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Chapter One
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Steffi Harlan heard the inner door to her boss’s office open. She knew his younger brother, Rocco, was in there with him and she was doing her level best to ignore the fact that Rocco had shown up for the meeting wearing only a pair of slim white swim trunks.

Rocco was a Formula One racing champion who could easily have been a GQ model. He had classic Roman features—well-defined cheekbones, a strong blade of a nose, and firm lips. Not that she’d spent a lot of time studying him. But it was impossible not to notice with that mop of thick, curly brown hair that framed his face, giving him a fallen angel look.

Honestly, she wished she could say she’d been outraged by him, but the truth was she’d had a hard time keeping her eyes off his tanned, muscled chest. He’d been an F1 driver for mercy’s sake. He should be small and lean. But it seemed the year he’d taken off after winning the F1 championship had seen him get into even better shape.

Where did he find the time? He lived a debauched life full of women, wine, and, she could only imagine, torrid sex.

The last part made her seem jealous.

As if.

She liked her men sophisticated and with charm. She wasn’t saying there wasn’t a place for white-hot sex...but she didn’t attract that kind of man. Her usual guy was happy enough to take her to dinner and the opera first. She wasn’t saying she didn’t have good sex. She did, but she hadn’t had Rocco sex.

Matteo cleared his throat.

“Steffi, could you join us please.

“Right away, Matteo.”

She grabbed her Clairefontaine notepad and her favorite Montblanc fountain pen and joined the older De Luca brothers. She’d met their father a few times before his death and Enzo had been charming, so she wasn’t surprised his sons were. And their mother had been a fabled film star who’d worked with Fellini when she’d been younger. She’d given up her career to raise her sons.

Steffi knew it would be more efficient to take notes on the tablet device that Matteo had given her but she liked using pen and paper so much more. She liked the smooth glide of the pen as it moved across the paper. It almost distracted her from Rocco.

She glanced up and noticed that Matteo had loaned Rocco his spare dress shirt. Now that’s what she was talking about. Nothing wrong with a little decorum.

And Rocco had rolled the sleeves up and left the front unbuttoned. His tanned chest contrasted with the stiff white, laundered linen shirt. She could see the light dusting of hair and the taut leanness of his stomach.

“Steffi?”

“Hmm...” She glanced at her boss and realized he’d asked her something.

Ah, this was why she didn’t date men like Rocco. They rendered her useless. Instead of paying attention to her boss, she was imagining pushing the dress shirt off of Rocco and replacing it with her hands.

“I’m sorry I was trying to remember if I had booked your private boat for Venice,” she said, hoping Matteo would buy that and move on. He knew she’d taken care of every detail last night.

He gave her a kind smile. “You did. What I was saying is that Rocco is going to help out while I’m gone but I need you to make sure that he...”

“He wants you to keep me in line, cara. You’re to be my parole officer and if I get up to anything untoward then you are to...what, Matteo? Should she report me to you? Or will she mete out discipline?”

An image of Rocco sans shirt standing in front of her waiting for her to discipline him flashed in her mind. She wouldn’t mind having him under her control. Maybe have him put his hands behind his back, flexing those well-developed pectorals and then...

“Don’t be ridiculous, Rocco. You’re not an errant schoolboy.”

“Then stop treating me like one. I’m not our papa no matter how similar we seem on the surface. Yes, we both drive fast...so do you, Matteo. We both like beautiful women—again you’re not immune. I want the dei Fiori hotels to be back under our family control as much as you do. I will not screw up. And there’s no need for Steffi to keep her eye on me. I’m sure she has plenty of real work to keep her busy.”

“Those are all good points. But you don’t know the inner workings of the hotel, the day-to-day details that Steffi does. You won’t be able to do this without her.”

“So, I’m in charge?” Rocco said.

“No. Steffi is,” Matteo said.

The De Luca men were passionate and Steffi had an idea she was about to witness one of the fights she’d previously only heard through her closed office door. She scrambled to say something—anything to defuse the situation.

“Rocco can be the pretty face we present to the world,” Steffi said.

Both men turned to her and she tried to smile but she was still waiting to see if they were going to erupt into a mass of arguing Italian men.

“You think I’m pretty?” he said.

Matteo threw his head back and laughed like Steffi hadn’t heard him in a long time. Maybe that was the benefit to having a brother like Rocco. He reminded Matteo that there was more to life than business.

“Well, that is to say, you’re not bad looking,” Steffi stammered. She had a fleeting thought of her own newly discovered half-sister. Would her personality be more like Steffi’s or was she more like Rocco?

“That’s true, Steffi. And I think that role is one that Rocco is suited to,” Matteo said. “He can stand around and look pretty—”

“And be the muscle for her if anyone gets out of line,” Rocco said, which immediately drew her eyes back to those rippling chest muscles of his.

“So I’m good to hit the beach? I left Shel alone down there.”

“No. You haven’t listened to a word I said. You are needed here in the office. Steffi, please tell Gianni that I need the car brought around. Rocco, go get dressed like a man and not the playboy you are. Once I leave the resort, you two will be in charge.”

Steffi nodded and walked out of the office. She wasn’t going to lie; the thought of being in charge was heady. She’d been working for Matteo for five, long years slowly learning everything she could about hotel management with the vague notion that someday maybe she’d turn her maternal family’s French chalet into a luxury boutique resort. But that had changed. She liked working for the dei Fiori hotel chain and being a senior vice-president was her goal. And there was only one thing standing in her way.

One very tanned, very taut chest.
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Rocco walked out of his brother’s office past the empty desk of Steffi Harlan and down the hall to his own office. He was the vice president of Public Relations. True he rarely was in this office. In fact, as he walked in and looked around at it he shuddered.

Someone had taken the time to give him a desk and the ugliest office chair they could find. On the wall was a photo of him and his brother Matteo in front of the resort. He didn’t remember the photo being taken but he suspected Steffi had taken it.

He’d seen the photo on Matteo’s wall when he’d been in there getting chewed out.

He rubbed the back of his neck. This is what came of quitting his job and bouncing from place-to-place like he had no responsibility. People—Matteo—actually believed he was irresponsible.

He wasn’t. He spent a good deal of his time looking like a wastrel. But there was more to him than that. He tossed Matteo’s shirt on one of the guest chairs and sent Steffi a text telling her to meet him in the lobby in an hour.

If he was going to be Matteo while his brother was in Venice then he needed an office that didn’t make him shudder every time he entered it. And Steffi was supposed to keep an eye on him.

He’d noticed her over the last five years. He’d been focused on winning the F1 championship, but he hadn’t been completely oblivious to his brother’s attractive French assistant. They’d chatted on the phone, usually him trying to flirt with her just to shake those cool, sophisticated tones she used. He wanted to rattle her cage, make her see him as something more than Matteo’s tabloid darling of a brother.

An hour and a half later he walked into the lobby. Steffi had her hair pulled back into a low ponytail with a side swept bang. She was wearing a grey and white striped, sleeveless dress that left her shoulders and arms bare. The bodice was fitted over her full breasts and flared out from the waist ended mid-thigh. She held a gold and straw clutch in one hand and a pair of dark brown sunglasses in the other. Her legs looked long under the dress and the heels she wore on her feet only enhanced that impression.

He took a deep breath as an image of his hand on her thigh flashed in his mind. Down boy, this is Steffi. She was wound tighter than anyone he knew.

But that didn’t seem to matter to his body. And as he got closer and she glanced at him and then pointedly down at the TAG Heuer watch on her arm, it just made him want her more. She was so precise and together, he wanted to rumple her up. See her hair down and her lips swollen from kisses—his kisses.

Rocco took a moment to smile at the quartet of doormen as she walked through the lobby of the hotel. The silk sheers that covered the windows had been freshly laundered overnight and rehung before eight a.m. as per standing instructions as had the embroidered pillows that Rocco could remember using to build a fort when he’d been much younger. The hotel’s signature floral urns with their cascades of brilliantly colored blooms made the lobby fragrant and welcoming. There was jazz music playing from the grand piano on the mezzanine as everyone went about their business.

He walked over to the concierge desk manned by Gianni Persico, the dapper concierge of the hotel. Persico had been working for the De Luca family so long; he was family to all of them—Matteo, Rocco, and the twins, Nico and Marco. All of the De Luca boys were close and returned frequently to Isola del Sole and the neighboring family-owned island Isola della Luna, where their Nona Angelina lived, as often as they could.

“Gianni, did you get my message about Juliet?” Rocco asked to distract himself.

“Si, signor. She is waiting out front for you.”

“I got your text saying you needed me to run an errand with you. I’ve been standing in the lobby waiting for you for thirty minutes. Is it simply to witness you with this Juliet? I really can’t afford to be away from the hotel,” Steffi said.

Dios, she was cute.

“Matteo said we should work together. Remember? I’m the pretty face you want to follow.”

“Working together doesn’t entail me chaperoning your dates,” she said. “I think we should be in our offices—”

“How can I be expected to work in that dull office? Did you do it on purpose?”

“Do what on purpose?” she asked.

He noticed how delicate her features were as well as the fire in her eyes. She wanted him to do as she commanded and didn’t like that he hadn’t.

“Put all that ugly furniture in my office,” he said. “I need some new stuff.”

“What kind of stuff?” she asked. “You’re only going to be here for a few weeks. Is it really imperative that you redecorate?”

“Yes,” he said. “Cara, surely, you don’t expect me to believe that the woman who has a Queen Anne desk in my brother’s office doesn’t prize her surroundings.”

She flushed a little bit. “I like nice things.”

“As do I. I also work better when I’m surrounded by them,” he said.

“Is that why you always had a beautiful woman on your arm before every race?” she asked.

She’d noticed. He wasn’t disappointed by that. “It didn’t hurt. Were you jealous?”

She rolled her eyes. “Not at all. You are my boss’s brother. I simply watched so I could keep apprised of your results for him.”

“Then you don’t like racing?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “When I watched you, my heart was in my throat. It is fast and I imagine exciting for you.”

He leaned in closer. She smelled good, something light and floral. Not overpowering at all. “Were you worried about me, cara?”

“Not really, I was concerned for Matteo and my younger brothers. You all lost you father in a car crash I think it would be devastating to them to lose their charming brother that way as well,” she said.

She thought he was charming. He could live with that.

He put his sunglasses on and walked out the front door knowing she was following him. Matteo had warned Rocco not to rattle Steffi too much. Matteo wanted to promote her and the time while his brother was away was Steffi’s chance to shine. Rocco wanted the best for the hotel and he knew that Steffi in any senior role was a good thing.

But that didn’t mean he was going to turn into a boring De Luca while Matteo was gone.

Juliet was waiting at the curb and the valet, Aldo, tossed him the keys as he approached the 1986 Alfa Romeo Sprint. A Sprint 1.7 Quadrifoglio Verde. He’d rebuilt her from the ground up as a teenager. He had a soft spot for her. A man never forgot his first love. Or at least his first car.

“A car? You named your car Juliet?” she asked as Rocco held open the passenger door and Steffi brushed past him to get in.

The feel of her shoulder against his chest sent a little zing through him and as he felt it he wondered if he shouldn’t call one of the women he usually visited while on the island and get laid. He didn’t need sexual attraction messing with his head. Not now.

But it seemed an anathema to sleep with anyone else when it was only Steffi’s mouth that he wanted to kiss.

“Of course, all cars are women to me,” he said, closing her door and walking around to the driver’s side.

“Is that a race car driver thing?” she asked.

Steffi spoke Italian with a bit of a French accent. But was flawless. He glanced over to see if she was being facetious with her question but realized she was sincere.

He shrugged. “Not with an F1 car, but with a personal ride, I think a lot of drivers name their cars. Juliet is special to me. She was the first car I owned. I had been racing multi-million euro cars by the time I was fifteen, but my mother wouldn’t let me have my own car and finally my father bought me this. It was in sad shape. And I rebuilt it when I wasn’t out racing.”

“How can a fifteen-year-old race?” she asked. “I really don’t know much about your sport—former sport. Why did you quit?”

His reasons for quitting were his own and he didn’t think sharing with Steffi that the thrill was gone now that he’d won the championship was going to do anything to change the way she viewed him. “There are leagues in racing just like in football—our kind of football—not American. And I raced my way up to the top.”

“You were very good. Champion right?”

“Yes,” he said, putting the car in gear and driving away from the resort.

It was a nice day and he had the top down. Steffi’s ponytail flew out behind them as they raced along the curvy mountain roads toward the town. He noticed she braced her hands on the dashboard and slowed a little as he approached the town. Cars were the one thing he’d always been able to control. He had a gut instinct about them and unlike his father, who drove with passion, Rocco drove with precision. He pulled into a parking lot near the shopping area and stopped the car. It wasn’t a long drive from the hotel to the main town. Most of their guests walked into town while visiting.

“That drive was...well I don’t think you needed to go that fast.”

He stretched his arm along the back of her seat, caught a strand of her caramel-colored hair with his finger. “Were you scared?”

“Yes. People die on these roads, Rocco,” she said.

“I am aware of that, Steffi. I’m not a man to take a risk with his life.”

“It felt like it,” she said.

“Cara, my father died on these roads,” he said. Thinking about it made him sad. He missed his father. The man hadn’t been much of a parent—always gone—but he had been fun and doted on all of his children and Rocco missed him. “Enzo drove with passion, trying to catch a thrill. When I’m behind the wheel...well, I can only say that I can control both myself and my equipment.”

She stared at him for a long moment, there were questions in her eyes before she turned away.

“Just the same, if you can’t drive more sedately then I shall walk back to hotel.”

“No.”

“No? You can’t—”

“I can. We are going to be working together for the next couple of weeks. So we need to get to know one another better. I’m more than you think I am, Steffi. I’m not just a reckless jet-setter. We can start on my new image by helping me pick out some office furniture.”

She swallowed and licked her lips. “I think we know each other just fine.”
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Rocco had changed into a pair of trousers and a slim fitting, collared shirt that clung to his muscles. He wore a pair of leather loafers and, as they climbed the winding cobblestone path up toward Empirio Le Bella Figura, he stayed right next to her, cupping his hand under her elbow as they navigated the rocky footpath. Cobblestones were gorgeous to look at and harkened back to the history of their town, but they were killer to maneuver in heels.

As soon as they were on even ground again, he caressed the crease above her elbow before dropping his hand to his side. He pulled his aviator style sunglasses off as they entered the shop, holding the door for her.

“Ciao,” Signora Festa said as they entered. “So nice to see you again, Steffi. And Signor Rocco. When did you get back to the island?”

“Just this morning, Dona. My first thought was to come and see you, but duty calls.”

“Duty? Is that what you are calling women now,” Dona asked with a full-bodied laugh. “How can I help you both today?”

Steffi had no idea what Rocco was looking for specifically in his office. She loved Dona’s shop. It was an eclectic mix of modern Italian housewares and furniture from Milan as well as antiques from the France and the UK. Steffi had purchased her Louis XIV bedroom chair from Dona last winter. She could use a new tray for her vanity and glanced over at Rocco.

“He needs a desk, Dona. Maybe something with a sleek racing design,” she said. “I don’t think they make racecar desks.”

“I wouldn’t expect them to,” he said, giving her a hard look.

She liked needling him. She had the feeling he got away with a little much from everyone.

He turned to Dona with one of his charming smiles. “The stuff in mine is disgusting. A man needs to be comfortable to think,” Rocco said.

“We will find you what you need, Signor Rocco,” Dona said. “I just received a new shipment from L’isle-sur-la-Sorgue, Steffi. There are a few pieces I think you might like.”

“Do you need me?” Steffi asked Rocco.

He shook his head. “I know better than to interfere with a woman intent on shopping.”

Sure he did. He spent a lot of time with women who probably spent his money when he wasn’t in bed with them. Not that any of that mattered to her. She walked carefully away from him and Dona, listening to the two of them chatter on in Italian. She was rattled. The drive from the hotel to town had done that to her.

She wanted to blame it on the speed but she knew it had been the driver. Or rather her reaction to the driver. Why couldn’t she settle Rocco into the same category as Matteo?

She always saw him as some forbidden, decadent little treat sent to tempt her. And to be honest, no matter how much she wanted to be simply her sensible French aristocrat mother’s daughter, she knew she had the irresistible passion of her father running through her veins, too.

Valery had been a man who lived life to its fullest. A bon vivant to his dying day. And there were times when she struggled to control that part of herself. Her father had sent her his rules for living when she’d been about seven. He’d been on the road and when she’d gotten the letter from him she’d expected it to be one of his usual recipes he’d picked up during his travels.

As an adult she read subtext into the letter she’d received and to his rules for living. There were ten of them. She liked order and rules but her father’s rules pushed her toward her own boundaries. She wasn’t sure she wanted the fiery passionate life her father and, to be honest, Rocco seemed to live.

Rule one was easy to follow—Work hard...life will reward you immensely. Rule two—Play hard...you won’t regret it. That one she had a hard time with. A part of her, wanted to play with Rocco.

Why now?

She knew it was because with Matteo gone she wouldn’t feel guilty about it. She and Rocco were alone and no one else would need to know about it.

Like when Rocco had leaned close to her in the car—Juliet!—and it had been all she could do not to close the gap and kiss him.

How would he react to something like that?

Did she even dare try it?

Her phone buzzed and she pulled it from her handbag. She had a text message from her mother.

Chere, I will be in Positano next month, can you meet me for dinner?

Oui, Maman. I would like that.

You’re not still mad about the sister thing, are you? Her mother asked.

Yes, she was mad. But not at her mother. She and her mom had always been close. And she even understood why Mitzi had never mentioned the illegitimate child of her father. Her mother had been the one to nurture Valery and to ensure his multinational brand after his death. Her mother was the CEO of Harlan Foods. She ensured that Valery’s cooking shows stayed on the air and that his cookbooks were reprinted with forewords written by top up-and-coming young chefs.

Mitzi kept her father’s legacy alive. And part of that legacy was the family image he had. Most of the consumers who purchased her father’s cookbooks were women and the idea of idolizing a man who cheated and had an illegitimate daughter might hurt the brand.

A little. I always wanted a sister. Steffi texted back.

I am sorry. I did the best I could.

She knew that. Her mother only had Steffi’s best interests at heart. I know. I love you.

Steffi snapped a picture of the writing desk she was considering buying and posted it into the text conversation.


Should I buy this?

Yes. I like it. It would look good in that alcove by the bookcases. I love you too. I’ll send more details about my trip next month as I have them.


Steffi put her phone away and continued searching through the store, finding a tiny die-cast car buried in a box of odds and ends. It looked like Rocco’s Juliet. She lifted it out of the box. The toy was in good shape. She spun the wheels of the Alfa Romeo. She set it on the desk and looked at it, in her mind she pictured Rocco standing next to the car.

“Are you almost finished?” Rocco asked, coming up behind her.

“Almost,” she said, turning to block his view of the desk and the car.

He reached around her and lifted the car off the desk. “Looks like Juliet.”

“It does. I was going to buy it,” she said.

“You were? I guess you want to remember that ride,” he said.

“I try to keep track of all of my near death experiences.”

He shook his head, moving closer until their bodies were almost touching as he set the toy back on the desk behind her.

He put his finger under her chin and tipped her head back. She found herself mesmerized by the intensity of his grey gaze.

She licked her lips, which suddenly felt dry. And he leaned down toward her mouth and she lifted herself a little bit to meet his mouth but he turned his head at the last moment.

“I’ll be happy to provide more excitement in your life, cara,” he said, into her ear and then nipped at her lobe and turned and walked away.

Chapter Two
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Shel Myerson was waiting in his office when Rocco got back with Steffi. Shel was his best friend. He had light cocoa-colored skin and wore his hair close-cropped and short. He was tall, taller than Rocco, and according to the women they sometimes partied with, Shel was attractive. The son of a famous Hollywood producer and his actress wife, Shel had grown up in the spotlight. They’d met when they were both eighteen just as Rocco had gotten his first taste of fame after being signed to the Red Bull Racing team.

Shel had accompanied Rocco to Isola del Sole after being dumped by his on-again, off-again super model girlfriend in Milan. Rocco wasn’t one to settle down with just one woman so Shel’s relationship had always been odd to him. Why tie himself to one woman when there were so many in the world?

“Are you serious about this working thing?” Shel asked.

“Yes. Matteo needs me and I am no longer racing,” Rocco said.

“I thought you were going to be one of the spokesmen for the Invictus games,” Shel said. “Surely that’s enough ‘work’ for you, Rocco.”

“Turns out it isn’t,” he said. “Why are you hassling me? There are times when you’re writing that I have to do the lone wolf thing.”

“But I’m not writing. I’m taking a break and I need...”

A distraction, Rocco thought. He might not have understood Shel’s relationship with Pilar, but he had picked up the pieces of their breakups before so Rocco knew that the hurt Shel felt was real.

“I’m here. This job isn’t really that demanding but I need to do this.”

“Why?”

He shrugged. No way was he going to admit that he wanted to impress Steffi. He had only realized that when they’d gotten back and she’d told him she had real work to do. Steffi worked hard and she’d never spend any time with a man who didn’t. While he had worked hard when he’d been racing, Rocco was the first to admit, he’d been operating on autopilot since retiring. He had offers to work in broadcast commenting on the races but that didn’t appeal to him. He didn’t know what he wanted—until today when Steffi had been next to him in the car. He’d realized he wanted to stay. Wanted to get to know her better. Maybe improve her opinion of him.

“I...it’s time I did my duty to my family.”

“Damn, boy, that’s a crock of crap and we both know it. You love your family and you are always here when they need you, but you’re not staying here for Matteo.”

“Hell. It’s Steffi.”

“Steffi? Matteo’s assistant?”

