who are too much alike tend to dislike one another.  Maybe that was their problem.  They could only see the flaws and not their similarity.
 
   “How are your parents handling this whole thing anyway?  They look distressed, but every once and a while your mother drops her guard and you can tell she’s enjoying it.”  Leya pointed out, getting them off of the subject.
 
   Grateful for the diversion, Alethea answered quickly. “My mother is eating this up.  She’s claiming that Eagleridge Security will be a great asset for Mytrice’s career and how she wouldn’t be able to sleep unless she knew that that her eldest will be safe.” She chuckled.  “At least I know where Mytrice gets her dramatics from.”
 
   Her friend laughed in agreement.  “What about your sister’s bodyguard he looks like a typical Ken-doll.  All that blond hair….even though his expression is all business, I keep expecting him to call out ‘Hang ten, man!”
 
   Thea chuckled softly.  “His name is Reece.  And my sister is the only one in the world who can turn away from a dark tan, blue eye, and an incredible build that his suit does little to hide.”
 
   Leya’s eyes casually slid over her own gorgeous bodyguard.  Right before her parents death twelve years ago they hired a professional guard to watch over their only child.  No one really knew why exactly.  There hadn’t been any threat that anyone knew of.  Although by her friends admiring glances for the last twelve years, Thea knew her friend didn’t mind.
 
   “Hey.”  Jace’s deep voice slithered softly into her ear and down her spine.
 
   She slowly turned to him trying to keep herself from throwing her arms around him and kissing him shamelessly.  “I see my family finally let you go.”  She teased.
 
   He chuckled easily. “I guess I’m all yours.”
 
   Suppressing a giggle, she linked her arm through his.  “I can handle that.”
 
   “Can you?”  He growled playfully.
 
   She wasn’t sure if she could handle a man like Jace, though she was dying to find out.  Which was a huge change for her.  Normally she was slow on the move.  But with Jace she wanted everything and was growing impatient to receive it.  Maybe it was because she had known Jace before and was comfortable with him then, which made it easier now.  Or maybe it was Jace and the constant attention he gave her that made her feel desirable and wanton.  Maybe it was both.  Whatever it was she was eager to explore it further.
 
   “You know,” Leya broke in.  “this party is almost over and no one will notice if someone was to leave.”  She winked, insinuating the obvious.
 
   Hell, if her best friend picked up her vibe, she could only imagine what Jace was picking up on.
 
   “I think you’re right.”  Jace nodded, playing along. Taking Thea by the hand they made a break for the kitchen.  Luckily, no one noticed as they moved through the kitchen and out the double doors, across the lawn and to her home. 
 
    
 
   Jace watched as Alethea invited him further into her home.  She offered him some coffee while she toyed with the strap on her belt.  As he followed her to the kitchen he noticed how intimate her tiny home was.  From the outside he would have never guessed how comfortable it truly was.
 
   As he walked into the kitchen he wondered why she lived here on the premises and not out on her own.  She looked comfortable in the tiny home, while she moved around the kitchen preparing them coffee.  Her home was classy and not screaming feminine.  Like his mother’s house with flowery couches, and pink frilly things.  Don’t get him wrong he liked pink, on panties and lacy lingerie that a woman might wear to bed, if the guy was lucky.
 
   As he watched her set a mug down, she chewed on her full bottom lip, which caused a male reaction he hadn’t been prepared for.  She had an amazing mouth, the kind he could dine on for hours.  Wondering if she just might be wearing something pink under her sweet fitting dress, he crossed the kitchen and took her into his waiting arms.
 
    
 
   Shocked momentarily by his vigorous approach, it took Thea a second to respond. When she did he took full advantage of it.  Exploring her mouth in such a way that her body reacted instantly.  He had such a clever mouth.  The teasing and soft sucking was almost too much.  And yet it had her body screaming for more.
 
   His strong hands slid under her sweater and up her back, causing her to moan into his mouth.  He gently caressed her back while he continued to dine on her mouth.  If her arms hadn’t been fastened so eagerly around his neck she would’ve been on the floor by now.
 
   “I want you, Alethea.”  He whispered across her swollen lips.  “I have since high school.”
 
   “Oh?”  Was the only verbal response she could manage.  Her head was still foggy from his unbelievable kiss.
 
   He nodded as he brushed her lips with his.  “You were my first and only crush.”
 
   She found herself inhaling his wonderful sent, before she really caught what he said.  “Really?”
 
   Kissing her softly, Jace lowered his hands and affectionately cupped her bottom.  “I thought you were the most beautiful girl I had laid my eyes on.”
 
   “You did?”  She asked in a skeptical tone.  The truth in his eyes had her believing him.  “You thought I was the most beautiful?”
 
   “Yes.”  He chuckled.  “You have lived in your sister’s shadow for way too long.  You can’t see how truly gorgeous you really are.  Though I should thank her for that.  It’s made you humble and independent.  Which I find utterly attractive.”  Taking her lips, he nibbled for a moment.
 
   “Really?”  She still couldn’t wrap her mind around it.  The men that had plagued her life in the past had said nice things for her to let them in.  Only it was to get to her sister.  But looking at Jace and hearing his words, she knew he meant them.  It wasn’t a come on to get into her sister’s pants, it was for her and her alone.
 
   “I think I’ve been waiting for you, Thea.  I think that kid in me wants what he never got the chance to have and he has been driving me crazy for the last eight years, especially now since you’ve been back in my life.” The raw honesty in his voice and in his eyes had her heart beating a million times faster.  
 
   Not knowing what else to say she whispered. “Okay.”  With a meek, yet very willing smile she cupped his face and kissed him with everything she had.  The deep male groan rewarded her efforts.
 
   “Tell me what you want, Thea?”  He whispered between kisses.
 
   “I want to show you my room.”  Her thick sultry voice gave her the confidence to continue.  “It has a four-poster, king size bed, with many pillows and blankets that we can lose ourselves in.” 
 
   The heat that set his violet eyes into a wicked storm of pure passion, radiated off of him.  His desire for her was evident in the suddenly thick bulge of his trousers.  Boldly, she reached down between them and gently rubbed the outline of his erection.
 
   “Oh, sweetheart…”  He groaned.  “If you want me to see your room, you better show it to me now.  Because, I won’t make it if you keep doing what you’re doing right now.” 
 
   Taking his hand she whispered.  “Follow me.”  She led him to her bedroom with assurance she had never felt with any other man.  He made her comfortable and daring.
 
   Once inside her room she turned to him slowly and began to unbutton the top part of her dress.  Loving the feel of his eyes on her she continued to remove everything except for her bra and panties.  “Your turn.”  She said watching his face.
 
   He shook his head as he reached out and pulled her to him.  “Not yet.”  Running his hands over her bare skin, he kissed along her neck.  Working his way down to her breasts.  “I was hoping you were wearing pink.”  His husky voice washed over the thin silk of her bra.
 
   “I aim to please.”  She murmured, breathlessly.  He chuckled which vibrated through to her nipple which cause her to tremble slightly.  “Oh, Jace!  That feels so good.”  She sighed.
 
   “Wait.  I just got started.”  He informed as he unsnapped her bra and let it fall to the floor in front of them.  Taking one nipple into his mouth and the other between his fingers, he made a satisfied moan.
 
   He dined on one then the other with delicious, torture.  Feeling as if she would collapse at any minute Thea dug her fingers into his hair wanting to hold him and his gifted mouth to her.  She became fully aware when he laid her down upon the bed and slowly removed her panties.  He kissed the inner part of her thy, not quite touching the spot she wanted him the most.  She held her breath as he licked down the path between thy and her aching folds.  
 
   He laughed softly sending a warm gush of hot air over the dampen spot.  “Your little moans are driving me crazy.”
 
   “I was moaning?”
 
   “Oh, yeah.”
 
   “Well, it’s frustration.  Do you torture all women like this?”  She asked, rising up enough to look at him.
 
   “Nope. Just you.”  He answered with a wicked smile.
 
   “Jeez, thanks.”
 
   He laughed again, and then all joking aside he spread her wide with his fingers and found the perfect spot for his tongue.  His lavish attention to her clitoris had her soaring higher than any man had ever made her in the past, and he wasn’t even in her yet.  He continued the slow circles with his tongue, only to stop momentarily to grab the tiny bud between his teeth.
 
   He kept licking and nibbling until she finally screamed out an amazing orgasm.  As her body slowly came down from its unbelievable climax, she felt his lips slowly make their way up her body. Sure she had orgasms in the past but never so intense.  She could barely catch her breath as he took her lips with his.
 
   “That was by far the best sound I have ever heard come out of a woman.”  He smiled while he pushed some of her hair back.
 
   “I…that…” She swallowed. “Oh, wow.”
 
   Kissing the tip of her nose he smiled.  “Wow, indeed. Although I just realized something.”
 
   Suddenly concerned she lifted her head. “What?”
 
   “I’m far too overdressed.”  His devilish grin set her at ease.
 
   She sat up onto her forearms watching him as he began to remove his shirt.  She figured he would be somewhat built, for his line of work he would need to stay healthy.  But when his shirt came off, she had to fist the comforter to steady herself.  His chest was absolutely perfect.  Tanned to excellence with elegantly sculptured muscles, and the right amount of dark hair that dusted that chest and straight on down to the object of her desire.
 
   Then his hand went to the button of his pants.  She whimpered as it quickly became unfastened as well as the zipper.  It wasn’t a striptease or anything.  Although she doubted there could be any sexier tease then the one this man, who was revealing himself to her one piece at a time, was performing.
 
   She stopped breathing.  Stopped all movement, except the rapid beating of her heart, as he removed the pants and the underwear along with it.  He was so stunning it almost hurt to look at him.  His cock was incredibly thick and long enough to paralyze her into a pleasure coma. 
 
   Growing dizzy from holding her breath for too long, Thea inhaled sharply.  With tremendous effort she lifted her gaze to his wicked grin. Climbing back more onto the bed she settled herself amongst the pillows.  Then with a slow wiggle of her index figure, she motioned for him to come to her.
 
   He climbed onto her bed with his head down and shoulders up.  He reminded her of a large predatory cat marking his pray.  His dark eyes stayed trained on her while he covered her body with his own. Keeping his arms straight he hovered over her for a moment, allowing only his heat to grace her naked body.
 
   Needing to feel him, Thea reached down a grasped his ready shaft.  He was so much larger than any other man she had slept with and it made her slightly concerned that she would not be able to receive him all.
 
   As if reading her mind he whispered.  “Don’t worry I’ll fit.”
 
   Trembling, she looked right into his vivacious eyes.  “Promise?”
 
   Lowering himself gently down upon her he kissed her deeply before answering. “Trust me.”
 
   Then without any further hesitation he lifted her legs and slowly entered her.  He left so wonderful she pulled her hips forward in short little jerks.  She felt his smile against the side of her mouth as he continued to edge himself into her body.  Little by little he pushed forward until he was fully inside her.  They both cried out simultaneously.
 
   With ragged breathing and low groans they began to move together in the most erotic dance she had ever preformed.  His strokes become rougher and quicker as their moans and grunts became wilder and louder.  Their breathing mingled as they each gasped for air while she became aroused to the point of pain.  Her skin prickled under his warm hands as they gripped her hips.
 
   “Come for me, Alethea.”  He breathed into her ear.  “You’re so close I can feel it.”
 
   Feeling her climax was about to overtake her, she fisted the blanket.  She found herself soaring higher than ever before.  The room shook, the walls vanished while white hot heat flooded her vanes.  His deep voice echoed with hers heightening her senses and pleasuring her further.
 
   Allowing his wonderful weight to rest upon her for a moment, he slowly rolled off of her onto his side.  He lay without moving for several minutes, while she wiped the moister from her eyes.  Her heart was beating so fiercely she feared that it might beat right out of her chest.  Loving the slight tingling sensation lingering between her legs she giggled softly.
 
   “What?”  He asked in a husky, satisfied voice.
 
   “That was amazing.”  She whispered.  “I think my heart is going to explode.  I’ve never…”  Swallowing hard she couldn’t finish her statement.  The truth was that she had never felt so alive, so fulfilled, so loved.  Her heart went from thunderous beating to soaring higher than the clouds at the realization.  Loved.  She felt truly loved.  Covering her eyes, she hoped she wasn’t reading too much into it, because she didn’t know if her crazed heart could handle it.  For she had fallen for him since the night at the dinner. 
 
   Pulling her into his arms, he kissed her forehead.  “Yeah, me too.” 
 
   She sighed as she snuggled against his warm body.  He couldn’t have used a more open statement, though she would take it anyway.
 
    
 
   Jace woke to a bright ray of sunlight that streamed in from the window at the far ended of the bedroom.  Running his hand over his still tired face, he brought his attention to Alethea. She was still sleeping soundly.  He found himself smiling like a love struck teen, as he watched the slow rise and fall of her chest.  Rolling unto his side, he watched her sleep.  His fingers twitched slightly while he pushed a single tendril way from her peaceful expression.  The blanket kept her perfect naked breast lightly covered.  But that didn’t matter, he remembered them vividly.
 
   It all suddenly made perfect sense.  He now understood why Ty walked around with a stupid grin on his face.  And why all those cheesy love songs and poems are written.  It was because of this.  It was for the moment when you realize the person you’ve been waiting for is suddenly right there in front of you, and life is unexpectedly worth a whole lot more than it had been only moments before.  He could actually feel his heart swell with the realization that he was in love with this wonderful woman. 
 
   She sighed lightly as she stretched, causing the sheet to slip away.  His eyes drank in her soft curves, that he had felt only a few hours ago.  
 
   She brought those beautiful eyes right up to his. “Hello.”  
 
   “Hi.” He barely managed to reply. Her half-mass eyelids showed a well loved woman.  A woman he would never let go.  
 
    “Did you sleep at all?”  She smiled, curling into him.
 
   “A little.”  He ran his fingers down her bare back.  His heart skipping random beats, at her low, raspy words.
 
   Moaning softly, she nuzzled her nose along his neck.  She pushed her silky, smooth breast against his chest. “That feels nice.”  She hummed.
 
   He had to agree.  Her nipples teased the hair on his chest, making even the simplest thought blurry.  Kissing her forehead, he rolled on top of her using his elbows to sport most of his weight.  His lips brushed tender kisses long her face, making sure every inch was covered.
 
   “You’re spoiling me.”  She giggled, leaving her eyes in two sexy slits.  Parting her legs, she allowed him to nestle right against her center.
 
   “You deserve it.”  He rumbled.  Taking her lips with his own, he began to work her into the heated passion that he never wanted to stop.  Unfortunately, his phone’s shrill ring screamed through the room disturbing them.
 
   “Do you have to answer?”  She asked sounding adorably anxious.
 
   He chuckled at her expression.  “Yes, but I’ll make it fast, then we’ll take it slow.” He winked.  
 
   Releasing a deep breath, that pressed her gorgeous breast into his chest, she pouted out her bottom lip.  “Okay.”
 
   She was so damn cute.  Grabbing that full pouty lip, he sucked gently until the phone screamed again.  He let out a discouraged groan while climbing off of her.  “Quick, I promise.” Jace smiled.  “But keep that pout, it’s damn sexy.”
 
   She laughed a genuine laugh that did ridiculous things to his insides.  “I’ll go make some coffee and maybe some breakfast.  You know my table is very sturdy.”  She purred as she slipped on skimpy shorts—without panties—and a tank-top.  “Just in case you want some morning recreational actives.”
 
   Pain shot right through his groin at her sultry words. “Oh!  I’ve never hated my job until this very moment!”  He overstated with an agonizing whimper. Lifting his phone, he silently cursed Tyler who was waiting on the other ended.  He regrettably flipped open his phone while he watched her leave the room with a luscious sway of her hips.
 
   “This better be good.”  He barked into the phone.
 
   “Nowhere near.”  Tyler’s voice was tight, which was his signature trade mark for bad news.
 
   Interest and instinct had him focusing on his boss and not what awaited him in the kitchen. “What?”
 
    
 
   Alethea hummed blissfully as she prepared their omelets.  She hadn’t felt this good in—well, never.  The sensation was completely new and exhilarating.  Almost freeing.  Amelia told her that being in love was like flying.  She didn’t know if she was in love, but she did feel like she could fly.
 
   Smiling to herself she added the cheese without care where it landed.  Hell she didn’t care if it even got cleaned up afterward.  She wondered if they would even eat the omelets.  The table should be used for other business.
 
   She heard him coming down the hall and quickly poured him some coffee.  To her utter dismay he came around the corner fully clothed.  She frowned while handing him the cup.  “You’re leaving.”  It wasn’t a question she could see it in his face.
 
   “I’m so sorry, beautiful.”  He kissed her softly. “I have to.  But if you’ll have me, I’ll come back and take you to dinner.”
 
   “Where?”  She asked playfully pouting.
 
   He smiled as he set the mug down.  “Anywhere.  We can even go back to my house and I’ll make you something.”
 
   “You’ll make me something?”  She lifted a brow skeptically.
 
   “Hey, I will have you know that I was put in the kitchen throughout the marine core.  I learned a few things.  Plus, I’ve recently taken some culinary classes.”  He stated with a raise of his chin.
 
   She giggled at his defensive behavior.  “Well, okay then.  Your place.  Is six too early?”
 
   “For you, Thea, it won’t be early enough.”  Taking her mouth in a knee melting kiss, he held her to him as if he couldn’t let go.  His fingers dipped below the elastic band of her shorts caressing the top of her bottom.  A deep growl exploded from his chest.  “You’re not wearing panties.”
 
   “Nope.”  She whispered as she sucked on his earlobe.
 
   Another growl vibrated his chest making her suck a little harder.  She immediately let go when he lifted her off of the ground and carried her to the couch.  He gently laid her down, and then quickly began to remove his clothing.
 
   “I thought you had to leave?”  She asked breathless.
 
   “I can be a little late.”  He justified with a wicked grin.
 
   “Oh, good.”  She smiled back lifting her arms to welcome him.
 
   An hour later, Thea laid on the couch utterly spent.  Her body trembled with pleasure as she watched Jace dress yet again.  “I don’t think I can move.”  She giggled.
 
   He bent down and kissed her tenderly.  “Honestly, I don’t know how I am.  I would give anything to crawl beside you and stay there.”
 
   “But, you have to save the world.”  
 
   “Something like that.”  He chuckled.  “I’ll see you at six?”  Confirming their previous plans, he waited for her to nod before he gave her another lingering kiss, then he was out her front door.
 
   Laying there for a few minutes she stared at the front door.  Amelia had been right; being in love was exactly like flying.
 
   Suddenly her phone began to ring disrupting her thoughts.  Knowing it was the main home’s phone by its special ring that she had assigned for it, she jumped up to answer it.  She held a quilt that she normally used as a decoration around her naked body as she lifted the receiver. “Hello?”
 
   “Holly shit, Thea!”  Her younger brother Nickolas barked into over the phone.  “Is it true?”
 
   “What true?” She asked trying to keep the blanket in place.
 
   “That you bought Jace at an auction.  I thought you two knew each other in high school?”  Her brother’s voice barely registered in her sudden panic.
 
   “Where did you hear that?” 
 
   “Some reporters asked me when I came home today.  They’re all over the front yard.”  He replied.
 
   Running to the window she saw the crowd in front of her parents’ house. “Ohmygod….”  She breathed feeling her legs go numb.
 
   “Yeah, no kidding.  Dad couldn’t even leave for work today.”  Nickolas said with a slight chuckle.  “So is it true?  Did you get him at an auction?  If you did you better tell Mytrice.  She’s totally freaking out right now.”
 
   Thea bet she was.  To her sister this would be humiliating.  Having a sister not only buying a date but bringing him to a family party?  Thea would never hear the end of it.  She needed to do damage control and she needed to do it fast.  “I’ll be right there.”
 
   Hanging up quickly she dashed into her room, found some cloths, took a fast shower, and then ran to her parents’ house hoping no reporters saw her. 
 
   She sighed in relief when she made into the kitchen without being noticed.  Unfortunately it was short lived.  As she turned into the dining room she saw something her brain didn’t want to take in at first.  It wasn’t until she heard her mother’s gasp that her mind clicked into gear.  
 
   Instantly Jace pulled away from Mytrice’s lips and first looked at her mother then her. His eyes widened as his swollen lips tried to say something.  He pulled Mytrice’s arms from his neck.  Taking a step toward her he stopped when she jumped back into the china cabinet almost knocking it over.
 
   “Mytrice!  What have you done?”  Their mother asked sounding appalled.
 
   Without waiting for an answer, Thea turned and ran for her the safety of her home.
 
   “Thea!” Jace yelled after her, only making her run that much faster.
 
   Once she came to her tiny home she threw her door open and slammed it in his face when he came running after her.  Snapping the dead bolt in place she angrily swiped at her fallen tears.  
 
   How stupid can one person be?  Was she that hard up to find someone to like her over her perfect sister that she would keeping falling for the wrong man?  What was worse was that she could at least see it coming, but not with Jace.  She actually believed him.
 
   With a shattered heart she slid the chain into place for extra protection, as he called to her through the thick door.  She didn’t want to hear any of it.  Even if he didn’t want her to find out that way, she didn’t want the excuse.
 
   Running to her room she shut and locked that door as well, before sliding down the cool wood.  There at the base of her bedroom door she cried.  She couldn’t do it in the bed.  In fact she would have to buy a new one.  There would be no way she would be able to sleep in it.  And the couch.  That would have to go to.
 
   “Thea!  Please open your door, baby!  Let me explain.”
 
   Covering her ears, she let her sobs be the only sound to hear.
 
    
 
   This could not be happening. Jace thought as he pounded on Thea’s door again.  He could not believe that he had finally found someone he could spend the rest of his life with and he just royally screwed it over.  Good what in the hell had he been thinking?
 
   He was thinking that he hated seeing a woman cry.  But that had been no excuse.  Knowing Mytrice was up to something the minute he walked into the main home, he still allowed it to happen.  Even if he had seen it coming.
 
   “Thea, please….”  He pleaded quieter now.  Half expecting her brother’s to come charging with fist raised, Jace rested his head on her front door.  He would let them take their pound of flesh off of him.  No one deserved it more. 
 
   When Tyler had called him earlier he had news about the ex-boyfriend, who they had in custody.  Apparently he was claiming that Mytrice had set her own home on fire and had an alibi for the night of the fire.  Which meant everything she had told them was a lie. 
 
   Wanting nothing more than to protect Alethea for what might be a potential crime whirl wind involving her only sister, he asked Tyler to hold off the cops until he got the full story.  Obviously his first mistake. 
 
   When Jace went to ask her, she broke down claiming that it wasn’t intentional. Tears had streamed down her face as she explained the conversation she had with her ex over the phone, about the other woman he had been seeing, and how that finally sent her over the edge.  Without thinking she threw her light cigarette into her trash.
 
   At that point she wrapped her arms around his neck, weeping uncontrollably she begged him to help her.  She didn’t want her family hurt over her the stupid blunder.  Her foolish thoughts of salvaging her career had been her own undoing, not her families.
 
   He explained to her that it would get messy, but all in all it would still make some great headlines.  Trying to calm her down, he talked lower as he advised her to get an attorney.  Thinking she was sincere, he hugged her back and told her not to worry.  His second mistake.
 
   Before he knew what happened her lips were on his.  He told himself she was upset and that she acted—again—without thinking.  But when he heard her mother’s gasp, he knew that he had been played. She hadn’t cared one once about her family.  She was using him and his power to help herself.
 
   Alethea’s face twisted in agony flashed recklessly behind his closed eyes.  How was he going to make this up to her?  He had to make this up to her.  Or die trying. 
 
    
 
   Alethea stood in the middle of what seemed like a jungle of roses.  For the past week Jace had sent her a dozen roses every hour on the hour.  She had no more room for the new vase in her hand.
 
   Every card had only three words on it “I am sorry”.  Jace was clearly remorseful but so was every other guy who left her for her sister.  Although they had never went this extreme before.  
 
   Smelling one of the beautiful roses in her hand she wondered if she should call him.  God, she was pathetic.  He was no different than the rest and she should just except that now.  So what if he got in deeper than the rest.  It only made it worse.
 
   There was no use standing around hoping for nothing.  She needed to get back to packing.  Her plane left in two hours and she wasn’t getting anything done with all these disturbances.
 
   “Holy, crap.”  Her sister’s soft gasp came from the front door.  “Alethea?  Are you in this rose garden?”
 
   Ignoring her, she set the vase on the floor, and moved into the kitchen.  She placed several coffee mugs wrapped in news paper into one of the moving boxes before Mytrice joined her.
 
   “Thea?”  When she got no response her sister continued.  “Is it true?  Are you really moving to Greece with grandma?”
 
   Still ignoring her, Thea closed the box, labeled it, and then carried it into the other room.
 
   “Thea, don’t be like this.  Please talk to me.”  Her sister pleaded.
 
   “No, Mytrice.  There is nothing for us to talk about and there never will be.  You have other things to deal with.  So go away.”  She had no idea she could sound so vicious.  What was worse she had no guilt for it.  Too many years had built this moment.  Now she was too tired and unaffected to care anymore.
 