“Yeah. Dios, Shel, she’s...why haven’t I noticed her before?” he asked his friend.

“You had your eye on the track and winning. Now that you are off the track maybe your agenda is shifting,” Shel said.

“Possibly. I don’t know.”

“Well, if you are going to do this whole work thing, I’m going to have to find someone else to hang with.”

“Nona could use some company,” Rocco said. His grandmother lived on the family’s private island Isola della Luna and Rocco had spent the previous night there visiting with her.

“Nona is beautiful but I was hoping to find some younger women to make Pilar jealous.”

“I thought that was over,” Rocco said.

“It’s never over for good,” Shel said.

Rocco worried about Shel and the situation with Pilar. It seemed to him that she’d really moved on this time and he didn’t want to see his friend hurt.

There was a knock on his door and the movers were there to remove the sterile furniture in his office to make room for his new purchases. Shel waved goodbye as Rocco directed them where to put the new desk and chairs he’d ordered.

He walked down the hall to find Steffi’s office empty. What was he going to do about her? He saw the little touches around her office that made the room hers. The scent of her perfume lingered on the air and there were pictures on her desk. One of her with her father when she was a girl and one that looked recent of her and her mother. He reached out and touched Steffi’s face.

Shel was right. He wasn’t a man for standing still and staying in one place. He hadn’t been since his mom had died. But he was on the cusp of thirty and life was looking a lot different to him now. He wanted something. He couldn’t put his finger on it but for the first time he wasn’t in a hurry to leave Isola del Sole. Not like he always was. Maybe it was down to the fact that they’d scattered his father’s ashes recently and he had some closure to the questions that had lingered over the accident.

Maybe...

Hell, he knew why he wanted to stay. There was something about Steffi. Something in the way she’d made him feel as he drove through town a little too fast, just to impress her.

He liked her. He wanted her. And he was curious if she felt the same and if maybe for once his feelings were more than just momentary.
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At precisely five p.m., Steffi’s phone rang. She’d planned a late night of work since most of her afternoon had been spent daydreaming about Rocco. She’d relived that moment in Donatella’s empirio a million times. She should have kissed him. Should have...

“Ciao.”

“Signorina Harlan? You are needed down at the marina,” Gianni said.

“Now? I have a meeting with our landscape staff tomorrow and I’m still going over some of the sketches that need to be approved for the garden.” Something that should have been finished earlier.

“Yes, now. I’m afraid it involves Signor Rocco.”

“Gianni, what? I told him to stay in his office until... Grazie. I will see to him now.”

“Prego, Steffi. Should I have your dinner delayed?”

“Si, Gianni. I think this is going to be a long night.”

Steffi hung up the phone and walked down to the private marina. Along the way she stopped to chat with guests some of whom had been visiting the resort for decades. She stopped to take a deep breath as she walked, because she had the feeling that whatever shenanigans Rocco was up to, she was going to have her hands full reining him in.

Why did Matteo think she could control his younger, wilder brother?

As much as she appreciated his confidence in her, today in town she’d realized where Rocco was concerned she had none of her normal panache. He rendered her into a heap of female need. Most of it white, hot sexual desire. Normally she didn’t have much of a sex drive. But Rocco, well, it was impossible to be around him and not think of getting naked. For her at least.

Heck, maybe she needed to get laid and then she’d be able to ignore him.

Except that really wasn’t her style.

She got to the dock and found Rocco standing on the deck of his yacht the Careless Whisper. He wore a pair of loose fitting, linen trousers, no shirt, and had his sunglasses on.

“There you are. I thought you were going to stand me up,” he said, stepping from the boat to the dock, with ease.

“Stand you up? We don’t have an appointment. I’m here because Gianni said you were causing trouble.”

“Not yet. I might have told a little fib to get you to join me.”

“Join you for what, exactly?”

“Dinner and a sunset swim.”

This was the big romantic gesture she’d read about in the gossip magazines, something to sweep a girl off her feet, and it worked. The tabloids always put a salacious twist on Rocco’s escapades but, to be honest, what woman would say no to this man? He held his hand out to her. She was dressed for the office and really not for yachting. But she wanted to say yes.

“I really shouldn’t.”

“That means you want to,” he said, lifting one eyebrow at her.

She did.

“If you don’t come with me, I’ll have to find someone else to join me, which we both know could lead to something scandalous.”

She shook her head. “I shouldn’t encourage you. Everyone on this island is already eating out of your hand.”

“I’d love to feed you from my hand.”

“Stop it.”

“What?” he asked, with a very Gallic shrug.

She’d grown up in the company of a very charming man. A man who no woman had ever denied. So she should be resistant to Rocco’s charms. But the truth was no man tried to seduce her with romance. They all thought she was too, what? Boring or bland for romance.

And she wanted this night.

“Okay, but just dinner and a swim. I have to go back to my place and get changed.”

“No, you don’t. Gianni had your stuff brought to my yacht. All you have to do is take my hand.”

She hesitated. But she wasn’t a meek person by nature. Despite the car ride scaring her slightly, she liked to take risks.

She didn’t do it often because she believed that life was meant to be experienced in moderation. She was due for something exciting and it wasn’t very often that one of Europe’s top ten most eligible invited her for dinner.

She put her hand out, but as she took a step, her heel twisted underneath her and Rocco stepped forward scooping her up in his arms.

She grabbed his shoulders. His skin was warm and smooth to the touch. She kneaded his muscles before realizing what she was doing and stopped. But she didn’t want to stop. Learning about her secret sister made her question everything about her own past. Everything about herself. And the old Steffi, the pre-you-have-a-sister Steffi, would have walked away. But tonight she was tempted.

“You can put me down.”

“When I’m ready,” he said. He took a step back onto the yacht and slowly let her slide down his body until her feet rested on the deck.

She stood there much the same as she had in Signora Festa’s shop earlier, transfixed by his mouth. It was strong and looked hard.

“Steffi...”

“Yes?”

He didn’t say anything else just brought his mouth down on hers. She’d been wrong about his lips. They were soft not hard. And he moved them over hers with surety and confidence. She stopped thinking as he swept his hands down her back and pulled her more fully into his embrace. He was taller than she was and as he did so, he lifted her off her feet. She clung to his shoulders, tipping her head so he could deepen the kiss.

His tongue danced over hers and thrust deeper into her mouth. He pulled back, dropping several soft kisses on her jaw before lifting his head.

“There is a cabin below. Why don’t you get changed while I take us out to sea?”

She nodded. She prided herself on her composure but it was completely gone and she knew this night with Rocco wasn’t going to be a part of any plan she’d ever imagined.

She was losing control of him and the situation, she thought as she went below deck and into his cabin. Her small, leather satchel was on the foot of the bed.

Matteo had told her to keep an eye on Rocco but she doubted if he’d meant to entertain him like this. None of that mattered because she knew she was here for herself and not for Matteo.
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Working in an office hadn’t suited him at all. And since his furniture hadn’t arrived, Rocco had spent most of the afternoon talking to the staff and the guests. He knew Matteo thought he’d seduce someone’s wife or daughter and bring scandal down on the dei Fiori hotel, but Rocco wasn’t an idiot.

Besides, there was only one woman he was interested in.

Steffi Harlan.

She looked all aloof and untouchable but he’d seen that minute lift her head in the shop earlier. Knew she felt the zing of attraction he’d been battling since he’d seen her cross her legs so properly in his brother’s office.

He’d grown up sailing on these waters and had no problems navigating the Careless Whisper out to sea. He sailed it around the curve of the island toward his family’s private island. Isola della Luna had been an ideal place to grow up. There was a cluster of houses all owned by various members of the De Luca family. And his nona had presided over them all. She’d cooked for them, told them stories, and scolded them when they’d gotten too rowdy. He dropped anchor in a secluded cove where they could watch the sun set.

The cove was formed by the natural curve of his family’s private island Isola della Luna. The smaller island was crescent shaped and had been in the De Luca family for generations.

“What can I do?” Steffi asked as she rejoined him on deck.

He glanced over his shoulder and lost his train of thought. She wore a bikini top that hugged the curves of her breasts and a sarong slung low around her hips.

She was fit and tanned. And stacked...how had he never noticed her figure when he’d visited his brother? True, her clothing was cut in a flattering but discreet way, but he was beginning to believe he would have to be blind not to have noticed her before.

She still had her caramel-colored hair up in a ponytail but it was clear she was at ease with her body.

It struck him that every time he thought he’d figured her out she surprised him. There was no box where Steffi fit comfortably. She intrigued him. Much the way a new racecar did. He wanted to figure out all of her curves and her handling. Find the way to master her, so he could prove something to himself—that she hadn’t gotten the better of him.

“Rocco?”

“Si?”

“What can I do to help?”

“Nothing. We are here. I’m going to check on the wine and then we can go for a swim before we have dinner. I asked Gianni to prepare us a basket of your favorite foods.”

She groaned. “I hope he didn’t just fill it with jars of Nutella.”

He laughed. She was leery and he didn’t blame her. He was a man known for racing into a woman’s life, adding excitement, and then dashing away again. And she wasn’t that type of woman. She liked order and routine. Two things that were an anathema to him.

There it was again, something different. A little hint that she was just like everyone else. Yet he knew she wasn’t. “We can make do. I have Champagne and a fully stocked bar below.”

“Do you do this often?”

“Do what?”

“Bribe women into coming on your yacht,” she said.

“No. Most of the time I don’t even have to ask. A few weeks ago in Monaco, Shel and I came back to the Careless Whisper and found a group of women waiting for us.”

“Sounds horrible.”

“It was. I know you think I’m just the guy that the paparazzi has written about but I’m not. There is nothing thrilling about walking into you bedroom and finding a stranger there.”

She flushed and shook her head. “I’m sorry. That was mean of me. I can only say that you make me feel so...”

He didn’t ask her to clarify. He understood. She was making him feel the same way.

“I think I could like you,” he said. “I would have invited you to dinner but you seem like the type of woman who would have said no because we are ‘working’ together. I didn’t want to take a chance, so I manipulated the situation to make sure I got the result I wanted. I’m sorry about that.”

“I’m not. Men don’t do these kinds of things for me usually. Instead, I’m the one running to pack another woman’s bag or ordering a picnic basket full of her favorite foods. I’m flattered you did all of this for me.”

“Good. So do you think you like me?” he asked.

He was playing it light because there was something about Steffi that made him feel like his first time behind the wheel of an F1 car. He had all that power and speed underneath him but he was barely holding onto the wheel.

“I do,” she said. “But that might be because every time I see you, you’re shirtless.”

He flexed his muscles. “You like it?”

“I’d have to be blind not to,” she said. “As fun as this is, I’m not interested in getting involved with you. I intend to work for the dei Fiori Company for a long time. Things could get awkward between us.”

Of course she didn’t want to get involved with a known playboy. He’d encountered women like Steffi before. He understood where they were coming from. Everyone knew he had commitment issues. Everyone—including Matteo—thought he was like their playboy father.

“I just invited you for dinner and a swim,” he said, softly.

He knew he was more than what the world viewed him as. And he’d thought that maybe Steffi would be able to see past the image to the man.

But she hadn’t.

“Touché. I guess it was that kiss that rattled me. Just because I was thinking of breaking my own rules doesn’t mean it affected you. I suspect you’re more used to dealing with that than I am.”

“In what way?”

“Just that you are always surrounded by beautiful people and lots of quick embraces. I’m not. When a man kisses me, it means something...well, not always.”

She took off her sarong and tossed it on the padded bench at the back of the boat and the stepped over the edge to the diving platform at the back. “Sorry I jumped to conclusions.” She dove into the water and swam a few feet from the boat. He watched her. Wanted her. He stepped out of his linen trousers and dove over the side of the boat swimming toward her. He caught up to her, reaching out to stop her from swimming any further.

She treaded water next to him. Her eyelashes spiked with water droplets as she looked over at him. “Yes?”

“Your kisses meant something to me. You keep showing me little bits of the real woman and then retreating behind assumptions. I’m not playing games with you, Steffi. I’d ask you to do the same with me.”

Chapter Three
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Steffi knew she’d been unfair to Rocco and when felt a little petty when he called her on it. “You know how my dad was, right? Bigger than life and living with a passion that made everyone want to be around him.”

“A bit like mine,” Rocco said.

“Yes, it makes it hard for me to let myself be comfortable around a man like you.”

“A man like me?” he asked.

She was treading water but it was getting difficult. Water had made Rocco’s eyelashes spikey and she stared at them instead of talking. She was over her head—in the water and with this man. She should swim back to the boat, and demand he take her back to the Hotel dei Fiori and her nice safe life. “Can we continue this on the boat?”

“Definitely. I dove in after you because swimming alone is dangerous.”

She didn’t feel safer with him by her side. She felt...well, if she were being honest, she’d have to admit to the thrill of excitement coursing through her just by being this close to him. She’d always felt safe fantasizing about Rocco since he wasn’t really on Isola del Sole that often. But tonight...those fantasies felt solid. More real. And they scared her.

He watched her and she realized she hadn’t responded to his last comment about diving in to be with her.

“Always the gentleman,” she said.

“I do try,” he said.

He succeeded. She wanted to be able to dismiss him as just another shallow guy after quick sex. But he wasn’t. If he had been then he could have had her earlier. But he’d invited her to dinner and she’d...

She’d reacted like a person whose life was a hot mess instead of the woman she used to be. Just three months earlier she’d learned that her mother had kept a huge secret from her all of her life. Steffi had a half-sister. An American half-sister named Janine Pike.

The knowledge changed everything she’d ever believed about her father. And it had changed the way she looked at her mother. She and her mom—Mitzi—had always been close but that secret had damaged them. She was afraid it was down to the fact that if her mom lied about something this big, what else was she hiding?

Steffi reached the platform on the boat and lifted herself out of the water, sitting on it. The boards were sun-warmed and the water lapped around her knees. She remembered a summer boat trip before her father had died when she’d sat on the back with him. He’d put his hand on her shoulder and told her about the summers he’d spent with his own father. There had been a continuity to the moment that she’d always cherished. But now she questioned everything about her family.

Rocco lifted himself out of the water and sat next to her.

“What are you thinking about?”

Not how good he looked soaking wet, although part of that was starting to trickle in. “How is it that your hair still looks gorgeous even though it’s wet?”

“Good genes,” he said. “Your hair looks nice, too.”

She shook her head. “Thank you. But we both know I’m not—

“We both don’t know anything. You have a unique perspective that I can’t be privy to. I do wish to know what’s on your mind, though.”

“I was thinking about my father and how I seemed to be the last one to have a clue that he wasn’t this super great family man. How did I miss that?”

“Cara, you were what nine or ten when he died? Fathers are still heroes at that age. We don’t even see them as real people until we are adults.”

“Is it that way for you?” she asked.

“Partially. My father never pretended to be anything other than what he was. A man running from the pain in his life. I wonder sometimes if he was going so fast because he knew he wouldn’t live forever. That sounds dumb—”

“No. It doesn’t. He did live fast. I get it. Is that why you stopped racing?”

“Not really. I liked the challenge of racing, and trying to win the championship was something to strive for. I had to work hard and think smarter than the other drivers and try to beat them each week. Once I had the championship it didn’t seem as challenging.”

“So you moved on?”

“Sort of. Another thing is that I am thirty and my father had a family by that age. I know it’s time for me to start being a grown up.”

She frowned. “Is that why you are attracted to me? Do I look safe and boring to you?”

His gaze skimmed over her bikini-clad body. She shivered under the intensity of it. She thought she’d be really disappointed if he said yes. If he didn’t feel the same attraction to her that she did to him.

“You aren’t boring, cara. In fact, the opposite is true. Every time I think I have you figured out, you do something to shock me.”

“Am I challenge?”

“Aren’t all romantic relationships?”

“Perhaps. But most of the time when I get involved with someone, I’m not also in charge of making sure they don’t mess up and ruin the hotel’s image.”

“If you are with me, then how could I possibly get into trouble?” he asked, putting his hand on her thigh.

She looked at his big hand on her tanned thigh; she wanted that kiss she’d had earlier when they’d been in town. Craved it. Her mouth felt dry and her lips tingled. She canted her head to the side to study him but he was staring down at her body.

“You don’t look like my father’s secretary used to,” he said. “She was...well, not like you.”

“Sorry?” She wasn’t sure where he was going with this.

“Don’t be. You are in wonderful shape. Dad’s secretary had a very full figure.”

“I don’t believe in just sitting still all day. And don’t laugh, but I hate e-mail. So, if I need to speak to someone, I go and find them instead of dashing off a message from my desk.”

He did laugh but in a kind way. He leaned in close, the scent of sea and sun and man filled her inhalation. She lifted her hand to his chest, not to push him away but to touch him. His chest was smooth and firm. Warm to her touch. She spread her fingers out and looked at how small her hand looked pressed against him.

He put his hand over hers as he leaned in over her and lowered his head.

“If you are going to kiss me then do it,” she said.

“What will you do?” he asked, his lips so close that she could almost feel them moving against hers.

“Then I will kiss you,” she said, moving her head a tiny bit until their mouths brushed each other.

His lips were firm not at all dry and he took his time with the kiss. Slowly exploring her mouth before plunging his tongue deeper into her mouth.

She opened her mouth under his. Wanted more of the intoxicating taste that was Rocco. Something wild and daring broke free deep inside of her soul and she knew this was what she’d been searching for since she learned of the lies of her childhood. She was looking for a way to rebel not against her parents but against the strictures she’d always placed on herself.

And Rocco De Luca was the perfect man to do that with. Now she just had to be able to let go of her own “rules” and do it. And that was hard with a man like Rocco.
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Rocco took his time with Steffi. She wasn’t a woman to hurry with. Their feet were in the water and the sun setting behind them meant the long night stretched out in front of them. They had all the time in the world.

But he struggled with that. With slowing down. At this moment, though, it wasn’t difficult at all.

He reached for the back of her head and encountered that ponytail of hers. With a deft twist of his fingers he pulled it out, ran his fingers through her hair, and spread the long tresses over her shoulders.

“What are you doing?”

“Giving you permission to let go,” he said, he tossed the hair elastic onto the deck of his boat. It fell in soft caramel-colored waves. Even wet her hair didn’t tangle.

She chewed her lower lip as he messed with her hair.

“I don’t know if I can let go,” she said.

He wasn’t sure she could either. She’d spent too many years following the rules—happily. He’d noticed, especially with his friend Shel, that there were two types of people in the world. Those who thrived under structure and those who rebelled. Rocco was a rebel. Or had been.

He was lost. He’d driven his car onto victory lane and then had no idea what was next. He didn’t have any skills like his brother and the fact that Matteo had asked him to come and fill in for him while he was gone...well, that was a godsend.

“Dinner first,” he said to Steffi.

He began to see parallels between his life and his papa’s. Realized that he was running. Damn, for the first time a woman was sending him running. Well, that might not be true but he never dwelled on his mother’s death or how that one incident had changed his family forever.

“Sounds good. Do we know what’s in the mystery box?”

“I didn’t peek. Figured we’d both be surprised,” he said, standing up.

He offered Steffi his hand and she took it. They stepped onto the deck of his boat and toweled off. Steffi wrapped her sarong around her waist again.

“Where are we dining?”

“At the bow. There are some padded benches and I have a bottle of wine chilling in the cooler up there,” he said, leading the way to the front of the boat.

He opened the cooler to retrieve the wine. Steffi retrieved the picnic basket while he poured them each a glass. The wine was from his cousins’ vineyards in the Tuscany region. While his branch of the family had thrived in the hotel industry, his cousins had been building a legacy vineyard for the last two hundred years.

“I love this wine,” Steffi said.

“Me, too.”

“We are in luck, as well. Gianni packed us more than a big jar of Nutella.”

There was a nervous note to Steffi’s voice and he thought about what she’d said earlier. How something after his death had changed how she perceived her father. She might be lost like he was. Both of them questioning the life that they had once taken for granted.

“What did he pack?”

“A cold pasta salad, dried meats and cheeses, and something that looks very decadent for dessert.”

“That is my nona’s chocolate cake. I brought that with me from our home this afternoon and asked him to put it in there.”

“The legendary cake. You know your brother hoards it like it’s gold. I have never gotten even a tiny slice of it.”

Rocco laughed. “The cake is that good. Tonight, I will allow you a bite of it.”

“A bite? That’s it? What is it with you De Luca men and sweets?” she asked as she plated up their dinner.

“We know how to savor the good things in life.”

“I’m French,” she said. “We do as well. But we only take a taste of it.”

“That might be fine for a woman but a man has bigger appetites. One taste will never be enough for me,” he said, realizing one taste of Steffi wouldn’t be enough for him either.

He wanted all of her.

She intrigued him but she also enflamed him. He thought of little else but the curves of her body as they sat there eating and talking. She was smart and had an acerbic wit that he enjoyed. There was something about the entire woman that drew him.

And he was lost. She might be unsure of things since learning of her past but she didn’t seem to be floundering. Probably because of her career.

“What did you do?” he asked her after she finished telling him an amusing story of Gianni and one of their guests who insisted on parading through the lobby in only a Speedo type bathing suit.

“He is a member of the ruling family on the island so I knew I had to be delicate. So I told him that too many of the other guests couldn’t keep their eyes off of him and his father—the king—wouldn’t like it if everyone had a photo of his son.”

“That worked?”

“It did,” she said. “But I also offered him use of the infinity pool that is part of the one of our private villas. So he could bathe however he chose.”

“Is that your ace in the hole if I get out of line?” he asked.

“No.”

“Do you have one?” he asked, gathering up their dinner dishes and pulling out his Nona’s cake.

“Maybe.”

“Maybe? Cara, I must warn you that if you aren’t truthful with me, I might not be inclined to share my dessert.”

“Truly? You promised me a bite, Rocco. Just one little bite, surely you don’t need to know all of my secrets for something so tiny,” she said.

She looked up at him from under her eyelashes and he was mesmerized. He forgot what they were talking about. Could only remember the way her lips tasted under his. How her hair had felt in his hands and he wanted to hold her again.

He leaned in toward her and she giggled and took the cake from his hands.

“Gotcha.”

He had to laugh at the look of pure joy on her face.
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Steffi held the cake in one hand but knew what she really wanted had been to get the upper hand on Rocco. He unnerved her—no surprise. Ever since she’d met him he’d been doing that.

She liked him.

She didn’t want to because he represented so many things she didn’t care for. He was gregarious. The life of every party and everyone knew when he walked into the room. He had the kind of effortless charm that spoke of a man too used to getting his way.

And she’d bested him.

She wanted to savor the victory but he was leaning closer to her and she had the feeling she might have started a game with a master player.

She’d flirted with men before to get what she wanted. Every woman knew a certain smile and the promise of more was all it took to get around most men. But Rocco wasn’t most men.

She’d forgotten that. And instead of reaching for the cake, he put his hand on her shoulder, stroking his finger along the side of her neck and twirling a piece of her hair around it.

“Cara, what are you doing? I told you that you could have a bite,” he said.

His voice mesmerized her. The deep rich tone that was more sinful than an entire box of Petits Richart gourmet chocolates. His eyes were the color of her morning cafe latte. She was drowning in them. Slowly it seemed, he moved closer to her. He didn’t say anything but she felt surrounded by him.

Unable to think of a strategy. Unwilling to pull back. She craved this. Wanted his kisses and more.

Damn.

She was definitely going to be out of a job if she didn’t shape up.

But it would so be worth it. The look in his eyes promised pleasure more self-indulgent than the decadent cake she held in her hands. And she wanted to give in. Fill her greedy hands with all he offered.

She almost did. She felt her grip loosen on the cake as she started to reach for him but she stopped herself.

What about tomorrow?

She was too much her mother’s daughter not to think of the future. Not to weigh every decision, every action through the consequences that she’d have to live with.

If she gave in to him, gave into this sorcery he wove around her so effortlessly, she’d be unable to control him. Unable to keep him in line and Rocco struck her as the kind of man who’d take advantage of that. She put the cake down.

She scooted backwards on the padded bench, lost her balance and fell.

He caught her. Scooped her up in his arms and drew her down on his lap.

“That was a close call,” he said, his voice had lowered to a more intimate tone.

With only the sea stretching out around them and the clear sky above them, she felt like they were the only two people in the world.

For a moment she could almost—almost—forget that Matteo was going to call her in the morning for a report on Rocco. Could try to pretend that he was totally behaving and not up to any of his normal shenanigans.

But she knew he wasn’t.

There was more to this than just dinner with her. Despite the sweet moments they’d shared at the end of the boat. Talking. She knew that he was up to something. That there had to be a reason he was wooing her this ardently.

And she didn’t want to be a fool for a man.

Hadn’t her mother warned her about just this type of attraction? She put her hand on Rocco’s chest to keep him from coming any closer to her and felt the steady beat of his heart under her palm.

He flexed his pectoral muscle and she looked up at him as she felt his erection harden underneath her.

“Rocco?”

“I want you, Steffi.”

“I can’t. I have to keep an eye on you for Matteo,” she said.

Lame. That sounded so lame. But it was slightly better than what she wanted to say. Please, for the love of everything holy, kiss me again.

“Matteo doesn’t have to know about this,” Rocco said.

“Well I wasn’t planning to put this in a report for him to read.”

He gave her a half-smile and she wondered what he was thinking. His body was reacting to her body. But that could easily be explained as attraction. Chemistry. Hormones totally out of control. She was going with the last one for her excuse.

“Smart girl.”

He lowered his head toward her again and she tipped hers to the side. “You seem...what’s the matter?”

“I have a half-naked woman in my arms, what could be wrong?” he asked.

But something wasn’t the same as it had been. She realized mentioning his brother was a total buzzkill for Rocco. She wished it had been the same for her. She needed something to make her remember her promotion was on the line here. Instead, she was hoping he’d kiss her until she stopped thinking.

“Let’s be honest with each other,” she said.

“I thought we were,” he countered.

She used her hand on his chest to push herself off his lap. He was too good at playing games. This was nothing but a game to him and she was in very real danger of forgetting that. Of falling for him.

Heck, she had already started to fall for him. He’d seduced her not so much with his high charged kisses and caresses but with that quiet conversation where she’d thought she’d glimpsed the real man. Not the one the public and even his brother thought they knew. But the real Rocco.

“I’m not really interested in playing games,” she said. “Here’s your cake. I’m going to get changed.”

She picked up the cake and handed it to him, which he caught, and turned on her heel and walked away. She was a little sad and a little mad—mainly at herself. If she’d just kept quiet she could have found out if those rumors of Rocco being a legend between the sheets were true. But she couldn’t.

It wasn’t in her to do that. And she doubted she was going to change at this late date.

Besides she had to respect the woman she saw in the mirror in the morning.
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Rocco wasn’t about to call it a night before nine p.m. He was losing his touch. Or maybe the touch he’d had his entire life wasn’t the one that suited the man he was becoming.

“Steffi, wait.”

She stopped walking but didn’t turn around. He hated when people did that. So he simply waited. It was a game. She was playing with him. She saw him as not worthy of her time.

He heard her sigh and she turned back to him and the seriousness in her eyes made him realize she wasn’t playing a game.

“Please, come back. The night is young. I haven’t had a chance to tell you my papa’s favorite mermaid story.” He had never felt any shame in asking for what he wanted. He didn’t understand people who wouldn’t.

She stood there her arms wrapped around her waist, each stacked one on top of the other to cover more of her bare stomach. The confident woman she’d been a few minutes ago was gone.

Why? What had he done?

He had been playing.

“I’m a big kid, you know that, right? I mean Matteo spends a lot of time telling me to grow up, but I don’t know how,” he said. “I know I did something wrong but I have no idea what it is or how to fix it.”

She chewed her lower lip. She didn’t move, but her entire body seemed to shift toward him as if she wanted to be back by his side.

“I do know I don’t want this night to end like this. I don’t want you to leave and change and make me take you back to the hotel like this. I thought...I thought we were becoming friends,” he said.

He had very few women friends. Not because he didn’t like women but the ones he met and usually slept with weren’t the kind to form a lasting bond with any male. Shel was his only friend who’d had a long-term girlfriend and she’d left him as well.

“We are going to have to work closely together over the next few days, Rocco. We have to represent the resort and you have to represent your family at the palace for tea and then we are hosting the World War II veterans for a ball in the hotel. It will be difficult if we’ve had a one-night stand.”

One-night stand. He didn’t think one night would be enough for him.

“Cara, I—

“Don’t. No matter what your intentions are, I know myself. If I let you seduce me it will only be once. I’ll savor every second of being in your arms and I won’t let myself do it again. I know you.”

“You don’t know me at all. And you insult yourself by saying I’d seduce you. Of all the women I’ve met in my life, you are one of the strongest. You know your own mind and you keep up with my brother. If we end up in bed together it won’t be because I seduced you.”

She tipped her head to the side. “I hadn’t thought of it that way. I guess you’re right.”

“Come back here and let’s share my nona’s cake. I will tell you the tales of the sea that I was raised on.”

“I actually know a tale from the sea as well.”

“Good. You can tell yours first.”

“Actually it’s more a recipe,” she said, coming back over and sitting down next to him on the bench. She crossed her legs and the fabric of the sarong slipped off, revealing her upper thigh. She seemed completely unaware that she transfixed him.

His heart was racing because he’d glimpsed a bit of her thigh—that made no sense. His heart, he realized was racing because he’d almost lost her. She’d almost disappeared below deck and this opportunity—the chance to get to know Steffi better would have been gone.

She’d been right when she’d said that they weren’t going to do this twice. He wasn’t going to stop until he’d figured out what made her tick and why he was so damned obsessed with her.

He cut the cake, giving her a generous slice. The cake was dense and made with a combination of chocolate and orange.

It was a moist cake and when he took the first bite of it he closed his eyes and let the tastes linger on his tongue before he started chewing.

Some of his earliest childhood memories involved this cake. It was a warm comfort from the past. He could even smell his nona’s lavender perfume and almost feel the warmth of her hug.

“Is this a religious experience for you?” she asked in a teasing tone.

“Sort of. It’s my childhood.”

“Cake?” she asked. She knew all of the De Lucas loved Nona’s cake, but never knew why.

“Yes.”

“No wonder you are so spoilt.”

He realized she didn’t know much of their childhood. “My mom got sick when I was four and Matteo was six. So our nona came to stay with us. Papa couldn’t bring himself to come back home without her. It seemed like a really long time until they came back home. And while they were gone we had cake for breakfast. Nona said we deserved it.

She reached over and put her hand on his shoulder squeezing gently. “I didn’t—”

“It’s okay. I am spoilt and my nona spoils me more than most, but this cake is, for me, my family.”

“Thank you then,” she said, “for sharing it with me. My father used to say that there is no greater privilege than sharing a traditional dish with someone.”

They were quiet for a few minutes as they both ate, the water lapped at the side of his yacht and a few stars twinkled in the night sky.

“You were going to tell me your father’s tale of the sea.”

She wiped her mouth with the napkin and then ran her tongue over her teeth. She did it again and then sighed.

“Would you do me a favor?”

“Sure.”

“Do I have any chocolate in my teeth?” she asked, smiling really big and leaning toward him.

None.

But he wanted to kiss her again. He’d revealed things that he normally kept tucked away. Maybe it was being back here and not having any place to go next. He had his celebrity events like his Pro Am twenty-four hour race and he’d been asked to be a spokesperson for a high profile sporting event in the UK for wounded servicemen. So he had things to do.

But tonight, he only wanted her. He wanted to keep her close.

“My teeth.”

“Perfect,” he said at last. Normally he would have kissed a woman at this point and, like Steffi had said earlier, seduce her. But this was different, as was she.

Chapter Four
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“My father was a huge fan of sustainable sourcing for his recipes. At the time it wasn’t called that but he liked to cook what was available, you know, in season. He always had little rhymes he used to help me remember when to eat certain things. And when we went fishing, he’d sit me down next to him and tell me the recipe he’d use to cook the fish. He said that the fish couldn’t resist biting his line so that it could be a part of a dish used to bring so much pleasure to a diner.”

Rocco looked at her and Steffi realized she’d talked more about her father tonight than she had in a long time. Valery had been on her mind because she realized how little she’d known of him but she hadn’t been able to talk about him until now.

“What kinds of things would he mention to lure the fish out of the water?” Rocco asked.

Steffi looked at Rocco but in her mind’s eye she saw her father. His big, Gallic nose and the ruddy color on his cheeks. “He’d say that fish were the finest of all his dishes. That when he caught a fish he honored it by making sure he only chose the best ingredients the land had to complement it. He would rub herbs and salt on the skin and cook it in the finest butter he could find. He’d present the finished dish to his diner, surrounded by greens and a luscious creamy bed of mashed root vegetables. One bite and the diner would feel as if this could be their last meal and they’d regret nothing.”

Rocco leaned closer to her. “Do you regret anything?”

“Many things,” she admitted. “But we are only sharing tales of the sea.”

“I’d like to know more—”

She put her hands over his lips to stop him from talking. “Don’t say anything else. Tell me your tale of mermaids.”

Steffi was a mess as she sat next to him. His voice was rich and dark and soothing. She felt like everything inside of her was imploding but she wasn’t about to let it show. Like her father’s famous molten lava cake, she was all nicely put together on the outside but inside she was a gooey mess.

“Matteo and I spent an entire summer with our nona on the shores of this cove. We explored one side and then other searching for our papa’s mermaid but we never saw her. We couldn’t find her anywhere. And when in told papa this, I was about ten; he admitted that we had to find her in our hearts. His mermaid had been our mama.”

He stretched his arm along the back of the bench and tilted his head to glance down at the dark water lapping at the side of the boat.

She wrapped her hand around his wrist—because that seemed like the safe thing to do—and squeezed. His skin was warm. There was a light dusting of hair on his arm and it abraded her fingers. She ran them lightly up and down his arm.

His childhood was sad she realized. She knew at some point Leo had decided to start living again and had neglected the resort, sold off parts of the family shares to outsiders and started living what could only be described as a carefree bachelor lifestyle.

“I’m sorry.”

“As you can see, I turned out just fine,” Rocco said.

But had he really?

Neither he nor Matteo showed any signs of wanting to settle down.

“My father died when I was ten. He jetted off on a skiing holiday, taking his private plane for the weekend. The plane crashed in the Alps and that was it. He was gone. It’s odd, because he left for the weekend like a normal but he never came back. There was no chance to say goodbye or anything like that.”

It was odd to think he’d been dead for eighteen years because she thought of him every day. He’d sent her a note from when he’d traveled to the US—apparently when he’d met her half-sister’s mother—that had his rules for living. She had the note framed and kept it in her office area at home.

She looked at it a lot. Pondered why he’d given them to her when he had. She’d been seven or eight at the time. But he wasn’t here to ask any questions.

“That had to be difficult to understand.”

“It was. But my Maman is great. She just loved me and told me lots of stories of my father to keep him alive for me. And she makes sure his legacy continues to live on. I think she’s done a wonderful job.”

“She worked through her grief. I think Matteo is like that. When Papa stopped grieving and sent us to boarding school, Matteo studied harder than anyone else. The twins and I always looked up to him. He was the top of his class and I thought how is it so easy for him to concentrate? I think you already observed I was a bit spoiled. I was the charming one and everyone indulged me and cosseted me.”

She could see why. With those thick, luxurious looking dark curls and his brooding eyes. He looked like a fallen angel and as a child she’d bet he was adorable. She would have spoiled him, too.

“What did you do?”

“I confronted him. Asked him how he could just carry on as if nothing had changed. And you know what he said?”

“Something practical no doubt,” she said. Matteo was sensible.

“Exactly. He said this was our new reality. That goofing off wasn’t going to bring him the future he wanted. And I should follow his example because there was just us now.”

Just us.

“How old was he?”

“Fourteen. I was twelve. The twins were ten and Allesandro eight. He had a point. And I worked harder at school but I wasn’t as good at it as Matteo, and when I started driving go-carts after one of my teachers noticed I was good at it, I was brought into the Formula One training program. I didn’t have to study the subjects I wasn’t good at. Instead I could start fiddling with cars and learning what made them fast. I found what I was going to do.”

“And yet you quit. Explain that to me.”

He shrugged, standing up and pacing over to the railing. He braced his hands there and bent his head. She waited but realized he wasn’t going to say anything else.

She got up and walked over to him. She wanted to put her hand on the middle of his back but she resisted the urge. She wasn’t sure she was comforting him as much as she was indulging herself.

“Don’t want to talk about it?”

“Not sure I can,” he said at last. “The thing that I’ve realized over the course of my life is that I’m not like Matteo or you even. Other people seem to have these hidden depths. Maybe a secret strength that resided inside of them. But I seem to have...well, most people are happy enough with what they see on the surface. I run on my gut and by daring.”

She thought about what he said. He seemed to think that other people were all together inside. “I am a mess inside, Rocco. I make decisions based on what I know I should do but I second-guess myself constantly. I think you are more like me and even Matteo than you know.”

The breeze stirred around them and her hair fluttered around her shoulders brushing his arm. She’d forgotten he’d taken her hair band. She was used to wearing her hair up because it was thick and curly. Curly hair never looked professional.

He reached up and caught a strand of her hair, the one that had been brushing his shoulder, he tugged on it gently and she leaned toward him.

“I like your hair.”

“I can tell. Why is that?”

He wrapped that strand around his finger and then let it spring free. “You seem more relaxed and approachable when your hair is down.”

“I don’t think I need to be more approachable.”

“Yes, you do.”

“Why?”

He lowered his head and kissed her and she had the answer she’d been searching for.
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He pulled her more fully into his arms as his mouth moved over hers. She wrapped her arms around his chest and he felt the fabric of her bikini top and breasts pressing against him. Her waist was tiny, nipped in; he ran his hands all over her. Knowing this time if he let her walk away, he wasn’t getting her back into his arms.

Talking made him itchy like maybe there was something inside of him that wasn’t right. He’d felt like that more than once, but this open mouth carnal kiss, this was his wheelhouse. A warm, willing woman in his arms and everything settled down.

He thrust his tongue deep into her mouth with intimate greed. She met him thrust for thrust. Steffi wasn’t confused about this or about him.

At least not right now.

And for tonight with that half-moon hanging above them, watching them, it seemed enough.

He lifted her off her feet with one arm around her waist and walked over to the benches where they’d eaten dinner. He sat down and her knees fell to either side of his waist, straddling him.

She lifted her head and her lips were swollen. Her kisses tasted of Nona’s chocolate and orange cake they’d eater earlier and something earthier. Something he knew could only be the essence of Steffi.

He reached for the string of her bikini top at the back of her neck and pulled on it. The cups of the top loosened but didn’t fall off her full breasts. He brought one of the ties forward over her shoulder and let it fall down toward her belly, the tiny triangle of fabric dropped forward as well, revealing her full breast and her pointed nipple.

He curled one finger over it, rubbed it until it hardened even more. She arched against him, her center rubbing over his growing erection and her breast nudging at his hand.

“Rocco.”

His name sounded as rich and luxurious as the cake had tasted on her lips. He wanted to hear her begging him for more. For the first time since they’d met, he thought she’d stopped thinking and just let herself go. Was this the real Steffi?

His gut said it was.

He lifted his hand to the back of her neck and drew the other side of her bikini top down and then cupped her newly revealed breast as he lowered his head to flick his tongue over her nipple.

He felt gooseflesh spread over her torso and her other nipple tightened under his palm.

She arched against him again, her hips grinding over him. He thrust back against her. Brining his free hand to her butt and squeezing as he forced her to rock harder against him. He slid his finger underneath the fabric of her bikini bottoms and let his finger tease along the crease between her buttocks. She moaned and made a sound that might have been his name.

He smiled against her nipple and then lifted his head to look up at her. She had her eyes closed and her head titled back. Her hair fell around her shoulders, her hands gripped his shoulders. Her mouth was slack and she rocked against him.

He was caught in her carnal trap.

Hell, he felt himself thicken and wished he’d gotten them both naked so he could feel her against him. Every inch of hot, raw sexual need that was boiling between them.

He twisted his hand in the back of her hair and brought her head forward so he could taste her passion. She sucked his tongue deep into her mouth as she rode him harder. Her nails dug into his shoulders and he felt her nipples rubbing against his chest.

He clutched at her ass, put both hands on her hips to drive her more fiercely against him and she tore her mouth from his called his name as she arched stronger and faster against him. Riding the ridge of his erection and making him wet.

He was on the knife’s edge and struggled to keep from going over but watching her as pleasure washed over her body was one of the most beautiful things he’d ever seen. She kept rocking against him and then she opened her eyes and as their gazes met he saw a blush cover her face.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I loved seeing that,” he said, getting to his feet. “Lock your legs around me.”

She did.

Wrapping her arms around him as well, her bare breasts brushed his chest as he walked across the deck and down the gangway to the bunk below. He stepped inside and slowly turned to sit on the edge of his bed.

She tangled her fingers in the thick hair at the back of his head. “You look like a fallen angel.”

“I do?”

She was more relaxed than he’d ever seen her. And he realized this was how he wanted Steffi to be. He liked this Steffi who wasn’t so stiff and formal. He turned them both on the bed so she was on her back beneath him. Her hair fanned out on his sea blue comforter and her breasts tempted him as he reached underneath her and undid the last tie holding the top in place. He tossed it aside and shifted back to his heels, reaching for her bikini bottoms drawing them down her legs and tossing them aside as well. He stood up and stripped off his swim trunks and leaned over her to get to the nightstand where he kept a box of condoms.

Her hand closed around him. Stroking him from stem to tip and his entire body jerked. He dropped the condom he’d had in his hand.

She reached lower between his legs and fondled him, rolling his balls between her fingers and then stroking him again. He felt a drop of pre-cum on his tip and frantically reached for the condom again knowing he needed to get it on. Needed to move over her and get inside her. But as she continued to stroke him he wanted to let her.

Her touch felt so good. He turned, still on his knees, to fully face her. The condom held loosely in one hand while she stroked him and made him harder than he could ever remember being.

Her hand slid from his cock to this chest. Her nails traced over his skin in a light pattern than sent blood rushing to every nerve ending in his body.

He arched his back to encourage her to keep touching him and then fumbled for the condom. He put the condom on and then took one of her hands in his and stretched up high above her head, linking their fingers together.

The motion arched her back and thrust her breasts up toward him. She continued to caress him, running one finger down the center of his body toward his groin again. He groaned as his hips jerked forward.

He lowered his head to take the tip of her nipple into his mouth, biting lightly at it and then soothing it with his tongue. Her hand came to the back of his head, holding him to her breast while she arched underneath him.

He shifted his hips until the tip of his cock was right at the entrance to her body. He lifted his head and looked down at her. A flush of desire covered her body; her caramel-colored hair was tousled around her head and over there joined arms. And her eyes were half-closed. She was on the brink and just looking at her drove him there as well.

He drove his hips forward and plunged deep into her body. Once he was fully seated he stopped, put his forehead on hers, and her eyes opened. She watched him for a second and she lifted her hips, holding him to her with her legs around his and her hand on the small of his back. She arched up and bit the lobe of his ear. Just like he had done to her earlier in town.