   “I don’t want to go away, Thea.  I want you to know how sorry I am.  I’ve been so caught up in my career and my looks that I have forgotten what’s most important to me.  This trial has put me into prospective.  Even though my attorney said I won’t do time, I feel like I already have.”  She waited for a moment, but when Thea said nothing she went on.
 
   “I never wanted to hurt you, Thea.  Not with Jace.  With your ex it was because I knew he didn’t love you.  But with Jace…I kissed him and he didn’t want me to.”  She explained stuffing her hands into her pockets.
 
   Shaking her head, Thea crossed her arms over her chest.  “Why?  Why would you do that?”
 
   “Jealousy.”  She answered honestly.  “He really likes you.  I mean really likes you.  When he found out the truth about the fire, he came to me to protect you.”  She laughed without humor.  “Men don’t like me like that.  They like the way I look, but that’s where it stops.  I don’t have anything to offer them and they know it.”
 
   Dropping her arms to her sides, Thea released a breath.  “Mytrice—”
 
   “No, Thea.  I know it’s true.  And that’s why I have envied you for so long.”  Her sister admitted with a tone that lined the sincerity of her words.  “I wish I had your stamina.  It’s worth more than my looks could ever hold.”
 
   Stunned.  That was the only expression Thea could register at that moment.  “You think I have stamina?”
 
   Her sister laughed wholeheartedly.  “By the truck loads!  And you know if you saw one of my stylist men would go crazy for you.”
 
   “Not next to you.”
 
   “Please!  Next to me, we knock them all over.”  Her sister smiled.  “Thea, don’t leave.  Not like this.  You’re the only real friend I have.”
 
   A lump the size of a golf ball formed in the back of her throat.  She could feel the tears well up behind her eyes.  Yet, she couldn’t move.  “Mytrice, I can’t live as your second any more.  I’ve lost too much already.”  Her thoughts went to Jace making the lump that much larger. 
 
   Her sister ran up to her taking her hands in her own.  “Don’t you see?  You were never my second, I was yours.  And from the look of things you haven’t lost anything.”  She stated as she gestured toward the mound of roses that lined her home.
 
   She eyed the flowers carefully.  “I don’t know…”
 
   “Thea, I know I’ve been a horrible sister to you.  I’ve wronged you in so many ways, but please don’t let me ruin this.  He likes you, sis.  I think he might actually love you.”  Her sister’s bold statement had her blanching.
 
   “Love?  We hardly know each other.”
 
   “So?”
 
   So.  Out of everything that could’ve been said that one little word seemed to fit perfectly.
 
   “Come on, Thea.  Don’t torture the poor guy any longer.”  Raising both eyebrows her sister pulled out a set of keys.  “I’ll drive?”
 
   She had to smile. “Okay.”
 
    
 
   Jace sat at his large desk staring blankly at the stack of papers piled on his desk.  It had been a week and he hadn’t heard anything yet.  He should back off.  Maybe he should send flowers only once a day now.
 
   Dropping his head forward he let out a tired grown.  She had got into his veins and refused to get out.  Only two days and his heart belonged to her and only her.  Although if he was truthful with himself he knew this was years in the making.  She had been in his vanes since the moment he saw her standing by her locker in high school.
 
   And he lost it all from one stupid kiss, from a woman he didn’t even like.  Where did he go from here?  The whole love and lose thing didn’t set well with him.  Though pestering her with an absurd amount of roses didn’t seem like a good idea anymore either.
 
   His phone rang tearing him out of his thoughts.  Punching the speaker button, his assistant came on immediately.  “Mr. Kamber, a woman is here to see you.”
 
   He wasn’t expecting anyone.  “Who?”
 
   “A Ms. Eneas, sir.  She says she wants to speak with you about her sister.”
 
   Mytrice.  “Send her in.” 
 
   He might as well get this over with.  Although he had nothing to say to her.  No that was wrong he had a lot to say, but wouldn’t say any of it.  He was trying to help his case here not destroy it further.
 
   Maybe he should have a drink first.  Walking over to the small wet bar, he reached for the brandy.  He poured a small amount into the bottom of the crystal tumbler.  When he heard the large oak door open and close behind him he added a little more to the glass.
 
   Turning slowly he brought the cool glass to his lips, only to spit out the tiny bit of liquid that hit his suddenly dry mouth.  There in his office stood the last bit of hope he had left.
 
   “Alethea!”
 
   “You were expecting someone else?”  She asked in a small voice.
 
   “Yes—No!  I mean I was hoping it would be you, but after what I done I didn’t think…God you look good.”  He smiled almost dropping his drink.
 
   Her cheeks reddened to match her nice fitting sweater.  “Thanks.”
 
   He took a cautious step toward her.  “Did you get my flowers?”  He asked dimwittedly.
 
   “Yeah, all six hundred of them.”  Her mouth quirked up slightly.
 
   “I went a little over board didn’t I?”
 
   “Only be a few…hundred.”  Pushing some of her hair back she glanced around his office. “Nice.  You can see the whole city from here.”  She noted without walking over to the large bay window.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Thea.”  He started getting right to the point.  “About what happened, I wish I could explain.  But I—”
 
   Holding up a delicate hand she stopped him midsentence.  “Mytrice told me the truth. Which, frankly I didn’t believe.  Until I saw how serious she was.”  She paused for a moment, staring at him as if seeing him for the first time.  “You really didn’t want to kiss her?”    
 
   His chest released the tight knot that had formed over the past week.  Smiling for the first time in what felt like an eternity he took another step toward her.  “No, Thea.  Your mouth is the only one I want to dine on.” 
 
   It took everything he had not to laugh out loud at her expression, while she stared up at him with those kissable lips framing around her silent gasp. He had to admit that she was rather adorable with those big blue eyes wide with shock.
 
   Closing the space between them, he took her face into his hands.  “I wasn’t lying to you.  I have been waiting since high school for you.”
 
   Then like a prayer that had been gratefully answered she leaned forward and kissed him.  He held onto her allowing the kiss to last as long as it could.  Feeling her in his arms again was better than breathing.  
 
   She lightly pulled back, giving him a look he’ll never forget.  “I’ll owe Leya for the rest of my life and it isn’t the money I owe.”  Letting out a slow breath, she placed her forehead against his chest. 
 
   Kissing the top of her gorgeous head he smiled at that.  “We both owe her.”  
 
   “It looks like you have some bad news for your Aunt Penny.” She announced remembering their conversation they had the first night they reunited.    
 
   “It’s okay.  I have lots of cousins.” He winked.
 
   “Oh, good.”  Taking his lips again, he was able to feel his heartbeat for the first time in seven days.
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   Leya Davis closed her eyes and sighed as the warmth of her bubble bath consumed her tired body.  Sinking down until the water reached her chin, she watched the snow fall outside her bay window.  There was nowhere else she needed to be.  No one she really needed to talk to.  She could lie there all day and let the world pass her by.
 
   Unfortunately, the world as she knew it wouldn’t allow such a pleasure.  Within only a few minutes of her limited splendor, her bathroom door flew open to a man she didn’t expect for another hour or so.
 
   “You took my car!”  Devlin Finley her lover—ex-lover—shrieked.
 
   “Correction. My car.  I took my car.” She revised calmly as she played with bubbles in her hand.  “I bought it.  It’s mine.”
 
   “I was in the middle of dinner when my car was towed right in front of the restaurant.”  He continued as if she hadn’t said anything.  “When I went to dispute it with the police they said that it was stolen and that I was wanted for questioning.  Do you have any idea how embarrassing that is?”
 
   Although he was attractive with his cute little Irish accent, he was dumb as a box of nails.  She knew she shouldn’t have dated a model they’re really only good to look at and nothing more.  “Of course it was, you idiot.  That was the point.”
 
   “Why would you do that to me?  Do you have any idea how stupid I looked in front of my friends?”  He shrieked again reminding her of a peacock and with the shirt he was wearing he could’ve easily been trying to accomplish such a goal.
 
   “By friend you mean Jamie Yule?” She asked with a raise of her brow waiting for his reaction.
 
   He stood for a moment without saying anything.  Then like the idiot that he was, he further disappointed her.  “Yes.  My best friend’s little sister was there.”
 
   Rolling her eyes she reached for the plug draining the once inviting bath.  “I knew the minute I met you that you’d be my worst nightmare.”  She grumbled as she reached for her towel.  
 
   To his credit he said nothing as she covered herself and left the bathroom to her joining bedroom.  She took her time picking out her outfit while he watched her from the door of her large walk in closet.
 
   “Leya, baby.  If I’ve done something to make you this upset then you need to tell me.  Because I have no idea—”
 
   “Are you kidding me?!”  She turned on him completely irate.  “Are you really going to do this?  I mean, really?”
 
   “What?  I don’t know what’s wrong?”  He turn his big brown eyes into that puppy dog stare that pegged her the first time she had met him.
 
   But not this time.  Throwing the outfit she had been holding at him she watched as the hanger nearly caught his eye.  “I know your sleeping with your ‘best friend’s little sister’.  Which by the way I know she’s not!  You met her at a bar in town!”
 
   “What!  No, I’m not.”  He lied with such audacity she went into a violent rage.
 
   “Stop talking you lying peace of shit!  I had you fallowed!  I know everything! Now get the hell out of my house!”  She screamed as she started to throw her shoes.
 
   “Leya!  Stop it!”  He yelled blocking some of the pointier ends of her heals. “Those are designer!”  
 
   Taking a closer look at the pair she was about to throw she paused.  “Your right.”
 
   He relaxed a moment dropping his guard and giving her a better aim.  “But they’re so last year.” Giving her pitching arm one good go she got him right between the eyes.
 
   “Holy shit!” He squawked in pain.  “Damn it, Leya!  I have a photo shoot tomorrow.  Oh, God!  Am I bleeding?  I think it’s going to swell!”
 
   Models!  What a waist. She thought with little humor.
 
   Instantly her Guardian Angel arrived like he always did.  Hurling the whining mess of pretty boy up, Jasper Kelley began to move him from the bedroom.  Her one and only bodyguard had little trouble removing the sniveling little nothing from the room.
 
   “Stop manhandling me!”  Devlin demanded trying to shake the larger man off.  “It’s bad enough that the bitch just damaged my face!”
 
   Grabbing the front of Devlin’s ghastly shirt Jasper pulled him off the floor and only an inch from his face he growled.  “Call her that again and I will ruin all chances of your precious career.”
 
   The other man went completely limp in midair knowing that the threat was genuine. 
 
    
 
   Jasper dropped the man to the floor, waited until he got his balance then grabbed him and shoved him out the door.  He accompanied the sorry excuse for a man to the door as he whimpered and whined while he climbed into the waiting taxi that Jasper had called as soon as the man barged into the house. 
 
   When the screaming started he knew when to come in and when to wait.  In the nine years he had been her guard he learn her quirks, which made him able to control the situation better than anyone else.  Although she only had him and her long time butler, Victor the older man had just allowed Jasper the right to handle her problems.
 
   As he watched the taxi leave the long drive, he wondered why she got mixed up with the wrong man every time she turned around.  She didn’t deserve the shallow pretty boy type yet she kept bringing them home.
 
   “Another one?”  Victor asked from the entry way.
 
   “Yeah.  But don’t worry that one won’t be back.”  He stated as he closed the solid oak door.
 
   The older gentleman chuckled lightly.  “With you, they never do.”
 
   Damn straight.  Though if it was up to him he wouldn’t permit them in to begin with.
 
   “That’s why I keep him around.”  Leya’s sweet voice sang from the top of the stairs.
 
   “Right.”  Victor agreed.  “Someone needs to take out the trash every once and awhile and I’m too damn old.”
 
   Jasper smiled at the comment knowing the lady of the house would shake it off like she usually did.  Only when he looked up her face wasn’t amused as it typically was.  Her eyes weren’t as bright as they should be and the lines around her delicate face were more pronounced then a woman her age should have. 
 
   All these ridiculous men were starting to wear on her.  He wanted to race up those stairs and take that perfect body into his arms and show her what a real man could give her.  Though that wasn’t his place and it never will be.
 
   Pushing the thought out of his mind he straightened his shoulders and folded his hands in front of him.  “Will there be anything else, Miss. Leya?”
 
   She gave him a weary smile.  “No, Jasper.  That will be all.”  With that she turned back to her room leaving him standing at the bottom of the landing.
 
   He rubbed the back of his neck while he slowly made his way into the kitchen where Victor had resumed making lunch. He wasn’t really sure when his fillings for Leya had turned more romantic then professional.  It had been in the last few years however, that he had definitely noticed more attractive characteristics about the teenager he once looked after. 
 
   He had been hired right before her parents were killed in a horrible plane crash nine years ago.  She had been sixteen, quiet and somewhat shy when he was first took the position.  But that all changed when the news of her parents finally sank in.
 
   Nine years of reckless behavior, random men, and rash decisions.  But from time to time she reminded him of that shy teenager who loved books and dreamed of saving the world. 
 
   He was twenty-three when he had started.  Young and determined to make her his top priority.  Nothing had changed except now that sixteen year old was now twenty-five and he had found that she needed more protection from herself than anyone else.
 
   Maybe that’s what it was.  His protective nature was attracted to her need to be protected.  Or maybe it was his lack of a real relationship over the last few years that was drawing him toward her.  No, that wasn’t it and he knew it.  Whatever it was had him up at night dreaming of his boss and her exquisite body. 
 
   “If you get any deeper in thought, that vain in your head is going to pop.”  Victor advised without looking up from his sandwich stacking.
 
   Jasper grunted in response as he took a seat at the bar.  Although he was pretty sure his friend had no idea of his feelings, he eased into the topic carefully.  “Vic, when you got custody of Leya, shortly after her parents died, did any of her family ever come to see her or express interest in having her for their own?”
 
   “She had no other family.”  Victor answered quietly.
 
   He nodded.  Victor and his late wife Annie were the Davis’s closest friends even though they were their employees.  They did a fine job helping to raise Leya under the circumstances.  Yet, he wondered if Victor blamed himself for her vigorous way of life.
 
   “I think she’s getting tired of this routine.”  He finally said after a long pause between them.  “I could see it in her eyes today.”
 
   “Yes, well…” Victor started.  “I figured she would eventually.”
 
   He nodded again accepting the deli sandwich, the other man made for him.
 
   “Though, to be honest. She won’t completely stop until she gets what she really wants.”  
 
   “And what’s that?”  He asked between bites.
 
   “You.”
 
    
 
   Leya leaned against her bedroom door for a long moment while she stared at the mess of shoes that lay in disarray in front of her closet.  While Jasper had escorted Devlin to the door she had quickly changed into her rode and rushed to watch him “take out the trash” as Victor so eloquently put it.
 
   Sighing heavily she made her way to her bed and then threw herself into the pillowy haven.  She snuggled as deep as she could before letting out a frustrated squeal.  It was official; her teen crush on her sexy bodyguard was never going away.
 
   She remembered the day he first walked into her home.  He was so magnificent she could hardly breathe when her father introduced them.  Although, she had been shy and reserved she couldn’t stop thinking about him and those arms and lips and God, those eyes.  His eyes held the power to stop her dead in her tracks.
 
   After her parents death she wanted to run into those arms and never come out.  But he remained professional, allowing Annie to console her.  Then when Annie died only three short years later, he let Victor and her console each other.  Staying in the corner and remaining the strong protector her parents hired.
 
   She never understood why her parents hired him to begin with.  Victor claimed that there had been no death threats, no real danger of any kind.  Yet, at the time of her mother’s death she distinctly advised that Jasper stayed on as her guard with a substantial paycheck.
 
   Maybe her parents wanted their little girl to always be safe.  She remembered them being highly protective of her.  Or maybe they figured she would come out of her shell and become havoc on society. Whatever their reason she found herself on countless occasions blaming them for her torture.  She doubted there was anything more suffering then wanting something you can never have.
 
   The phone on her vanity rang and she ignored the first few rings, until curiosity got the best of her.  Jumping off the bed she rushed to her privet line.  “Hello?”
 
   “Did you hear about Sophia?”  Alethea asked excitedly.
 
   “Oh, god!  Don’t tell me she’s been eaten by an ape! I won’t forgive myself for that.”  She teased, remembering her friend’s morbid fear of gorillas.  With good reason, thanks to Ella’s cousin who nearly killed them playing dress up.
 
   “No.”  Thea giggled.  “She ran away to Scotland with that sexy Scot, leaving John behind.”
 
   Now that was interesting.  “Good.  I’m glad she took my advice. I hated that prick. Though, when I told her to explore the better side of Scotland I didn’t mean the country.”
 
   “Apparently, the best way to explore anything is going the whole way.”  Thea laughed.
 
   “This coming from the once recluse.”  She playfully pointed out.
 
   “Yeah, well my friend dragged me out and showed me what I was missing.”  Thea countered as a male’s voice rumbled in the back, reminding Leya of Thea’s new man.  Her friend giggled at whatever Jace said.
 
   Even though she was completely happy for her long time friend and was utterly shocked that Jace Kamber, “Bracey Jacey” had bulked up to be a real hunk, her heart sank at the sound of true happiness radiating from her friend’s laugh.
 
   Jealousy was an ugly monster.  And it was pent up on driving her crazy.  First Maddie, then Amelia, then without forgetting Alethea and now Sophia, her heart was at wits end.
 
   “Anyway,” Thea said getting them both on subject.  “Ella told me that Sophia will be back on Saturday and they’re going to throw a dinner party at his house.  She wanted to know who you’ll be bringing.”
 
   Who indeed.  “Jasper.”  She answered without thought.  If only.
 
   “Well yeah.  And?”  Her closest friend asked without any indication of what Leya was going through.
 
   No one except Ella knew of her longing over her bodyguard.  She kept it pretty close to the chest.  The only reason Ella knew was from one really drunken night that her friend had driven her home and took care of her.  The next morning she swore Ella to secrecy, and her friend hadn’t let her down since.
 
   “And no one else.  Just Jasper.”
 
   “Okay then. See you later.”
 
   “Bye.”  She figured that Thea didn’t ask about Devlin, because Devlin was like all the other men she ran through.  He was nothing more than a diversion from what she couldn’t have.        
 
    
 
   Leya wanted to scream.  She knew her face was red and her nerve was wavering.  Some of her male friends could really throw a wild party.  And just as she had expected, this party proved to be as reckless as the last four.  At this point she could hardly wait for Sophia’s dinner party, knowing that it wouldn’t be so boisterous.
 
   While she took random sips of her drink, she watched as one of the drunken members of the night try to surf with a couch cushion as his board and the stairs as his waves.  Of course, it ended in failure with the idiot landing on his face. The drunken dupe was up and laughing, causing her to move to the other side of the room.  
 
   If she had to put up with one more suicidal drunk she was going to lose it.  She wished she could’ve come up with a good excuse not to come tonight.  This was ridiculous.  There was no reason to be there. 
 
   “Hey.”  A deep voice came at her side.  
 
   Unsure if whoever was speaking to her, she gave a casual glance over her shoulder, to Mr. Gorgeous himself.  She tried—unsuccessfully—to stop the warm sensation that washed over her.  
 
   “How are you holding up, Sweetheart?”  Jasper’s asked nonchalantly.
 
   Sweetheart, he always used the endearment with her and her body always reacted to it.  Smiling she turned to him fully. “Why do you call me that?”
 
   “Sweetheart?”  He shrugged casually.  “Because I think you’re very sweet.”  He flashed another one of his attractive smiles and in that moment she realized he meant what he said.  
 
   She found herself utterly speechless.  Glancing away she nervously toyed with the empty glass in her hand.  “Really?”
 
   He nodded.  “Since the day I met you, I have lost count on how many times you’ve made me smile.  And it is all the cause of your beautiful mouth.”
 
   “Th-thank you.”  Embarrassed at the tremble in her voice she desperately thought of something else to say. He wasn’t usually so relaxed with her.  It was “Miss” this and “Lady of the house” that.  She wanted to keep him laid-back, but was unsure how.
 
   She had to laugh at herself.  Attractive men hit on her all the time and she was able to keep her cool.  But the moment Jasper even so much as smiled in her direction she would become that shy little teenager.
 
   Something crashed behind them, and he instinctively guarded her from whatever landed at his feet.  “Would you like to go outside? I think there are fewer idiots out there.”
 
   “Yes.  I think that is a great idea.”  She sighed as the man who fell in front of them tried to give Jasper a high-five.  
 
   Once outside she finally felt like she could breathe.  Although the party had spit some of its intoxicated out onto the lawn, the air was cool and the space was refreshing. 
 
   “Better?”  Jasper asked eyeing a couple of men in a darken corner of the yard.
 
   “Yes, thank you.” She answered while she regarded him quietly.  She couldn’t help but notice how all the woman at the party seemed to stare as he past. Though she couldn’t blame them. He was fluid in his movements, his voice was deep and soulful, and that face, even now in the soft lighting of the streets he looked as if he belonged to the Gods. 
 
   “May I ask you a question?” He asked offhandedly.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why do you come to these things?  I know you don’t enjoy them.”
 
   His words caught her off guard.  “What do you mean?  Of course I do.”  She lied with a nervous giggle. 
 
   Stopping where he was, he turned and faced her head on.  “No you do not.” He argued tightly.  “I’ve watched you at these absurd gatherings and from the moment you walk in their door, your skin starts itching to get back out.”  
 
   “How did you know that?”  Shocked she eyed him carefully.  She had never told anyone that before.  Even drunk she kept her dislike of her friend’s parties under wraps.
 
   Giving her an indifferent lift of his broad shoulders he kept his beautiful eyes trained hers. “Like I said, I watch you.”
 
   “All part of the job.”  She muttered to herself trying not to put too much into his statement.  He watched her at the parties, because it was what he was paid to do and nothing more.
 
   “That and I enjoy watching you.”  He said in response to her observation.
 
   Her breath caught in her throat.  So much for not putting much into his statement.  “You enjoy watching me?”  She asked with each word wobbling off her suddenly dry tongue.
 
   “Yes, very much.”  His voice dropped to a husky low that had her knees shaking. 
 
   “Oh?”  Was the only reply she could come up with?  She was trying to act like his words were unconcerned to her.  But she knew she was failing miserably.  The way his eyes seemed to caress her face did some strange things to her insides.  God, she wanted to kiss him.  To be able to just throw her arms shamelessly around him would be heaven. 
 
   Quickly she turned from him.  That would never happen.  Not after all these years.  Not when he still viewed her as the little girl he was hired to protect.  
 
   She cleared her throat and focused on the crowd coming towards them.  “Don’t look now, but I think some of the idiots fallowed us out.”
 
   He nodded as he eyed them carefully.  
 
   “Hey, watch this!”  Someone called from large mob that were closer to them now.  One of them was running in a confused circle with a sheet over his head while the others laughed at his expense.  The group got closer as the boy under the sheet became more frantic with his movements.
 
   “Watch it, boys.”  Jasper called as they got dangerously closer.
 
   Before Leya really got the chance to react the boy in the sheet had ran right into her, knocking her into the street.  Giving herself a moment to steady her wobbly feet, she shook off the dizzy feeling of being spun around.
 
   “Leya!” Jasper’s frantic yell had her whirling in time to see a car coming at her at a speed that had to be double of the required limit.
 
   She knew she had to move, jump, just get the hell out of the way, but her legs weren’t cooperating.  Realizing she was about to be flattened she closed her eyes and waited for impact.  Only it came from the wrong direction.  Her body landed with a hard thud, while her ankle gave a sickening twist in the other direction and her head smacked against the pavement.  She was vaguely aware that she had made it to the other side of the road, when whatever had hit her began to move from the top of her body to the side of her.
 
   It took her brain a moment to realize what hit her was human and another minute to realize that human was Jasper.  “Leya, baby?  Are you okay?”
 
   Did he just call her baby or had she hit her head harder than she took into consideration? 
 
   Before she had a chance to answer he was up and running towards the kid that ran into her.  The skinny little nothing had stopped only a few feet away and was staring at her as if he wasn’t sure what had happened.
 
   “What in the hell are you doing?” Jasper shouted while he grabbed the boy who looked no fatter then a pencil when put up against Jasper’s glorious form.  “You could have killed her!”
 
   “Jasper!”  She called to him when she saw the devastation on the poor kid’s face.
 
   “I didn’t think—I d-didn’t see her!” The kid cried.
 
   “That’s right you didn’t think!  You’re drunk!”  Jasper continued to bark, shaking the kid while he did.
 
   “Jasper!” Getting to her feet, her ankle screamed in protest. She let out a surprised yelp, which got everyone’s attention including Jasper’s.
 
   Troy Power, the host of the uncontrolled party and—as luck would have it—a med student, steadied her as he took a closer look at her ankle.  “I don’t think it’s broken, but I can’t tell in this light.”
 
   She let out a groan of dismay as the pain throbbed into her toes.
 