“I’m ready for a little excitement.”

Her touch and her voice in his ear combined to dissolve his control and he started thrusting into her body. He wanted to take his time. To build it up gradually but there was a tsunami rushing through him and his emotions and his hormones screamed for him to get as much of as her as he could. To keep driving into her until she screamed his name.

He wasn’t thinking, just brought his mouth down hard on hers, thrust his tongue deep into her mouth, and swallowed her passionate cries as he felt her body tightening around his.

He thrust into her three more times and then everything inside of him clenched as he came in one big rush. He let go of the hand he’d stretched above her head, wrapped both of his arms under her body, and held her. He kept his weight on his knees and his arms to keep from crushing her, but he didn’t want to let her go.

He just stayed there, his head on her shoulder, and wanted to pretend that nothing had changed. That when they got back to shore he’d be happy to wave goodbye to her but that wasn’t happening.

She had changed something inside of him. Something fundamental and deep. Hell, this was sex. Nothing more than a mutual itch that had to be scratched.

Sex had never meant anything to him other than physical pleasure.

So why did he want to roll to his side and cradle her to his chest. Hell, who cared? He rolled to his side and cradled her to him. Pushed her hair back off her face and stroked the side of her cheek as she rested one hand on his chest, her finger idly stroking back and forth.

Sweat dried on his body and the condom got uncomfortable but he didn’t want to get up. Didn’t want to leave her. He wanted to hold her for as long as he could. He knew once he let her go, once they left this bed, it would be back to where they had been before. Rocco the troublemaker and Steffi the enforcer.

He groaned.

“What was that about?”

Damn. The mood was broken. He’d look needy if he stayed in bed holding her now. “Nothing.”

He kissed the top of her head and then slowly rolled away from her. Put his feet on the floor next to the bed and sat there for a moment before he got to his feet and went into the bathroom to dispose of the condom and wash up. He stared at his reflection in the mirror, looking to see if he’d changed and hadn’t realized it.

But he looked the same.

It was only on the inside that things were different. He scrubbed his hand over his face and took a drink of water. But there was no going back to before.

No going back to thinking that Steffi could be just a sex partner. He tried to marshal his thoughts but they were a jumbled mess. He wouldn’t be able to drive if his mind was like this so he used the techniques he’d mastered to focus and win the F1 championship.

He pushed aside the stuff he didn’t understand—emotions. Focused on what he did know. One, he couldn’t stay in the bathroom much longer without making Steffi think he had a problem. Two, he had to play it cool.

Three, he wanted her again.

He opened the bathroom door. “Steffi—”

The bedroom was empty. She was gone.

The bed was just a jumble of tousled sheets and she was nowhere to be found.

He pulled on a pair of linen trousers and went up on the deck where he found Steffi fully dressed in her office attire, standing at the railing with her cell phone in her hand. She stared at it, tapping on the screen.

“What are you doing?”

She turned; her eyes went to his chest and then slowly moved up to his face. “Trying to see if my cell phone reception is better up here. But it’s not. I’m sorry, Rocco, but I’ve been out of touch from the resort for too long, can we head back to shore?”

He nodded and turned away from her. He wanted to know why she’d left his bed, but he’d done the same thing in the past and he was afraid he knew the answer. Their lovemaking had changed something inside of him, but it obviously hadn’t for her. Maybe he was nothing more than her sordid sexual encounter.

Chapter Five
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Two days later Steffi wasn’t any closer to figuring out what had happened on the yacht. The sex was easy enough to figure out. The attraction between them had been going on her side for years. But the other thing. The way he’d left her in bed while he’d gone into the bathroom. That she still hadn’t sorted.

She wasn’t sure she ever would. She’d just lain there and then wondered if he’d meant for her to leave so she’d gotten dressed and fell back to her safety zone. Work.

And she’d been doing that for the last two days. She hadn’t been able to sleep and was consumed with images of their night together while she tried to work. Rocco was behaving himself, quietly taking some of Matteo’s meetings with their investors and with the VIP guests who made a visit to their resort part of their annual summer plans.

She rubbed the back of her neck as she looked over the plans for the World War II dinner they were hosting in less than a week. The De Luca family had hosted their first dinner for the World War II vets nearly twenty years ago. They offered the men and their families a deeply discounted hotel room rate and then hosted the dinner. It was one of her favorite events of the year.

Probably because the older men all flirted with her and she liked listening to their stories. There was something about the way the remembered experience in their voices that enchanted her. And she saw their photos when they’d been young and in uniform and it was easy to see that for them time had passed but they were still those young men in their own minds.

“Steffi,” Rocco said, stepping into her office.

He wore a tailored suit that she suspected he’d had made in Milan. It fit him beautifully and she slowly moved her gaze from the tips of his leather loafers to his gray eyes. He was serious. It didn’t suit him.

The clothing fit him but it was like he was trying to force himself into a mold of Matteo. And it was odd. She didn’t like it. She would prefer he stay the charming playboy.

Of course it made her life easier when he was doing this, but it made her believe something was wrong. Which made her circle back to whatever had happened postcoitus on his yacht.

“Yes?”

“I need your input on an event I’d like to add to our World War II get together,” he said. “Can you come down to my office in fifteen or so minutes to discuss it?”

“Uh, sure,” she said. “Do you want to discuss it now?”

“If you’re available that will be fine. I’ve been emailing you about it all morning.”

Merde.

She hadn’t been on her computer because she hadn’t wanted to answer Matteo’s email asking about Rocco. Matteo wanted to know if they were getting on and if there was any trouble. But she hadn’t known what to say in an email to her boss. Maybe something like: slept with Rocco but everything seems cool now. Uh, no. That wasn’t going to work.

So she’d shut off the computer and left it alone.

“Sorry. I have been busy sketching the seating arrangement and didn’t want the distraction.

“Let’s go to your office to discuss,” she said, grabbing her notebook and Montblanc pen and leading the way out of her office.

She entered his and smiled as she looked around the room. No more standard office fare here. His office had the stamp of his personality on it. Sleek, modern, sexy. She took a seat in one of the guest chairs and waited for him to sit behind his desk. She crossed her legs at the ankles and tucked them under her chair and then jotted the date at the top of a blank piece of paper and looked up at Rocco.

He stared at her legs. She fought the urge to tug the hem of her skirt lower. She wasn’t a stranger to men looking at her legs but when Rocco did it, she reacted. She felt the slow build of heat that started deep inside of her and made her ache.

She swallowed and then cleared her throat.

“Tell me about the event you want to add,” she said.

“I want to have a starlight family event on the beach. I have spoken to a friend of mine who has just finished two weeks deejaying in Ibiza and he would come to perform there.

“I don’t know that a deejay from Ibiza is right for World War II vets.”

“It’s not going to be a rave, but I noticed from the guest list that a lot of them bring their grandkids and some their great-grandkids. It would be nice to have an event for them as well. A chance for these kids to all mingle. I bet they have heard stories about each other’s families for years, but always at our event they sit in a formal setting with their own family.”

She liked the idea. “Okay. So informal food and a deejay. Some of our guests will be using walkers or wheel chairs maybe we could use the wedding pavilion instead. It’s open on three sides and right on the Mediterranean. What do you think?’

“That would work. If you’d like I can take care of the details. I’ll email you the finished itinerary and plan when I’m done with it. Or should I hand write it and bring it to you?”

“No. Email is fine. I will make sure to check for it,” she said.

Rocco’s idea was a good one and made her realize what he could bring to the table if he was part of their executive team in more than name.

“Have you thought of making your role here more permanent, even after Matteo gets back?”

“I’m not sure,” he said. “I have enjoyed working on this event and I’ve got a few suggestions for Decades I’d like to see implemented, too. Working here isn’t as boring as I’d feared it would be.”

She smiled. “I’m glad to hear that. Well, if that’s all, I will head back to my office now.”

“No, it’s not all. There is one more thing.”

She nodded, flipped the page in her notebook and then glanced over at him. “What is it?”

“Why did you leave my bed so quickly?”

Her hand went slack and her pen fell to the floor. Her face felt hot and she was sure it had turned a really deep shade of red. Her mother would tell her to breathe. French women didn’t lose their cool in public. But hers was gone and she stared at him, trying to figure out what to say next. But she had no ideas.
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Rocco had been in a funk. Shel had taken off to Lake Como for a few days partying with some Hollywood friends of his. Rocco had been tempted to say screw it and go with them. But he couldn’t. He wanted answers.

And no one would ever have called him a coward. And running was cowardly. No two ways about that. So instead, he’d started doing the job that Matteo had left for him. One he thought would bore him to tears; make him regret not going to the house party with Shel.

Surprise, surprise, he actually liked it. There was a challenge to running the hotel that he had to admit was a bit novel given that he’d never done it before but also really exhilarating.

Aside from the aspect of learning to run the hotel, he’d been expecting—and totally hoping—that Steffi would come to him and say...that she was sorry she’d dashed out of his bed. In most of his fantasies she’d seduced him right here in the office.

Instead, she’d sat across from him, looking sophisticated and businesslike, and had just jotted down notes. Like they’d never seen each other naked. Like he didn’t know the sounds she made when he thrust deep inside of her and her breath caught—oh, hell.

He adjusted his legs to make room in his pants for his growing erection before he castrated himself.

“Steffi?”

“Um... well, that is to say, I just—I didn’t have good phone reception and I thought it would be better up on the deck.

“Really? You jumped out of bed to check your phone? You’re body wasn’t still pulsing?” he asked.

Just remembering that night made him ache. He’d left women after one night in the past. One-night stands weren’t something he ran from but with Steffi he knew that one night hadn’t been enough. He wanted more.

She flushed a little, the stain of red creeping up her neck and covering her face. “Well, you were a long time in the bathroom. I mean, who takes that long to throw away a condom.”

Oh, no, she wasn’t going to put him on the defensive. Sure he’d been dealing with some stuff in the bathroom but he wasn’t about to let this turn into an episode of Steve Wilkos just because she didn’t want to fess up.

What was she hiding?

“That’s an excuse. Why did you leave?” he asked.

He got up from his desk chair and walked around to the front. Leaned back on the edge directly in front of her and stretched his legs out so his feet were right next to her primly crossed ones.

“I...you freaked me out,” she said. “I didn’t like it. I’m supposed to be showing you the ropes her at Hotel dei Fiori and keeping you out of the beds of women. I’m certainly not supposed to fall into bed with you. So I waited and you were in there a long time.”

“It wasn’t even five minutes,” he said. Be cool, Rocco. Play it cool.

“It felt like hours. I kept thinking and worrying and I thought I’ll just put on my panties and bra and then you didn’t come out so I put on the rest of my clothes and I sat on the edge of the bed, but that was silly. You’d be naked when you came out...” She paused and her eyes ran over his body before she shook her head, closed her eyes, and crossed her arms over her chest. When she opened her eyes again. They were serious—guarded.

“It just made more sense to wait on deck.”

“Fair enough,” he said. “So dinner tonight?”

“Out of the question. I barely handle the one time we were together—

“Me, too.”

“You too? You’ve got a woman at every racetrack around the world. Don’t deny it. I’ve seen the emails you send to Matteo with the photos of the parties you attended on the F1 circuit and there was always a different woman on your arm. Always, Rocco. You know what I did last year?”

“I don’t see what this has to do with dinner, but I’m game. What did you do last year?”

“I took a vacation with my mom and then housesat for my grandmere and watched her cat.”

He knew she was making a point but he failed to see it. He loved staying at the farmhouse that had been in his family for generations. He wondered if, like him, she enjoyed the quietness of being away from the city and the bustling noise that went with it.

He tipped his head to the side. She clearly thought this made some point to demonstrate the differences in their lifestyles, but it was beyond him.

“And?”

She shook her head. “I was kidding myself when I slept with you. I thought for a few moments I’d live up to my father’s famous rules for life. Eating with gusto and sampling the exotic, but the truth is, I think if I sample too much I will get sick. And I might not recover.”

He might not recover, he thought. But she wouldn’t believe him. Why would she when he wasn’t sure what was going on inside him either? But he did know he wasn’t going to make her sick.

“Surely dinner isn’t exotic,” he said. “I mean, I’m fairly certain you had a few of those last year.”

The side of her mouth drew up in a reluctant smile. “I did.”

“So? I’m thinking we’ll take Juliet into Fiori and have dinner at a very private place I know. The chef only serves one party each night and the views are to die for. There wouldn’t be anyone but the two of us.”

“I don’t know,” she said, tightening her arms over her chest. She was cautious. Trying to protect herself and he wanted to reassure her.

But, really, how could he? This was new to him. He had never felt this way about anyone before. He had no idea how it would end but only knew that for now he wanted to spend every moment he could with her.

“Steffi, I have observed many things about you and you have never struck me as a coward.”

“You’re right. I am not a coward. I’d love to go to dinner with you. But that’s it.”

“What else could it be?” he asked. “Let’s get to know each other. Maybe I will learn so much about house and cat sitting that I will want to do that next year.”

She laughed, the sound a tinkling noise that made him want to smile. “Very funny. Are we done now?”

“We are. I’ll pick you up at 7:30. The menu is fixed but I can alert them to any allergies you might have.”

“I don’t have any allergies. Pick me up at 7:45. I have a late meeting and need time to get ready.”

That sounded promising.

“Very well. 7:45 it is.”

She walked out of his office and he went back behind his desk but it was a while before he was able to concentrate on it. He kept picturing Steffi on his desk, legs spread, shirt undone, those fabulous breasts of hers heaving while he pleasured her.
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Steffi’s meeting ran late and she debated calling and cancelling on Rocco, but she had a feeling he wasn’t going to take no for an answer. She hurried into her bathroom and looked longingly at her sunken tub. After a day like today she’d love a good, long soak. But instead she was having dinner with...

Rocco.

She wanted to be all cool and act like her Maman would before she went out on a date. Lovers are for fun. That was what she always said. Also, she’d warned Steffi to never lose her heart. Men weren’t faithful. Growing up, she’d had no idea what that meant but given the fact that she now knew she had a half sister, she got it.

Losing her sense around Rocco one time was bad enough. She could almost blame the intoxicating Mediterranean and the night sky. But she knew the truth. Ever since he’d strolled past her desk into Matteo’s office wearing those white swim trunks, she’d been a goner.

She had debated it in her mind a million times. She knew the sensible thing to do would be to put on her thick, winter chenille robe and meet him at the door with a headache excuse. But instead, she pushed clothing aside in her wardrobe and drew out the one-of-a-kind designer dress her mother had given her on her last birthday. It was a halter-top dress that hugged her waist and then flared out slightly before ending mid thigh.

She hung it on the back of the door and went to her vanity and carefully applied her evening make-up. Someone knocked at her door—it had to be Rocco—but she still wore her dressing gown. She went to the balcony and glanced down.

Her breath caught in her throat. He wore a dinner jacket in bright white and pair of well-cut dark trousers. He glanced up as she stepped out on the balcony.

“I’m not ready. I need ten more minutes,” she called down to him.

“Can I come inside and wait?” he asked.

That sounded a bit like letting the fox in the henhouse so she shook her head and stepped back into her bedroom. She leaned against the wall and put her hand over her racing heart.

This was why she used her vacation days at her grandmere’s chalet instead of jetting off to Ibiza with her friends. She just wasn’t cut out for all that hotness in one male body.

How was she supposed to concentrate on anything? But she would. Amongst her friends, she was twenty-eight going on forty. But for tonight she wanted to be twenty-eight. She needed to remember she was young and alive. She wanted to wear the designer dress that had been waiting for an excuse to be worn, and she desperately wanted a night out with the man on her doorstep.

She pulled on her dress and added a spritz of her perfume before putting on her lipstick, stepping into the ridiculously high heels she’d chosen and heading downstairs.

She opened the door, hesitating before she finally stepped out. The night air was cool and the sky seemed large and bright with a smattering of stars twinkling in the velvet darkness of the heavens. The air was heavy with the perfumed scent of oleanders and something spicier, something more exotic. Rocco’s cologne, it made her senses reel the same way he did.

“Damn, Steffi, you look good,” he said in a low voice that brushed over her senses the same way the night air had. Stirring passions deep with her that she wanted to ignore.

The vernacular wasn’t something she’d been expecting and she gave him a half-smile. “What?”

“Sorry. I’ve spent too much time with Shel. He is a bad influence. But you are more radiant than the stars and moon tonight. They dull in comparison to you.”

She rolled her eyes. The practiced line dimmed her pleasure in the evening and to be honest in Rocco. It might be a good reminder that he was a playboy but she was disappointed in him. “Sure.”

“It’s true,” he said, offering her his arm.

The fabric of his shirt pulled taut against his chest and reminding her of how muscly he was. She remembered the night they’d made love how his chest had felt against her.

She took his arm because the heels were high and the cobblestones around her apartment were tricky to navigate. His arm was firm and he put his hand over hers looking down at her face. She thought he’d kiss her, but he simply skimmed his eyes over her face and then turned and started walking. He led the way to Juliet and once they were seated in the Alfa he drove them through town. He didn’t drove slowly but it wasn’t the nail biting experience of the very first time she’d ridden with him.

He pulled to a stop outside of a restored farmhouse and came around to get her door. The farmhouse was set back from the road and looked as if it had been here for centuries. There were lights in the trees and an illuminated path that led to the door.

“Why haven’t I heard of this place?” she asked.

“I don’t know. Zio Gianni recommended it to me,” Rocco said. There was a note in his voice that made her wonder if he were hiding something from her.

“Why?”

“He noticed you were giving me the cold shoulder,” Rocco said.

She blushed. This wasn’t good. It was one thing for her to have her private fantasies about Rocco and semi-indulge in them when she weakened, but it was another for the resort staff to know she had slept with him.

“This is embarrassing. I’m not used to having my private life observed.”

“No, it’s not embarrassing. It’s sweet. And Zio is discreet he’d never say a word. In fact, he took me to task for ruining our first dinner together. He told me knew a place that would be romantic and perfect. Said even I couldn’t screw it up.”

“I doubt he said that.”

“He did. Gianni can be very frank. Most everyone else tiptoes and yesses me to death, but Gianni isn’t afraid to pull me up short and tell me when I’m being an ass.”

That did sound like Gianni; he loved the De Lucas. They were family to him. The Italians saw family as any bond that was forged by blood or friendship. She’d met a lot of Gianni’s “cousins” and usually they weren’t blood relations.

“You weren’t an ass,” she said.

“I wasn’t romantic either, but tonight, I will be,” he said, offering her his hand and helping her out of the car. He led her up the cobblestone path to the front door of the farmhouse and it opened as they approached.

A young man in a white chef’s coat waited. He waved them inside and as she walked past she noticed his coat was embroidered with the name Anthony and underneath it was her father’s name. The Valery Harlan Culinary Institute was a pre-eminent school for up and coming chefs.

“Buona sera,” he said. “It’s a pleasure to cook for you both. I’ve always dreamed of preparing a meal for one of the Harlan women.”

“Grazie, Anthony. I’m flattered and can’t wait to taste what you’ve prepared,” she said.

The meal was exquisite. Truly one of the best meals she’d ever eaten but it was Rocco that stole the show. He was attentive and curious. He asked her questions about her life and her childhood. Wanted to know her father’s rules and if she cooked. She answered everything he asked and realized as she talked and he listened she was falling for him.

He wasn’t just an exotic, little dark chocolate to snack on before bedtime. He was someone she wanted to figure out how to keep in her life.

Chapter Six
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Rocco let the night unfold in front of them like his first time on a new racetrack circuit. He wasn’t too sure how fast to take the curves, when to hit the brakes, and when to just put the pedal to the floor.

Dinner had definitely won him some points. They got back into Juliet and he drove back to the resort. Steffi had her head resting against the seat and glanced over at him from time to time.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

She sat up and shifted her body in the seat so that she was facing him. “Did you know the chef had trained at my father’s school?”

“Yes, I never just take Zio’s word for a restaurant,” he said. “When I was younger he pulled more than one prank on me.”

“He did? You know a different Gianni than I do. I guess it’s because you grew up in the resort.”

“Probably.”

“And you had lost your mom,” she said, then covered her mouth. “Sorry that sounded insensitive.”

He smiled over at her. He hadn’t lost his mom. He carried her with him in his heart everywhere he went. She’d been with him when he’d started racing and always when he needed some reassurance, he felt her presence in his life. Sometimes the smell of her gardenia perfume would drift on the wind and wrap him in a warm, breezy embrace.

“It’s okay. You’re right. Everyone wanted to take care of the motherless boys we were. But Zio, he knew that we needed to realize there was more to life than well, loss and being spoiled. So he’d tease with us, play pranks on us. Treated me like I was normal. I needed that.”

She put her hand on his thigh in what he could only guess was meant to be comforting and squeezed. But comfort was the last thing he felt. A zing went up his thigh to his groin.

She shifted her hand on his leg and she pulled her hand away. They’d shared a bottle of wine at dinner and he could tell it had gone to Steffi’s head. She was more relaxed, smiled more easily, and the worry she seemed to have earlier about him being too “exotic” was gone.

“I don’t want to go home and go to bed. I know it’s a work night and I should demand you take me home, but the night is young.”

“It certainly is. But I don’t want to make you sick,” he said.

She chewed her lower lip and looked over at him. “Me either. I think maybe I should have only had one glass of that delicious wine. I’m not being sensible. Matteo hired me to be sensible.”

“Matteo isn’t here,” he said.

Something that Rocco was very happy about. His brother brought out the seriousness in Steffi and he didn’t want her to be serious right now. He wanted her to let go and forget about that part of herself.

“Precisely,” she opened her window and stuck her head out into the wind. And then pulled her head back in and shook it.

“That didn’t help. I still want to go to Decades and dance with you. Oh, Rocco, tell me to go home,” she said.

“Why would I do that, cara, when dancing with you is what I want?” he asked.

She started laughing. And there was an edge to the laughter as she wrapped her arms around her own waist. “I’m asking the fox to keep the hen safe.”

“You are safe with me. Dancing isn’t exotic.”

“With you it will be,” she said. “I haven’t danced in a long time.”

He got the very distinctive feeling that Steffi wasn’t playing a game with him. While he was intrigued by her and wanted to know her better, he wasn’t thinking in terms of anything serious but there was something in her eyes that warned him she might be.

He pulled the car to a stop at the valet desk and got out. He tossed the keys to Aldo and met Steffi under the porte cochere at the front of the hotel. She smiled at him. That sweet, almost dazed smile and he knew he was a goner.

He had been trying to sort out something in his head but his gut took over and said stop thinking. He had her here with him and the night as she’d said was young.

“Dancing?”

“I...yes!” she said. “But I don’t want everyone talking about us.”

Too late, he thought. The moment he’d tossed the keys to the valet everyone would know they’d returned from a date. It could be nothing else. He tucked her hand into the curve of his arm and lead her through the lobby and around the side of the garden path that led to the Mediterranean.

When they got to the sandy beach he stopped. One path led toward the marina and the public access to the sea, the other to the quieter more private section owned by the hotel.

“Where are we going?”

“Just a little walk on the beach, maybe a little dancing for just the two of us, someplace only the two of us will know.”

“I like it,” she said. “You’re really good at thinking of these things.”

He was. It was a move he’d used more than once when he wanted to avoid areas where the paparazzi were and needed some time alone with a woman. It was one of the many tricks he had cultivated over the years. And he felt a little jaded when he used them with Steffi.

She was different. She held onto his arm as she bent and took her sandals off one at a time and then held them loosely by the straps in one hand. For the first time he realized he wanted to protect her. Maybe even from himself.

“Let’s go,” she said.

“One moment,” he said, toeing off his shoes and removing his socks. He took her sandals from her put them next to his shoes just off the path at the base of an oleander and then linked his hand with hers and led her onto the soft beach sand.

The path was lit for the first five hundred feet or so and then there was only the sound of the sea and the inky darkness of the night lit by the half-moon that had watched over their first date.

She didn’t say anything and neither did he. His usual gamut of small talk would be superfluous at this moment. She stopped walking when they were a good distance from the hotel.

“I’m ready to dance,” she said. “I have some music on my iPhone. So what’s your favorite decade? I have a soft spot for the 80s or late 90s electronica.”

Anything as long as he could hold her in his arms again. Tonight she was like quicksilver and he hoped he catch her and hold her. “The 80s. Maybe it’s because that is the decade my parents fell in love and when I was little I can remember them listening to that music all night.”
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Steffi knew it was mostly the wine giving her the courage to take what she wanted tonight. She didn’t have that excuse the last time. But this time...well, she knew that if she slept with Rocco again she wasn’t going to be able to keep from falling deeper into his spell. The threat of Matteo’s reaction was dimming.

She hit her 80s playlist on the iPhone and Rocco took her phone and set it on her clutch purse at their feet. Phil Collins was singing “One More Night”.

Uh oh. She needed Def Leppard or Motley Crue not Phil Collins. She wanted something that would match the chaotic beating of her heart not match the longing inside of her. But it would be odd if she just skipped the song. Maybe give away how much she wanted one more night with Rocco.

The longing and the need in the song perfectly matched the feelings in her at this moment, but Rocco pulled her into is arms and she didn’t have to worry about one more night. He was strong and sure. He didn’t just wrap his arms around her and rock back and forth, he knew how to dance.

Of course he did. Rocco was good at everything that men did with women. In fact, she was hard pressed to find anything he didn’t excel at.

“I bet you’ve been dancing with women all your life,” she said, trying to ignore the fact that she’d sounded cross when she’d said it.

“I have been. My mom was my first partner and then Nona,” he said. “Nona told me that women like to dance and it’s a man’s responsibility to know how.”

“Well, you’re good.”

“You sound upset by that.”

“Not really. I’m just thinking about all the women you’ve practiced with.”

“They were all a warm-up for you,” he said.

“Gah. Are you kidding me with that?” she asked. “What a sappy line. I know I said I was used to a different level of excitement but I haven’t been living in seclusion.”

He spun her away from him and she threw her arm out and then as she spun back into his arms, he caught her from behind. His arms wrapped around her as he swayed to the song, which had changed to Seal’s version of “If You Don’t Know Me”.

“Cheesy or not, that’s the truth. All those other women... they didn’t make me feel like you do.”

An odd tingling started in her stomach and she wondered if she’d misheard him. She wasn’t going to ask. It would be a mistake to try to reason with a sexy man on a beach at night while they were dancing to one of the most romantic songs ever written.

Her only hope of salvation, of not falling for him, was that a heavy metal Guns ’N Roses song would come on next. Really anything not dreamy and perfectly suited to being in Rocco’s arms on the beach.

Luckily, The Cars “Let’s Go” came on. She did her best 80s dance moves, arms swinging while she bounced around in front of him. He laughed and then started doing a very similar dance.

“My parents have a home movie of them dancing like this when they first got together.”

“That’s great. So you still got to see your dad after he passed,” Rocco said.

She nodded. For a little while. Her mom hadn’t wanted to be watching them for the first year after her father had died, but Steffi had needed to.

She danced around Rocco, spinning around him and he caught her hand in his. He liked to touch and she had to admit she was becoming addicted to it. To him.

She froze and stumbled back, looking over at him and he held his hands up.

“Cara, what is it? Is it my dancing?” he asked.

She shook her head. Memories tumbled around her head and emotions that she’d thought she’d dealt with years ago rolled through her and caught in her throat. She didn’t want to be like this. Didn’t want him to see her this way. But knew that if she weren’t here with Rocco she wouldn’t be feeling any of this. She knew it was him.

Rocco.

He made her feel alive in a way that frightened her. He made her want things that she’d done a really great job of ignoring for most of her adult life. But now she knew the reason she dated safe men was because they hadn’t made her feel and Rocco did.

“No, it’s me,” she said, she bent down, grabbed her phone to shut off the music.

What had she been thinking? She hadn’t been. She’d been feeling. She spent most of the time keeping that Harlan part of herself tamped down. Her father lived with big passion and died the same way. He’d taken risks and as he’d said in his letter to her, sometimes taking a chance resulted in a Michelin star other times a dish that tasted like a disaster.

This wasn’t a disaster, she thought. But her pulse was racing and she knew—just knew—that if she didn’t put a big fat wedge between herself and Rocco she’d give in to the magic of the moonlight and the beach and of the man who stood not a few feet from her watching her.

“I’m sorry. I thought I could have this date, pretend to be something I wasn’t, but I’m not. I want to be a Harlan. To live with gusto and passion my father did, but I’m afraid I’m a little too much Bresson for that. I worry. I know that I should do things in moderation.”

“What does that have to do with dancing with me?” he asked. “Was I untoward? Did I grind on you like someone desperate to score?” he asked.

He was perplexed and maybe a little bit angry.

She didn’t blame him. This night...had been perfect. More than perfect. It had been something she’d dreamt of without knowing she wanted it.

She shook her head. “You know that would actually be easier for me to handle.”

“Whatever the lady wants,” he said stepping closer but she held her hand up.

“No. Rocco, for some reason my heart doesn’t know what my head figured out long ago. You and I aren’t right for each other. You can be my secret fantasy but that’s it.”

“Why?” he asked. “I don’t understand what I’ve done wrong.”

Nothing. He’d given her a romantic evening that any woman would be thrilled to have. Her problem was that she’d been here on the Isola del Sole for a long time. And she’d seen what happened to the couples who met here on vacation, had a fling, and then came back again the following year married but clearly not in love.

“There is a magic to this island and to you,” she admitted, trying to make sense of something that really didn’t make much sense to her.

She wanted more from him and yet at the same time was afraid to reach out and take it. She believed that if she did it wouldn’t end well. Look how her parents’ happy marriage had been a sham. She didn’t want to be hurt like her mother had. Unable to watch home movies or look at pictures of the past without feeling sad.

“And it’s a foolish person who believes that magic is the real thing. We all know it’s a bit of sleight of hand.”

“I haven’t attempted to—”

“Rocco, it’s not you. It’s me. When you touch me I think about how much I love the feel of your hands on my body or even just holding mine. When you talk, I hear stories that enchant me and, when you listen, I say things that a wise woman would know to keep to herself...the magic isn’t you trying to fool me, it’s me fooling myself. Seeing you as the kind of man who’d...”

She lowered her head and looked at the sand beneath her feet. She shoved her toes into the sand and shivered. It was cold and damp, hard-packed from the waves that had washed over it. She hated that Rocco made her feel so much—no, that wasn’t true. What she hated was that she was wise enough to know better than to fall for it.

He wasn’t on Isola del Sole for the long haul. He was here helping out his brother and then he’d speed out of her life as quickly as he’d arrived in it. Rocco wasn’t meant for this quiet, seaside town any more than she was meant to be jet-setting with him. He hadn’t asked her for more or made her promises, but she realized her heart wanted them.

If he wasn’t so good at romance, she could have this affair with him. But already her heart beat a little faster when she heard his footsteps in the hall outside her office. And she held her breath each time the door opened, hoping it would be him.

She was falling for him. She could call it magic or try to say it was a spell of the moonlight. None of that mattered because the feelings in her soul felt too damned real.
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Rocco didn’t hesitate to close the gap she’d put between them. He had no idea of the right words. He understood completely what she was saying because whether she would believe it or not he felt the same.

No way in hell was he going to let her know that. But he hated to see her so withdrawn. He’d seen the exquisite agony of love through his best friend, Shel, and his on-again, off-again girlfriend, Pillar. It had been Rocco’s motivation to stay single, but he’d never met a woman who stirred him the way that Steffi did.

It was more than physical, which was why he had no freaking idea what to do next. He’d thought a nice romantic dinner would demonstrate to her that he was just like all the other men she knew. Not an exotic meal, but one that she could take some sort of comfort from. But that had backfired as well.

He tipped her chin up and saw the sheen of tears on her cheeks. Why should seeing her dewy eyes make his heart ache? He wasn’t sure but it did.

“I’m not entirely sure what I’ve done wrong. Maybe it’s the 80s music messing us up. My dad did say some of the music was crazy back then,” Rocco said.

He was trying to keep himself from going off the rails but he felt her slipping away from him. She was like moonlight, beautiful to look at but just out of his reach. And he wondered, really wondered, when he was going to find someone of his own.

He was doing things her way and still that wasn’t working.

She shook her head and it didn’t take a mind reading to tell he’d disappointed her with his answer. But the truth was, he didn’t know what else to say. The moon shone down on them and he’d be willing to bet eighty-five percent of the women he’d dated in the past would have taken his hand and led him down the beach to someplace secluded. But then he knew he was here with her because she was different.

All of his life he’d been racing and trying to find something. He thought it was the F1 championship for a long time. He hadn’t cared to try to settle down, he was married to racing and achieving his dream, but getting the trophy hadn’t filled the emptiness inside of him.

He didn’t know if Steffi could, but when he was with her he didn’t feel as lonely. As empty. As shallow. He felt like a man who could make a real contribution. He liked the man he was when he was with her.

He might be doing it all to impress her.

Hell, was she even aware of it?

“I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say,” he said at last, turning away from her and looking out in the inky blackness that was the sky over the Mediterranean. “There was no ulterior motive to anything I did tonight.”

She put her hand on his arm. It was a soft touch, gentle and probably meant to be soothing, but he felt that zing he always got from her. It went straight through him, down his arm, and jumping through the rest of his body. His pulse sped up and his blood seemed flow heavier through his veins.

Arousal.

The very thing he was trying to pretend he didn’t only feel for her. He wanted to be more than her lover. But what if there wasn’t more to him? The attraction between them was as much a part of them as Matteo was his brother. There was no denying it.

“I’m not trying to be difficult.”

He smiled and gave her a sidelong glance. “Women always think they are uncomplicated.”

“Women? My dear, Rocco, I’m not like any other woman you’ve met.”

“Precisely. I’m going to tell you something and I don’t know if it will help or not.”

“Okay,” she said at last, staring up at him and though he couldn’t see her blue eyes in the moonlight he knew that she would have a serious expression in them. “What is it?”

“I’m not sure where this is going either. I’m not trying to make this harder on you. I’m just winging it. I don’t know any other way to handle this. You’re different and I hope like hell I am, too.”

She didn’t respond and he wondered if once again he’d said the wrong thing then she sighed and put her hand in his and turned to face him again. “Sometimes fear of being hurt stops me from living. Isn’t that the dumbest thing?”

He wrapped his arm around her shoulder and his entire body let out a sigh as she put her arm around his waist. He relaxed and started to breathe again. It was odd to him that showing her a hint of vulnerability seemed to reassure her more than silence.

He wasn’t too sure how he felt about that yet. But he’d figure it out when she wasn’t in his arms. Soft and pliable. He lowered his head and she came up on tiptoe to meet him. Her lips parted under his and he tasted so much in her kiss.

The wine they’d shared for dinner, a little bit of salt from the sea air, and hope. He wondered if he didn’t taste that because he wanted something from Steffi that he’d never thought about before.

He wanted her to be the one that he saw day after day. The woman he slept with at night and then spent the days with. He knew that was going to be a challenge because he didn’t really work here or live here full time. But as her hands rubbed over his back, he stopped thinking.

He lifted his head, stared down at her face, and noticed things he hadn’t before. Like the tiny scar in her left eyebrow and the way her nose was a bit up-tilted.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

Memorizing her in this moment. Making sure that whatever happened later he didn’t have any regrets about this night. Living every moment to the fullest had been so much a part of him all his life that he’d never stopped. Never hesitated to take a risk because he knew life was short. That moments had to be seized before they disappeared. And this moment with Steffi felt...like one he’d regret if he didn’t grab onto her.

He was turning into a sap.

“Wondering what it would take for you to invite me back to your place,” he said.

“Just ask,” she said.

“I thought I did.”

She took his hand in hers and led him back up the beach. The path to Steffi’s apartment curved along a brick wall where wisteria bloomed. Cobblestone paths splintered off to the terraced gardens where Rocco’s private villa was located. Light dotted the paths and reflected from the windows as the occupants went about their nightly routines. But this night was anything but routine for Rocco.

He stopped for a moment, tipping his head back as the scent of lemon blending with oleander floated around him on the wind. Steffi tossed her head and her long hair brushed over his neck. She smiled up at him.

Chapter Seven
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Steffi’s apartment was much like the woman herself. Elegant and sophisticated. He’d been in a lot of penthouses over the years that would struggle to compete with the elegance of Steffi’s apartment on Fiori. She was neat and the entire apartment was scented with roses and lilies.

Her couch was ivory velvet with cream-colored leather armchairs that invited a man to sit there. He easily could imagine himself sitting in one of them with her on his lap. There was a winding wrought iron staircase in the corner that he assumed led to her bedroom. She had a beautiful writing desk tucked next to the stairs with a Louis XIV chair sat at angles in front of the alcove and floor-to-ceiling bookcases. He walked over to peruse the titles, noting that she had books in her native French as well as in Italian and English. He pulled out a thin volume that was one of his favorites The Little Prince by Antoine de Saint Exupery.

“I love this book,” he said, holding it up.

He’d read it when he’d first been sent to boarding school. At night when the other boys had been sleeping, he’d been awake and wandered the halls until one of his teachers had given him a copy.

“Me, too. It’s one of my comfort reads,” she admitted. “My papa read it to me when I was small. And when I read in my head I hear his voice.”

He didn’t have a comfort read but he the fact that she did fit her perfectly. He wouldn’t mind reading it with her sometime. Again he felt that feeling in his gut like he was stepping onto very shaking ground. A bit like his reoccurring nightmare of being on the track while a race was going on and he was standing in the middle of the road. He’d never brought that up in therapy but he’d always felt like that was the manifestation of his fear of life racing past him.

“Would you like some coffee? Or a nightcap? I have had enough wine tonight,” she said, leading the way into the kitchen.

Immediately he could tell that she was the daughter of a chef. Her kitchen had state-of-art appliances. It was neat and tidy and there was a slate board mounted behind the range that was lettered with the motto from her father’s television show: Mange bien, riez souvent, aimez beaucoup. Translated that meant eat well, laugh often, love abundantly.

Did she do those things? She had laughed with him tonight and he’d felt powerful knowing that he’d been the man to make her laugh. But loving abundantly...that was something he’d never been able to inspire in any woman. His nona, sure, but she had to love him. But the women he’d slept with never mentioned love.

Was that what this feeling in his gut was?

She led the way into the kitchen and turned on the electric kettle to boil water. He walked over to her office area and glanced at it. He saw a framed letter hanging on the wall and relaxed. There were Valery Harlan’s rules of life. The ones that she’d referenced on the boat the other night. He read them while she moved around behind him.

The rules were interesting. And as a legacy from her father they were pretty nice. Better than his complicated legacy from his father...running from love, going zero to sixty in less than two seconds.

“When did he send them to you?”

“When I was eight. While he was having that affair with Janine’s mother.”

“How did you find out?” Rocco asked as the pungent scent of coffee filled the air.

“This year when my mom and I were on our vacation in Dubai for our birthdays—I’m the exact age she was when she had me and we thought it would be fun to do something big—she told me.”

He shook his head, trying to wrap his brain around what she was saying. She had a half-sister and had only just found out about her.

“Why tell you now?” he asked, trying to figure out what the end game for her mother had been. Maybe the guilt that Mitzi had been living with for so long had finally got the better of her.

Steffi poured a cup of coffee for him in a mug and then set it in front of him. She turned to pour another for herself. There was a small silver dish with sugar cubes in it and she added one to her cup before pushing the bowl toward him.

He added three. He liked his coffee sweet.

She brought a cream pitcher over and poured a splash into her mug and he added significantly more. Then another sugar cube.

“How much sugar do you need?” she asked with a smile.

“Lots. My nona taught me to drink coffee and she always made it sweet. Why did she tell you?”

Steffi took a sip of her coffee and then set the mug down again and he realized she was stalling for time. He was new to this whole trying to bond with someone over something more than sex. Maybe he was pushing too hard. He reached his hand out, put it over hers. “You don’t have to tell me.”

She nodded. “I know. It’s just... We were having dinner and we’d had about a bottle and a half of wine, and I said that I wished dad had lived. That it would be nice to have him at our celebration. And she said she didn’t know that he’d be with us even if he were still alive.”

Rocco went still. There was so much pain in Steffi’s voice. He understood that kind of agony. It was similar to what he felt when he remembered losing his mom. She was always with him in spirit, but there were times when he felt a very keen longing to hug her. Feel her soft kisses on his forehead and her reassurances that everything was okay.

“I didn’t get it and asked her why and suddenly everything just poured out of her. Dad had had an affair and the woman had gotten pregnant. She contacted mom after dad had died and to protect the reputation and the Harlan brand mom agreed to pay for the child’s education if the other woman never went public. The woman agreed. I don’t even know her first name. But I do know my sister’s. Janine Pike. I asked mom about her, but she knew very little. Just that she’s American.”

“Steffi, that’s...”

“Incredible, right? To find out something important like I have a sister when I’m twenty-eight was different. I tried to think of what to do.”

“Did you do an internet search on her?” Rocco asked.

“I did but there wasn’t much information just her address. So I sent her a letter. She hasn’t responded so maybe she didn’t want a sister. Maybe she knew about me all along. I just don’t know. Also, why am I telling you this? I think of all the things to say when I have Rocco De Luca in my kitchen this sad tale should be the last.”

Maybe the old Rocco, he thought. But the man who had walked on the beach with Steffi, the man who was planning an event at the hotel that had nothing to do with scoring women or making sure he stayed in the public eye with his celebrity friends, that man craved more of her honesty.

“I want to know everything there is about you,” he said.

“Why?” she asked.

He opened his mouth to answer but she put her finger on his lips.

“Don’t. I’m not that interesting.”

She was endlessly fascinating and he’d known it from the moment she’d given him that sidelong glance in Matteo’s office.

“So, you have some rules that now take on a deeper meaning?”

“I’m not sure. I’ve never really been that much like dad. I mean I have my memories of him and I’ve watched his TV shows over the years, trying to figure him out as an adult but he’s still just the man who spoiled me and taught me to cook. It’s hard because he died when I was ten. I never got to know him as an adult.”

He understood that. Even though his father had died only two years ago, Rocco hadn’t had a close bond with his father. “I wish you had.”

“Thank you,” she said.

“You’re welcome. I like this place,” he said. “I’ve never been in any of the apartments here in town.”

“Want to see my bedroom?”

“Yes,” he said, following her up the stairs.
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Steffi woke up to the feel of something soft and feather light caressing her. Starting at her lips and moving slowly down her neck through the valley between her breasts. Her nipples hardened and she opened her eyes to find Rocco resting on his elbow next to her. He had the bow tie he’d worn to dinner last night dangling from his hand and he was stroking it over her.

He brought it back up to her breast circling it over her tightening nipple and then sliding the fabric back and forth. She arched her back to thrust her breasts upward and Rocco’s gaze moved from her body to her face.

“Good morning.”

“Morning,” she said, stretching against the sheets as their eyes met.

He continued to caress her body with his tie, moving from her breast to her midriff and then lower to her stomach. He circled around her belly button and then swept the fabric lightly from one hipbone to the other.