   “You’re going to have to get this looked at, Leya.  I’m not a doctor, yet.  But if it is broke you’re going to have to take care of it immediately.” Troy assured her with a sympathetic smile.
 
   While she was weighing her options Jasper’s car appeared by her side and instantly he was helping her into the luxurious looking interior. The cool leather seats hugged around her, making it difficult to really complain.  
 
   She watched in silence while Jasper climbed in and began twist all sorts of gadgets on the console.  Suddenly the car became quiet and comfortably warmer.
 
   “How’s your ankle?”  Jasper asked while keeping his eyes on the road.
 
   Frowning playfully she answered.  “It’s sore, but I think I’ll live to see another obnoxious party.”
 
   “The little shit was being an idiot.” He grunted.  
 
   Raising an eye brow she leveled her eyes on him.  “It was an accident.”
 
   He shot her a surprised look.  “That wasn’t an accident.  He was being irresponsible. He damn near killed you.”
 
   She gave him a short laugh with shake of her head.  “He was drunk.  Hell, I doubt he even knew we were that close to the road.”
 
   “Why are you defending him?”  His expression was priceless.  He had been too pent up on beating the poor kid that he didn’t see the remorseful contortion on the kid’s scared face.
 
   “He felt bad, I could tell.”  She sighed, shifting her leg in effort to relieve some pressure.   
 
   “Good.  He should feel bad.  He was acting like a lunatic.”  He mumbled.
 
   She had to laugh at his irony.  “Like you are now?”  Grabbing the door handle as he weaved through traffic, she swallowed a scream. “It’s only my ankle.  I’m not bleeding to death or anything.”
 
   “You hit your head on the ground. You could have a concussion.”  He spared her a worried glance.
 
   “Trust me, all the ground did was rattled a few bells between my ears.”  And had made her slightly delirious.  She could’ve sworn he had called her baby, and yet why would he?
 
   “We’ll let a doctor decide that, Okay?” The concern in his voice nearly broke her heart.
 
   “Okay.”  Her voice was barely audible.  His concern for her safely had her reacting like a teenaged fool.  Her heart skipped in hope that maybe one day he would look at her more as a woman capable of his love, then the helpless teen.
 
   While he turned the car into the Emergency Center she eyed the hospital’s entrance.  It had been over nine years since she had stepped inside a hospital and the last time was to say good bye to her mother.
 
   She remembered the day as if it had happened yesterday. While her father had died instantly, her mother hung onto life. After three days the massive internal bleeding her mother finally let go of life and ended the pain. Leya had only been an arm length away. 
 
   Suddenly her car door opened tearing her from memories that were still too raw to rehash.  She glanced over to Jasper who was holding his hand out for her to take.  Blinking twice she took his warm hand without looking up at his handsome face.    
 
   Gently he helped her to her feet. “Can you walk?”  He asked, shutting the car door once she was out.
 
   “I think so.”  Refusing to let him know her suddenly awkward behavior, she took a step forward.  A quick stabbing pain shot up her leg causing her to let out a squeal of surprise.
 
   “Yeah, I didn’t think so.”  He admitted.  Picking her up off the ground as if she weighed nothing at all, he carried her towards the hospital.
 
   “You don’t have to carry me.”  She demanded as she felt the heat rising up her neck.
 
   She got a soft chuckle as his response.  “You can’t walk.  And hopping to the ER will take all night.”
 
   Rolling her eyes she tried to calm the blush before they actually made it through the doors.  Luckily the hospital was vacant.  They were able to go straight back to one of the ER rooms.  Although they had put her into a wheelchair, Jasper fallowed closely behind.  She was comfortable and grateful for his presents, even though she wanted nothing more than to get the hell out of the building.
 
   Once she was settled onto the hospital bed, she squirmed at the thought of who might have been on that bed before her.  An unwelcome thought of the bed covered in someone else’s blood almost had her jumping off the bed and making a feeble run for the door.
 
   “You don’t like hospitals, do you?”  Jasper asked with humor lining his eyes.
 
   She shook her head without looking at him.  “How did you guess?”
 
   “Your skin is crawling.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure it is.  I haven’t been here since….”  She fell silent not wanting to remember anymore.
 
   “Oh…I’m sorry.” Jasper apologized quickly.
 
   She lifted her hand to set him at ease.  “It’s okay.  I’m just little uncomfortable.”
 
   Taking her hand in his he cupped her face with his other hand. “It will be okay. You’ll be out of here in no time.”  He declared with earnest.
 
   Challenging him, she looked right into his perfect face. “Are you sure you can make a promise like that?”
 
   Then without warning he bent down and kissed her. 
 
    
 
   Jasper stood in the back of the room with his arms crossed tightly against his chest.    Still in shock with what he did, he waited quietly as the doctor checked Leya over.  
 
   He had kissed her. Though he wasn’t sure what surprised him more; that he actually crossed that line or that he thoroughly enjoyed it.  Was it what Victor had said that had him acting like a loon?  He didn’t know.  What he did know was if that doctor hadn’t walked in when he had, Jasper would’ve deepened the kiss until she forgot where she was.
 
   The way she looked only moments before he claimed those perfect lips nearly ripped his heart out.  He couldn’t believe that he had neglected to remember that this was the hospital that her mother was brought to.  
 
   What a way to drop the ball.  First his mindless flirting had him side tracked enough to nearly get her ran over, and then his lack of assessment had her squirming with discomfort.  To top it all off he acted on feelings that had been plaguing him for the last few years instead of a more professional approach.  What in hell as gotten into to him?
 
   “You’ll be just fine.”  The doctor was saying as he set the clipboard down on the bed.  “Stay off that foot for a few days and it will heal on its own.  And unless you start to get severe headaches, or dizzy, then your head injury will only be sore to the touch for a while.”
 
   She nodded as she glanced in his direction again.  Her cheeks were flush and he wasn’t sure if it was her situation or his kiss that had her skin turning into a beautiful rose color.  He liked to think it was him.
 
   “You’re free to go home.”  The pudgy faced doctor smiled while he pushed his glasses up the brim of his nose.
 
   “Thank you, Dr. Carrington.”  Leya smiled back.  She waited until the other man left before she turned her full attention on him.
 
   Staying where he was, Jasper waited for her to make the first move. Although she didn’t look upset about his advance on her, he still wanted to ease into the next few minutes. He crossed that essential line between boss and employee.  Now it was up to her to determine where they stood.
 
   She giggled nervously. “You were right, that didn’t take very long.” She held out one small, well manicured hand.  “Help me down?”  She purred.
 
   Quirking the side of his mouth up, he knew in that moment that she was his for the taking.  The revelation should’ve knocked him off kilter. She was his boss. He had been with her for nine years; at this point he should be a more brotherly figure than a lover.  And yet, looking at the way she was looking at him left no room for brotherly feelings.  Every curve of her amazing body screamed at him in ways no other woman’s had before. 
 
   Dropping his hands at his sides as a form of surrender, he pushed off the wall and moved towards the one woman he once thought he could never have.  Unexpectedly, his heart jumped at the new thought of what he could show her.  It was about time she was shown what a real man could give her.
 
    
 
   Leya stood in her bedroom staring at a dozen red roses with a blissful smile.  How long had it been since she had received such a beautiful gift?  Come to think of it she had never received roses like this in her life. 
 
   “Holly crap!”  Thea gasped as she came into the bedroom.  “Who sent you those?”
 
   “Jasper.”  She answered quietly.
 
   Madeline rushed into her room from the hallway, obviously hearing her answer.  “Jasper sent you roses?  Really?  Wow.”
 
   Both of her friends stared at the arrangement with their mouths wide open.  They were meeting to discuss Maddie’s new wedding plans, for her new wedding with her ex- fiancé’s twin brother.  Which was scandalous in its own right, and yet the news of a hunky bodyguard sending his boss red roses seemed to surpass the pervious gossip.
 
   Suddenly wanting the attention away from her and Jasper she casually shrugged.  “He just wanted to be nice after what happened last night, that’s all.”
 
   Maddie let out a skeptical chuckle.  “Leya, men don’t send roses to be nice.  They send them to be noticed.  Out of all of us you should know that.”
 
   Should she?  Though she had to admit to having many male admirers, not one of them sent such a beautiful arrangement before.  And didn’t red mean passion?  Did he send them to be noticed? 
 
   Before she allowed herself to get too ahead of the game, she eyed the flowers.  “Or he knew I would like them and didn’t put much thought in it pass that.”
 
   This time both of her friends laughed.  “You have had too many men, Leya.”  Thea started.  “So many that you can’t see when one truly likes you.”
 
   The comment was meant to be harmless.  Unfortunately, it hit her like a smack in the face.  Was it true?  The better question was; did running through men become more of a compulsion then a diversion?      
 
        “Hello?” Jasper’s deep voice carried up the stairs and into her bedroom.
 
   “Well, speak of the devil.”  Thea whispered with a wiggle of her eyebrows.
 
   “Up here.” Leya called trying to gain her composure.
 
   Clearing her throat, Maddie motioned to Thea.  “Didn’t we have somewhere else to be?”
 
   “No, but I fallow your lead anyway.” Thea said honestly as she took Maddie’s arm.
 
   “Thanks, you guys.”  Leya growled sarcastically.
 
   Both of them waved with sheepish grins while they disappeared around the corner.
 
   Turning to the full length mirror she gave herself a quick once over.  She sighed at the image deciding it was good enough and quickly turned to see Jasper watching her from the doorway.
 
   “Hello.” He greeted softly with a wicked grin.
 
   “Umm…Hi.”  How long had he been standing there watching her?
 
   “For a lady who was nearly run over the night before, you look stunning.” He hummed.
 
   Heat filled her cheeks causing her to turn away.  Glancing at the flowers she smiled.  “Thank you for the roses.  Their incredible.”
 
   “You’re very welcome.”  He gave a quick look over his shoulder before saying.  “I wasn’t sure if Victor would rat me out before they came.”
 
   “No, they were a complete surprise.”  She smiled like a lovesick fool for a brief moment before she caught herself.  Clearing her throat she tried for the more uninterested response.  “I mean, I normally get flowers from lovers.  So getting such a beautiful arrangement from you was unexpected.”
 
   He nodded as he took a step closer.  “Because I’m not a lover.”
 
   “Right.” I wish.  She thought as she fingered one of the soft rose petals.
 
   “So, was I out of line sending you this bouquet?”  He asked the question as if he had already known the answer.
 
   “No, of course not!”  She answered a little too quickly.  God, why did she have to act like such a dupe around him? 
 
   Taking another step toward her he leaned into her space.  “You know you’re not as apathetic as you like to make everyone think you are.” He stated simply.
 
   Crossing her arms in front of her she eyed him carefully.  “And what makes you believe that?”
 
   He chuckled softly. “Your eyes.  Anyone paying attention can see how sweet you are.  How caring you are.” His voice dropped to almost a whisper as he took another step, which brought him right up close to her.  “Because you’re far too sassy to be apathetic.”
 
   She swallowed almost afraid to say anything.  He was so close she could smell his toothpaste.  All she had to do was lean slightly and she would be able to taste the mint that tickled her nose.
 
   Feeling light-headed she backed up slowly.  “Sassy.  That’s me.”  She giggled. 
 
   “Sexy.”
 
   “Sexy?”  She asked stopping her escape.  “Did you say sexy?”
 
   “I’ve been with you for several years, Leya.  And I shouldn’t….professionally…” As he rambled she saw what he wanted and it made her dizzy.
 
   Without thinking she threw her arms around his neck and kissed him.  When she realized that he wasn’t kissing back she released him and backed away completely mortified.
 
   “I’m sorry.  That was out of line.”  She mumbled wanting to run into her closet and never come out.  “I thought you were talking about—”
 
   Before she could finish his mouth was back on hers.  Hot and eager he took her with such vigorous passion she clung to him.  His tongue caressed hers in ways she had never felt before.  Sure she had good kissers in the past but never like this.
 
   A moan so ravenous thundered from somewhere deep inside her.  Wrapping her arms tightly around him she held on wanting more, so much more.
 
   “Leya, I want you.”  He growled over her sensitive lips.  “But if you want to take this slow, I will understand.”
 
   “Screw slow.  I’ve been waiting for this for way too long.”  She confessed with enthusiasm that had her fearing it might have turned him off.
 
   Before she knew it she was sprawled out on her bed while he shut and locked her bedroom door.  He was back at her side in a matter of seconds removing her cloths carefully, minding her head and ankle. 
 
   Once she was completely naked, his fingers began to touch, stroke, linger in the soft curves of her overly responsive body.  Her heart was beating so fiercely in echoed off of her eardrums.  She had pictured this so many times in the past.  Though anticipating this moment hadn’t been enough to prepare her for thrill of his intense touch to zing through every nerve ending. 
 
     Jasper was nothing like the other men she had been with.  He was so much stronger physically as well as emotionally.  Even his looks held a more pronounced beauty than any model she had dared bring this far. This change from the predictable male she was used to sharing her bed with, to this unexpected electric desire had her shaking with need.
 
   Finally his hand reached her famine folds.  Her back immediately arched as his thick fingers did all sorts of wonderful things to her tender flesh.  She cried out as he toyed with the nub that was more hypersensitive than ever before.  Small circles had her climaxing in explosives waves.
 
   “God, you’re so responsive.”  His husky whisper barely made it through her exhilarated fog. “Let’s see what happens when I do this.”  He mused replacing his finger with his hot mouth.
 
   “Oooh!”  She moaned with delight.  Trying to get a better view she lifted her head.  She wanted to watch what he was doing to her, unfortunately the sensations racing throughout her body made it difficult to do nothing more than cry out once again.
 
   She had never been so orgasmic in her life.  Worrying that she might not endure her own excitement much longer she squeezed her eyes closed as he continued bathing her with his tongue.  
 
   Nowhere near an inexperienced woman she found herself acting more like a hesitant virgin then a skilled lover.  With Jasper she always imagined herself this way, and yet finally having him here she felt as if being submissive wasn’t an option.  She wanted to give as much as she wanted to receive, if not more.
 
   Inching out from underneath his amazing mouth, she came up on her knees.  She shook her head when she realized that he was still fully clothed.  “This isn’t fair.”  Allowing her voice to slither low and seductively soft she bent on all fours, crawling toward him.
 
   He stayed in his crutched position, which she realized kept him at perfect view of her swaying breast.  She smiled while she came right up on him.  Grabbing two fists full of his shirt she arched her brow waiting for his reaction as she ripped it open popping buttons off in result.
 
   She knew he would be built, though his washboard abs, highly sculpted pecks, and well toned biceps stole her breath.  Using her fingertips she gently caressed his bronze skin.  The pure perfection of his body resembled a beautiful marble sculpture, yet the soft, warm texture of his skin proved that he was very real.
 
   As he stood up slowly she came up with him.  Kneeling in front of him on her bed she kept herself level with his magnificent structure.  Ever so lightly she ran her lips over his hot skin trailing her eager fingers.  He tasted better than she ever thought possible.
 
   “Oh, Leya.”  He groaned cupping her head while she continued to devour his flesh.  Pulling her back softly he took her mouth with his.  His kiss was incredible.  It fogged her brain to the point that she hadn’t realized she was laying back down until she felt his weight on top of her.
 
   Nudging her legs apart he smoothly placed himself against her center.  His jeans rubbed crudely long her wet opening while his mouth still hungrily took hers.  In a matter of moments she was coming apart for the third time.
 
    
 
   Jasper watched her beautiful face contort into uncontained pleasure as she came for him yet again. Her screams of ecstasy had him nearly joining her.  Sitting up he removed his pants and boxers at the same time while he watched her glorious body tremble with exhilaration.
 
   Smiling down at her he reached for the condom in his back pocket.  She sat up quickly taking his hand with the latex.  Softly she whispered up to him.  “Not yet.  I want to taste you.”
 
   Before he could react her wonderful mouth was on him.  Sucking lightly on the tip her hand fastened around his base.  She moved her sweet mouth down his ready shaft working him with her wicked tongue and delicate hand to bring him pleasure.  
 
   Afraid that he wouldn’t last much longer he placed his hands on her shoulders trying halfheartedly to push her back.  She ignored him and continued on with the brilliant torture.
 
   When her movements became more frantic and her moans became more alive, he knew that they were both done with the foreplay.  Cupping her face he moved her back until she reached the pillows.  He ripped the foil packet open with his teeth and then made quick work of sheathing himself with the latex.  
 
   Climbing slowly over her he watched as she dampened her lips with her little pink tongue.  His erection was now painful as he took those moistened lips with his.  Kissing her delicately, he placed both arms on either side of her head.  He gently stroked her hair while he dined on her perfect mouth.
 
   He leisurely moved himself into position.  Never taking his mouth off of hers he dipped the head of his hard member a few millimeters then withdrew.  He chuckled at her whimper of protest.  Repeating the process once again, he waited until she was ready then surged forward until he claimed her fully.
 
   Her back arched up pressing her gorgeous breast right into his chest.  Slipping down until he reached one taught nipple.  He took the precious peak into his mouth and sucked while he pulled out and instantly pushing all the way back to her hilt.
 
   She climaxed immediately.  Her tight release squeezed him deep inside.  He held still while she exploded around, holding on to his last reserve.  As he began to move again he watched as she trembled with his every stroke.
 
   “Oh, Jasper.  What are you doing to me?”   She whispered between quivers. 
 
   “I’m loving you, sweetheart.”  He replied slightly incoherent.  She felt better than he had ever imagined.  She looked angelic underneath him, almost myth like.  Her long legs held him to her while her mouth reclaimed his. With her body responding so fiercely his brain switched into high gear. 
 
   Raising up onto his hands he repositioned himself for better access.  He thrust his hips forward and got a cry of pleasure in response.  Pulling out slowly he caught his breath.  Thrusting again he came instantaneously as she too milked him with a wild orgasm.  
 
   For several moments after they stayed like that, with him draped over her, while she shook violently beneath him.  As his mind began to clear he realized two things at once; he was crushing her, and she was crying.
 
   Rolling onto his side he took her deep into his arms.  Kissing every inch of her face he whispered. “Are you okay?  Was I too forceful?”
 
   She giggled up at him.  “No.  Not at all.  In fact that was more beautiful than I ever thought possible.”
 
   He had to agree. Never in his life did he feel something so perfect, then Leya in his arms.  The past few years had been torture.  His nights never seemed to end with thoughts of what her gorgeous body would feel like under his hands.  He had been right to be in agony.  If he would’ve known just how amazing she really felt, he wouldn’t have made it.
 
   Tilting her head up to meet his he gently pushed lose strands of hair away from her face.  She was soft everywhere.  From hair to toe he couldn’t keep his hands from caressing each and every inch.  Lowering his mouth to hers he teased her lips until she fell asleep in his arms.
 
   His brain was still slightly fogged over when a familiar sound rang though his head.  He blinked a few times trying to figure out what exactly the noise was.  Taking in a better view of Leya’s room he realized instantly that it was later in the day.  He must have fallen asleep.
 
   The sound chimed again and he glanced over the side of the large bed to where his pants lay.  It was his cell.  Lifting his body he heard a small whimper of protest from the angelic creature snuggled against him.
 
   “Don’t answer it.”  Leya purred as she pressed her still naked body against his.
 
   Groaning, he rolled over and took her deep into his arms.  His lips sought out hers receiving adorable moans while he did.  Making love to her until they were too weak to move became his only goal as he pulled her on top of him.
 
   Nearly two hours later he was waken by the thrill of his phone once again.  He rubbed a tired hand over his face then snuck a quick look at the digital clock on the nightstand.  It was only eight-thirty in the evening and yet it seemed so much later.  
 
   The relentless phone stopped only for a few moments before it started to scream once more making him realize that the call must be urgent.  Gently he pulled away from Leya’s peaceful form, wishing he didn’t have to.  Slightly irritated he grabbed his pants and removed his cell.  Before he left to the bathroom he turned to give her a once over smiling like an idiot as he did.  
 
   Closing the thick door behind him, he flipped open his phone to find that he had missed several calls.  A few from a number he didn’t recognize, a few from the home line, and the rest from Victor’s personal line from the guest house.
 
   A small tremor of unease had him on alert.  The intense feeling was old but familiar.  Although it had been years since his training, every instinct became charged.  Something was wrong he could feel it.
 
   Dialing Victor’s number he waited one ring before his friend answered.  “Where are you?”
 
   “I’m in the house.”  He answered keeping it as low-key as possible.
 
   “With Leya?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Is she with anyone?”
 
   “No.”  The tension in the older man’s voice pushed Jasper over the edge.  “Victor what is it?”  He asked fearing that he already knew the answer.                 
 
       “He’s out. The hospital called to warn us.”  Victor said gravely.
 
   Pinching the bridge of his nose, Jasper tried to make sense of his friend’s statement.  “What do you mean ‘he’s out’?”
 
   “Apparently he had one of the nurses helping him.  She got him out only to be strangled and left for dead.”  Victor informed sounding disoriented.  “He’s coming here, Jasper.  He wants her.”
 
   Opening the bathroom door he gave the room a quick look.  This was why he had been hired.  Why Leya’s mother begged from him to stay, to be her guard.  To guard her from him.
 
   Grabbing his pants from the floor, Jasper balanced the phone between his ear and shoulder.  “Are you sure?”  He asked not wanting to hear the truth.
 
   “They found letters that he had left behind.  They even found some of the other letters that were thrown out.”  Victor took a breath before saying. “Jasper, it gets pretty cryptic on the details of what will happen when he gets her back.”
 
   Every nerve ending tensed at his words. “Get her back?”
 
   “Yes.  The letter’s talk about how although she was beautiful she still held the untrue and toxic beauty that her mother had.”  He paused as if reading from the actual letters. “He talks about her losing her beauty will change her for the better so he will cut her face so that she won’t be corrupt by the physical.”
 
   Cut her face?  What in hell?  “Victor, do you have one of the letters with you now?”  Jasper asked as he fastened his pants.
 
   “I’m sorry…” The older man whispered over the line.  “I didn’t want her to see them.”
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   “They came a few days ago.  I thought he sent them from the hospital…he’s done it before.  But then I realized they had no postage.”  Victor’s grim answer had Jasper opening her bedroom door and down the hall to his own room in a matter of seconds.
 
   Pulling out his semi-automatic pistol he checked the clip before returning back to Leya’s room. He gave Victor quick instructions to pack light and grab one of her many cars and meet them in the front, before he signed off.  Turning on the overhead light he moved to her side of the bed. 
 
   She blinked awake looking well loved and slightly confused.  “Jasper?  What’s wrong?”
 
   He ignored the husky sound of her beautiful voice.  “We have to leave, baby.”
 
   “Leave?”  She giggled.  “Where?”
 
   “To somewhere I think you’ll really like.  Hurry and pack, okay?  We’re leaving in ten minutes.”  Kissing her forehead he moved quickly around the room.
 
   “Why are we leaving so soon?”  Her question followed him to the door.
 
   Turning to see that angelic face twisted up into concern he winked to help ease her.  “I’ll explain everything on the way.  Alright?  Just hurry, baby girl.” 
 
   He rushed down the hall to pack his own bag knowing that it wasn’t his place to say anything.  He would let Victor tell her.  Then he would be there to hold her when she realized that everyone had lied to her.
 
    
 
   Just hurry, baby girl.  Shaking her head Leya slowly climbed out of bed.  Where in the world did he plan to take her?  And why was he in such a hurry? Maybe he was taking her away for the weekend.  
 
   Excitement raced through her while she hurried into her closet.  Pulling on a close fitted sweeter and jeans she wondered where he was going to take her. He did say that she would like it.  Every inch of her body ached in the most wonderful ways.  If he felt the need to sweep her away to some exotic location just to make her ached all over again, then fine by her.
 
   Grabbing only her most sexy clothing she couldn’t contain the smile that took over.  Alone with Jasper for the whole weekend doing nothing but keeping each other satisfied had her on cloud nine.  
 
   The smell of something burning suddenly caught her attention.  Leaving the room she headed down the stairs to the long hallway to the kitchen.  The stench of smoke had her moving a little faster.  As she came into the vast kitchen she noticed the back sliding door along with the screen, stood open with the long certain following slightly in the late evening breeze.
 
   “Victor?”  She called out when she saw eggs sitting on a red burner without a pan as if dropped unexpectedly. While a coffee cup lay on its side spilling its contents down the countertop. 
 
   A hand suddenly snake around her waist and mouth.  “Victor isn’t here.”  The deep male voice hummed into the shell of her ear.  
 
   She knew without turning to see who had her that it wasn’t Jasper.  Fear seized her lungs when the scene before her rapidly sunk in.  She took slow breaths through her nose as she eyed the sizzling eggs only a few feet away.
 
   “Walk with me to the door, little sis.  I have something for you to see.”  The man behind her said happily.
 
   Little sis? She wanted to ask him why he called her that, but unfortunately her mouth was still covered.  Without any effort on his part her captor had her out the door and into the woods behind her house before he let her go.
 