She sighed and fluttered her legs against the sheets parting them slightly. He noticed the move but continued his unhurried caresses. He moved slowly from her hips back up to her chin and her lips again. Her lips tingled. Her heartbeat was so strong she felt it pulsating in every part of her body. Her lips, her nipples, her fingertips, her pussy. She reached for him but he shook his head.

Dropping the tie on her body and capturing her wrists with one of his hands. He brought them up over her head. He held them there as he shifted on the bed, straddling her waist.

He was aroused. His cock jutted toward her as he reached for his tie and bound her hands together above her head. Then their eyes met.

“Okay?”

She wasn’t sure. She’d never had a lover tie her hands together before but she liked it. “Yes.”

“Good.”

He shifted off of her and lay back down next to her where he had been and then slowly drew his hand down the same path he’d taken with that bit of fabric. His finger lingered on her lips, tracing the outline of her lower one before drawing it down her chin and neck. He placed his finger on her frantically beating pulse, just lightly tapping in the same rhythm as her racing heart. Then he traced a pattern, moving lower to circle the full globes of each of her breasts. Making a figure eight pattern around both of them. Her skin felt so sensitive and rivers of sensation washed over her, pooling in her center. She shifted, arching her back as he continued moving lower, tracing each of her ribs and then circling her belly button.

She felt a drop of wetness at the top of her thighs and she shifted her legs trying to play it cool when she was on fire. She wanted more from Rocco. She needed his touch on her pussy. On her nipples. But he continued to build the arousal in her, stoking the flames even higher as he traced the line between her hips as he had earlier with the tie. Then he moved lower, stroking the channel between her thighs, his finger lightly brushing over her clit before he moved back up.

Her legs scissored and tried to capture his hand, to keep his touch where she so desperately needed it but he was too quick for that. He shifted, straddling her again. Lowering his body to caress her with his chest, rubbing it from her belly up over her breasts and then his mouth was on hers. His lips rubbed lightly over hers, the touch more intimate because it was just their lips. He moved lower, rubbing his lips along the side of her jaw and then down the length of her neck. When he got to the beating pulse he opened his mouth and sucked gently on her skin. She moaned and arched her back desperate for him to never stop doing that.

But he moved on, going lower to trace a path down the center of her body, avoiding her breasts. Her nipples were hard and ached for his touch. His mouth. She twisted but with her hands bound above her head it was hard to control her movements especially when he put his hand on her waist and held her still.

His lips moved on the underside of her breast and she swallowed hard as another jolt of white heat went through her and another drop of moisture slipped between her legs. He brought his lips to her breasts, not sucking on her nipple the way she desperately wished he would, but just rubbing them over it the way he had her lips earlier.

She arched into him.

“Rocco!”

“Mmm-hmm?” he muttered against her nipple, the vibration of his lips against her made her shiver and she arched her hips again. Her legs thrashed against the bed.

“Enough. I need you inside of me.”

“Not yet,” he said. “I was too hurried on my yacht and last night. I want to make this morning last forever.”

She didn’t have the words to argue with him. She was a mass of longing and craved his touch. She wanted him to fill her, she felt so damned empty but she also wanted this to last. She held her breath as she wondered what he’d do to her next.

He moved inexorably lower, rubbing his lips against each of her ribs and then lower to her stomach. He thrust his tongue into her belly button in three rapid bursts, which sent a pulse of long straight to her clit. It swelled with need. And his chest rubbed between her legs as he shifted lower and she moaned at the sensation.

He rubbed his lips along the line between her belly and groin, nibbling at her hip before he shifted until he knelt between her legs.

He stared up her body at her. Their eyes met and she’d never seen so much fire in a man’s gaze when he looked at her before. His pupils were dilated and there was a flush on his skin as he watched her. He rubbed the heel of his palm over her center, moving it lightly in a circular motion. His touch was light, as it had been on her lips, but so damned arousing. She shifted her hips underneath trying to increase the pressure but he lifted his hand from her putting it on her thigh and then he leaned close over her most intimate flesh. His breath was a warm as he exhaled and then he parted her with his other hand. She felt his breath and then the rub of his lips over her clit and she arched her back and tried to free her hands so she could grab his head and hold him to her.

But she couldn’t.

Her legs moved restlessly around him as he licked at her clit, flicking her with his tongue until she felt like she was going to explode. She arched her back, frantically trying to do anything that would ease the ache inside of her. He sucked on her clit and everything in her body clenched and released as an orgasm rolled over her. She arched her back into it. Her nipples were hard points of need and her hands were clenched together above her head.

She screamed his name and he just kept his mouth on her, drove her up and up until she was shaking and quivering. He lifted his head but she was scarcely aware of him. She knew he moved and got a condom a condom. He put his hands on her breasts, rubbing them both, tweaking her nipples until she was arching under him again. She had never taken this much pleasure from lying with a man. She was going to die from all of this, she thought, but she didn’t want him to stop.

He shifted over her and the tip of his penis was there at the opening of her body but he just rotated his hips and rubbed the head against her and then pulled his hips back. His hands skimmed down the sides of her body, reaching under to cup her butt as he rubbed his cock between her legs and then shifted his hips, staring down at her, passion and some other emotion she couldn’t really define in his eyes.

She looked up at him and knew no matter how hard he tried Rocco was always going to be exotic to her. He was always going to be the man who gave her thrills like no other man could. She looked at him as he slowly slid into her body, his torso rubbing over her chest, one of his hands coming up to rest on the bed next to her shoulder and then their eyes met.

“Ready?”

“Yes,” she said.

And as he slid deeply into her, she closed her eyes as he filled her. Closed them because she knew why she’d been acting so scatterbrained since he’d walked into her office all naked chested-temptation...she loved him.

He rode her hard, whispering hot words of sex and desire into her ear. He told he needed her and wanted her. That she was adored by him. That he wanted to worship her again and again with his body. She’d never experienced a more heady feeling than this. She understood now why people fell hard in love and did impractical things. At this moment, she’d marry him. She’d follow him to the ends of the earth.

She opened her eyes, their gazes met and she felt a jolt that had nothing to do with the physical pleasure he was giving her. It was emotional and it shook her to her core. She started to shiver as her body clenched around him and she came hard. He watched her, driving into her with more urgency until he shuddered in her arms, emptying himself. He collapsed on her, keeping his weight from crushing her though. He rested his head on her breast, his breathing slowed but her pulse still raced.

Love.

She loved him more than she’d thought she could. It scared her as nothing in her life ever had. Loving a man like Rocco, there was no sense in that. But she knew that love wasn’t sensible. It didn’t strike when a woman wanted it to. It didn’t always happen with the person that made the most sense. She brought her bound wrists down from above her head and rested her hands on his back.

She wanted to clutch him to her. To wrap her arms and legs around him. To keep him by her side for now and always. To never let him leave this bed.

But that was crazy. She couldn’t do that. She had to figure out if this love was just a side product of the intense pleasure he’d given her. Yeah, right, girl. She knew that this was real love. She’d never met a man who tied her in as many knots as he did. From the first moment they’d met she’d been unable to stop thinking of him. And now she had him.

She wanted to shout halleluiah, but she was a realist. She knew he was at a crossroads. He’d come back to Isola del Sole for a memorial service for his father and to fill in for his brother. When summer was over that would be the end of their nights together. An end to this affair that would be so easy to fool herself had the potential to be a real relationship but, to be honest, she knew it wasn’t.

She wasn’t going to leave Isola del Sole and Rocco wasn’t going to stay. He was never going to be...what? It wasn’t like she had some image of what a man in her life had to be. She should just breathe. Just let whatever happened with Rocco be. But she was a planner.

That was what her father had done. He’d savored each relationship with gusto. But she was also her mother’s daughter. Practical. She wanted to plan. Wanted to build a life with this man she loved.

She closed her eyes and snuggled closer to Rocco, holding onto him as she drifted back off to sleep.

Chapter Eight
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Steffi’s day had started well enough. She’d gotten out of the shower feeling totally in love and like anything was possible. She’d taken her time, staring into the mirror trying to see signs of her new emotions on her face. Aside from her wide smile and a certain gleam in her eye, she hadn’t spotted any big difference. She’d hurried downstairs to find Rocco but the apartment had been empty.

She figured he’d more than likely gone back to his place to change before coming into work. But it was nearly two in the afternoon and there was no sign of him.

Her day was going downhill fast. There were a string of situations that kept her away from her desk.

The maintenance men were threatening to strike unless the changes they wanted to their contract were approved. She’d been in the conference room all morning and her head ached from listening to the same arguments over and over again. She finally understood why Matteo was always so grumpy on union negotiation days.

She sent them to the hotel restaurant for lunch while she had a conference call with Matteo in Venice.

“I’m sorry to bother, Matteo,” she said, knowing his business in Venice was important.

The dei Fiori Hotel Group was looking to expand into Venice and Matteo was there to look at a palazzo that was about to go on the market. Steffi knew precious little about the deal except that he was trying to buy the palazzo from the Baroness Von Lienz, Helena. Her late husband had been in the car with Enzo and two women when it careened over the side of the cliff and plunged into the ocean, killing all four passengers.

“But Vinny isn’t budging and I’m at my wit’s end. I’ve told them numerous times that we have made as many concessions as we are willing to at this time.”

“It’s okay, Steffi,” Matteo said, uncharacteristically relaxed. “I hate to say it given that we live in the twenty-first century but it might be down to the fact that you’re a woman. Get Rocco in there. I think they will back down for him.”

Uh, yeah, Rocco hadn’t shown up in the office today. She was trying not to put too much importance on the fact that he’d pretty much stripped her all the way down to her soul making love that morning and then pulled a ghost.

“He’s not here,” she said.

“What? Where is he?” Matteo asked, muttering under his breath in Italian.

“I have been in the boardroom all morning. He’s been very busy with the World War II event. He’s added some things for the families.”

“I saw those emails, Steffi,” Matteo said.

Get it together, girl. She knew that Matteo was aware of what Rocco had done. She just didn’t know where he was and her job was to keep him out of trouble. “I can go and find him. I gave the maintenance staff vouchers for lunch in the dining room so I could figure out what else to do.”

“I’m going to text Rocco and tell him to get back to the executive offices. Go into my office and get the file that has last year’s contract.”

“The old one?” she asked to clarify.

“Yes. Make copies for everyone and put that at each place for when they get back. Tell them we are starting fresh. That will give them something to think about. I’ll try to find Rocco.”

“Thank you,” she said. “I know I’m supposed to be keeping an eye on him.”

“I just said that so he wouldn’t think he could goof off all the time. You have your own job to do and Rocco is a grown man. Time he acted like it.”

“He has been,” Steffi said.

“I’m glad to hear it. I’ll call or text when I know something more,” Matteo said. “Ciao.”

“Ciao,” she replied ending the call.

She went to the computer in Matteo’s office and pulled up the old contract and sent the file to the printer with enough copies for everyone at the meeting. But she was distracted.

Where was Rocco? It wasn’t like him not to be in the office and not to have sent a dozen emails to her. He knew she preferred to talk in person and she suspected he’d been doing it to needle her. But today nothing.

She rang down to Zio’s concierge desk. “Si, Signorina Harlan?”

“Have you seen Signor De Luca?” she asked.

“Rocco is at the pool bar with Signor Myerson.”

Shel was back in town. Did that mean that Rocco was back to his old ways? “Are you sure?”

“Si. Do you need me to get him for you?” Zio Gianni asked.

“No. I’ll take care of it.”

The pool bar. He’d left her apartment while she’d been showering to party with Shel? Her phone rang again. The caller ID showed it was Matteo.

“I can’t get Rocco on the phone and he’s not responding to my texts either,” Matteo said. “If the contracts don’t work to get them talking, conference me in and I’ll do let them know you speak for me.”

“Okay,” she said. “I think I might have a lead on where Rocco is.”

“Where?”

“Helping a friend. I’m going to try to track him down. If I need you I will conference you in,” she said.

“Good. I think you are doing a good job of handling things while I’m gone.”

“Grazie, Matteo.”

“Prego, Steffi. Ciao.”

She hung up and walked out of her office. She knew she probably looked pissed off. Several staff members smiled at her and then lowered their heads. She tried to force a smile but Gianni just widened his eyes when she did that. So she knew she wasn’t fooling anyone.

“Which bar?”

“The one overlooking the marina, signorina, The Anemone,” Gianni said. “Are you sure—?”

“Grazie, Gianni,” she said, pulling her sunglasses from her pocket and donning them as she walked.

She also took the hair tie she kept in her pocket and pulled her mane back into her customary ponytail though she’d left it down that morning. She had a feeling she was going to need her entire bag of tricks to deal with Rocco.

A part of her realized she was jumping to conclusions but another part—the woman who’d fallen in love with him—was angry, hurt, and afraid. Each step she took across the stuccoed walkway echoed and in her mind she heard a plea that was simply to please be wrong. Don’t let him have gone back to his old lifestyle after making her fall for him.
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Shel called two minutes after Steffi left to get in the shower, while Rocco was downstairs trying to remember where Steffi had gotten the ingredients for the coffee she’d made them last night. The woman was so neat and tidy everything was tucked away and unless a man had a map, then Rocco was pretty sure he was SOL.

“Talk to me, Shel,” he said as he answered the phone opening another cabinet door.

“She’s with Le Corsaire. I mean I knew she was with him but the bitch just texted me a photo and then immediately sent a #suckstosuck.

Pilar was a super model that liked to hang around the racetrack and with the Hollywood glitterati. She was a first class bitch. No doubt about it. She’d dumped Shel in Milan a few weeks ago for Georges Le Corsaire. He was a fashion mogul who rivaled Marc Jacobs and Pilar was the new face of his the Le Corsaire line. Shel and she had been on again off again for years and Rocco had never truly understood why Shel kept taking her back. Shel often said it was the adrenaline and excitement of never knowing what was going to happen next. But Rocco didn’t think that was very healthy. Now that he had Steffi, he knew he’d never want the kind of relationship that Pilar and Shel had. The way he felt when he was with Steffi, he would do anything to keep that feeling alive.

“Where are you?” Rocco asked.

“At the piano in the lobby,” Shel said. “You weren’t in your villa. Why weren’t you?

“I got lucky last night,” he said.

Then realized that Shel would take it to mean he’d scored but the truth was Rocco had truly felt lucky that he’d spent the night with Steffi. Dancing on the beach and listening to her stories meant as much as to him as sleeping with her.

“I didn’t. I’m—Rocco—what’s wrong with me? I shouldn’t keep going after women who do this to me. My parents have something real and I’m stuck with this?”

“Dude, you don’t have to be. Hold on, I’m on my way,” Rocco said.

He looked around for something to jot a note to Steffi but couldn’t find any paper, probably in a drawer, and Shel sounded like he was going to do something crazy. Dangerous crazy and both of them had been the one to talk the other one off the ledge. That was what they did for each other.

In a way going to Shel gave him the perfect out. He had a legit reason to leave Steffi’s apartment instead of mooning after her. She confused and scared him. He knew better than to deny the fact that what he felt for her was real. But he had no idea how to move on from this point. How to make a life with anyone really. He wasn’t even sure he wanted to.

He texted Steffi to say he was with Shel and then hurried out of her apartment down the garden path toward the hotel. The sun was bright and he stopped for a second tipping his head back. It was a beautiful day. He took a moment to absorb it.

What the hell?

He never noticed things like this, but he did now. It was Steffi. He knew it was her effect on him. She wasn’t like the other women he’d known before and now he suspected he knew why. He loved her.

Love.

It was the one thing he couldn’t train for or figure out how to win at by competing at different tracks. The women he’d slept with in the past, those one-night stands and brief affairs, had done nothing to prepare him for this moment. For Steffi.

He walked through the hotel and waved at Zio as he did so. “Where’s Shel?” Rocco asked. “He said he was at the piano?”

“He said he was going to the marina, signor.”

“Grazie, Zio, have a good day.”

“I will, signor. How was dinner last night? Did the signorina like our surprise?”

“She loved it. Thank you.”

“It was nothing. I like making you happy.”

“I am, Zio. I am,” he said, turning on his heel and walking out of the hotel.

He considered different possibilities for his life if he was going to keep on seeing Steffi. Of course, if she would want him. He had commitments for the next year already booked, but then after that maybe they could settle down here. Or at another dei Fiori resort that they would run together.

He pictured in his head an idyllic resort with just the two of them.

He walked through the beach tunnel and turned left toward the Anemone bar. The bar was situated on the roof of the marina to afford it a better view of Isola del Sole’s coastline, and, from the corner, the mountain terrain of his family’s own private island was visible in the distance.

The bar was all outside with a white tile floor that gleamed in the early morning sun. There were tables dotted along the wall that came to his mid thigh and in the middle of the floor space was a long thin pool where fresh pink and purple rock roses floated. He spotted Shel sitting on one of the pillows on the bench around the flower pool.

Shel had his sunglasses on and a cocktail glass in his hand. From the amber color and the lemon peel Rocco recognized the drink as a negroni. He signaled the bartender to bring him one and took a seat next to his friend, propping his shoulder on Shel’s.

“This is how we are going to deal with Le Corsaire?” Rocco asked.

“For now.”

The bartender brought his drink and Rocco said, “We don’t want to go thirsty, so keep them coming.”

Getting drunk at the start of the work day wasn’t exactly mature and responsible but after last night he needed to just let go. To remind himself of the man he’d always been. He was scared and running back to his old habits felt safe. He knew that it wasn’t the answer but for right now he was willing to ignore it.

Ignore the love he felt for Steffi because he wasn’t sure he could be the kind of man that she would love. Wasn’t sure of anything and while he was drinking with Shel he didn’t have to be.

“Si, Signor De Luca.”

“To better times and better dames,” Rocco said, holding his glass toward Shel.

It was their toast. They’d been making the same toast since they’d both met at age eighteen and started partying together.

But Shel didn’t return the toast. “I’m not feeling it,” he said.

Rocco wasn’t either to be honest. They were lost in a way neither of them had been in years. Shel because Pilar seemed to have finally cut the ties with him that they’d shared for so long. Rocco because last night had changed something inside of him. “I have a great dame.”

“You do?” Shel asked, straightening up, tipping his head to one side and taking a drink. “Who is she?”

“Steffi.”

“Steffi? Matteo’s assistant? So that’s why you’ve been working so hard in the office. That’s not really you, Rocco,” Shel said.

“Don’t say it like that. She’s...she’s more than Matteo’s assistant. She’s not the reason I’ve been working here. I am ready to take my place in the family. Be more than just a name on the board of directors,” Rocco said.

“Really? Then why are you drinking with me instead of at the office working?” Shel finished his drink and the bartender came over with a fresh one, taking away the empty glass.

“Steffi,” he said. “She confuses me, Shel.”

“Oh, ho, so it’s more than getting laid?” Shel asked.

Yes. But his friend was hurting and the last thing that Rocco wanted to do was rub Shel’s face in the fact that Rocco had a woman of his own. For the first time since he’d known Shel, Rocco had someone.

“Yeah, but we aren’t going to talk about her. We’re going to find you a different woman and talk about the many mistakes of Pilar. You’re better off without her.”

“Am I?” Shel asked. “We’ve been in this pattern so long I can’t imagine anything different.”

To be honest, Rocco didn’t know. Shel liked to play like he was a casual guy but his friend was happier when he was paired up with a woman. For a while now that been Pilar. She was gorgeous and passionate, sure, but she also knew how to make him jealous and keep him on the line. And he let her.

“I don’t know, dude. I wish I did. But this morning I was thinking about you and Pilar and me and Steffi. And if Steffi left me I think I’d take her back.”

“You care about her?” Shel asked. “I never thought I’d see the day when you got serious about a woman.”

He hadn’t either.

“I think I love her,” Rocco said.

“Love makes fools of everyone,” Shel said.

“Then I’m a fool,” Rocco said.

“Aren’t we all,” Shel replied, lifting his glass in a mock toast.
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Steffi entered the rooftop Anemone bar and scanned the area for Rocco. If he was with Shel, she was surprised they hadn’t stayed in the lobby bar. Shel liked to play the piano there and was very good at it.

Loud raucous laughter drew her attention to one of the seating areas around the shallow flower pools. She spotted Rocco first, her breath caught in her chest as she noticed his tousled dark curls. He still wore his clothes from last night. He had sunglasses on and was sitting across to Shel who also had sunglasses. Shel was tall, with light cocoa-colored skin. He wore his hair with a rakish cut and had distinctive features. She’d met him before and been as charmed by him as everyone was.

The son of a famous Hollywood golden couple who were renowned for their love match. Steffi imagined that was hard to grow up with. She would always want to find the match that would be like them if she were Shel. And that kind of true love was hard to find. Just ask her. Love made her vulnerable and she’d gotten out of the shower this morning thinking of Rocco. All day long he’d dominated her every thought and now he was the reason she felt so scared and angry.

Shel had grown up in the public spotlight. Not content to live on his trust fund, he’d written the most popular television series in the last ten years. The fans for Fortune’s Fool were as devoted as Firefly and Star Trek’s legions.

Then she noticed the four or so women all crowded next to them at the stone benches. Two of them with their feet in the water...

Her heart hurt. Her mind was quick to land on anger, anything to stop from feeling like she was going to shatter into a million pieces. She hadn’t thought that Rocco or anyone could make her feel like this.

“Rocco De Lucca,” she said as she walked toward him.

“Uh oh, Steffi, cara, I can explain,” he said, dropping his arm from the two woman on either side of him.

“Don’t you cara me. I’m sure you can explain, but I’m not really looking for excuses,” she said to him, turning to the woman he had his arm around. “Get your feet out of the decorative pool.”

“Uh, who died and made her president,” one woman said. “Isn’t this your family’s resort.”

“Steffi is an executive here,” Rocco said, shaking his head slightly.