   She spun to see his face only to be caught off guard by his boyish good looks.  In the rose colored night fall he looked like a fashion model or actor.  Her brain raced to think if she had dated him in the past.  It would make sense for him to be so disgruntled.  She had a knack of pissing off many men his kind.
 
   “Hello, Leya.  It’s been awhile.”  He smiled as he handed her a flashlight.
 
   Nothing sparked to mind.  No.  No, she had never dated this man before.  Maybe he was one of several that she had turned down.  
 
   “You don’t remember me do you?”  He asked with an eerie chuckle.  “Didn’t think so.  But that’s not your fault. I blame Victor and that big boy friend of yours.  They have been keeping you from me.  Just like mom and dad.”
 
   Jumping back she flipped the switch of the small flashlight.  Aiming the beam at his face she saw her father’s eyes staring back at her.  “W-what?”
 
   “It’s okay, little sis.  I doubt you were told much about me.  Apparently I’m crazy.”  He laughed as he lifted his hands to the sides of his face wiggling his fingers.  “They locked me up and everything.  Truth was that mom wanted that perfect child and dad let her decide that you were more perfect then me.”
 
   “Wait….No. You’re not…”  But as she tried to deny it the reality hit her hard.
 
   “Yes.  Little sis, I am.  I’m the brother mother and father gave away.” 
 
    
 
   Jasper stopped in the middle of throwing some pants into his duffle when the smell hit.  He knew instantly something was wrong.  Pulling out his handgun he dashed out of his room and carefully swept Leya’s.
 
   Nothing. She wasn’t there.  Everything inside him went ridged.  Racing toward the smell he fought off the feeling of foredoom.  Lifting his gun he took the kitchen in all at once.  Without dropping the pistol he knew what he was looking at.   
 
   The woman he was in love with had just been snatched right out from under his nose.
 
    
 
   Leya wrapped her arms around her as she slowly made her way through the woods.  She was thankful for sliding on her slippers shortly before she was grabbed from behind.  Even through the soft cotton and plastic bottoms she could feel the sticks and rocks digging into the souls.
 
   “Just a little further, Leya.”  His voice was kind as if what he was doing was no big deal.  “You’ll be out of the cold in only a few moments.”
 
   No!  She didn’t want to be out of the cold.  She wanted to stay out in the open so Jasper can find her.  How long until he noticed?  He said they were leaving in a few minutes.  Did he come looking for her when he realized that she wasn’t ready yet?
 
   “I’m so sorry, Leya.  I really didn’t want this to happen.  I just wanted mom and dad to see that they could love both of us.  To see how much hurt they caused us.”  He explained.  “They didn’t just take you from me, they took me from you.” 
 
   Franticly she tried to remember the landscape.  She had only been in the back part of her home a few times.  It was usually with someone or when she been trying to hide from her over protective parents.  Now she knew why.
 
   “I’m sorry that I haven’t kept in better touch.  I’m guessing you didn’t get any of my letters.  No.  Victor probably didn’t give you them.  Can’t blame him for that though.  He was getting paid to do mom and dad’s biding.”  He rattled on, with the gun pointed at her back. “I think that’s why you’ve been acting out.  Because you feel like I’ve neglected you. I blame myself for that.  Even though I am slightly disappointed.”
 
   She kept silent, not knowing how to respond. After all what do you say to someone who was crazy as hell?  Only a few more yards and they would come to the end of her property and the security cameras would pick them up.  Hopefully.
 
   “Is that why you slept with your guard?  I heard you with him earlier.  I must say you two were holding nothing back.” He laughed without humor.
 
   Spinning on him she ignored the gun in his hand.  “What!  You listened to us making love?!”
 
   “Love?  Really?”  He asked skeptical.
 
   “Yes!”  She cried.  She had always loved Jasper probably now more than ever.  Agony clogged her throat at the thought of never seeing him again.  At least she finally got to know how he felt in her arms.  To know what it felt like to be touched by the man who owned her heart.
 
   “Wow.  I just thought he was a part of your little man club.  I had no idea you loved him.”  He scratched his chin with his gun.  “Well, cool.  I would like to have him as a brother in law.  I’ve seen the way he protects you. But I guess I couldn’t call him little bro.  He’s even older than me.”
 
     Her stomach coiled at his words. Keeping her mind focused on escaping, she tried to disregard the one sentence that threatened to ruin a fantasy that she had envisioned for the last nine years. Jasper will never know this man as a family member, if he even wanted the roll of husband.  
 
   Pushing forward, she ignored the December chill on her face and hands. Her mind flipped through ways to stall him.  Using her twisted ankle to limp even slower along or tripping over her feet, any of those could work. 
 
   “When I bring you to Victor, we will ask him what he thinks about your new boy toy.”  His tone was frighteningly composed.
 
   Realizing what he said, she whirled to face him.  “What do you mean by bringing me to Victor?” 
 
   “You’ll see.  Just keep walking.” The twisted smile on his absurdly handsome face kept her from pursuing any of her potential ideas of delaying.  Waving his hand in front of him, he motioned for her to get moving.  “He’s not far from here.”
 
   Oh, God!  No longer caring about her own safety, Leya hurried in the direction he had pointed.  Rushing to the edge of the property she noticed the tiny shed that belonged to the grounds keeper.
 
   “It’s heated. The space heater I found keeps that rusted heap pretty warm.”  He explained casually.  “He really didn’t need the warmth even though he’s getting on in years.  His heart is too cold for any heat.  But I knew the walk from your house would make you cold, so I made sure it would be as comfortable as possible.”
 
   “You have Victor in that shed?”  She asked incredulously. 
 
   “Yes.”  The one word seemed to drop the temperature of the already iced air by several more degrees.  Her entire body involuntarily shuttered. 
 
   She moved as fast as her chilled, wobbly legs could go.  Reaching the rusted door she prayed she would find Victor alive.  With a shaky hand she pushed the door only to be welcomed by the whine of tarnished metal scraping against one another.  At first it was too dark to see anything beyond the light allowed by the opened door.  Nerves on the point of break she tried calling out, but a sudden movement in the back corner grabbed her attention. 
 
   “Victor!”  She cried once her eyes focused on his trembling body.  He was bound and gagged wearing pajama pants and his robe.  Blood ran down the side of his terror stricken face and was now clotting against his once charming features.
 
   Running to her old friend’s side, Leya gave him a grateful hug. He tried to speak around the cloth wedged in his mouth. As Leya removed the peace from Victor’s mouth she could tell he’d been crying.
 
   “Oh, Leya!”  He whimpered once the rag was removed. “I’m so sorry, Leya!  I wanted to protect you from him! I should’ve told you sooner! I never expect this!”
 
   Feeling her stomach roll with trepidation, Leya wrapped her arms around the man she had considered a father for the past decade.  “Shh…It will be okay.”  Whispering the promise on false hopes she hugged him tighter.
 
   “Okay,” Their captor sang. “Let’s get this over with so we can start our new lives.”  The sick up turn of his lips made bile burn the inside of her throat.
 
   Swallowing hard she asked the one question she wasn’t sure she wanted answered.  “Get what over with?”
 
   He shook his head as if what she asked was silly in some way.  “Trust me, Leya.  Once we get rid of all those who wish us apart, then we will live so much easier.”
 
   Victor let out a gasp but refused to recoil from the madman before him.  Even in his feeble state he lifted his chin.  “I won’t let you hurt her, Marshall.”  His voice was extraordinarily strong and determined.  “Blame me if you wish, but we all wanted you away from her.”  
 
   “Of course you did.”  Hegrowled.  “You were paid to keep her from me and as a good employee you’ll maintain the task.  I remember that about you.  Always doing what Mr. and Mrs. Davis wanted you to do.”  Using hand gestures to elaborate his words, he took in a deep breath.  
 
   “To keep you from Leya I will continue to do what Mr. and Mrs. Davis wanted me to do.”  Victor’s voice dropped to a whisper. “I remember you too, Marshall. You’re crazy. Where since the day you were born.”  
 
   Their abductor said nothing.  Turning his back to them he flipped on a light that illuminated a work bench that lined most of the small shed. He started to fiddle with something that Leya was unable to see.  While he worked he began to hum some erratic tone, as if something from a funhouse.
 
   “You weren’t a normal child.  You’re mother denied it for so long, until Leya was born.”  Victor continued.  “Then it became too obvious.  There wasn’t anything left to do but send you away.  For Leya’s sake.”
 
   Holding up a strange looking hook he smiled demonically.  “For Leya’s sake? I would never do anything to hurt my baby sister.” 
 
   “You tried to drown her in the bathtub when you were only six.”  Victor choked.  “If my wife hadn’t stopped you Leya would’ve died.”
 
   Leya struggled for breath at their conversion.  He tried to kill her? Her brain couldn’t catch up to the scene in front of her. It was like watching a movie. A very real, very sickening movie.
 
    “I wasn’t going to kill her you idiot.  I was merely washing way her sins.”  His voice stayed unnaturally even while he waved the odd gadget in front of them.
 
   “What sins?  She was only a year old.”  The older man asked trying to understand the other mans logic. Though she was pretty sure his crazy incantations held no real logic. 
 
   On an off side of her brain she found it almost bizarre that only a few moments ago she had been in Jasper’s arms, safely happy.  She understood now that he wasn’t planning a wonderful vacation for them.  He was trying to get her away.  That’s why he stayed on after her parent’s death.  He knew about all of this, just like Victor.
 
   The realization should have upset her.  Instead all she could think about was crawling back into those protective arms and making love to him until all this went away. Would she ever be able to feel him again?  Her heart sank at the thought. 
 
   Marshall touched the tip of his tool, and then brought his eyes to Leya, causing her to rejoin the conversation.  “Victor doesn’t get it, little sis.  You know why?”
 
   When she didn’t answer he shouted.  “Do you?”
 
   “N-no.”
 
   “Because the world wants people like mother in it.”  He clarified dropping his voice back to it is eerie calm. “And you were becoming just like her.  So beautiful, so perfect, and so ignorant towards the world around them.” 
 
   Watching the lunatic approach them with what looked like a gardening tool that had been altered into some kind of torture device, she doubted she would ever see Jasper again.
 
   “And that’s why I’m going to rid you of your beauty once I’m done with Victor. That way you won’t be corrupt.  You’ll be different.  Beautiful on the inside.”  He informed as he came closer to them.  “It will be two quick cuts up both sides of your mouth.”  Using the tool he demonstrated on himself what he intended to do to her.
 
   Horrified, Victor whispered. “Oh, my God!” While Leya was too petrified to move.  The blood oozed from his wounds as he focused on her.  He took out a plain white handkerchief and swiped at the gashes as if it was nothing more than sweat.
 
   “See nothing to it.”  He urged.
 
   He took a stepped forward before a strange thud hit the side of the shed.  Victor and her both gasped at the sound as the man in front of them made no move only stared at them with a peculiar expression on his face.  His eyes shifted between the two of them several times before his device fell to the floor as he fell to his knees.
 
   He opened his mouth as if to say something, only no sound came out.  Falling over onto his side, he locked his eyes on Leya.  She wasn’t sure how long she stared back before she realized she was staring at lifeless eyes. 
 
   It was Victor’s mantra of “Oh my God!” that had Leya tuning into what had happened.  Looking around her eyes came across a small hole in the side of the shed that allowed a single stream of light to venture in from the outside.  Confused, she blinked several times trying to get her brain to cooperate.
 
   “Leya?”  Jasper’s strong voice called into her.
 
   Not sure if it was really him or her imagination playing some kind of cruel prank, she made no response.
 
   “Leya?  Baby, are you okay?”  Suddenly he was there in front of her.  Real, powerful, and more beautiful than anything she had ever seen.
 
   “J-Jasper?”
 
   Cupping her face he leaned in to give her a closer inspection. “Are you okay?”  He repeated. 
 
   Glancing at the unresponsive man, whose eyes still lurked in her direction, she nodded.  “I think so.”
 
   With that he scooped her up into his arms and carried her away from the traumatic ordeal.
 
    
 
   Leya said nothing as she sat wrapped up in her mother’s quilt like she used to when she was little.  It had begun to snow in thick, sticky puffs.  In some odd way it was the only thing her brain could concentrate on.  It was as if the snow was brought to help wash away what happen.  Even though it will be a long time running until the image of her crazed abductor slicing his face open stopped replaying in her still too sensitive mind.
 
   She had a brother.  The thought couldn’t set into her head.  For years her family and Jasper kept that vital information from her.  It was clear why they had, though the feeling of betrayal crawled along her nerve endings.
 
   Her parents probably couldn’t talk about it.  The thought of them giving up one of their children do to mental illness was hard to imagine.  Even though they were extremely protective—the obvious reason for their reaction was lying in the morgue—they were loving, kind, and always proud of their baby girl.
 
   Victor probably didn’t know how to tell her.  The words “you have a crazed brother somewhere in an institution” wouldn’t have been taken seriously. And Jasper probably didn’t think it was his place to tell her.  Still the realization that everyone knew but her made her want to lash out at both of them.
 
   Turning to Victor who sat on the opposite end of the couch, she wondered if she could tear into him like she wanted.  His eyes shown the same torment as she was sure hers shown. 
 
   “Victor?”  Leya asked trying to keep her voice low and calm. 
 
   “Yeah?”  
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “No.  Not for awhile.”
 
   She nodded in agreement.  “Can I ask you a question?”
 
   “Of course. Ask me anything; everything you need to know.”  Leaning forward he placed his hand on her knee.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me about….” Stopping Leya gave a small cynical laugh.  “I don’t even remember his name.”
 
   “Marshall.  His name was Marshall.  And I tried, but when Annie was still with us she did think it was our place to tell you.”  He shrugged.  “We thought he would be institutionalized for the rest of his life.”  The last was ended on a whisper.
 
   There was something else, Leya could tell in the way he had avoided eye contact.  That was when she understood.  “My parents told you not to just like he said when we were….talking to him.”
 
   “Yes.”  He agreed with tears in his hazel eyes.  “They never wanted you to know the pain they felt.  They even advised Jasper to do the same, even though he had been against it.”  He paused to take in a breath before finishing.  “He stayed quiet because it was your mother’s dying wish, though after her death he wanted me to tell you.”
 
   Shaking her head she understood completely.  “You didn’t know what to do.”
 
   He nodded slowly letting a few tears spill from his weary eyes.  He suddenly looked so much older than his fifty years.  Her heart sank for the older man.  Closing the space between them Leya took his trembling shoulders by one arm, while wiping his tears with a corner of the blanket. 
 
   “I never thought it would’ve ended like this, Leya.”  Victor whispered in the small space between them.  “I just wanted you to be happy.  You had lost so much, I didn’t want you to lose anymore.”      
 
   “I know you didn’t.”  Kissing him on the side of the head, Leya hugged him tighter. “I might have lost my family, but you were the best substitute I could’ve asked for.”
 
   “I’ve always thought of you as a daughter, Leya.”  Victor said as he pulled back to look into her eyes.  “But Jasper has always thought of you as so much more.”
 
   Jasper.  Her heart fluttered at his name.  Glancing back out the large family window she watched as he spoke to the police.  A heat censored riffle helped Jasper take out Marshall at a distance that wouldn’t alert the lunatic.  He had been trained for this moment and did it with precision that had the police in awe. 
 
   But now what?  This was the only reason he was hired.  Would he leave?  He had no reason to stay.  Biting down on her lower lip she feared that she already knew the answer.
 
    
 
   Her heart raced with a rollercoaster of emotions as she stood outside of her kitchen.  It had been several days since the whole nightmare and she still couldn’t walk into her home without the spiral of sensations.  The fear of being taken right out of her own house.  The relief and comfort of knowing that it was over.  The sexual charge of remembering the night Jasper made love to her.  This brought her back to fear, the fear of losing him.
 
   It had been it for him.  His job was done.  Jace had offered him a wonderful job through his security firm and Jasper took it without hesitation. There wasn’t any other reason to stay.  So he didn’t.  Seven days without a word.  He moved on.  Sadly she hadn’t.  That’s why she didn’t turn to face him when his voice danced over her unexpected shoulders. 
 
   “Leya?”  Out of all the voices, his was the one she would always remember.
 
   “Hi, Jasper.”  She greeted as she continued to stay with her back towards him.
 
   Coming around her, he placed himself between her and the entryway of the kitchen.  “I had to make sure you were okay.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “Good.  That’s good.”
 
   “Is that all?”
 
   “Umm, yeah.”  Without moving he ran his hand through his hair.  
 
   “Well, bye.” 
 
   “Wait…I wanted to know….” Blowing out a breath he changed the weight from one foot to the other.  “Is Victor doing okay?”
 
   There was the distinct change in his voice that indicated his real question wasn’t the one he asked.  Intrigued, she answered slowly.  “Yeah, he decided to retire.”
 
   “He moved out?”  He asked looking surprised. 
 
   “No, he moved into the master bedroom and hired a new maid who is driving him crazy.”  She lifted one shoulder.  “Although I know it isn’t her cleaning or cooking that drives him crazy.  It’s that fact that she’s only three years younger than him and still looks like a cover-girl.  I’ve been trying to get him to ask her out but he’s too stubborn.”  She rambled trying not to breakdown in front of him.  If he only knew the pain he caused when he moved on after nine years, without so much as a glance back. 
 
   “Good.  That’s good.”  He repeated looking nervous.
 
   Suddenly her own nervous became alerted.  What if he had bad news and didn’t know how to tell her?  “What, Jasper?  Why are you here?”
 
   “I miss you.”
 
   She had no idea that those three little words could sound so perfect.  “Really?”
 
   “Yeah.  I really missed you.”  He smiled taking a step toward her.  “I’m not good at this.  Honestly I don’t know how to…You’re the first woman I have ever… I love you, Leya.”
 
   “What?”  She gasped completely taken off guard.
 
   “I know this is bad timing.  I mean you’re still getting over something horrible and I tried to give you space…” He swallowed as he fretfully rubbed the back of his neck.
 
   He tried to give her space, that’s why he hadn’t come around.  Thrill shot through her and before she knew what she was doing, her arms wrapped themselves around his neck as her mouth found his.
 
   “I had hoped you’d respond like this.”  He revealed between kisses.
 
   She giggled, loving the feel of him in his arms. “I love you too.”  Pulling back far enough to look at him she gave him a playful frown. “I could smack you for leaving.”
 
   “I should let you.  But when Jace offered me that job, I wanted to stable myself before I could ask you to marry me.”
 
   “Marry you?!” 
 
   “Well yeah.  You’re everything to me, Leya.”  He whispered across her lips.
 
   “You know, you didn’t have to get a job first.  I have money.  Lots of money.  And after what you did for me and Victor you deserve to be paid…”
 
   “I don’t want your money.  Although if you want to pay me I take other forms of payment.”  He smiled wickedly.
 
   Her eyebrows shot up.  “Oh, really? Like what?”  She asked playfully while glancing at the staircase that led to her room.
 
   “I think you know.”  He growled hugging her closer.
 
   Nodding she took his hand.  “Yes.  I do.”  While she escorted him to her room she smiled to herself.  For the first time in her life she knew everything was going to be alright.   
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   Ella Hall sat at her kitchen-table with the phone pressed to her ear.  In one full sentence Leya told her she had a brother that no one told her about, and he had tried to kill her and her butler.  Oh, and she was getting married to Jasper, Ella couldn’t forget that part.
 
   Shaking her head Ella took a deep breath.  “So…You’re okay?  Maddie said it got pretty crazy at your house.”  It sucked living across the state.  Unless she drove the two hours to get to any one of her friends, she was always the last to hear anything.
 
   “Yeah, for a few weeks it did.”  Leya admitted with a sigh.  “But once everything calmed down it was wonderful. Jasper’s wonderful…”
 
   She didn’t miss the dreamy sound in her friend’s voice. “I’m so happy for you, Leya.”  Ella said trying to sound happy.  Even though she was genuinely excited for her long time friend, she couldn’t help but feel a little jealous. 
 
   While Leya rambled on and on about Jasper and the wedding, Ella sat quietly allowing her eyes to slowly look over Sophia’s wedding invitation.  It was the fourth one she got over the last month. Her calendar was filled from June to December with Bachelorette parties, bride’s maids’ fittings, and of course the actual wedding themselves.
 
   Through it all she couldn’t help the feeling of being envious of her friends.
 
   She had been married for four years and there had not been a day that she had wondered if she had made the wrong choice.  Marrying Matt had been a whim.  She had felt at the time he had been her only choice, the mean to an end.  Unfortunately, now she was starting to learn that wasn’t the case.
 
   Moving to a little town, that didn’t even make it on a map, had been her idea of expanding her horizons. In truth, she had been running from feelings she didn’t want to acknowledge. Luckily Maddie and Sophia had found out the truth before they got married to the wrong man.  She had to figure it out the hard way.
 
   Glancing at the clock that was mounted above her stove she realized Matt should’ve been home an hour ago.  She wanted to lie to herself and say that he was probably at the gas station talking about the upcoming hunt. Unfortunately, she couldn’t lie to herself anymore.  She didn’t care enough to.
 
   A soft knock on the back window had Ella looking up at her neighbor Cassie Miller.  Ella smiled and waved for her friend to come in.  Saying a quick good-bye to Leya, she welcomed her neighbor with a soft “Hello.”
 
   “Hi, there.”  Cassie greeted as she closed the sliding glass door behind her.  Although Cassie was the same age as Ella she dressed like a woman in her fifties.  Her hair was piled up on the top of her head, while her white tee shirt was tucked nicely into her baggie pants.  The girl could be a real knock-out if she tried. “Where’s your hubby?”
 
   Her friend’s question hung in the space between them. She knew the other woman’s curiosity was laced with suspicion.  In a town this small when your husband comes home late everyone notices.
 
   Picking up Sophia’s wedding invite she fought back tears.  Who was she kidding?  Her marriage was a joke and everyone could see it.
 
   Cassie waved a dismissive hand in front of her while she took a seat at the table. Grabbing the magazine that had been sitting face-up, she whistled as she tapped on the front page. “Now, he’s a looker!”  
 
   Ella let out a small sigh.  Cassie was a real friend.  Although, her attempt to change the subject backfired without her realizing it.  
 
   Clearing her throat, Ella sat up a little straighter.  “That’s Colin Russo.  He’s one of the world’s youngest billionaires.”
 
   “Really? Well…Well…”  Cassie wiggled her eyebrows.  “Sexy and rich?  Sounds dangerous to me.”
 
   Tell me about it.  Ella swallowed the lump in her throat.  Dangerous was absolutely the right word for it.  Pushing some of her unruly curls behind her ear she wondered how much she should tell her friend.
 
   She had to fight back a smile as she remembered Colin coming to their home for the first time. He had been waiting in the den for her father, who was counseling him on some legal issues, when she walked in unexpectedly on him. The memory of Colin standing in her father’s den looking amazing in every way had her fighting back tears. He was polite at first, not letting her hide behind her book. He had smiled at her, even flirted a little. He had told her how beautiful her eyes were and damn her, she had believed him.
 
   “He’s actually very sweet. It’s not just the physical attraction that lures you in; it’s his charm, his wit, and his excellent taste in books.”  Ella confessed without looking at her friend. Colin had complimented the book she had been holding like a shield at the time. Once he started commenting on the author he had her laughing and joking right along with him.  She fell hard in that one moment. He was so perfect…too perfect.
 
   “You’ve met him?”  Cassie asked as she turned his picture for Ella to see it better.
 
   Though she didn’t need to see it.  She knew his face line by line.  Which was pathetic on so many levels. “Yeah, I’ve met him.”
 
   “Really? When? Where?” Cassie dropped the magazine giving Ella her complete attention.
 
   Reaching across her small table she turned to the page she had been avoiding and laid it out in front of Cassie.  “He’s my brother-in-law.” 
 
   The picture of her identical twin standing arm in arm with the man Ella had wanted from the moment she had met him was agonizing.  Ella wanted him, Amy got him. He was the captain of the football team all over again.  Only this time, the sting of it wasn’t going away. 
 
   “Holy, crap!  I knew you had a twin, but…”  She glanced at the picture then back. “If I had just picked this up in a supermarket I would’ve thought it was you.”
 
   She had to laugh at her neighbor’s comment.  “Yeah, I know.  Our hair and our ears are the only difference between us.”
 
   Cassie cocked one eyebrow. “Ears?  How are your ears different?”
 
   Ella pushed back her hair and pointed to the three little freckles that lined her earlobe. “I have them. Amy doesn’t.”
 
   “Huh.  That’s interesting.”  She said leaning a little closer.  “You know, I had cousins who were twins.  The only difference I ever saw was that one was really outgoing and the other was shy, kinda kept to herself.”
 
   Same could be said about her and her sister.  When they were young it was Thea and her against Amy and Thea’s sister Mytrice.  Amy and Mytrice got all the cute boys; while she and Thea sat back wishing they did.
 
   Not that Amy was ever mean to her.  It was just painfully obvious who the better twin was.  And her sister kept on proving she was better in every way.
 
   “Are they happy?”  Cassie’s question came out of nowhere.
 
   “Yes.  I guess.  Why do you ask?”
 