He had a glass in his hand that looked like the cocktail negroni, which had a lot of vodka in it. As he took the last swallow and drained the glass, a waiter appeared and handed him another one.

He put the glass on the bench and got up walking over to her. She was so glad she had her sunglasses on as she blinked to keep from crying. She was just tired and frustrated because of the meeting. She had known—known—that Rocco wasn’t the kind of man who meant the things he’d said last night. She was a fool for letting herself believe it for even a second.

“Why are you so upset?” he asked.

Really?! He couldn’t figure it out? Maybe he couldn’t. And she wasn’t about to make it worse by explaining it to him.

“What are you doing here? You know we need you at the resort,” she said. Just keep it on business. There’s no reason to let on that last night meant anything other than sex.

Soul shattering sex.

It had made her realize that she loved him. That she never wanted to lose him. And now this...

The kind of sex she was more than likely not going to ever have again because how could she trust him. Why had she trusted him to begin with? This was Rocco. He and Shel and these four women were something she’d seen numerous times over the years. She’d been fooling herself to think he could change.

Heck, who changed that quickly? Her mother had said that love made common sense seem boring and ridiculous. Now she understood that sentiment.

Her love for Rocco had blinded her to this. The reality. This was who he normally was and while she had wanted something exotic instead of the comfort of her normal security, her dull routine and normal life had no doubt seemed exotic to him.

He rubbed a hand over his face, swayed a little.

He was drunk. Steffi put her hand out to steady him and he grasped it, clenched it in his.

“Shel needed me today. And we’ve been best friends for a long time. He was there for me when dad died.”

Oh, no. Had one of Shel’s parents died? She was going to feel like the biggest bitch if that were the case. “Are his parents okay?”

“What? Oh, yes, they are great. He needed me because he and Pilar have broken up.”

“Again? Even the tabloids no longer run them as top billing. This isn’t an emergency, Rocco,” she said.

It was an excuse. She’d been right. He had fallen back into his old habits. “You made a promise to me and to your brother. Aren’t you a man of your word?”

“I am. But today I needed to blow off some steam.”

“That’s an excuse. I’m not buying it. You set things in motion for our event and now you are falling back into these old habits. The resort needs you.”

“The resort needs me or you do?”

This morning she would have happily told him that she needed him but this afternoon...not so much.

“The resort. We have a working relationship and I’m afraid you are going to have clean up and get back to work.”

“I’m not doing that,” he said.

“Matteo put me in charge of you,” she said.

“Sorry, Steffi, not all of us can have your neat and tidy life where everything has a place and you don’t make mistakes. Carefully navigating through everything so you don’t break any of your father’s rules. You don’t even see it but you are trying to please a man who’s been dead a long time.”

That hurt. She’d never realized by falling in love with him and sharing parts of herself that she normally kept carefully hidden away that she’d given him ammo to wound her.

“I don’t have a neat and tidy life. And I’m certainly not saying you shouldn’t be here for your friend. But you’re drunk at three in the afternoon. You made a commitment to me and to Matteo, to ensure the resort ran smoothly while he was gone.”

“I’ve been doing that. I think I deserve a day off,” he said.

“Enjoy it,” she said.

She wasn’t going to stand here and argue when he clearly wasn’t going to do anything but defend his behavior. If he couldn’t see why leaving her in the morning without a note and spending the day drinking with Shel bothered her then he wasn’t the man she’d thought he was.

“Why are you so pissed?”

“You didn’t even leave me a note.”

“I texted you, get with the twenty-first century and check your devices,” he said.

“Sorry,” she muttered feeling even more out of place than before.

If she needed anything to show her that she and Rocco were from different worlds, it was this. She wasn’t normally weak but right now she felt battered. Even accounting for the amount of drinking he’d done, she wasn’t sure she would ever be able to forgive him for this.

“I’ve got to get back to the resort. Keep them out of the pool and I’m cutting you and Shel off,” she said. “You’ve had enough to drink.”

Rocco opened his mouth but he didn’t say anything just nodded. She walked over to the bartender and gave him a mini-lecture on serving guests who’d clearly had too much.

“But it’s Signor De Luca.”

“He needs limits, too,” she said.

She turned on her heel and walked back to the resort. She suddenly got now why her mom had kept quiet about the other woman or perhaps there had been women in Valery’s life. She knew it boiled down to the waves of her embarrassment and upset rolling over her.

The way she felt so stupid for trusting one second that she could be more to Rocco than one of his bevy of beach bunnies. But she’d seen so much more than the party boy. She’d seen a man that she thought...

She stopped in the tunnel leading back to the hotel, pushed her sunglasses up on her head, and wiped her eyes. She had a tough meeting to get back to and she wasn’t going to lose it.

Heck, she’d slept with Rocco twice and barely started to fall in love with him.

But her heart didn’t feel like that. She knew in her head she’d been weaving fantasies around the two of them and she wasn’t ever going to be able to shake off this feeling. Well, at least not for a long time.

Chapter Nine
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Rocco woke up on his yacht in his bed alone. He glanced around to make sure he was alone because after Steffi had cut them off, they’d come back here and made their own cocktails and partied until the early morning.

His head ached; he staggered to his feet, took a shower, dressed, and climbed the stairs to the deck. He found Shel sleeping on the aft deck cushions with a couple of women. He tried to be as quick as he could as he left the yacht and walked up the path toward the hotel.

He knew that Steffi was going to be prickly today. And he wouldn’t say he was dreading seeing her but he wasn’t looking forward to it. Zio smiled when he entered the lobby and handed him his famous hangover cure.

“How’d you know I needed this?” Rocco asked.

“When have I not known,” Zio Gianni said.

“Never.”

“Exactly.”

Rocco drained the drink and handed the glass back to Zio. The concierge pressed a small box into his hand. Not the shape for a ring but something small, he opened it and noticed it was a delicate braided gold and platinum bracelet.

“For Signorina Harlan. I recommend you stop by the gift shop and customize it.”

“I need a gift for her?”

“You probably need a lot more than that.”

Rocco wished he could remember the prior afternoon better. He knew she’d come to the bar and cut off their drinks. He knew he’d talked to her but beyond that he had no idea. It had been a long time since he had drank that much. Normally, he kept clean and sober because driving demanded all of his attention. But yesterday he’d been feeling so alive. So good about his life that he’d wanted to make Shel feel better and...

“Grazie,” he said, tucking the box into his pocket.

Until he knew what the situation was, he wasn’t going to give her Zio’s gift. Plus, if he needed to apologize, he suspected the last thing Steffi would want from him was a piece of jewelry. It was an old world gift from a cheating husband. And he hadn’t cheated on her.

He never would.

He stopped in the hallway outside of her office, more nervous now then he’d been before his first F1 race. Why?

He knocked on the door before opening it. His palms were sweating. He’d never felt so unsure of a situation before. It was like he was doing a test day at the track with a new setup and a new type of tires. He wasn’t sure if he’d make it around safely or if he was going to crash and burn.

She was sitting there behind her desk, her caramel brown hair pulled up into her habitual high ponytail. She had a white, long-sleeved silk blouse that was buttoned a little high for his taste. Her fingers flew over the keyboard and she didn’t look up until she’d finished whatever she was typing.

When she did, her hands fell to her desk and she put them together looking up at him with fakest smile he’d ever seen on a person.

“What can I help you with, Rocco?”

“I think we need to talk,” he said.

“Not at all. I got your text yesterday and I think we are good. I resolved the dispute with the maintenance team,” she said. “Are you here to work today?”

“I am.”

He felt like he was missing something. Like when he took a lap and he couldn’t get the performance from his car that he wanted, but he hadn’t yet been about to diagnose the problem. He’d figure it out. He wasn’t the best at reading Steffi but he was getting better at it. She acted as if things were fine but he could tell they weren’t.

“Good. I fielded a few calls yesterday from the wounded veterans group. They need more details as to Friday’s event. Some of our World War II vets and their families will be arriving later and I have you down to greet them—”

“Great. I’ll do all of that. Now can we talk about us?” he asked, propping his hip on the side of her desk.

She was looking everywhere but at him and that bothered him more than he wanted to admit.

“Sure. What do you want to say? I’ve had word from Matteo and he will be returning to the resort on Sunday. Soon you will be free from your obligations here and can move on.”

“Move on?” he asked. “Steffi, what the hell? Weren’t you on the beach with me two nights ago? You know I’m not just moving on.”

“I also took a call for you from the Invictus Games. They are expecting you in London next week for an event. Seems you’re their spokesperson.”

“I am. I have been promoting the games and I will participate in seated volleyball with one of the teams. My presence helps in raising the profile of the games and I really like those guys, they play to win.”

“The event seems ideally suited for you.”

“Is it? Then why are you acting like this?”

She sighed and then looked down at her hands. She stretched her fingers out on the polished walnut surface before lacing them back together.

“I was there. But I think we both had...I don’t know, some kind of moonlight fever. It’s like my father always said, too much of a rich ingredient doesn’t always make a dish tastier.”

“That’s not you and me.”

“It feels like it. I mean, I know you think I’m just some buttoned-up person trying hard to please a man who’s been dead for too long, but”—she shrugged and looked up at him for the first time since he’d been in her office and he saw that her pretty blue eyes were bloodshot—“I can only be the woman I am.”

Suddenly he remembered a bit more of the previous afternoon. He’d been mad that she hadn’t understood that he’d needed to be there for his friend. And upset with himself that he’d made her angry and, even drunk, he’d been able to see that she was hurt.

“I didn’t mean what I said about your dad. I’m sorry.”

She nodded. “I think alcohol just loosens inhibitions; it doesn’t make us say things that aren’t true.”

“Well, you’ve never been in a bar at closing time then,” Rocco said. “And the stranger you talked to all night is proclaiming to love you.”

“You’re right, I haven’t. But then, we live two completely different lives.”

He didn’t like the way she’d worded that. It was as if she’d already written him off and had him pointed straight out of her life. Like he was in the fast lane on the autobahn and she’d taken an exit he couldn’t get to.

“No, we don’t.”

“Okay, explain it to me,” she said. “Because this is my job and my life and I like it here. And you have no job, you barely sleep in your villa, and you spend most of your time on your yachting, bumming around with Shel. I don’t see any common ground.”

“Of course, you don’t. If you did, you’d have to admit that all these years you’ve spent here creating your perfect tranquil life were just you hiding out. Afraid to indulge the passion that runs through your veins.”

“Afraid? I hardly think so, Rocco,” she said, standing up and walking around to him. “All of my life everyone has said that I have the same gusto as my father and the tempering force of my mother.”

“They lied to be kind to you. You have those things but you rarely demonstrate them because you are trying to keep from taking any kind of emotional risk. Doing anything that might leave you feeling vulnerable.”

“It’s better than jumping from risk to risk, the way you do,” she said.

“Is it?”

“Yes. Yes, it is. I’m not going to apologize for that.”

“Well you should,” Rocco said. “Because you made me fall for you, Steffi. I thought we were being honest with each other and it turns out that maybe I was nothing more than your chili-infused chocolate. A delicacy that you sampled once but never will again because of the chance you might get burned.”

[image: image]

Steffi called her maman as soon as she was home from work. Rocco had gone back to drinking with Shel and sadly wasn’t waiting for her at her place as she’d secretly hoped and she realized that she’d loved poorly. She needed to hear the voice of someone who loved her unconditionally.

“Bonjour.”

“Maman, it’s Steffi.”

“Chere, what is it?”

The concern in her mother’s voice made her wish she was here with her. She wanted her mother’s hugs. Steffi felt her throat close and suddenly she was crying. She couldn’t talk because she had no idea what to say.

“Ma petite, what’s wrong? Do I need to come there?”

“Yes...no...I don’t know. Maman, I need some advice.”

“About what?”

“Men.”

“A man hurt you?”

“Not intentionally. I think it might be like papa did to you when he died.”

There was silence on the phone and Steffi wondered if her mother would answer her.

“Chere, what happened? Who is this man?”

“It is Rocco De Luca. We have been on two dates. Tell me it’s crazy that I think I could be in love with him,” Steffi said.

But she knew it wasn’t. She knew that love struck hard and fast and that didn’t make it any less potent.

“Ma petite, I wish I could. I was in love with your papa after one night. One meal. He cooked and talked and I fell hard. I had no idea where it would lead but I did know that I couldn’t just walk away. I was lucky that I had all those years with him.”

“I’m glad, maman. Were you scared to love him?”

“Oui, but in the end I was more afraid to live without him. Tell me about Rocco. What happened?”

Steffi opened another Baci chocolate and drew her chenille robe closer around her, settling into the pillows on her bed that still smelled of Rocco and told her mother everything. Including the cruel words he’d said to her that afternoon.

“I don’t know what to do.”

“Do you still love him?”

She wanted to say no but knew that would be a lie. “I do.”

“Then you know those feelings are real. I’m not saying you can easily forgive him, but I think we both know that you will when he comes back.”

“Do you think he will?”

“As your mom, Steffi, I want to say yes, but as a woman I know that love is sometimes one-sided. I don’t think you would have fallen for a man who couldn’t care for you.”

She hoped she hadn’t as well. But then she wouldn’t have thought he’d skive off work the way he had either. She knew that Shel had needed him and his loyalty to his friend was admirable. Was she jealous of that close bond?

“Merci, maman.”

“You’re welcome. I’m going to take the train to see you this weekend. Think you are up for some company?”

“We have a big event at the resort. I will take some time off and come to you.”

“Promise?”

“Oui. Je t’adore, maman.”

“Je t’adore, Steffi.”

Her mom hung up and Steffi hugged her pillow to her. Closing her eyes, she remembered everything she and Rocco had done in the bed the night before. She sat up and reached for the book on her nightstand. Madame Bovary. Eating chocolate and crying, she managed to exhaust herself so that she slept for a few scant hours before going into the office.

She had never cultivated the close friendships that other women seemed to. She wondered sometimes if it were because she’d grown up surrounded by adults. Who knew? The end result was that this heartbreak had to be dealt with alone and with copious amounts of chocolate.

Rocco looked rough. His skin was grey underneath his tan and he watched her carefully as if he wasn’t sure what she was going to do next.

But even rough, she still wanted to throw her arms around him. She wanted to run her fingers though his thick, curly hair and just rest her head against his big shoulders.

When was she going to learn?

He was everything she wanted. He was her bad boy billionaire and, though she’d read about these kind of guys in books, the reality of loving a man like Rocco was a lot more complicated.

“I made you fall for me?” she asked.

Even now she wasn’t sure if he was playing a game with her or being genuine. After yesterday when he’d hurt her more deeply than she’d thought it was possible for any man to hurt her, she was still hoping he’d say something that would help her get over that pain.

“Yes.”

“Fall how? I don’t know what you’re saying.”

He stood up from where he’d been leaning on the edge of her desk and walked over to the small window she had that overlooked the pool. He put one hand on the edge of the wall next to the window, staring down at the recreation area. But he didn’t say a thing. Not one word that would reassure her that every time she’d ignored the voice of caution inside her she’d been justified.

No, he simply stood there. Not offering her the slightest bit of help to figure out if he loved her, too. She supposed that meant he didn’t.

She sighed. She felt like a big fool. She suspected she wasn’t the first woman to fall for Rocco. Hell, she’d seen the pictures he sent to Matteo from around the world. She knew she wasn’t the first.

“I think you should go. We have nothing left to say to one another,” she said at last.

She couldn’t sit her all day with him in her office, hoping for a confession that wasn’t going to come. Work had never failed her before and she’d find the solace in it that she always had. Even if she had to make that her new mantra.

“No.”

“No?”

He turned from the window. “The thing is, Steffi, I’m not like you. I haven’t grown up in a world where—”

“You are trying to please a dead man?”

Those words still hurt. She wondered if she’d ever be able to forgive him for saying that.

“Stop it. I was an ass for saying that. I never meant it and I don’t think you are doing that. I was just annoyed at the world and struck out at you.”

“But why?”

“Because I love you, Steffi Harlan. I’m not like the other guys in your life who are happy to stay in the corner until you dictate the next move. I fell for you and when you stood there lecturing me at the Anemone yesterday, I knew I’d failed you. And myself. I’m new to love. My only example of this was my father and mother. And Dad imploded after Mom died. No woman could ever take her place and I think we know how hard he tried to find one who would.”

Enzo had been a bit of a womanizer in his later years. She had always wondered what had driven him because Matteo wasn’t at all like that. And despite his girl at every track, Rocco didn’t go after women with the ferocity that his father had.

“I’m sorry, Rocco. I wish your dad hadn’t been so driven to try to forget her,” Steffi said.

Her mom had done the opposite after learning that the man she’d thought was her true love had betrayed her. She’d stopped loving. She’d shut that part of herself off. Steffi finally got it. She could easily see herself doing the same thing now that Rocco had broken her.

But he’d said he loved her. She was afraid to believe it. What if it were just another one of his lines? She was concentrating on every other detail but that.

If he loved her...her heartbeat a little faster and she remembered something her father had said to her but never put in his rules for living. Sometimes the only way to get a good dish is to go for what you want, even if everyone else thinks it’s crazy.

“Me, too. But that doesn’t change the fact that I love you. I have been standing here trying to figure out the right way to win you back. But I can’t make you promises that I won’t screw up again. The fact is, for a number of years Shel and I have done crazy-ass things together. We always drink too much and I’m sorry that yesterday you were hurt by that,” he said.

“Me, too. I envy your friendship with Shel.”

“Well, don’t,” he said, leaving the window and walking back over to her.

He put his hands on her waist and lifted her up on the surface of her desk. He stepped between her legs and she tipped her head back to maintain eye contact with him.

“What I feel for you is deeper than anything I’ve experienced before.”

“Me, too,” she admitted.

She wrapped her arms around his waist and held him loosely, holding her breath until he put his arms around her and hugged her so tightly that she felt he’d never let go.

She didn’t want him to ever let go. She rested her head over his chest and listened to the solid beating of his heart.

“I love you, too,” she said.

“I know.”

“You know? How can you be so sure?” she asked.

“You let me into your office. You listened carefully and you are wrapped around me like my seatbelt in the F1 cockpit. You’re not letting me go any time soon, are you?”

She smiled up at him. “Nope. I’m not.”
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The celebration event for the World War II vets went off with only a few hitches and Steffi was happy to have Rocco by her side to help navigate them. The vets adored telling stories of their battles and shared some funny anecdotes with all of them. One of the most interesting parts of the day had been when the vets from Iraq and Afghanistan had shared their stories and Steffi had been struck by the fact that even seventy years difference in their battles hadn’t changed the bond of fraternity between the men. Dinner had gone off without a hitch and their special guest speaker, the Crown Prince of Fiori, was one of Rocco’s cousins. The Prince had spoken of the sacrifice all of the veterans had made and a debt that could never be repaid. It had been touching.

She was feeling a little bit emotional, probably because she’d been holding hands under the table with Rocco the entire night. Shel was sitting on Rocco’s other side and seemed in better spirits then he’d been a week ago. A part of her wanted to believe that Shel would find a woman of his own. In fact, Rocco’s nona, who had hosted them all to dinner the previous Sunday, said that she saw a special lady coming into Shel’s life soon.

Steffi was French so she wasn’t as superstitious as Rocco and his Nona but they both believed she could see things and Shel had seemed buoyed by her prediction.

Matteo was due back from Venice soon and she hoped he got back before Rocco had to leave for the UK because he’d asked her to go with him. They could use some time together away from the resort.

The younger De Lucas, Marco, Nico, and Allesandro, had arrived last night for the celebration. They looked a lot like Rocco and Steffi liked seeing them all together. Matteo should be here, she thought. The brothers all were something when they were together. Nona looked like she was a queen surrounded by her handsome grandsons. They doted on her and she adored every second of it.

The deejay that Rocco had hired from Ibiza was rocking the place with a mix of old tunes and some standards from World War II. Everyone, young and old, took the floor when “As Time Goes By” was played. Shel danced with Rocco’s nona, Angelina Vanetti. Gianni and his wife were there as well and, as Steffi glanced around at her friends, she realized that the De Luca’s might be the family who owned the dei Fiori hotel but the people of the hotel were her family.

“What are you thinking?” Rocco asked.

“That I’m a very lucky woman,” she replied.

“You are,” he assured her, spinning her in his arms off the dance floor to a quiet corner.

He took her hand and led her out of the pavilion toward the manicured gardens that overlooked the hotel beach. The path was lit with sparkling lights in the trees and the fragrance of oleander floated on the wind. As he led her to the fountain in the center of one of the gardens, she heard the music change to the Village People’s “YMCA” and she laughed.

That song never got old. She wasn’t sorry that they were missing dancing to it. Being alone with Rocco was one of her favorite things. She was slowly coming to realize how much having him in her life fulfilled her. She knew their love was still new but her mother had been right when she’d said that love didn’t need time to begin to grow.

“Steffi,” Rocco said, stopping by the fountain and turning to face her.

“Yes?”

“Over the last year I’ve been racing around life, going too fast, taking curves on two wheels instead of four, and pretty much doing everything I can to find a thrill,” he said.

“I noticed that when we drove into town to buy your office furniture,” she said, primly.

But she knew she’d never change him. He might drive fast but he was safe and she was starting to believe that her heart and her life were safe, as long as she shared it with him.

“You liked it and you know it.”

She couldn’t help smiling over at him. She had liked it. In fact, that might have been when she first started to fall for him. Really fall for him, not just lust after him as she had for all those years.

“I might have.”

“It’s hard for me to believe this, but in the two weeks I’ve been here my life has purpose and meaning.”

“You have done really well in your role at the hotel. I think it’s safe to say you exceeded Matteo’s expectations,” she said.