   “Because they don’t look like it.”  She stated bluntly.
 
   Ella took another look at their smiling faces and shrugged. “How can you tell?”
 
   Letting out a low breath, Cassie pointed at Colin’s perfect face.  “In magazines and on television everyone looks happy and content, but you can always tell when they’re faking. It’s in their body language. See? They are leaning away from each other.”
 
   Giving her friend a doubtful look she shook her head.  “Maybe.  But they’ve been talking about having a baby.  So…”
 
   “So, what?”  Cassie stood slowly. “I’m sorry, Ella.  But I’m usually never wrong about this.” Stretching her arms out, she wiggled her fingers. “I should be a physic to the stars.  You know I called that whole Angelina Jolie-Brad Pitt thing long before it happened.”
 
   Ella chuckled softly as she gave her sister’s picture another quick look.  Some part of her hoped her friend was wrong. She didn’t want her sister unhappy.  Unfortunately, the ugly dark side of her, which she tried to ignore, hoped Cassie was right. 
 
    
 
   Amy Russo forged a smile as she entered her husband’s den. It took everything she had not to throw something at him when he didn’t even look up from his stupid computer. He knew she had entered he just didn’t care to say anything.
 
   After four years of marriage nothing had changed.  Sure the first two years had been fun.  He took her shopping in Paris, fine dining in Italy, dropped thousands on her in London so she would look her best for a Royal Ball held by her Majesty the Queen.  Unfortunately, it had taken her those two years before she realized he wasn’t doing it for her.
 
   Colin was a billionaire.  He rubbed elbows with not just the rich but the extremely wealthy.  She was nothing more than a prize to the “who has the prettiest wife” contest.  Now with the pressure from the media he had been talking baby.  It took everything she had not to laugh in his face when he basically told her that they should have a child.
 
   Yeah, a baby wasn’t going to happen for them.  Not only is she not the motherly type, but having a child with a man who only wanted to look good for the press was out of the question.  No one should ever bring a child into a loveless marriage, ever.
 
   “Colin.” Amy barked into the room tired of waiting for him to acknowledge her.
 
   His emerald green eyes shot over to her from the monster sized computer screen. “Yes?”
 
   He really was quite attractive, she will give him that.  Leya had told her once that he looked a lot like Christian Bale. In certain lights Amy would have to agree.  Regrettably, Bale look-a-like, billions in the bank, and a brain that would match Einstein’s doesn’t mean happily ever after.  She just wished she would have figured that out sooner.
 
   Plastering on her fake smile she walked around his desk calmly. “I was thinking of taking a little vacation.”
 
   He lifted one eye brow slightly. “Oh? Where might I ask?”
 
   “I haven’t spent a lot of time with my sister lately.  I want to take her to our home in Hawaii, and spend some time with her.” Even though she stated her words matter-of-factly, her heart was racing. She couldn’t let him know what she was really up to.
 
   She watched as he took a deep breath. “The opening of the new Egyptian exhibit is next week.  Will you be back before then?”
 
   Ah, yes. The Egyptian exhibit.  Colin’s new project had his whole team of archaeologist flying in and out of Egypt for the past few months in an endless fight to gain the attention of one woman.  Apparently this woman had connections in Egypt that would bring Colin’s project to a whole new level. 
 
   To her the whole thing was boring and brought her to tears every time he dragged her to one of the events.  She was only to stand there and look pretty.  Not this time. “Yes, of course.”
 
   His dark green eyes landed right on her. “Alright. Do what you have to do.” Turning back to his computer he dismissed her without a second look.
 
     Colin had always been very intimidating; it was what made him such a successful business man. Though, to her it had just become annoying.  “Great.” She gritted her teeth as she turned on her heel and left.  
 
   This weekend was exactly what she needed.  She headed down the hall towards her room with a new sense of herself. As she shut her bedroom door she found herself thinking over Colin’s question about when she would return.  She couldn’t help but think that she might not ever come back.
 
    
 
   Making sure she had everything Ella glanced out the window once again. Amy’s limo was to arrive at any given minute. Unfortunately, it wasn’t soon enough. She listened to Matt as he barreled down the stairs and into the living room.  Their chocolate colored Labradors greeted him with soft whimpers and whines as they rubbed up against his legs.
 
   Paying no attention to either one of the dogs Matt’s eyes went from her face to her luggage then back. “So, you are going?”
 
   For the past few weeks Matt had been taking his sweet time getting home, and it seemed as if each day he kept getting later.  She didn’t even get the chance to tell him about her sister’s invitation in person she had to leave a message on his work phone. His response was coming home starting a fight with her and leaving once again. 
 
   “I’ll be back on Monday.”  She stated simply.
 
   With a snort he turned away from her, heading for the kitchen. “I leave on Wednesday for that job assignment.”
 
   Taking a deep breath she accepted each dog as they returned back to her side. She massaged both sets of furry ears before she glanced at the decorative wall clock. “I’ll be back in time.” She reassured softly.
 
   “And if you’re not?” He barked from the kitchen as he slammed the door to one of the cupboards, “The dogs will be left alone for too long.”  
 
   Ella slowly walked into the kitchen. “Matt, I don’t see my sister that often.  It will only be for the weekend.  If something happens then I’ll call Cassie to come and check on the dogs.”
 
   He grunted as he set his glass down. “I guess I wouldn’t be much of a husband if I told you not to go to Hawaii.” 
 
   Her vision blurred for a moment as she looked down at the floor. Taking in a deep breath she knew this would be the only good-bye she would be receiving from him. Amy never would have put up with him.  Her sister would put him in his place without thinking twice about it, while she stood there fiddling with a button on her coat.
 
   A car’s horn blared from the outside letting Ella know that her ride had arrived. Walking into the living-room she began to gather her luggage, while Matt made his way over to the bay window.
 
   “A limo? Well La-De-Da.” Matt’s deep voice boomed over the small living area.  “I guess you must go. Especially if you’re going to ride in style.”
 
   His mocking tone set her teeth on edge.  He usually won their arguments knowing she wasn’t very good at confrontations. But this was going too far.  He was being disrespectful and rude.  Balling her fist she turned and faced him fully. “I need to leave Matt.  I need time to think about us.”
 
   He said nothing as he crossed his arms in front of his chest. Clicking his teeth together he eyed her carefully. “What do you need to think about?”
 
   “Come on Matt.”  She started as she threw one of her bags over her shoulder. “You come home whenever you like. Which is actually a blessing some days, because when you are home all you do is complain. You complain about my cooking, the way I do your laundry, how I clean the bathrooms.”
 
   Breathing out slowly she realized that once the truth was out there wasn’t any stopping it. Though, God help her, it felt good to finally say it out loud. Shaking her head Ella slowly grabbed the rest of her luggage right as the limo blasted its horn once again.  With more calm then she felt she simply stated.  “I know I’ve been falling out of love with you, but now I’m not sure if I even like you.”
 
   Matt stumbled back as if she had slapped him. “What?”
 
   “I’m sorry. But it’s true.” With that she left, without turning back.
 
    
 
   Hawaii was more beautiful then Ella thought it would be.  Warmer then she thought as well.  As she stepped off the plane she wished she had worn a lighter shirt under her coat. The humidity alone had her felling like a steamed turkey, and she only just stepped into the door of the plane.
 
   “Hey, Ella!”  Her sister’s voice called to her over the commotion of the airport.
 
   Ella waved as she saw her twin standing next to a stretched out SUV. The strange looking limo did little to take the attention away from her sister.  Amy looked prefect in her soft flowing sundress, floppy hat and designer strappy, sandals. 
 
    “How have you been?”  Amy smiled as she met Ella at the bottom of the boarding stairs. “Oh, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about the weather.”  She laughed while she tugged on Ella’s bulky sweater. “Sometimes I screw up on the details.”
 
   Ella shook her head.  “It’s alright.” 
 
   “No it’s not!  You’re dying of heat!” Amy stated as she took her sister’s hand.  “Come on let’s get you into a nice cool limo, with a nice cool drink.”
 
   “That sounds wonderful.” Ella agreed while she let Amy escort her towards the limo.
 
   Once inside Amy handed her a peach colored drink. “So, was Matt okay with you coming?”  
 
   “Yeah, something like that.”  Ella answered under her breath. Not wanting to go any further into it she quickly asked.  “So, what’s up?  How’s everything?”
 
   “Oh, well you know.  My life is a constant go.”  Amy laughed. “That’s actually why I needed this vacation. I just need some down time and I wanted to spend it with you. We don’t spend any time together anymore.” 
 
   No, they didn’t.  Not since she married the man Ella was in love with. Playing nervously with her glass she thought of what she had said to Matt right before she left.  She might not have the man she wanted, but the man she did have wasn’t cutting it either. “Yeah, I think this trip was a great idea.”
 
   “Oh, Ella!  I can’t wait to show you all the shops here.”  Amy sighed. “Are you sure your husband was okay with this?”
 
   Breathing in deep through her nose, Ella answered honestly.  “Yeap. I’m sure he won’t even miss me.”
 
    
 
   Swishing the wine around the bottom of her glass Ella watched the crystal chandelier as it seemed to sway back and forth. She propped her head up on one of Amy’s expensive looking pillows while she dangled her feet over the arm of sofa. After the cocktail in the car, another one after a few hours of shopping, one more at the beach and a few glasses of wine, Ella doubted she had ever felt this relaxed.  
 
   “No, no, no…” Amy reprimanded as she tried to lean forward. “You are not doing it right! Not at all.”  A small hiccup escaped her as she tried swishing her own wine.
 
   Ella sat up slowly when she realized it wasn’t just the chandelier that was swaying. Okay maybe she was more inebriated then relaxed. “I think I’ve had enough.”
 
   Taking one big gulp from her glass Amy nodded. “Me too.” She picked up the bottle they had opened and looked in through the top.  “Wait, maybe not.  There’s still some in here.”
 
   Ella couldn’t help but laugh out loud as she watched her sister take a pull right from the bottle spilling some down the front of her new, very luxurious shirt. “Red wine on a white shirt…That’s never coming out!”
 
   Amy lifted one shoulder as she wiped her mouth down the sleeve. “Who cares!  I know Colin won’t.”  She laughed without humor.  “He doesn’t care what I do as long as I stand by his side and look pretty.” Batting her eye lashes she gave her best fake smile.
 
   The comment took a moment to register. “Wait…What?”  Ella asked leaning forward.  “What do you mean?  I thought you and Colin were happy?” She remembered what Cassie had said about their body language and nearly choked at the memory.
 
   Amy barked out a laugh that filled the whole room. “Sure if happy means I look good by his side and leave him alone when we get home.” She shook her head viciously. “I really wish I would’ve figured out what I really wanted before I went after Colin.”  
 
   Ella couldn’t say anything.  This wasn’t a conversation she should be having with her twin. Colin had been the man she had run away from.  He had raised so many questions that had made no sense to her. It took only one meeting, only one hello and she had been hooked.  She had always been the sensible one; the one who thought things through and acted only on logic.  It hadn’t been that way with Colin.  He had been more, so much more.   
 
   “Oh, Ella.”  Amy sighed while she rolled the wine bottle between her hands. “I wish he would take me seriously. It would be so funny if I just popped out something really interesting right in the middle of his exhibit opening next week…Ha!  I would render him speechless.”
 
   Ella swallowed hard. She remembered when Colin had first come back from Egypt. Her father had been ecstatic to see what he had found. Of course she stood outside of her father’s den straining to hear what they were saying over Matt’s consistent yelling at a game on television. Although, the way Colin had described each relic she could’ve sworn she had been on the dig with him.
 
   “Hey, wait a minute.” Amy shot up off the couch. “You wanted to be an art dealer, right? I remember dad saying you had a great eye for detail. You two used talk about being a curator in Greece. Dad is always telling Colin to talk to you about the history behind each piece of art he studied.”
 
   The comment nearly knocked Ella off of the couch. “What?”  The single word was barely audible. Her father talked to Colin about her?
 
   Sure, when she was younger Ella had big plans. She wanted to travel the world. See all the wonderful sights of all the big cities. Then Matt came into the picture and everything changed. She had skipped out on exciting and traded it in for safe. All because one man, who didn’t even belong to her, raised so many scary questions.
 
   “Ella, you can be me…” Her voice was low and focused. “Oh my God! It would be perfect! You go home to my house pretending to be me and go to this stupid exhibit! Hell, you could spout out all kinds of stuff on the Egyptians!” 
 
   Giving her sister a long look, she laughed. “I think you’ve had too much wine.”
 
    “No, I haven’t—” Giving note to Ella’s questioning glare, she quickly clarified. “Okay, maybe a little.  Just hear me out on this. You go to the opening pretending to be me. You know about all the artifacts…Hey, maybe you could even impress this woman from Egypt Colin has been trying to grab the attention of…”
 
   “Holy, crap!  You’re really serious about this!” Ella breathed, feeling suddenly light headed.
 
   “Yes, I am.” Her response was eerily composed.  
 
   “No, Amy.  This is a bad idea. What about Colin?”  She could hardly say his name without her pathetic heart skipping a beat. “I don’t know if I could pull off being you.  He would see right through it.”
 
   “Actually, I hardly ever see him. Since he started this whole exhibit thing he’s been gone or stays in his study. I highly doubt he’ll notice anything other than the comings and goings of the art.”  Amy confessed, as her mood became more somber. 
 
   Ella leaned back into the sofa as she rubbed her forehead. “That might be true, but I’m pretty sure he will know it’s me. I’m nothing like you, and he’s a very smart man.”
 
   She sighed noisily as she set the bottle on the coffee table. “You hold him too high! Trust me on this. Money, looks, and brains are nothing but fluff.  It makes him look awesome, even prefect…but he’s not.”
 
   Ella tried to think.  “So, what are you saying? While I’m playing you, you just go to my house and be me?  For how long?”
 
   “Just until after the exhibit.”  Amy shrugged lightly. “I would only have to pretend to be you for two days.”
 
   It took Ella only a second to realize her sister was completely serious. “Amy, I don’t think my life will suit you very well.”
 
   Coming right up to her sister, Amy dropped to her knees. “I don’t know…It might be nice to be a normal house wife.  Hell, I would even be able to cook for someone for once. Two years of Culinary school and I’ve never cooked for anyone. Colin never eats at home.  If he does, then I’ve never seen him.”
 
   Oh man!  Ella thought as she looked deep into her twin’s eyes.  Amy could always talk her into doing things. Shaking her head she tried to clear her thoughts. 
 
   “Come on, Ella…Please?” Pouting out her bottom lip Amy took both of Ella’s hands into her own. “You can go shopping, eat out at really nice restaurants.  You can even see that really ritzy art exhibit that only a few rich members can attend.  I know you’ve wanted to do that since we were little and Colin has a VIP to any exhibit you would like.”
 
   Pulling out of her sister’s grip Ella got up and walked to the other side of the room. “Then what? This isn’t high school. It’s not like taking a test for you then going about like no one’s the wiser. We’re talking about our husbands and our lives.”
 
   “Ella.”  Amy said her name calmly as she slowly stood. “This will be a chance for you to see what a curator really does. Honestly, all of his functions and Egypt stuff bores me. But you will really get a kick out of it.”
 
   Breathing in deeply Ella eyed her sister carefully. “Can we go back to living our lives after living each others?” Can I? The question screamed through her suddenly sober mind. What if Amy’s life was everything she wanted? Living her sister’s life could destroy her own. She could feel her heart begin to beat wildly within her chest.
 
   Staying right where Ella had left her Amy raised her chin. “We will never know unless we try.”
 
    
 
   Ella glanced around the small private plane feeling a little foolish. Shaking her head she glanced down at herself. “I don’t know about this. What about my hair?  We can’t get it to straighten.”  Her hair was naturally curly. Tight spiral curls from scalp to end, was the only way they were able to tell each other apart as they were growing up.  Now, it was all she could see out of her peripheral vision.
 
   “Are you kidding? You look exactly like me!”  Amy laughed as she took in Ella’s new look. “It’s like I’m looking into a mirror.”
 
   “Really?”  Ella tsked as she gazed over her sister’s own make-over.  More like make-under.  It had only taken her sister ten minutes to look like her, when it damn near took two hours to make her look like Amy. Her fingernails still throbbed in rhythm of her thoughts.  Fake nails hurt like the dickens, only coming in second to the bikini wax that she was sure she will remember for the rest of her life.
 
   Amy waved a dismissive hand. “I’ve worn my hair that way before. Colin loved it.” Making a disgusted sound she turned to take a glass of wine from the Flight Attendant. “Come to think of it, that was the only time he had ever complimented me.” 
 
   “I doubt that’s true.” 
 
   Amy pouted out her bottom lip. “Sad, but true.”
 
   Shifting to face her sister fully Ella let her eyes roam over her sister’s face. “If that’s true then how did you win him over?”
 
   Amy said nothing for several minutes before she slowly whispered. “I have no idea.”
 
   Ella could only sit there and watched as her sister tried to hide the pain in her eyes.
 
   “Our plane lands any minute now.”  Amy said in a rush as she turned away from Ella.  “Let’s go over everything one more time.”
 
    Ella breathed in deep through her nose.  They had spent the rest of their vacation going over any little detail that might throw their husbands off. “I can’t believe I agreed to this. There is a huge possibility that I could screw this up.”
 
   Amy just shook her head as she took a drink from her glass. “Trust me.  I doubt you will even see him before you leave for the exhibit.”
 
   “Then why are we going over everything again?” Ella asked as the Flight Attendant began to walk towards them.  
 
   “Because I don’t want Matt to catch on.” Amy replied quietly as the Attendant smiled at both of them.
 
   “We will be landing shortly.  Is there anything I can get either of you before we start our descent?” The young woman smiled down at them as she collected each cup.  
 
   Ella shook her head as glanced around the small plane.  Even with her sister who seemed perfectly comfortable, she felt awkward having someone waiting on her.
 
   “Well, that’s something you’ll need to work on.” Amy giggled.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You’ll have to get used to people waiting on you.” Twisting in her chair Amy smiled. “We have two maids and a cook.  You will have people picking up after you, cooking for you, drawing baths for you.”
 
   “Drawing baths?  Are you serious?”  Ella snorted.
 
   “Hey, what can I say? I’m pampered.”  Amy giggled as buckled her seatbelt.
 
   “Well, I’m not.”  Ella acknowledge suddenly realizing what they were about to do.
 
   “I know; it’s going to be awesome!” Amy clapped with enthusiasm. 
 
   Ella rolled her eyes. “Amy, after a few glasses of wine my life might look like a nice alternative, but after living a life like the one you’ve been living…my life would bore you to tears.” Letting out a tired groan she shook her head. “I truly like my neighbor Cassie and her husband, but their idea of a big night out is dinner at the only café in town and going to see the newest movie that just came out.”
 
   “You might laugh at me, but that sounds wonderful.”  Amy declared softly. “A nice night out with good friends…sounds normal.”
 
   “Normal?”
 
   “I’m looking forward to the down time.”
 
   “Only for the first day, maybe.” Ella objected as her stomach began to turn. 
 
   Amy became quite for a moment then leaned closer to her sister. “I’ll confess, that I have been wondering what it would be like to live in your shoes.  You know? A quiet life where the only stress I have in a day is taking care of a husband and two dogs.”
 
   Her sister’s comment only seemed to make her stomach situation worse. If their husbands were to find out, Matt would never understand. “I can’t do this.” 
 
   “It’s too late for that.”  Amy pointed out her window. “It looks like Colin decided to pick me up.”
 
   “What!” All the air rushed out of her lungs as she watched the limo and a man come into view.  It was Colin alright, standing perfectly still with one hand tucked into his pocket while he held a phone to his ear with the other.
 
   “Oh, I can’t believe him!” Amy huffed as she threw both hands into the air. “He came so he can talk to me!”
 
   “Talk? About what?”  Panic began to settle into her nerves.
 
   “Ella, it’s okay.  Just tell him you’re not in the mood and you’ll talk after the opening of the exhibit.”  Amy coached. “He won’t push you.  He never does.”
 
   “Never?” Her hands began to tremble at the thought of spending even a minute with Colin as his wife.
 
   Shaking her head Amy handed her a designer bag.  “I can even promise you that he will get at least three phone calls from here to our home that will keep him from anything he will want to talk to you about.”
 
   “Okay.  What about later tonight?  What if he wants to talk with you then?” Ella could have sworn her heart had made its way into her throat.
 
   “If he came to pick me up, then that means he is too busy to talk to me later.” Slightly nodding her head she sighed. “Trust me; I’ve done this one too many times.”
 
   Ella jumped as the massive door to the airliner opened. As the door slid to the side Colin slowly came into view, along with another figure. There standing next to Colin was Matt, his arms folded tightly in front of his chest.  Had he been standing there the whole time?  She honestly couldn’t say. 
 
   “Well, it’s now or never.”  Amy smiled.
 
   “Can I go with never?”
 
   “No! Not now you can!”
 
   “Yeah, didn’t think so.”  Ella breathed as she fallowed her sister down the stairs.  No one said anything for a minute as they approached the men.  Colin didn’t even get off of the phone as she came up next to Amy and Matt.
 
   “Did you have fun?” Matt asked with a weak smile.
 
   Amy only nodded as she glanced in Colin’s direction.
 
   “I see you got your nails done.”  Matt stated firmly, eyeing Amy carefully.
 
   Amy cleared her throat before she turned Ella. “My sister talked me into it.  I’m not sure I’m going to keep them, they kinda hurt.”
 
   Ella had to hide her surprise at Amy’s response. She answered him the same way Ella would have; same small voice, with her eyes barely meeting his.  She even fiddled with her gloves before answering the question.
 
   “Well, we should get going. It’s too damn cold out here.”  Matt grumbled as he took some of the bags that were brought to them.  “Nice to see you again, Amy.”  He smiled slightly as he threw a quick nod in Colin’s direction. 
 
   “Bye.” Amy said while she hugged Ella close. “Enjoy yourself, and call me later.”
 
   Ella nodded to her sister’s whisper almost afraid to let go.  By the time Amy walked away and got into Matt’s truck, Ella had the courage to look at Colin. Unfortunately, the courage ended there.  She couldn’t even breathe with his deep green eyes trained solely on her.
 
   “Hello.”  His deep voice sang over her as he shoved his phone into his coat pocket.
 
   She smiled but couldn’t utter a word.  He was beautiful in every sense of the word.  She remembered Leya once telling them he looked like an actor, but to her he was even more stunning than that.
 
   “Are we going to stand out here all day?  Or can we get inside the warm limo?”  His question was asked with a small smile as he opened the limo’s door.
 
   Ella nodded as she walked slowly up to him. She couldn’t bring herself to look up as she got closer. They hadn’t stood this close to each other since the day she had first met him.  Every holiday, every weekend their parents tried to get everyone together she had avoided him.  Tried to keep her distance from the man she knew she could lose her heart to. 
 
   “Mrs. Russo! Mrs. Russo!” A woman’s voice called from behind.  Ella turned to see the young Attendant coming down the loading stairs. “Your sister left her books.”
 
   “Oh!  Thank you.”  Ella smiled as she accepted the small pile of hardbacks.  She knew Amy wouldn’t have remembered them, even though she had stressed to her how important they were.
 
   “Ella left her books?” He asked with his soft Italian accent slowly lacing around her name. 
 
   Bring her eyes right to his she realized that the limo’s door was the only thing separating them.  Her on one side, him on the other. Even with the smell of jet fuel and car exhaust she could smell him. Dark spice tickled her nose as she desperately tried to think of something to say.
 
   Amy played her role perfectly.  Where she on the other hand was failing miserably.  What would Amy say? She wondered as his eyes slowly roomed her face waiting for her to say something. Knowing Amy would’ve at least come up with something clever, she dropped her gaze to the books then back to his beautiful face. 
 
   “It was my fault.”  She said quickly.  “I didn’t want her wasting our vacation.”  That’s what Amy would’ve said. She thought as she forced herself to get inside the limo.
 
   As he closed the door and went around to the other side she tried to fight the urge to jump out and run like hell.  Luckily for her he was back on his phone by the time he had climbed into the seat next to her.
 
    
 
   Amy sat on her hands while they drove to Ella’s house.  She hated driving through the canyon.  Why her sister had to live in the small town at the top of the mountain was beyond her.  She always thought that Ella would’ve gone off to college, fallowing her dreams of becoming an art dealer.  Instead she had thrown everything way.  Regrettably, Amy felt she was one of the reasons behind the decision. 
 
   “I’m sorry if you were looking forward to another ride in a limo.”  Matt said without any sincerity. With a nasty glare in her direction he continued. “How was Hawaii?  Did you enjoy your time away?”
 
   She knew Ella wouldn’t have reacted to his tone.  Breathing slowly she shook her head. “No.” When he turned to her with a questioning lift to his eyebrow, she smiled sweetly. “I wished I had more.”
 
   She never liked Matt.  He had always been so mean to her sister, although Amy had suspected why.  It was the same reason why she finally gave up on Colin. She had been wrong to take Colin from Ella.  When she saw the way he had connected with her sister, she had become so jealous. She wanted what Ella had, and it blew up in her face.
 
   “Then why did you come back at all?”  Matt asked gripping the steering wheel the both hands.
 
   To give Ella the chance she deserves.  “Just take us home, Matt. I miss the dogs.”
 
   As he stomped on the gas, she laughed to herself.  Matt needed a woman to set him straight, he had free reign for far too long. By the time she was done with him he won’t know his ass from a hole in the ground.
 
   She just hoped Colin would figure it out by then.  It might be a little unorthodox, but she knew her plan had a chance to work.  She had taken something that didn’t belong to her, and this was the best arrangement she had to set everything straight.  She would have to thank Maddie if it all works out.  After all she got the idea from her. 
 
    
 
   Ella let out a slow breath, as they drove through the quiet town.  Evening was slowly creeping up on them.  The sun was setting over the mountain to the west, sending a magnificent color of gold over the ridge, illuminating the sky.  On any other day the view would have taken her breath away. Except today it was the man sitting next to her that was causing her breath to catch.
 
   He had been on the phone since they had left the airport, not even looking in her direction as he spoke of the opening to the exhibit.  It was a forty-five minute drive and he had been on the phone for most of it.  Maybe Amy was right. Maybe this would work out after all. 
 
   Then as her luck would have it Colin ended his call and turned to face her.
 
   “Did you have fun on your vacation?” He asked as he brought his full attention on her.
 
   “Oh, yes.”  If you call plotting evil plans conspiring against unsuspecting husbands fun, then yeah we had loads of fun! Running her fingers over the leather bindings, she kept her eyes on the novels in her lap. 
 
   “So,” He started. “I was—”
 
   “I’m not in the mood.”  She interrupted with a wince. Realizing she jumped the gun she bit down on her bottom lip and turned back to the window. 
 
   “Not in the mood for what? Might I ask?” 
 
   She couldn’t miss the humor in his voice.  Turning to face him she watched the corner of his lips turn upwards. “For talking.” Her voice shook slightly causing her to clear her throat and try again. “I’m really tired. Can we talk later?”
 
   He nodded once but didn’t take his eyes off of her. 
 
   Smiling softly, Ella brought her gaze back to the books. This was a reckless plan, though blaming Amy for it would’ve been a copout. She did this for her own selfish reasons and now she feared the whole thing was going to blow-up in her face.   
 
   As the limo began to slow, her eyes focused on the large rod-iron gate that stood wide and tall. She watched as the gate opened to a tree lined road.  Matt’s voice crept into her thoughts as the car made its way to Amy’s large home.
 
    “Ridiculous.” He had scoffed the first time they had ever visited Amy and Colin’s house. “Absolutely, ridiculous.  I mean look at it.  There is no reason to have such a massive home when it’s only the two of them.  He’s just showing off.”
 
   Ella laughed at the memory. His hypercritical remark did nothing to cool her admiration towards the beautiful structure. Though she had only been to Amy’s house a handful of times since, she still had the same reaction every time; complete and utter ah. The three story mansion was a masterpiece.  A total work of art with its massive columns that seemed to reach right to the sky. She loved the amazingly wide windows that bowed at the corners.  To some, this house could easily be mistaken for a castle.
 
   Getting out of the car she stood there for a moment just staring at the beautiful structure.
 
   “E' qualcosa di sbagliato, il mio angelo?”  Is something wrong, my angel? Colin’s warm voice washed over her, as she realized that she was indeed gaping at what was supposed to be their home.
 
   Snapping to attention, Ella turned to face him.  “I’m sorry.  It’s just been a long flight.”
 
    His eyes darkened, but he said nothing.  He stood still as the driver unloaded the luggage. Snow lightly began to fall down around them while they stood there saying nothing.
 
   Just when she thought she had blown it and that he was going to call her out, he smiled. “Avrò Abby vi porterà un po 'di cena. Ho alcuni dettagli dell'ultimo minuto per sbrigare, quindi dubito che sarete in grado di unirsi a te.” I will have Abby bring you some dinner.  I have some last minute details to attend to, so I doubt I’ll be able to join you.
 
   “Oh, that’s alright. I’ll probably call it an early night.”  She said trying to sound like her sister. 
 
   Without warning Colin covered her mouth with his.  Ella thought she was going to crumble to the ground. This moment had played over and over in her fantasies for so long she couldn’t believe it was actually happening.  Only his kiss so much better then she had ever imagined. Closing her eyes she tried not to think of his soft lips or his wonderful sent. She tried to remind herself that he was kissing his wife not her.
 
   Keeping it together she schooled her features while he stepped back. She watched him carefully as he gave her a once over before leaving.  God, help her! She was in so much trouble. If he could make her heart race just from one stupid little kiss...She couldn’t allow it to happen again.
 
    Letting out a calming breath Ella stared straight ahead as she entered through the double, red-oak front doors. She let up a silent prayer that she could make it through the rest of the night without giving herself away.
 
   Luckily she was able to find the master bedroom without getting too turned around. Ignoring the king sized bed that seemed to mock her from the center of the room Ella prayed Amy hadn’t lied to her about her and Colin not sleeping together in months. According to her sister Colin had been so preoccupied with the exhibit he had spent most of his nights in his study.
 
   Hoping that he would do the same tonight she made her way into the enormous master bathroom.  Gray marble engulfed the entire room, from floor to ceiling.  Sliver fixtures and black linens gave for some contrast against the rooms appeal.  Walking over to the sink, she ran her fingers over a sliver tray.  Bath essentials, which appeared to be new, were displayed neatly on top of the shinny tray.  Ella picked up one of the violet colored bottles.  Easing off the cap she inhaled the lavender sent.  Amy wasn’t kidding, she was pampered. 
 
   Maybe if she took a quick shower, grabbed something to eat, and then climbed into bed she could avoid seeing Colin again that night.  She quickly removed her closes. Hoping Colin didn’t decide to come in at any given moment, she kicked the heap of discarded clothes into the corner. 
 
   Climbing under the warm spray of water Ella tried not to notice how large the shower was. The high school gym had smaller showers then her sister’s. There was plenty of room for more than one person. Thinking of Colin and her sister in the same shower together had her finishing her shower quicker then she had originally planned.
 
   Ella grabbed a fluffy pink robe that had Amy’s name stitched elegantly along the collar and hurried into the bedroom. She stopped short when noticed that the bed had been turned down, and tray full of food was waiting for her. Amy wasn’t pampered she downright spoiled.
 
   After she found something suitable to wear she finished off the wonderful pot-roast and creamy potatoes.  She set the tray aside and then gently lowered her tired body onto welcoming mattress.  As she threw the covers over her, she found herself wondering if she should call her sister in the morning and call the whole thing off.  She shouldn’t be doing this to Colin or Matt.    
 
   Allowing the soft blankets and the incredibly comfortable mattress to cradle around her perfectly she let out a soft sigh. The bed felt as if it had been made out of clouds; warm puffy clouds.  Hum, maybe she should just take the night to think it over.  After all she wasn’t in that big of a hurry to get back to an old mattress that she had to fight two dogs, and a bed-hog husband for. 
 
   No, she will at least take tonight. It won’t hurt anyone.
 
    
 
   Amy rubbed her neck with both hands as she sat over her terrible cup of coffee.  Last night had to be the worst night’s sleep she had ever endured.  Two full grown labs, a large man who needed most of the bed, and her all on a worn-out queen? Ella must be insane.  
 
   “Are you cooking breakfast or what?”  Matt asked as he came stomping down the stairs with both dogs at his heels.
 
   Rolling her eyes, Amy tried to straighten her back.  “Give me a minute.  I think my back has knotted up.”
 
   “Yeah, well I’m hungry.”  He grumbled as he yanked the refrigerator door open.
 
   Turning towards him, she heard her back pop. “Oh, that’s better.”  She sighed as she twisted the other way.
 
   “Good.  Now I want eggs.”  Matt demanded. “With cheese, peppers and onions.”
 
   As he put in his order, Amy sat back in the chair watching him.  When he realized she hadn’t moved from her spot he told her to hurry up, then picked up the pot of coffee and gave it a smell.  
 
   Taking a deep breath, Amy folded her arms and leveled her eyes on him. “No. I will not make you eggs, with cheese, peppers and onions.”
 
   He set his coffee mug down slowly. “Excuse me?”
 
   “You’re excused.”  She permitted without taking her eyes off of him. “But next time you decide to talk to me like that, I’ll serve your eggs where the sun don’t shine.”
 
   He said nothing, just stood there staring back at her. 
 
   “Now, ask me nicely.” Keeping her eyes trained right on his, she knew he was at a loss for words. “Do you want breakfast or not?”  When he nodded she repeated slowly. “Ask me nicely.”
 
   “Will you please make me some eggs?”  He asked with an unsure expression on his face.
 
   Jumping to her feet, Amy grabbed her mug and headed for the kitchen. “I’ll be happy to.”
 
   “Thank…you.”  Matt expressed his gratitude slowly as he went to the dining area. He glanced back at her with a questioning lift of his eyebrow but said nothing.
 
   Once he finished his omelet, Amy found herself smiling at the satisfaction on his face.  She had taken several cooking class over the last two years trying to keep herself busy.  Unfortunately, she never had anyone to cook for until now.  “Did you like it?”
 
   “Yeah, it was really good.”  He nodded as he wiped his mouth on a napkin.  “Why don’t you cook like this more often?”
 
   So he was back to being a dick. Letting out a noisy breath she took his plate.  “Why aren’t you more grateful for what you have?”  She knew Ella was naturally a wonderful cook. It came from years of cooking with their grandmother. So she didn’t understand what Matt’s problem was.       
 
   “You never give me reason to be.”  He stated bluntly.
 
   “Oh, really?”  Anger began to creep up her spine.  She needed to be careful though.  Ella wasn’t very good with confrontations, and Amy knew with her own temper she could slip up on this.
 
   “Before you left for Hawaii,” He sneered out the word as if it had left a nasty taste in his mouth.  “you said that I complain too much. The reason is because you don’t do anything right.” Matt groundout each word expecting Ella to cave.
 
   But, she wasn’t Ella.  Dropping her gaze to the plate in front of her, Amy began slowly. “Did you know that I wanted to be an art dealer?”
 
   “What?” He asked tipping his head slightly.
 
   She looked right at him while she put the plate back down on the table. “An art dealer. Maybe even a curator in Greece.  I have a way of seeing art in the way the artist truly expressed it.  Not to mention how much I love the history behind each piece of art I studied.”  She laughed at his confused reaction.  Yeah, she didn’t think he knew about any of that. 
 
   Leaning forward she eyed him carefully. “I wanted to travel the world, Matt.”  She watched him sit back without saying a word. Keeping her eyes on him she continued. “Then you came into the picture and everything changed.”
 
   Literally. Ella had given up everything when Amy had enounced her engagement to Colin.  Amy had always wondered if Ella had just went after the next best thing, or if she did have some feelings for Matt and decided it was all she would ever get.  Either way Amy doubted it was real love.
 
   “Well, I’m sorry you gave up everything for me.”  Matt’s condescending remark nearly put Amy over the edge.
 
   Standing from the table, Amy glared down at him. “So am I.  To think I gave up my dream for a man who doesn’t even appreciate me.”  She gave a short laugh. “I know you were in love with me when we met. To think you messed all that up.  It’s sad really.”
 
   She turned away from him heading for the front door.  “Clean up your plate. Because I won’t do it.”  With that she was out the door and in Ella’s crappy car. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Ella was so comfortable she didn’t want to get up. She hadn’t slept that hard or that late in a long time. For the first time in years, there was no one to wait on, no dogs begging to be fed. She could stay in bed all day if she wanted to.  There was a huge T.V. at the foot of the bed, and apparently meals were brought to her. If she wasn’t careful this was a life she could get used to.
 
   Taking a deep breath Ella went to roll onto her back, when she immediately realized the very strong male arm holding her to a very bare chest.  Her eyes flipped open when she felt his warm breath on her neck. A chiming noise coming from the nightstand next to her caused Colin to moan and pull her tighter against him.
 
   Oh, God! Now what? For starters she needed to get out of bed, because lying there and loving every minute of it was not an option.  Although, the feel of his tone arm holding her to him was everything she thought it would be.   
 
   Another chiming noise had him sitting up and reaching over her to grab his cell.  With a sharp hello, Colin became all business as he climbed out of bed and headed for the bathroom.  Ella couldn’t help but peek at the way his pajama pants hugged his nicely shaped bottom as he made his way past her. 
 
   As soon as Colin closed the bathroom door Ella slipped out of bed, than quickly padded over to the cherry-wood dresser.  She needed to get dressed and figure out what to do next. It was just her luck that the one night he would decide to sleep in bed and not in his den was the same night she was pretending to be his wife.
 
   Finding nothing but extremely dainty, expensive looking panties and bras in the deep dresser drawer, she grabbed a light blue bra with matching panties then made her way over to the large walk-in closet. Once she flipped on the light, amazement filled her at the sight of all the cloths.  There had to be enough outfits in there to assemble a small clothing store.
 
   Pantsuits, dresses, costly ball gowns, and other high priced linens lined the walls of the enormous closet.  She only wanted something simple to wear.  But by the looks of it, nothing Amy owned was simple. 
 
   Exiting the closet, she stopped short at the sight of Colin sitting on the corner of the bed facing her, completely shirtless. 
 
   “Good morning.” He smiled softly. 
 
   All she could do was stand there as her eyes took in his perfectly shaped chest and abs.  His muscular arms flexed tightly as he turned to set the cell-phone down behind him.  It took her a moment to realize he had said something. Clearing her throat she smiled and looked away.  Her eyes landed on the bra and panties in her hand. Putting her hand filled with blue lace behind her back, Ella prayed he hadn’t noticed. 
 
   Colin lifted one corner of his mouth as his eyes roamed over her.  “A t-shirt and shorts?  I’ll confess I like it better than some of the other outfits you wear to bed.”
 
   Ella bit down on her lip as she looked herself over.  She had found some of Amy’s nighties, but they looked uncomfortable and she saw no point of wearing any of it.  She never thought what Amy would’ve done.  Of course she didn’t think she would be running back into Colin this early in the morning. 
 
   Thinking quickly she tried to sound like Amy as best as she could. “I decided to be comfortable.”
 
   His smile got a little wider as he folded his arms in front of his chest.  “Okay. I’ll take that answer.” 
 
   Feeling the heat creeping up her neck Ella glanced at her sister’s vanity that sat in the corner of the room. The feel of ratted hair caught her attention. Her obnoxious curls were causing an unruly mess on top of her head.  Not wanting to draw too much attention to her curls, which only blatantly bounced in every other direction, she casually made her way across the bedroom.  Snatching a clip from a beautifully crafted vanity set Ella dropped the underwear on the seat. 
 
   “How long will it take you to pack?” His question was low and deep, catching her completely off guard.
 
   “Pack?”  Ella asked trying to sound relaxed, even though every nerve in her body was standing on end. 
 
   “I was thinking we could get a room at the Grand American. It sits across from the gallery.” Getting up he walked over to the dresser. “That way we don’t have to drive the three hours home after the opening.”
 
   Ella thought her heart was going to fly right out of her chest. Turning to face him she dropped the clip and let her curls fall down around her shoulders. A room! The Grand American was a five star hotel that stood tall and proud over the city sky line. Sharing a room with her sister’s husband, pretending to be his wife nonetheless, in one of the most romantic locations in the tri-state area was ludicrous.    
 
   Making sure her voice was steady she asked softly. “Are you sure?” When he lifted an eyebrow she quickly added. “I mean, three hours isn’t that long of a drive.”
 
   “After a long night?”  He asked as he pulled out a pair of jeans. “No, I think a room would be more suitable.” 
 
   “Oh.” Was all she could get past her suddenly dry throat as she watched him remove his pajama pants. While he pulled the jeans up over his boxers, she turned away. What in the hell was she going to do?  He thought he was going with his wife. She could see it going wrong in so many different ways.
 
   Desperately trying to think of something to say she took the clip back off the vanity and forced her curls up. Even though she had agreed to make Amy look good in front of Colin’s colleagues and to impress some woman from Egypt, if she spent any more time with him than necessary then she would definitely mess it up and Amy would be humiliated.
 
   She needed to hold him off until she got a hold of Amy.  They needed to switch back as soon as possible.  Turning back to him she realized he had he came up next to her. 
 
   “I want to leave within the next hour or so.” He stated simply.
 
   “Why? The exhibit doesn’t open until six.”  Ella breathed as she tried to stay composed. He still wasn’t wearing a shirt and his green eyes seemed to be looking right into her.  Damn, why did he have to be so sexy?
 
   A small smile tugged at the corner of his incredible mouth as if he knew she was reacting to him. Which was absurd. Amy would be acting more annoyed at his change of plans, not wanting to jump his prefect body.
 
   “I need to be there before everything gets going.” Although his words were matter-of-fact the small smile seemed to widen immensely.
 
   Duh! She mentally smacked herself. Of course he had to be there early. Which meant she needed to move fast if she was to get a hold of Amy before they left.  Glancing at the clock on the night stand she saw that she only had a very small window to achieve such a goal. Maybe she could hold him off until Amy could get there.
 
   “Umm…Okay…” What to do? Glancing at the bathroom over Colin’s shoulder she thought quickly. She stepped away from him and smiled graciously as she made her way back to the dresser. “I have a few things I need to do before we leave. I want to look my best for this evening. These curls have got to go.” She laughed timidly without turning back to see his reaction.
 
   She tried busying herself with finding something suitable to wear, even though she was all too aware of the man coming up behind her.  As soon as she found a pair of jeans and a pale pink sweater she turned to head for the bathroom only to run face first into a perfectly toned chest.
 
   His strong hands gently took a hold of her shoulders enabling any escape while he slowly bent at the knees leveling their gaze.  “I think you should keep the curls. I like your hair this way.”
 
   He liked her curls? She always found them to be annoying and almost childish. Reaching up she lightly pushed some of the fallen tendrils back behind her ear. 
 
   “As for packing, just grab an overnight bag. If you want a new dress for tonight let me take you to any store you wish.” Running his hands lightly up and down her arms Colin voice became huskier. “I want to spend as much time with you as I can before the opening…for appearances.”
 
   Right, Amy had told her about him needing to keep up a good image. If only her pathetic heart would understand. It damn near jumped right up her throat even at the thought of spending more time with him. But there was no way she could pull off being Amy for entire day.
 
   Giving herself a mental shake she stepped out of his hold.  “Could you give me a moment, you know…to let me wake up a little?” After he gave her a small nod she all but ran to the bathroom.
 
   She quickly changed into the pants that were longer than she had expected, though they fit perfectly around her waist and thighs. The sweater texture was exquisitely soft, forming to her body like a second skin. She hadn’t worn this nice of clothing since she was in high school when Amy tried sprucing up her wardrobe.
 
   Waiting until she knew Colin had left the room, Ella made a mad dash to her sister’s phone. Maybe she had enough time to get a hold of Amy and switch back before he wanted to leave.  She dialed the number as she entered the closet.  Closing herself inside she prayed her sister would answer.
 
   Amy answered on the third ring. “So, how’s it going?”
 
   “We need to trade back.”  Ella whispered in a rush. “He wants to get a room at the Grand American!”
 
   There was a long pause before Amy responded with. “That will be fun.  You’ll love the hotel you can see the entire city from the presidential suite.”
 
    “What! No, I can’t go.  You need to get back here.” After another long pause Ella could hear then faint sound of a radio. “Are you in the car?”
 
   “Oh…yeah.  I’ve just been driving around for a while.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Just wanted to see the town.  I’ve never really been up here.” 
 
   Ella had a sudden feeling something was off. “Amy, is everything okay?”
 
   Ignoring the question Amy sighed noisily. “Ella, I need you to go. The exhibit isn’t something I will enjoy. In fact I want to yawn just thinking about it.  Besides I want Colin to look good for that woman from Egypt.  I can’t do it, I’ll screw everything up.”
 
   Taking a deep breath Ella closed her eyes. “I can’t be you the whole day. I will screw everything up.”
 
   Her sister’s laugh made her jump. “Please!  Colin will be too busy to notice what you are up to. Just do some shopping and get your hair done. He’ll be doing his own thing, trust me.”
 
   “I really don’t know about this…” Tugging on her lip Ella felt a knot forming in her gut.
 
    “Ella go, have fun, see the exhibit. We’ll talk when you get back.”Amy broke the connection before Ella could say another word.
 
   As Ella began to redial the closet door opened with Colin’s questionable look awaiting her. “What are you doing in here?”  He asked glancing around the closet.
 
   “I was…Wondering what to pack.”  She lied as she quickly tucked the phone into her pocket.
 
   “Okay,” Cocking one eyebrow, he eyed her carefully. “So, you’ll be ready to leave soon?”
 
   She nodded slowly. “It looks like it.”
 
   His smile nearly brought her to her knees. “I was hoping you would.”
 
    
 
   Amy pulled into Ella’s driveway wondering if she should just go to a hotel.  She wasn’t about to go back to her own home.  There was no way in hell she would mess this up for Ella again.  Staring at the front door, she hoped she hadn’t already.
 
   Oh, man.  She had been out of line to say those things to Matt.  Even though she was pretending to be Ella, she had no right to bring up things she had no business in.  Maybe she could blame it on PMS.  That wouldn’t fly.  Ella’s was too kind, even on her worse days.
 
   Taking a deep breath, Amy climbed out of the car and walked slowly to the house.  She had been gone for three hours and by the look of the house she wasn’t sure if he was still home.  Glancing over her shoulder, she eyed Matt’s truck and knew it was only wishful thinking.
 
   She had to face the music.  It was her mess and she needed to clean it up before Ella came back.  Even if it was to say good-bye, Amy couldn’t let her walk into the disaster she created.  
 
   Opening the door, she was hit with a wonderful smell of baked bread, some kinda of meat, and something sweet.  She stood there for a moment making sure she had the right house.
 
   “Ella?”  Matt’s deep voice called as he came into the living room.  “I was hoping you got home before dinner was ready.”
 
   All she could do was stand there and blink as he smiled back at her.
 
   “I made pork-chops and carrots, with homemade biscuits.”  He grinned as he shut the door behind her.
 
   “Why?” When she realized the word came out harshly she quickly asked. “I mean, why did you go to all that trouble?”
 
   He took a deep breath.  “Because you were right.  I’ve been acting out, like a child. I’m sorry.”
 
   The look on his face nearly ripped her in two.  Amy felt her heart sink.  She knew Matt loved Ella, though he could never compete with Colin.  Not because Colin was richer, or smarter, but because Colin belonged to Ella.  They fit better. From lifestyle to culture, Ella and Colin just made better sense. Staring up into his light blue eyes she knew that deep down Matt knew that too.  He would have to come to grips with it just as she had. 
 
   Knowing the pain he was about to go through, Amy smiled gently. “It smells wonderful.”
 
   His shoulders lifted up as he grinned from ear to ear. “I hope they turned out okay. I used a seasoning from a friend.”
 
   “Well, let’s find out.” She giggled as she entered the dining room.  Stopping short her breath caught in her throat.  He had set the table with candles, wine glasses, and a dozen red roses. No one had ever gone to this much trouble for her before.  Not even when she was dating.  It was always nice restaurants, or a quick burger.  
 
   “I hope you like them. I made Cindy pick out the freshest ones.”  Matt pointed to the beautiful arrangement. 
 
   “They’re perfect.”  She said trying to fight the tears from spilling down her cheeks.  This wasn’t hers to enjoy, it was Ella’s.  But, God help her, she was enjoying it.  It was the simple things like these that counted.  Sure a trip to Spain was fun, but spending most your time alone when you got there…
 
   A timer went off in the kitchen letting them know the pork-chops were ready.  Hurrying into the kitchen Matt pulled out dinner and began dishing out plates.  As he did so Amy leaned over the table giving the roses a long smell. 
 
   “Here let me get your chair.”  He smiled as he set her plate down in front of her.
 
   “Thank you.” She took her seat gracefully while she looked over the food.  The pork was burnt, the carrots were mushy, and the biscuits looked undercooked.  It was the perfect dinner.
 
   Matt took his seat and dove right into his meal. Two bites in he turned to her with a disgusted look.  “This is bad. Really bad.”
 
   Clearing her throat she shook her head. “No.  It’s okay.”  She grabbed her wine glass and took a big gulp hoping to wash the taste from her mouth.  “It just needs…”  Looking up at him she had to laugh, his face read loud and clear. “Yeah, it is really bad.”
 
   Barking out a laugh, Matt threw his napkin down onto his plate.  “Want to go out to eat?”
 
   “No.”  She answered honestly. “No, let’s make something together.”
 
   His blue eyes darken ever so slightly as he pushed his plate to the side and leaned closer to her.  “What did you have in mind?”
 
   She playfully shrugged. “I don’t know.  But we’ll figure it out.”
 
    
 
   Ella walked slowly into their hotel room trying to hide her amazement. She was greeted with golden marble floors and walls. She walked straight under a giant chandelier which hung magnificently down from the center of the entry way. Marveling at the gold and crystal as it played wonderfully with each other she had to look away from the exquisite light fixture, before Colin saw her astonishment. 
 
   Her gaze went to the room to the left of her.  It seemed to be a living room of some sort.  With old fashion, hardly used furniture, a baby-grand piano, and a finely sculptured fireplace.  
 
   Spinning around her eyes landed on another room to the right of the entry way.  This one looked more like a room for entertaining guest.  With its priceless art donning the wide walls, gallant wet-bar, and deep colored leather furniture.
 
   It took Ella a moment to realize that Colin had moved more into the hotel room. She hurried forward only to stop at the sight of enormous oak dining table.  Marvelously crafted oak dining chairs, lined each side of the elegantly, long table perfectly.  Beyond the table she could see two massive French-style doors.
 
   “This room is a little rustic, but it looks right over the exhibit.” Colin explained as he walked into one of the back rooms. 
 
   Fallowing him into the room, Ella paused.  Her gaze landing on the king-sized bed that stood right in the center of the room.  Its puffy peach colored comforter and perfectly stuffed pillows caused her cheeks to visibly flush. Thankfully, Colin had disappeared into the master bath, for it seemed that her legs had rooted themselves right into the plush carpet, only inches from the door.  
 
   She swallowed hard as her eyes darted from the bathroom door, to the bed and back. She probably looked as though she was about to bolt out of the room at any given minute. Taking only a few steps closer to the intimidating bed she tried to not look completely at a loss.
 
   Turning back to the bathroom Ella bit down on her lip when she saw Colin leaning against the door frame with his arms crossed over his chest.  He said nothing as his beautiful green eyes roamed over her. 
 
    Feeling like she needed to say something, she waved a dismissive hand. “This room will be fine.”  She could actually feel her heart pounding behind her ribs while she looked over his face for any reaction.
 
   “Yes, I’m glad we came.” His voice stayed low, and calm. 
 
   Nodding, she lifted one shoulder. “Well…We have plenty of time.”
 
   “I was hoping we would.” Taking a step towards her he looked as if he was approaching with caution. “I want you to have the first walk through before the exhibit opens.”   
 
   “What? You do?” Amy had told her that he didn’t care of her opinion, yet there he stood proving her wrong and she wasn’t even there to hear it. 
 
    “Yes.  Of course.” He began without taking his eyes off of her. “I want you to see where all the hard work has gone. I think you will really enjoy some of the new Egyptian art that will also be presented. This will be, for some, the first showing in America.”
 
   Ella’s heart leaped at his words. The idea of being the first to walk through an opening was only something she had once dreamed about. To feel the electricity humming through the air, and to see the excitement of the budding artist, would be something wonderful.
 
   Swallowing hard, Ella let out a calming breath. “That would be amazing.”
 
   His eyes lightened a little as he nodded. “I’ll leave you alone, so you can freshen up. When you are ready we will head over.”
 
    
 
   Dressed in one of her sister’s gowns Ella sat staring at herself in the bathroom mirror. It was taking forever to get her make-up right, though she guessed it was because she was shaking so bad.  Excitement along with nerves was making the application process nearly impossible. If she totally blew it, then she at least needed to look good.
 
   She gave herself one last nod of approval before she made her way out of the bathroom and into the bedroom. There on the bed laid a dozen, long-stem, red roses with a lovely white ribbon wrapped around the stems. An uncontrollable smile came across her face as she picked up the beautiful bouquet. She noticed a card lightly tucked among the flowers that simply read “Hello Beautiful”.
 
    As she came out of the room carrying the flowers she stopped short at the sight of Colin standing in the middle of the room in his tux. Breathing in slowly through her nose Ella told herself not to react to how unbelievably sexy he looked. 
 
   “You look exquisite.”  He smiled wickedly. 
 
   “Thank you.” She glanced down only for a minute before she made herself look right at him. “You look quite nice yourself.”
 
   “I try.” His small joke took her by surprise, but before she could react he asked.  “Would you like to eat here or go out?” 
 
   “Here would be fine.”  She replied softly.
 
   Raising his hand Colin motioned at the table. “I thought you would say that.” There on the elegant table was a full course meal awaiting them.
 
   She slowly approached the spectacular array of food only to be surprised that he had ordered lobster raviolis with a sherry wine sauce.  They were her and Amy’s favorite dish growing up. Although she didn’t think Amy ate them anymore because of the fat content.  Deciding to leave that little tidbit out, Ella sat down slowly in the chair Colin had pulled out for her.  
 
   “Is everything how you like it?” He asked as he took the seat next to her.
 
   Nodding she reached for her fork and knife. “This looks amazing.”
 
   “Good.” He grinned as he helped himself to his own dish.  After a few minutes he lightly dabbed the corners of his mouth. “I have something for you.”
 
   Ella stopped mid bite while he set a black, velvet box down next to her. Setting the fork full of food back onto the plate, she took the box into both hands.  She couldn’t help but feel Colin’s eyes on her as she slowly lifted the lid.  Her breath caught in her throat as she fingered the diamond necklace.  The light topaz stones accentuated the diamonds flawlessly.  
 
   “Your birthstones match your eyes perfectly.” He stated as he removed the necklace from the box and stood.
 
   Although she put her hair up she had to lift some of her curly tendrils out of the way as he placed the necklace around her neck. She could hardly breathe as his fingers brushed the back of her neck.  She nearly came out of the chair when his finger and thumb rubbed her ear lobe.
 
   “I have never noticed the three little freckles on your ear before.” Panic shot up her spine as he took his seat. “I think they are rather adorable.” Giving her a playful wink, he smiled.
 
   Flowers, a stunning necklace, and now a compliment, she could no longer lie to herself, she loved the way he treated her. Matt never treated her that way, not even when they dated. Though she had feelings for Colin, her respect for him and her sister, was far too great to throw it all away on long lost affection.
 
   Clearing her throat Ella decided to change the subject. She took a hold of her fork still filled with food and pointed to the delicious bite. “These raviolis just might be better than my grandmothers.  But, don’t tell her I said that.”
 
   “I won’t, I promise.”  He chuckled, than unexpectedly brushed one of her tendrils aside.
 
   His actions caused Ella to rush into a question without thinking.  “So the exhibit is mostly filled with the art from the Egyptian collection that you are trying to get financing for, is that correct?” Oh, hell. Amy wouldn’t know any of that. Not knowing what to do next she glanced in his direction.
 
   His quizzical expression only lasted a second before he nodded.  “Yes, that is why this exhibit is so important.  Some of these artists have real talent. But all the political…” Shaking his head Colin turned back to his food.
 
   “That’s why you are selling some of your own collection; it is to grab her attention.” She remembered Colin and her father talking about it. Colin had hoped his sacrifice would appeal to the Egyptian Council, one member particularly.  “Oh. Well it is her loss.  Some of those pieces you own are from the Protodynastic Period.  Which is just fantastic, I can’t believe these artifacts are still in such good…” Stopping abruptly, she realized what she was saying.
 
   Swallowing hard she wondered if she might have just given herself away. She watched him carefully as he looked her over. Exhaling slowly he set his napkin on the table. “Well, it won’t matter anyway if she doesn’t show tonight.”
 
   Relief washed over her so profoundly it nearly knocked her over. They couldn’t sit there talking any longer. She was going to give herself away at any given minute. “Well,” She smiled. “I for one can’t wait to see the exhibit.”
 
   Nodding Colin stood. “Yes, I want to make sure you have enough time to see everything.” He pushed in his chair then turned and offered his hand to help her up.
 
   Standing slowly, she swallowed her pride. She tried to smile even though her heart was shattering into a million pieces. Amy had been wrong. Colin wanted the woman he married by his side as his dreams came to life. Not her pathetic twin, who knew some stupid facts about Egypt. 
 
   For a split second she thought about faking a stomach ache and calling it a night. She had no right to enjoy this evening. Colin wanted Amy, always did. Though she wanted to cry until her heart exploded, Ella knew it wouldn’t solve anything. She had to face the facts; she been in love with a man who was in love with her sister.
 
   Even if it killed her, she would go to the opening and make Amy look good. Then when she got back she will tell Amy to be honest with him. He loved her regardless, and Amy needed to accept it.
 
    
 
   Ella couldn’t say anything as she walked long the exhibit. Every painting, every sculpture, had her gapping in awe. Growing up with a father who collected fine art she learned to respect each piece he had brought into their home. His hobby became her passion. By the time she was sixteen her father had her picking out the best pieces for his collection.  He had told her that she would do great things for the art industry.  Unfortunately, that never planned out.
 
   Trying to stay indifferent about the pieces just as Amy would have, Ella casually gestured to one of the paintings that caught her attention. “Is this one from one of the new artists?”
 
   Nodding he pointed to three other paintings along the wall.  “These are all his.”
 
   Being indifferent was proving to be harder then she thought it would be. The curator in her wanted to pick the painting apart, analyze each section until she was dizzy with knowledge, theorize the artist intentions, pinpoint his true vision…instead she gave a casual nod and went to move on.
 
   “No, wait.” Colin reached for her hand. “Tell me what you really think of his work.”
 
   Knowing it might come back to bite her, she inhaled deeply. “They are stunning. I love the way he used the old way of resembling man, like you would see on the walls of pyramids, then evolving him to what we see today.  It’s brilliant.”  Moving on to the next painting Ella found herself lost in the array of colors the artist used. She sighed as they came up to the last painting. “He has real talent.”
 
   Without letting go of her hand Colin faced her fully. “You should come with me to Egypt. I think you would enjoy yourself.”
 
   The suggestion nearly stopped her heart.  She would love to go away with him. To fallow the man of her dreams into a country that has fascinated her most of her life, would’ve been everything she had ever asked for. As for Amy?  She had no idea. Though, the thought of her sister camel riding through the Sahara Desert had her swallowing a chuckle.  
 
   Not knowing how to answer him she nodded slowly. She was taken by surprise when he closed the space between them. While he lightly brushed some curly tendrils off of her forehead she realized how close he was. She could smell his wonderful cologne, see the specs of gold in his dark green eyes, and feel the heat from his body.
 
   She needed to back up.  His presence was overwhelming. Her pitiful heart thumped against her ribcage as he ran his knuckles down her face.  The air around them seemed to have thickened making breathing nearly impossible. 
 
   Slipping a finger under her chin Colin gently tilted her face up to meet his.  His lips only inches from hers. “Honestly, if I asked you, would you come with me?” 
 
   Tears nearly sprung to her eyes.  He was asking the question to the wrong woman.  Taking a deep breath she answered him honestly. “Yes. If you asked me I would come with you.” 
 
   He smiled so big it shattered her already broken heart. “I want to show you something.”
 
   Clearing her throat she made sure her voice was steady. “Alright.”
 
   “Come.”  Squeezing her hand Colin led towards the side hall to a room marked ‘Employees Only’.
 
   “I don’t think we can go in there.” Ella informed as she pointed to the combination lock on the door.
 
   He grinned cleverly as he typed in the code quickly. After a brief moment the door made a soft click. With a lift of his eyebrow he swept his hand in front of them indicating her to go first while he pushed the door open with the other hand.
 
   “Show off.” Ella smiled as walked into what looked like some kind of storage room. Confused she allowed Colin to walk a head of her to a large crate that sat somewhat opened.
 
   “I brought this here a few months ago.” He explained as he began to remove some of the straw packaging. “A few of the men I was working with in Egypt gave me some old relics. They said I could use them in any way I saw fit.” Lifting a smaller leather box, which looked similar to the jewelry case he had presented her necklace in, Colin dusted some of the straw off before handing it to her.
 
   Taking it carefully, Ella gave him a questionable glance before lifting the lid.  She heard herself gasp at the golden feather that rested neatly in the velvet casing. “It’s so beautiful.” Running her finger over the edges carefully she realized it was real gold made to look like a feather with solid gold as the spine as finer gold spread out resembling the barbs. 
 
   “They think it might have belonged to Cleopatra, but there is no way to really know for sure.” He shrugged. “I want you to have it.”
 
   “What?!” Ella blinked as she looked up at him. “I can’t take this! It belongs in a museum or at the very least here in the exhibit.”
 
   Shaking his head Colin let out a short breath. “Because they don’t know the exact origin they don’t feel like it should be presented. Which is nonsense, if just look at the indentations you can see…” Clearing his throat he took a moment to calm down. “Anyway, if they can’t see its worth I know you will.”
 
   “Oh, Colin.  I…It’s…”
 
   Slipping his hand long her jaw he smiled. “Take it. It belongs to you.”
 
   Her heart swelled as she closed the lid carefully. “Thank you. But I…There is something... ”
 
   Before she knew what was happening Colin’s lips were on hers. She whimpered at first until she felt his hand slip behind her neck, holding her to him.     
 
   God help her.  This was so wrong. Yet, she couldn’t stop kissing him back.  Her heart felt as if it was going to fly right out of her chest as she unconsciously lifted her arms, wrapping them around his neck.  When she heard his moan of approval she pressed her body into his.
 
   Very slowly she felt him ending the kiss. He brushed soft single kisses over her awaken mouth until he rested his forehead against hers. “I’ve wanted to kiss you like that—”
 
   “Mr. Russo!” A man’s voice called from somewhere outside the storage room.
 
   Taking her hand back into his, Colin led her back into the exhibit. As they rounded the corner to the main hall Ella could see the crowd of people making their way up the stairs.
 
   “Oh, Mr. Russo,” A dark haired man beckoned as he approached. “The exhibit is ready and McKay is here.”
 
   Colin turned in interest to the exhibit’s massive doors. “Are you sure?”
 
   The other man nodded eagerly. “Yes, sir. Her limo driver just requested permission to use the side entrance, by the Egyptian collection.”
 
   Ella knew by Colin’s reaction that McKay was the woman he was trying to get funding from. It wasn’t Ms. McKay’s money but her connections in Egypt that had Colin so willing to get her attention. Colin’s entire collection came down to this one woman. 
 
   “Grant her request.” Colin ordered as he turned back to Ella. Raising his elbow to her he smiled. “Ready to open an exhibit?”
 
   She felt the heat rising up her neck and painting her cheeks a rose color.  Allowing herself to take his arm, she tried desperately not to think of his lips and the way they had felt against her own for the second time in such a short period.
 
    
 
   Ella smiled politely to each patron as they entered the exhibit unsure if her sister had known them or not. She watched as Colin mingled away with the other members of the art society. His eyes only scanning the crowed every so often, looking for McKay.
 
   While he gradually escorted her towards the Egyptian artifacts Ella paid no attention to the men and women who stopped them occasionally. As they finally made their way into the ancient Egypt exhibit, Ella let him do his thing as she marveled over some of the pictures displaying the dig sight.
 
   “You know Mr. Russo,” An older lady’s voice caught Ella’s attention. “I’m not all that convinced you’re not one of those treasure hunters.  For all I know those pieces coming back from Egypt are frauds.”
 
   “I can assure you Ms. McKay the artifacts I found are genuine.”  Colin reassured with his face composed.
 
   “I need someone who knows what they are talking about.”  The woman scoffed as she raised her head a little higher.  “I’ve been through so many dealers, and know-it-alls.  I would love to have someone who is passionate and knows what to look for. How do I know that you are him?”
 
   Ella watched Colin’s jaw clench as the woman spoke. 
 
   “I’m sorry Mr. Russo. But you are a business man not an Archaeologist. To prove my point,” The woman continued as she stepped closer to a painting. “it is hard for some to tell whether some paintings were authentic. Can you determine if this piece is genuine to the time period?”
 
   “It’s genuine.” Ella said stepping forward. Pointing to the bottom of the painting, she continued. “If you look at the brush strokes you can see this was from the Middle Kingdom, the artists were sloppier and took shortcuts in their work. Whereas the Protodynastic Period, they believed these paintings would direct them in the afterlife, so they took great care in their work.” 
 
   “Who may you be? The curator?” The older woman asked as she lifted her glasses from the chain around her neck.
 
   Ella laughed shyly. “No, I just love art.”
 
   “Ms. McKay, this is my wife.”  Colin introduced them with a quizzical glance in her direction.  
 
   “You don’t say…” With a strange expression on her face the woman removed her spectacles. “What do you know about Scarab Beetles?”
 
   Ella smiled. “In ancient Egypt they believed they had regenerative powers. The scarab beetle became the icon of Egyptian understanding of death and rebirth…” Trailing off she realized he was getting a head of herself. Amy didn’t know anything about art or ancient Egypt.
 
   Clearing her throat, Ella stepped closer to Colin.  She took his arm courteously. “My husband is the one you want to talk to about passion and knowledge on these pieces. I truly hope he is able to bring some of those artifacts he found in Egypt here to this exhibit. You wouldn’t believe how great their condition is.”
 
   The other woman placed her glasses back on the brim of her nose. “You have seen these pieces your husband is trying to bring here?”
 
   Unsure if Amy had seen them or not Ella redirected the answer. “Colin was actually at the dig site when some of the artifacts were found. Pieces of history that were long forgotten…I can see why he gets so involved.” She wanted to smack herself for sounding so dreamy. Taking a glass of wine from a passing waiter, Ella refused to meet Colin’s eyes. 
 
   “Mr. Russo.” The older woman acknowledged after several minutes of silence. “You never told me your wife was so educated in these artifacts.”
 
   Bring his full attention back to Ella, Colin smiled. “She’s full of surprises.”
 
   “Yes, well after speaking with your charming wife I realized you might just be the breath of fresh air I’ve been waiting for.” Ms. McKay eyed Ella for a moment before continuing. “I would love to meet with you in Egypt like we had originally planned.”
 
   “You will?”  Colin asked sounding shocked.
 
   “Yes, of course.”The older chuckled knowingly. “I can see how she snatched you up so quickly. You’re not at all as you seem to be.”
 
   Ella didn’t even dare glance in Colin’s direction as the woman spoke. Taking a small drink from her wine glass, she tried directing her attention else were. Once the other woman said her goodnights, Ella found herself downing most of the glass.
 
   “You were magnificent.”  Colin’s sexy voice seemed to cut through the noise of the art exhibit and right over her shoulder.
 
   Turning to face him, she put on her best Amy face. “Well, you know…”  With that she finished the rest of the wine and grabbed another full passing glass. Taking another long sip from her flute she felt his strong hand gently take a hold of her free one.
 
   All she could do was follow him while he redirected them out of the crowed exhibit and into a large nearly empty hall. Facing her fully Colin removed the glass from her hand and set it aside. “Did you like the exhibit?”
 
   She looked up into his beautiful eyes and nearly let out a sob. Why was his spell on her so intense? She lost control of her senses every time he touched her, looked at her, or spoke to her. Even now time had seemed to stop the moment she realized how alone they were down the massive hall.
 
   Squeezing her eyes closed she wished the night would never end and she could be his. Unfortunately the reality of it started to creep into her sanity. She wasn’t his.  He had to know the truth. She could not keep it from him any longer; it was not fair to either of them.
 
   “Are you alright?” 
 
   His question nearly ripped her in two. “No. There is something I need to tell you.”
 
   “Alright.  Let’s go back to the hotel.”
 
   She nodded with agreement. As he leaned in for another kiss Ella found herself more than willing to accept his offer. She knew she was only making it worse, but God help her, she wanted to feel his lips just one more time. 
 
    
 
   Ella sat at the elegant table eyeing each present Colin had given her. From the roses to the necklace, even the golden feather seemed to mock her from its box.  Lifting the exquisite feather she allowed the light to glimmer off of the gold.
 
   After they returned from the exhibit Colin had been called to a quick meeting in the lobby to discuss the events surrounding Ms. McKay’s involvement. He apologized, although she could see the excitement in his eyes, gave her a quick kiss goodbye, and then left her to her thoughts.  Thoughts that were ripping her apart inside. What will he say when he finds out she isn’t his wife? 
 
   Just then, Colin came into the room with an arm full of the most beautiful peach, colored lilies. Looking confused Colin walked slowly over to the table. “Hey, beautiful. What are you doing?” Setting the lilies down on the table he took a seat next to her.
 
   Ella could feel the tears deign to swell up behind her eyes. An uncontrollable quiver came over her body, as she placed the feather back in its box. “Colin,” She found it hard to speak, with her body shaking so intensely. Clearing her throat Ella tried again. “There is something I have to tell you.  Something you need to know.”  Tears instantly fell from her eyes.
 
   “Hey,” Colin immediately leaned forward, and gently wiped a few tears away. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
 
   His warm touch on her face was too much.  Ella sat back into the chair frantically rubbing the rest of the tears from her cheeks. “I don’t even know how or where to begin telling you this.”
 
   Colin shied deeply, glancing away. “It’s okay, sweetheart. You don’t have to tell me anything.” He smiled.
 
   Ella rolled her eyes, “No. No it’s not okay.” She could not bring herself to look at him. “This is something that…”
 
   “Do you love me?” His question hung in the air like a heavy fog. His voice was low and uneven. The gaze in his eyes, hinted towards an unfamiliar territory, as if he was scared to hear her answer.
 
   Ella thought her body was going to fly apart. She didn’t know how to answer him. How could she answer him? She felt more tears fall from her eyes. “I…No I shouldn’t…” Her mind was racing so fiercely with the details of her confession, that she could no longer keep her thoughts intact. 
 
   Standing up suddenly, Ella fled to the big French doors. As she opened both doors a frigid gust of wind hit her body like a thousand sharp knives. She took an unsteady step out onto the snow covered balcony. Her whole body trembled, causing her legs to buckle. Grabbing a hold of the icy railing, Ella hoped with a white knuckle grip the railing would stable her. 
 
   “What are you doing? It’s freezing out there!” Colin yelled out to her.
 
   “I don’t care. My skin feels like it’s on fire.” She tried desperately to regain control as she listened to him approach her from behind her back. She needed to gather her thoughts.
 
   “You know that I used to think that love at first sight was only something made up for romance novels.”  He placed both hands in his pockets as he walked up beside her. “I told myself that love at first sight was only lust.  An extreme physical attraction, not love.”
 
   Ella removed her now frozen hands from the railing.  Clasping them together, she brought her hands to her chest. She listened to him intently wondering where he was going with this. She was afraid of the outcome.
 
   He removed one of his hands from his pocket and placed it upon the railing where her hands used to rest. “That’s until I met you.” He stepped slightly in front of her, returning his hand to his pocket. “Even though we had only met a few times and spoke briefly. It seemed to be enough to make me crave you.”
 
   Ella closed her eyes, as she lowered her head. This was the part she feared.  A sharp pain filtered throughout her entire body.  Knowing that it wasn’t from the cold, she tried to move. She wanted him to stop, but couldn’t utter the words.  She could only listen while he spilled his truest emotions out on her, as she stood there pretending to be someone she could never be.
 
   Colin stared at her for a moment before he continued. “You know, I used to sit in my office, and wonder what would happen if I called you. Telling you that it was by mistake, hoping you would say something clever. But I could never bring myself to do it. I was afraid that you would think I was out of line.” He paused for a second letting out a short chuckle. “That had never happened to me before. I always able to set apart my fears and go for what I want. With you it wasn’t like that.” He ran his hands over her shoulders then back down her chilly arms.
 
   Covering her face with her still freezing hands, she let her warm tears run over them. Ella could no longer feel her body. She wasn’t sure if the cold had anything to do with it. How dare she do this to him? Leading him on for her own personal satisfaction. She felt as if she was going to lose it. He still loved Amy, it was so painfully obvious. 
 
   She suddenly felt strange; ugly.  She wanted to run. This entire situation had become a nightmare.
 
   Colin pulled her hands away from her face, bringing them to his chest. Lifting her chin, he removed a few pieces of curly hair that were clinging to her fallen tears. “I also have to tell you something.”
 
   No she couldn’t let him say another word. “Colin I have to leave.” Pulling out of his grip, Ella made a mad dash back into the hotel room. She had lost complete control.  Tears streamed down her face, as she made her way across the room.  She found herself hating Amy for the first time in her life.  She just couldn’t understand how her sister could be so ignorant to what was right in front of her.
 
   Her stomach turned.  She could hardly breathe as she made her way to the exit. She had to get away.  She needed the space so she could think more clearly. As she reached for the door Colin’s voice boomed through the entire room.
 
   “Ella, stop!”
 
   Her mind had been racing so rapidly that she wasn’t sure if she had heard him right, or if her ears were playing some kind of cruel joke on her. “What did you call me?”  She tried calming her body down to hear his response.
 
   “Ella.”  He replied with a calmer tone. He still stood on the balcony, with both hands in his pockets.  Peering in at her, Colin kept a sober expression upon his face.
 
   Ella didn’t know what to say. Breathing hard, she realized that her heart had begun beating wildly. “You knew it was me?” The question stumbled from her lips. “How…When?”
 
   He walked slowly into the room, closing the doors behind him. Turning to her Collin ran his hands through his thick hair. “Last night in front of my home, I knew it was you.”
 
   Her body began to shake in an entirely different way. “How did you know?”
 
   “Amy non parla italiano.” Amy does not speak Italian. He cocked an eyebrow as he came closer. “She would not have understood what I had said; in fact she usually gets upset when I use it.” Shaking his head he continued. “But, you understood me. Your father told me you spoke Italian fluidly. Although, if I were to point out when you really gave yourself away, it would be at the exhibit. Even if Amy had studied the Egypt art for weeks she wouldn’t have known the details you did.”
 
   Ella covered her mouth.  She knew she couldn’t pull this off. “Oh.” She replied, still slightly holing her hand in front of her lips. Dropping her hand to her chest, her apology came without hesitation. “Colin, I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean for this to go so far. I…”
 
   “Stop. You don’t have to justify anything to me.” He interrupted while he came up close to her.
 
   Confused Ella shook her head faintly. “What do you mean? I’ve deceived you.”
 
   Colin took a deep breath as he took a hold of her hand. “No more than I have done to you.” His expression was mild, leaving her nothing to go off of. Raising an eyebrow, he continued. “I didn’t know why you switched with Amy, but what I did know was that from the moment I knew it was you, I didn’t want to let you go.”
 
   Colin knew this whole time? Ella stood still as she tried to wrap her mind around the conversation. Everything from the necklace, to the gold feather, and every intimate kiss, was all for her, not Amy.  Thinking over what he had said out on the balcony had her believing that her heart might just fly right out of her chest.
 
   “So, what you said out there, just a moment ago…”
 
   Playing with her fingers he kept his eyes fixed on her hand. “I know this is wrong.  That this shouldn’t be happening this way.”  His eyes lifted up locking with hers. In a voice barely above a whisper Colin demanded. “Tell me that this is wrong.  Tell me to back off.  Tell me I had my chance and no random phone call will change anything.”
 
   Placing her free hand on his chest, she could feel his heart thumping greatly behind his ribs. She closed her eyes tightly allowing everything to filter out of her crazed mind.  For the first time that night a faint glimpse of hope and reassurance swooped over her.
 
   “That’s just it,” She begun. “I think a phone call would’ve changed everything.” 
 
   His expression went from lost to found. 
 
    
 
   Amy awoke with a start. Deliciously wonderful pain in certain areas of her body had her realizing instantly what had happened.  Matt’s strong arms held her close to his very naked body, making escape nearly impossible.  As she began to pull out of his grip he woke instantly.
 
   “Hey, where are you going?”  He chuckled.
 
   “To the bathroom.” Jumping out of the bed she made a mad dash to the bathroom, closing the door to Matt and the mess she made.
 
   Grabbing the robe from the hook on the back of the door, Amy covered her trembling body.  How could she have let this happen?  What in the hell had she been thinking?
 
   She covered her face with both hands trying to suppress a scream from bubbling up.  Had she been so hard up for attention that she once again stole something from Ella?  
 
   Everything had happened so fast. Amy had to force herself to concentrate on the past few hours to make sense of her irresponsible behavior. He had been so eager to learn the meal she was preparing for them. Joked about his own attempt at dinner, making it so easy to laugh and enjoy herself.  Then the conversation turned romantic while they ate. He had wiped a spot off of her chin while she fed him a bite.
 
   The realization of what was really happening hit her in that moment. She was giving her husband, her way of life, everything to Ella. Although, Ella deserved it all, Amy suddenly felt lost and that’s when she threw caution to the wind and let him love her.
 
   Now she didn’t know what to do. There was no way to fix this.  As soon as Matt realized who he had slept with, her whole plan would go up in flames. How in the hell did I let this happen?
 
   A soft knock on the bathroom door had Amy grabbing two fistfuls of hair. “Open the door, sweetheart.”  Matt’s strong voice was clear as he knocked again.
 
   Oh, no.  She thought as she glanced over the bathroom. Her brain rushed over what to say. “Just give me a minute.”
 
   “I know last night kinda came out of know where…but…” His voice trailed off while he waited on the other side of the door. 
 
   But, what? She wanted to ask though she didn’t dare.  He was to leave tomorrow for a new job assignment.  Maybe she could hold him off until then.  It would by her some time to figure out what to do from there.  
 
   “Will you please open the door?”  Matt asked giving the door another soft rap.
 
   Squaring her shoulders Amy took a deep breath as she slowly opened the door.  There on the other side was Matt standing with his forearm resting on the door frame.  She smiled politely as he lifted a folder up for her to see.
 
   “What’s that?”  She asked eyeing the folder carefully.
 
   Matt stood up straight as he opened the folder and pulled out some official looking papers. “I was going to wait until I came back from this job…thing.” Giving her a quick glance he continued slowly. “But after last night I knew it couldn’t wait any longer.”
 
   Amy said nothing for a moment as he flipped to a marked paged then handed it over to her. Nearly losing her balance it took her a few heart beats to realize what he had given her. “Divorce papers!!” She yelled. “You want a divorce?”
 
   He had the audacity to smile. “Yes. I know she does too. I’m not stupid, Amy. I’ve known since the day we got married she had feelings for Colin.  I just didn’t want that bastard to have everything. Unfortunately, I see the way she looks at him and well…”
 
   “What?!” She gasped.
 
   “When I realized it was you and that Ella went to him,” Lifting one shoulder, Matt looked right at her. “I knew he had one more thing I could never have.”
 
   “You knew it was me and yet you still slept with me?” She knew the question was bogus she was just as guilty as he was when it came to the night before.  Luckily he made no comment. His eyes stayed trained on her as she walked over to the bed and took a seat on the edge.
 
   “First off,” Amy started. “I want you to know Ella didn’t want to go through with it, not at first. But you’re right Ella does have feelings for Colin.  I knew getting them together would destroy my marriage and yours.  I want to say I’m sorry, but by the look of things this was over before I even got started.”  She said while she lifted the papers up for him to take.
 
   Taking the papers he sat down next to her. “Now what?”
 
   Amy shook her head. “We wait and see.”
 
    
 
   It was close to noon be the time Ella pride her eyes opened.  She could feel Colin’s strong arm delicately holding her to him while his lips barely touched the back of her neck.  An uncontrollable smile came across her face while lingering thoughts of the night before rolled through her head. A part of her still had a hard time believing that it even happened.
 
   They had moved slowly at first. Removing each other’s cloths they kissed pieces of flesh as it was revealed to them. They knew they had the whole night to themselves, using various areas of the room to show the passion that had been stirring between them. Giving complete pleasure to each other in ways that seemed to move the entire room. 
 
   They had, somehow, in the middle of it all made it to the bed. Even though they had tossed the sheets around into a tangled mess beneath them, Colin had kissed her lips tenderly, making sure she was completely pleasured.
 
   Trying not to wake him, she pulled slowly away from his hold.  She grabbed her robe from the chair that had been knocked over. Ella laughed quietly as she glanced over the room. The place was a wreck. Lamps had been knocked over, furniture tipped unto their sides, clothes strung all over the floor. It looked as if a small tornado had torn through there. She remembered parts of the night that could have very well been described as one.
 
   Leaving the room Ella walked over to the table where she saw the lilies Colin had brought for her. Picking the flowers up she noticed a yellow tint had begun to form on the once peach colored petals.  She sat down slowly into the chair where she had sat the night before. Placing the flowers in her lap she took a deep breath.  
 
   Where was this going to lead to? This was definitely not what she had expected. Last night took her into a totally different direction. She thought that they would be heading home, not spontaneously destroying a hotel room.
 
   Last night was the most amazing night of her life.  But at what cost? Morally and ethnically last night should have never happened. What would happen with Matt or her sister? How will Amy react to all of this?
 
   Ella shook the painful thoughts and questions from her head as she heard the bedroom door open. Turning in her chair she watched as Colin made his way over to the table.  She remained silent as he took a seat at the head of the massive dinning peace.
 
   “Good morning.”  He smiled softly.
 
   Returning his greeting she glanced down at the flowers. She didn’t know where to go from this point, and as she glanced back up she saw something in his eyes she had never seen before; uncertainty.
 
   Wanting everything to be okay with them she lifted the flowers. “I should’ve put them in water.”  She giggled nervously. “They’re looking kind of sad.”
 
   “I will buy you some more.” His voice sounded off, but as she looked into his eyes she saw what she had been hoping for.
 
   “I would like that, very much.”  She smiled as the relief swept through her.
 
   Holding out his hand Colin waited for her to take a hold before he tugged lightly. “Come here.”
 
   She slowly got up from the chair, placing the flowers on top of the table as she did so.  Climbing right into his lap Ella allowed him to bring her knees up and over the arm of the chair.  He cradled her like a baby as she snuggled deep within his arms. Nuzzling her face into the hollow of his neck she confessed. “Last night was incredible. No one has ever made love to me like that before.”  
 
   “Well, that’s because they didn’t know what they had.  Or they did and got scared, most men don’t know how to handle angels.  In fact a lot of men miss use them.  They hide them away tapering their magnificent wings.” Colin stated mindfully.
 
   His flattery made her blush as she felt his hand creep into the fold of her robe and up her bare thigh. “I feel like this is some kind of wonderful dream. I don’t want to go back.”
 
   Colin’s embrace tightened around her although he didn’t say anything for a long moment.  His silence made her nervous, which caused an unsettling pinch in her stomach.  Maybe she had said too much.  Taking a deep breath she made a move to get off of his lap.  He stopped her before she could get too far.
 
   “I’m in love with you, Ella.” His confession rolled off his tongue as if he had rehearsed it. “I have been for a long time.  I don’t want you to go back. I want you to stay with me.” He was looking straight into her eyes, with a sober expression upon his face.
 
   Ella’s heart nearly stopped short. Without saying a word she took his face into her hands and kissed him harder than she had ever kissed anyone in her life.  While they continued to kiss Colin lifted her up and placed her onto the table. She gasped for air as he kissed down her neck.  “Colin… I love you.”
 
   Kissing the side of her head Colin gazed deep into her eyes. “Will you stay with me?” His voice shook as the words tripped out from his lips. “I will buy you everything your heart desires.  You’ll never have to go without. I will—”
 
   “I’m in love with you not your money. My heart only desires you, even if we’re living in a cardboard box.”  Ella’s reassurance brought an enormous grin to his face.
 
   “Say it again.”
 
   “I don’t want your money.”
 
   “No, the part before that.”
 
   Ella released a smile almost too big for her mouth to take. “Oh, you mean when I said I was in love with you?”
 
   “Yeah that part I like that part.”
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   Amy sat in the large booth playing nervously with the cloth napkin. She had been the first to arrive at the dinner, which was strange. It seemed like another life time ago when she would be the fashionably late one. 
 
    Letting out a small chuckle she realized being first wasn’t the only thing that had changed over the year. A year ago everyone was stuck. Back then, Madeline was going to marry the wrong twin, Amelia hid behind plants to admire her boss, Sophia thought John was the only man she was ever going to marry, Alethea lived in her sister’s shadow, Leya loved Jasper from a far, and Ella was married to the wrong man. 
 
   Now, everyone was insanely happy living their new lives with their new men. Even Mary Young, the friend who had inadvertently got the ball rolling, was living an exciting life in Maui with her new lover. Everyone was living the life they wanted.  
 
   Everyone… except her. Her entire life had turned upside down. From fine dining, shopping sprees, and world travel, to moving back home with her parents. Not that she would ever trade it back, that life belong to Ella; now and forever.
 
   She had asked for nothing in the divorce and threatened Matt to do the same, even though Ella had pretty much left him everything. Which was to be expected, nothing about her life with Matt needed to be kept. Colin gave her more than she needed in a home, and a life.  
 
   A knot began to form in the back of her throat as she thought of Ella and Colin. She knew they would be happy together.  Hell, they couldn’t keep their hands off of each other at Maddie’s or Amelia’s weddings. Colin wasn’t like that when they were together. The thought should have ripped her heart out, although it didn’t. He had never been hers. She was wrong to even think he ever could be.
 
   She had thought that she had set things right, that all had been forgiven.  Ella had even asked her to be her maid of honor when they had decided to have a quick, intimate wedding. Amy had been ecstatic to stand by her sister’s side.  She had invited all of their friends, and their new husbands to attend. Everyone had laughed and enjoyed themselves at the tiny gathering.
 
   Amy really believed that everything was going to be okay between her and Ella, until she and Colin had left for Egypt. No one had heard from them since.  Sure she had called their parents, but as for Amy or any of their friends; not a word.
 
   Six months without a word from her twin had her wondering if she had really been forgiven for her unorthodox method of cleaning the mess she had made.
 
   “If you get any deeper into thought you’ll rip that napkin in two.” A deep male’s voice grabbed Amy’s attention.
 
   Glancing up, Amy smiled politely at Mike Anderson. Mike was a young lawyer who worked at her father’s firm. Who, according to all the women who worked with him, was a real catch.  She would agree with them if her heart was in it.  Unfortunately, after the year she had she was more worried about her and Ella’s relationship, than finding a new man.
 
   “Hello. Are you just grabbing some lunch before heading back to the firm?”  She asked casually, not really interested in his answer.
 
   Without answering he eyed the large booth she was sitting in.  “Are you waiting for someone?”
 
   “Yes. I’m meeting my friends.  We meet here once a month.” Taking a quick look at the empty seats, she wondered if Ella would be joining them this time.
 
    “Do you always concentrate that hard before meeting with your friends?” He asked with one eyebrow cocked slightly.
 
   Smiling she lifted a shoulder. “Only the last few times.” Why did she admit that to him?  It wasn’t any of his concern. Maybe it was because he was a lawyer and he had a talent of getting the truth out of people.  Her father had mentioned how “amazing” he was in the court room.
 
   “Ahh,” He nodded.
 
   “Amy!” Sophia waved as she, Maddie, and Leya made their way towards Amy’s booth.
 
   “Well, I hope you have a nice visit with your friends and I hope to see you at the firm’s picnic this Saturday.” His grin was a little more attractive then she wanted it to be.
 
   “I’ll be there.” She really didn’t have a choice.  Her mother would drag her there if she wanted to go or not.
 
   Watching him turn and head back to the front of the house, Amy couldn’t help but notice how nicely his suit fit. She had to mentally smack herself. Men only end in drama with her, and she wasn’t in the dramatic mood.
 
   “Who was that good looking hunk of meat?”  Leya asked as she waddled up next to Maddie.
 
   “Leya, you shouldn’t be looking at guys anymore.” Sophia scolded. “You’re a married woman now.”
 
   “And twice the size you were the last time I saw you!”  Amy gushed as she jumped up to give Leya a hug. “When are you do?”
 
    After returning the hug Leya let out a noisy shy. “Not soon enough.  Although it’s fun to watch Jasper and Victor get all mushy over her little dresses and shoes.” She loving rubbed her round belly. “I’m just glad it’s a girl.  We need to even the score around the house.”
 
   “Are you still going to name her after Victor’s late wife?” Maddie asked as she reached over to feel the baby kick.
 
   “Annie.”  Leya nodded. “I even got this really cute block design that spells out her name.  Jasper hung it over the crib the other day.”
 
   “That’s so sweet.” Sophia grinned.
 
   Leya let out a short laugh. “Who would’ve thought I would’ve been the first, out of all of us, to have a baby?”
 
   “You’re not too a head of the game,” Alethea informed as she and Amelia came up to the table. “We just found out that I’m having a boy!” She squealed.
 
   Cheers and gasps filled the booth as everyone filled in the empty seats. Amy smiled and congratulated her close friends all too aware of the one seat that hadn’t been filled in over six months.
 
   “Have you talked to Ella, Amy?” Amelia asked quietly.
 
   Shaking her head, Amy rolled her water cup between her hands. “My mother told me that she should be back from Egypt sometime this month.” 
 
   “That’s what she told me.” Sophia agreed while she accepted the menu from the waitress.
 
   Turning to her friend Amy couldn’t hold back her surprised reaction. “You’ve talked with Ella?”
 
   Sophia nodded slowly. “Tristan wants to go to Egypt for some kind of sand-sport-thing. So I called Ella to see where in Egypt they were.  You know, to catch up with them.  But she said they were coming home this month.”
 
   Amy did everything she could not to show her emotions.  Ella hadn’t answered any of her calls. 
 
   “Amy, are you okay?” Amelia scooted closer as she gently placed a comforting hand on Amy’s shoulder.
 
   “I think I really messed up this time.” Amy confessed softly.
 
   “What do you mean?” Leya asked as she grabbed a roll from the center basket. 
 
   Amy laughed without humor. “Oh, let me count the ways…” When she got nothing but blank stares, she rolled her eyes. “I should have never gone after Colin to begin with.  Then, like a lunatic, I throw them into a situation that was completely unconventional, and to top it all off I slept with Matt.”
 
   When she heard all of her friends gasp at once, Amy inwardly groaned.  No one had known about that little tidbit until now.
 
   “When in the hell did you sleep with Matt?!” Leya asked as she choked on some of her bread.
 
   “It’s complicated…besides I think Ella and Colin were already together when we—you know.”  Amy explained while trying to avoid eye contact with any of her friends.
 
   “You think?” Maddie’s question hung over the table like a noose.
 
   Amy dropped her head down against the table. “I only made the mess bigger, didn’t I?”
 
   “I wouldn’t say that. I mean, I saw Colin and Ella at all of our weddings they looked very happy.” Amelia shrugged. “If your goal was to get them together it worked.”
 
   “She’s right. I’m sure sleeping with Matt wasn’t even close to your original plans. But, all-in-all, your plan did work.” Sophia stated mindfully.
 
   Amy shook her head as she thought of the comment. If her plan had worked then why did Ella put such a distance between them? She needed to be truthful with herself; Ella might have got what was rightfully hers, but that didn’t mean she was happy with the way it happened.
 
   Needing to get away for a moment, Amy excused herself. Maybe a cold splash of water on her face will help her get through this lunch. She could break down and freak-out when she got home.
 
   While she tried to side step a large crowd of elderly women she found that it only led to more elderly women. When “excuse me” didn’t work and “may I just slide by” fell on deaf ears, Amy stood there for a moment wondering if she should just head back to the table.
 
   “I never got to thank you.” The familiar voice nearly brought her to her knees.  
 
   Spinning around she came face to face with Colin. He stood tall and proud in his Armani suit, with a small smile on his ever-handsome face. It was hard for her to think that she once believed she could take something so beautiful from someone who truly respected it.
 
   “A thanks isn’t necessary. I did what was right.” Even if it was completely unorthodox. “Although, I do want to know when you figured it out.”
 
   He lifted a shoulder with a charming smile. “You and Ella might look a hell of lot alike, but you are complete opposites of each other.”
 
   “So, you’re saying she gave herself away the second we stepped off that plane.”  Amy laughed. She figured her twin would; Ella’s kind heart was too hard for anyone to ignore.
 
   “Yeah, pretty much.” His deep chuckle took her for a moment.  He never laughed like that when they were together. 
 
   Giving a look around, Amy searched the dinner. “Where is Ella?”
 
   “Behind you.” Ella’s soft voice cut neatly through the crowd of chatty women.
 
   Turning quickly Amy let out a quiet sob. There stood her twin, happy, healthy, and pregnant. She held out both of her hands to the small bump in Ella’s tummy. Overjoyed for her twin would be an understatement. Besides Colin, a baby was the only thing Ella ever really wanted in life. 
 
   Ella smiled brightly as she allowed Amy to rub her stomach. “They’re the reason we came back early. I was having a hard time with heat in Egypt.”
 
   It took only a moment for the word “they” to register. “Twins!”  Amy nearly shouted.
 
   “We can’t make-up our mind if we want to know if they are girls, boys, or one of each.”  Colin beamed as he took a hold of Ella’s hand. The last time she had spoken to them Colin had talked about having a baby; he didn’t mention the media once.  It was all about Ella. Ella wants to redo the spare bedroom for a nursery.  Ella wants a baby right away. Ella has already started shopping for baby cloths.  Every statement started with Ella and ended with a giant smile. It was bluntly obvious that he wanted these babies just as bad as she did. 
 
   “When he says ‘we’ he means me.”  Ella corrected. “He can’t wait to find out.”
 
   Colin smiled warmly at his wife. “I will wait if that is what you wish.” Turning her hand over, he gently pressed a kiss into Ella’s palm. 
 
   It felt good to see them together. Maybe her plan had worked after all.  She had never seen either one of them this happy before. But then why didn’t Ella except any of her calls while she was away?
 
   A thrill from Colin’s phone had him pulling a face. His annoyed reaction to the cell made Amy shake her head. This Colin was the one she had fallen for, although he obviously had no real feelings towards her.  He saw a marriage of convenience with her.  But with Ella, he became the charming, awe-struck, gentleman that all women found attractive. Only with Ella though…only with Ella.
 
   Giving Ella a quick, tender kiss, Colin smiled warmly at her. “I’ll have the limo waiting for you, whenever you’re ready.” He turned to Amy and nodded politely. “Thank-you, Amy.”
 
   “You are very welcome.”  She replied softly as she gave him a once over before he answered his cell. She never got a chance to know this Colin.  Although, she suspected he never wanted her to.
 
   Turning back to her sister Amy found herself smiling. Ella looked amazing, not just the natural glow from motherhood, but radiant. “You look amazing, and Colin…I knew you would make him truly happy.”
 
   Ella dropped her gaze for a moment before she gestured towards Amy to follow her outside. 
 
   Amy followed without arguing. It was late summer, the weather warm but not overwhelmingly hot.  As she let Ella guide her to a small garden just off the dinner, Amy couldn’t help but realize that it had been a little over a year since the last time they had met here. Only this time it was Ella with something important to say.
 
   Sitting on a rod-iron bench, Ella patted the empty seat. “How’s everything?”
 
   “You tell me?”  Amy asked carefully. “Was Egypt everything you thought it would be?”
 
   “Yes, I really enjoyed being there.  Just the heat was too much.  I tried to push through for Colin, but the moment he saw me with six fans and a gallon of ice-water, he brought me straight home.”  She laughed.
 
   Amy chuckled at the image of her poor sister sitting on a pile of pillows with fans of all shapes on sizes pointed at her. Unfortunately, their laughter stopped almost immediately.  Silence fell between them for what seemed like an eternity, before Ella finally spoke.
 
   “Amy, I don’t know what to say to you right now.”  She confessed without looking up from her lap. “I was so scared at first that you would never forgive me.  But, then you admitted to setting the whole thing up, and I became relieved. Then the more I thought about what you did and the way Matt had reacted to the whole thing…I didn’t know how to feel.”
 
   “Ella, I’m sorry!  I’m so sorry about everything! Colin was never mine to begin with.  But, the way I saw him with you, the way you made him light up, I thought maybe I could just have a part of that.”  Shaking her head, Amy tried to stay composed. “When you married Matt, I wanted to justify everything I did. Until I really saw you with Colin, then I just knew how wrong I was.” 
 
   “Amy, I’m not mad at you.”  Ella said softly as she took Amy’s hands into her own. “In fact I’m happy.  I just wish everything would’ve happened a little differently.”
 
   Amy had to laugh at the comment. “Trust me, if I thought that just leaving Colin would have fixed everything I would’ve.  No, I needed to put you two together.”
 
   She could see the truth of her words sinking in.  If she would’ve merely left Colin, he would’ve gone his own way. He would have never pursued Ella, and she would’ve stayed in her loveless marriage for who knows how long.  
 
   “I see.”  Ella simply agreed. “Are you seeing anyone?”
 
   “Nope.  I’ve been too worried about you.”  She confessed. “Besides, men have never really worked out for me. Even before Colin I had nothing but toads.”
 
   “That’s because you haven’t found what you really want.”  Ella clarified.
 
   This time Amy’s laugh went belly deep. “Now that’s my problem! I have no idea what I want!”
 
   Ella shared in her laughter for only a moment. “Amy, you deserve a happy-ever-after just like the rest of us.”
 
   Even though she nodded she really didn’t agree with her twin. The thought of “a happy-ever-after” for her seemed unrealistic.  Keeping that to herself, Amy helped her sister up and walked arm in arm with her back into the dinner. 
 
   As they made their way to the booth full of their friends Amy’s eyes caught Mike sitting at a table full of his colleagues. He smiled warmly at her as he tipped his head in her direction.  She waved briefly as she past, not turning back until she reached her seat.
 
   While all of her friends chatted happily away, Amy couldn’t help but look them over. They had all set out to make a change in their lives and they had all succeed. It was strange to think that so much had changed in only a year. All of them had completely different lives now.
 
   Maddie and Sophia were lucky to find out who they really belong to before marrying the wrong man. Leya and Amelia went after their crushes and found out what they had been missing.  Hell, even Alethea the shiest of them all won big with her man.
 
   Glancing back at Mike’s table she noticed his brilliant blue eyes were trained right on her. Oh, who was she kidding?  She knew exactly what she wanted.  Drama.  Plane and nowhere near simple.
 
   Allowing a playful smile, Amy didn’t drop his contact. Who knows maybe Mike would be up for some drama? Happy-ever-after might just be in her future after all.  
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