Rocco was going to be the new vice-president of events for the hotel chain, using his contacts and his experience to bring the events to a higher level as well as adding in a charity element, which was one of Rocco’s pet projects.

“Thank you, cara. Now will you please stop talking? I’m trying to ask you something.”

Ask her something? What?

He went down on one knee in front of her and took a small box from his pocket.

Oh. My. God. He was going to propose. She dropped down on her knees in front of him. Put her hands over his.

“Will you marry me?”

“Yes,” she said, kissing him hard on the lips.

Sometimes the passion did pay off, and though she knew it couldn’t be true for a moment she thought she heard her father’s laughter echoing in the distance.

Rocco took the ring, a beautifully designed, marquis-cut aquamarine that was set in a diamond-encrusted band, from the box. “I hope you don’t mind this is a temporary ring. Nona has promised me one of the heirloom De Luca rings but I couldn’t wait to get it and I picked something that matched your eyes.”

She didn’t mind at all. He slipped the ring on her finger and then got to his feet and pulled her up beside him. She threw her arms around him, never guessing that she’d find love with a man who was more used to the fast lane than the quiet island life she enjoyed, but she had found something with him that made her feel complete and happy.

––––––––
The End

An Exclusive Excerpt from The Billionaire’s Touch
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“Signorina.”

“Hmm?” Janine Pike didn’t want to open her eyes.

The buttery smooth voice could have been conjured out of the decadent dream she’d been having. Something involving champagne, of course.

“Signorina.”

Silk lingerie. Candlelight. Chocolate. A Hemsworth giving her a foot massage.

“Signorina.” The voice was insistent now.

She shaded her eyes, cracked one open just a slit, and instantly regretted it. Apparently she’d had a lot more limoncello to drink last night than she’d thought.

“What is it?” she asked.

A slim, Italian man, dressed in a finely-cut linen suit with an open-collar shirt, peered down at her, his expensive calfskin loafers wildly out of place on this stretch of beach. “Your friends—”

She cut him off with a careless wave. “They’re getting something off the boat.”

“There is no boat, signorina.”

“Of course there’s a boat,” Janine huffed, sitting up and frowning. “The À Bientôt. It’s right over...”

Her voice trailed off as she took in the scene around her. Plastic cups and empty bottles littered the sand near the ashes of a makeshift fire pit. A silver hoop earring glinted, half-buried, beneath an abandoned hot pink bikini top. Not hers—Simone’s. But Simone, her boyfriend Christophe, and their gaggle of hot young European friends Janine had been partying with last night on the beach were nowhere to be seen. Neither was the boat. Or, to her horror, her backpack containing her entire wardrobe, her European journals, and her passport.

Panicked, she scrabbled in her pocket for her phone and came up with only a crumpled €20 note and some lint.

Oh, God. Her phone. Sometime last night she’d gotten up to charge it and—yep. It was probably exactly where she left it, plugged into one of the outlets in the galley of Christophe’s cruiser, which was God-knew-where in the iridescent waters off the Amalfi Coast by now.

À Bientôt, indeed. So long, sucker.

“This is not happening,” she murmured, trying to quell her rising panic.

She’d been in Europe for three months. Three months with no huge problems. When she’d stepped on the plane at Hartsfield International airport in Atlanta back in April, her mother had hugged her tight and made her swear to be cautious, to be safe, to come back in one piece. And Janine had promised. Up until now, it had been an easy promise to keep.

“Signorina, there is one more thing—”

“What?” she barked, hating the panicky sound in her voice. This wasn’t her.

“There is the small matter of the bill.”

She gulped. There’d been a lot of drinking last night. More than the pile of bottles here indicated. Definitely more than twenty euros’ worth, for sure.

“My friend left his credit card with the bartender,” she explained, pointing toward the marina’s upscale rooftop bar.

The man pursed his reddish lips, his disdain clear. “The card has been declined.”

Damn Cristophe and his expensive tastes. And his enthusiasm. Last night was the first time she’d let herself get really looped. Even at home, she wasn’t a big drinker, and with the constant threat of “some lunatic with a pocket full of roofies,” as her roommate Hannah warned, Janine was more likely to order one drink and nurse it, keep it close, than she was to indulge.

But not last night. Last night had been a beer (only one), limoncello (dangerously delicious), and grappa (kill me now)-fueled blur. Simone—blonde, giggling Simone—had kept pace with Janine, Christophe, and the trio of Italian layabouts they’d picked up in Portofino and seemed none the worse for wear. Typical. Simone’s capacity had been campus legend at the small college they’d attended together. Ginormous linemen couldn’t keep up with her. Janine was a fool to have tried. But she was nearing the end of her trip, so she’d gone for it.

Man, had that been a mistake. The departure date on her ticket—oh, God, the ticket!—was looming ever closer. She only had a few days left. Only a few days to indulge. Only a few days to soak in the culture she wouldn’t be able to afford to visit again for years.

Only a few days to find her.

Janine had saved the Isola del Sole until last. Not just because it was famous for its turquoise seas, its flowers, its history. But because she lived here. Stéphanie, her sister.

Half sister, she mentally corrected. Half. They shared a charming father and nothing else. Janine hadn’t even known Stéphanie existed until the day her letter arrived.


Dear Miss Pike, it began formally, We have never met, but we have something very important in common. Someone, to be exact...


In all the years Janine had spent in the tidy, suburban bungalow she shared with her family, she’d never really wondered about her biological father. She’d never missed out on love or attention, never wished he’d sweep her into a princess fantasy better suited to a Disney movie. Her mother, Emily, never talked about him. Once Emily met Steve Pike, and Steve had fallen as hard for Janine as he had for Emily, that was it. Steve adopted Emily’s seven-year-old daughter the day of their courthouse wedding, and he was the only father Janine had ever needed. Wanted.

The monogrammed envelope bearing the exotic foreign postmark had the same impact as a grenade. Stéphanie Harlan’s letter did what twenty years of questions hadn’t—pried open her mother’s secretive lips. The man who made her, the one who never called or wrote, wasn’t a wayward college student, a spoiled, trust fund brat, a long-haul trucker, or a regrettable one-night stand—scenarios Janine had conjured over the years in response to Emily’s silence.

Nope. Her father was French. Famous. A household name, if you happened to adore food as much as you loved a legendary story.

She still had a hard time believing that Valéry Harlan, the dashing, bad boy chef whose Mange Bien! TV series made him a household name, was the man responsible for her temper and her tenacious cowlick. And probably the uncharacteristic urge that goaded her into quitting her first real job and flying to Europe on this trip. As far as Janine knew, keeping her surprise daughter was the only impulsive thing her organized, no-nonsense mother had ever done in her life.

Linen Suit coughed pointedly and pulled out a silk handkerchief. Judging from the cut of his jacket and quality of the fabric, this man was no ordinary desk clerk. He was probably management, and probably beyond irritated at the irresponsible American with the wastrel friends.

“I’m sure we can get this straightened out,” she finally stammered as he dabbed at the beads of sweat forming along his hairline.

Nothing to be done. She had one card to play, and she hoped like hell Stéphanie Harlan wouldn’t resent her for playing it.

She stood up and brushed the sand off the back of her shorts, located her shoes, and trudged up the beach behind him toward the cream stucco of the Hotel dei Fiori Isola del Sole.

Strange how things came full circle whether you planned them or not, she thought as they crossed into the cool shade of the stone tunnel leading from the beach to the lush front gardens of the hotel property. Valéry Harlan’s career had been launched from this place, his passionate and creative approach to traditional French and Italian cuisine earning him fame in foodie circles and a river of lire to boot. His first cookbook swaggered to the top of the bestseller lists, and his Gallic good looks catapulted him out of the kitchen and onto television. The cookbook that followed, Riez Souvent, its title taken from the television show’s closing toast, sent him on a worldwide tour of destination food cities and probably the bedrooms of a slew of enchanted women. Or book publicists, in Emily’s case. The affair had lasted a week. The souvenir was currently twenty-four, jobless, and regretting she’d trusted someone like Simone’s Eurotrash boyfriend with all of her possessions.

They emerged into a sunlit garden, ablaze in color and redolent with scent. Stately cypress trees encircled the space and gave it a cloistered feel despite being framed by the long curve of the hotel’s driveway. Roses bloomed in multicolored profusion. Bright geraniums poked their cheerful heads from planters and urns set along the walkways.

Janine followed Linen Suit through the arch of blazing, pink bougainvillea that marked the end of the garden and across a cobbled portico dotted with luxury cars. A quartet of smiling doormen swept open the massive carved doors to usher them into the lobby. She let out a low whistle at the opulence that greeted her everywhere she looked—silk sheers at the windows, embroidered pillows on the chairs, even gold leaf on the figured plaster ceiling. The hotel’s signature floral arrangements cascaded from urns, vases, and baskets, sending dizzying spirals of lush scent into the air. Jazz music sparkled from a grand piano tucked into one curve of the wide double stairway to the second floor mezzanine. Janine hunched her shoulders, feeling conspicuous at how shabby and out of place she must look in her travel-worn shorts and fading shirt. All around her, impossibly chic, slim women glided by in crisp resort wear and expensive sandals.

A harried porter pushed past her, toting a fortune in Louis Vuitton luggage. Janine thought ruefully of her now-missing backpack, its web of scars from being dropped, dragged, and shoved into compartments all over Europe. That backpack had been her home, really, for months now. It held everything—her few changes of clothes, the one cute dress she’d packed for slightly more formal occasions, a dried thistle from the Highlands of Scotland, a vintage scarf discovered at a flea market in Paris, flat pebbles she’d scooped out of the Rhine near the rock of the Lorelei, and a piece of millefiori she couldn’t resist buying in Rome for her mother. Not to mention her watertight pouch containing the rest of her cash, her bank and credit cards, and her passport.

Geez, her passport. How in the world would she manage to replace that with no money and no other ID? Her American driver’s license was in the pouch with it.

Linen Suit stepped behind the counter and spoke quietly with a woman holding a phone receiver. She glanced over at Janine, then handed a paper to Linen Suit.

“Here you are, signorina.”

Janine looked over the bill and blanched at the total.

“Will you be paying in cash or by credit card?” His bland face suggested that this amount was nothing special.

She suppressed a cough. How had they managed to run up a tab that large? It had a comma in it, for Pete’s sake!

“Cash, signorina?” he interrupted.

“No.”

“Credit.” He reached for a card reader.

“No,” she blurted. How to explain? “You see, my wallet has been...” She trailed off. Stolen? Is that what happened? She hated to think an old friend like Simone, even if they had lost touch in the years since college, would be party to that. “My wallet is gone. I’m sure my friends will be back soon and settle everything.”

Linen Suit did not look amused. “Signorina, the Isola del Sole is well known for its hospitality, but it does not take kindly to thieves.”

“I’m not—” Her voice was louder than she expected.

People were starting to whisper. She looked away from the counter toward the staircase. Her gaze collided with that of the man sitting behind the glossy grand piano. His dark eyes were steady, his sculptural face a smooth, cappuccino brown. A charge rippled through her and dissipated just as quickly. He might be just a piano player, but even from this distance she could tell from the perfect tailoring of the jacket smoothed across his broad shoulders that he fit right in with the wealthy clientele of the lobby.

Unlike her.

She dragged her attention back to Linen Suit. “I’m no thief,” she said in a low voice. “I’m merely stating a fact. My wallet is gone and all I have is this.” She placed the €20 bill on the counter and met his gaze. “Until my friends return, that is. Then I’m sure we can settle everything to your satisfaction.”

“I’m afraid that might not be good enough,” he said.

His blandly pleasant face had disappeared, replaced by one that telegraphed his disapproval. She’d never felt more like a stereotypical, ugly American tourist, and she hadn’t done anything except have too much to drink the night before. She was tired, she was hungover, and she needed a shower. She was out of options.

Janine took a deep breath. “I need to speak to Stéphanie Harlan.”
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Shel Myerson ran his hand over his close-cropped scalp, marveling again at the smooth feel. It wasn’t the most original idea in the world, getting a haircut to symbolize a grand change in his life, but it still took getting used to.

He had to admit the new look really helped. Paparazzi the world over knew him from his signature dreadlocks and his height. Cameras were nothing new for Shel—you spent your life in front of one when your mother was a beloved 80s sitcom star—but he’d long since become bored of the photographers who followed him like gnats. Their persistence had only worsened when his creative venture, the historical fantasy cult show, Fortune’s Fool, became a worldwide phenomenon and catapulted him onto the Forbes list. After that, he couldn’t take a leak without one of the bastards following him into the can.

Three years of nonstop meetings, press junkets, and negotiations. Three years of parties, beautiful women, good times. The past six months alone had been an adrenaline-fueled blur, and not just because he’d been shadowing his best friend, Rocco De Luca, during the spring’s F1 event calendar, taking notes for a new series idea in between stints behind the wheel at charity races. Writing and producing kept him busy and made him more money than he could spend in four lifetimes, but racing helped bleed off the energy that kept him up at nights, held the insomnia that had plagued him since he was a little boy at bay.

He stretched his long legs beneath the burnished, Fazioli grand he’d been playing, then began a new piece. Something light and American, something pleasant. Nothing that would draw much attention. Anonymity had its perks. Get a crotchety old barber in a nondescript shop down an alley in Sorrento to cut your hair. Take a public ferry back to the Isola del Sole instead of his usual helicopter. Throw on a suit, sit at the piano bench, and he became a ghost. Just an employee. Just part of the background.

It was heaven.

He looked around the opulent room. No one flicked a glance in his direction. Not the porters, not the front desk staff, and certainly not the women. He knew women like this. Hell, he usually dated women like this—polished, gorgeous, rich. The kind who spent more on sunglasses each year than most families did on groceries. They were like walking F1 cars—sleek, fast, and dangerous.

A helpful example strolled across the polished marble of the lobby, dressed in handkerchief linen, draped in gold and diamonds, and carrying a large chartreuse handbag, an instantly identifiable on-trend satchel from the hot designer Le Corsaire.

He knew this, of course, because of Pilar. Lovely Pilar, the face of Le Corsaire. His now ex-girlfriend because of Le Corsaire.

“You’re a darling, Shel, but Georges can take me places you can’t,” she’d said, shedding one lovely crocodile tear in the process.

He didn’t ask what kind of places she meant. During their tempestuous time together, he’d taken her to openings and events, galas and shows, sat front row during fashion week in both Paris and Milan, marveling at her the way he was expected, and acted the perfect gentleman when she dumped him, yet again, in Venice. Considering they were both barely clothed at the time, he thought he’d done well not to have pushed her out on the balcony and let the swarm of lenses along the Grand Canal broadcast the news to the hungry world of gossip.

Instead, he’d paid for the suite, tipped the housekeepers an outrageous amount to atone for Pilar’s mountain of makeup-stained towels and the wrinkled designer clothes she’d strewn everywhere, and left their five-star, luxury inn for the relative quiet of Rocco’s family’s flagship hotel on the Isola del Sole.

Surprise number one was that Matteo, Rocco’s older brother and the manager of the dei Fiori hotel group wasn’t there. He’d gone to Venice himself to meet with Baroness Helena Von Lienz, a lovely and sophisticated ex-model, to negotiate, charm, or, if necessary, seduce her out of the ownership percentage in the dei Fiori hotels she’d inherited from her late husband. Surprise number two was that Rocco had scooped up Matteo’s briskly efficient assistant and whisked her off to England.

But the staff knew him well from his many late night jaunts with Rocco. They ensconced him in a private cottage out back, the one in the corner closest to the staff apartments, for some quiet. He thought and wrote best in times of personal pressure. If this relationship implosion in front of the entire European gossip corps didn’t qualify as personal pressure, he didn’t know what would.

The blonde with the chartreuse Le Corsaire snapped her fingers at a porter and departed, giving Shel an unobstructed view of the front desk. Leaning against it, unaware of the stir she was causing for the young men at the bell stand, was a compact brunette. She was talking to Carlo Fusco, the officious day manager, and she seemed nervous. Shel’s gaze traveled up her slim, yet muscular legs, paused in appreciation at the sweet, heart-shaped curve of her ass, and traveled up her neat spine to where it disappeared into the streaky darkness of her coffee-colored hair. He caught a few words, low and insistent. The warm depth of her voice, so unlike Pilar’s breathy, high tones, pleased him. Hell, more than pleased him. He was startled to realize he was turned on.

“...I’m sure my friends will come back soon and settle everything.”

Shel frowned. The conversation wasn’t going well. He looked closer. She was American, he could tell from her accent. Alone, obviously. But she carried nothing with her. No bag, no suitcase, nothing.

She turned her head, sighing in frustration, giving him a glimpse of sea-green eyes and a lush mouth. A mouth he wanted to taste, to bite.

Under the keyboard of the piano, he’d gone rigid.

Hell, that was unexpected. But maybe not. The conversation at the desk was becoming more intense, her gestures more agitated.

“...My wallet is gone and all I have is this.”

He shouldn’t get involved. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d gotten himself tangled in something monumentally stupid because of a good looking woman. But something about this woman was different. Finally, she sighed loud enough that an older gentleman further down the desk looked up sharply and frowned.

“I need to speak to Stéphanie Harlan.”

That was unexpected.

“Signorina Harlan is not available,” Fusco said.

His mystery girl was not impressed by the officious tone. “She’ll see me.”

“Signorina Harlan’s calendar is full at present.”

A convenient but mostly accurate story. Shel knew exactly where Steffi was—with Rocco. He was sure that at the moment, Steffi was most likely quite busy. And, knowing Rocco, naked.

“She’ll want to see me,” the girl persisted.

Fusco’s expression shifted from bland to impatient. “Wait here, please.” He disappeared into the offices behind the desk.

“But—” The woman groaned. “Thanks, universe,” she muttered. “Why not just strike me dead where I stand and make this go more quickly for the both of us.”

He was halfway across the lobby toward her before he realized what he was doing. It’s a trap. Don’t get involved, he reminded himself right before he blurted, “Excuse me, but is there anything I can do for you?” Way to stay uninvolved, genius.

She turned to him, lifted her gaze to meet his. He braced for the inevitable “Don’t I know you?” and “Oh my God you’re the Fortune’s Fool guy” realization, the one that split all women into three categories—obsessive fangirls of the show who propositioned him so they could pump him for spoilers, gossip blog readers who propositioned him because he was famous and had hot actor friends, or gold diggers who propositioned him because he was rich.

The woman did none of those things. Instead, her face crumpled and she let out a howl accompanied by instant tears of frustration. “I quit my job and spend three uneventful months in Europe just to have my backpack and everything I own vanish because I trusted the wrong people, and now I owe my left arm to this hotel because I can’t pay my stupid bar bill that my stupid friends drank most of anyway.” She waved a hand toward the office door Fusco had closed behind him. “So, no. You can’t really help me unless you can turn that guy into the weasel he really is or teleport Stéphanie Harlan from wherever she’s hiding into this lobby.”

Shel was still processing the fact that she hadn’t recognized him. No way a haircut had that much power. But he was glad for the temporary anonymity all the same. He smiled at her and mimed playing a piano. “My superpowers are limited to jazz arrangements and cheesy power ballads.”

“Power ballads,” she nodded with a wry twist of her lips. “How very American.”

“How very indeed.” Something interesting was crackling between them despite her distress. Something interesting and unusual. “This isn’t happening,” she said through clenched teeth.

It’s happening, all right. Something is, anyway. “I can’t teleport her here, but I do know her,” Shel offered. “We—work together.” Not exactly a lie. She’d helped with last year’s Isola del Sole Pro-Am race for charity, sitting next to her boss Matteo in the patrons’ box every day of the event. “And she just started dating a friend of mine. I’ll call him.”

“Would you?”

“Sure.” Shel was probably going straight to hell for the number of lies he just told, but he didn’t care. His storytelling senses were picking up on something else, something she was hiding. He had to find out what.

“I’m Janine, by the way,” she said. Her smile was small, tentative. “Janine Pike.”

“Sheldon.” They shook hands. Hers was small, warm. It vanished into his, but her grip was firm. Despite her current circumstance, Janine had backbone. And a great figure besides, all curves and softness instead of angles and planes, like Pilar. He liked it. A lot.

He dropped her hand before it became obvious how much he enjoyed touching her. No piano to hide his reaction this time. She stepped back, lips parted, a faint flush along her jawline. Curiouser and curiouser.

“Just a minute,” he told her. “Why don’t you have a seat over there?” he suggested, indicating a chair out of sight of the main desk. “Fusco can’t see you.”

She scoffed. “Good plan.” She curled into the seat and rested her head against the wing. She closed her eyes, strain and exhaustion evident on her lovely face.

Shel fished out his phone to text Rocco. Sorry to disturb – young woman here to see Steffi.

Busy right now.

Shel smirked. I’ll bet.

He saw Fusco emerge from the office, look around for Janine, and begin a hissed conversation with the front desk staff, complete with angry hand gestures. Ask Steffi if she knows a Janine Pike, Shel texted back.

To his surprise, the phone rang in reply. “Hey buddy,” he began, but Steffi’s voice cut him off.

“Janine Pike?” she said, her French origins still evident in the zh- sound she used for the initial J. “Janine is there?”

“Yeah, she’s right here. What’s the big deal?” Shel asked.

There was a brief pause before she answered softly, “Janine is my sister.”

Shel blinked in surprise. Steffi had never mentioned a sister. Ding! Ding! Ding! So that’s what Janine is hiding. This day, and Janine, were getting more fascinating by the minute.

As if hearing his thoughts, she continued, “I only learned of her existence recently. I had no idea she was coming to the Isola del Sole. Is she staying at the hotel?”

Shel considered the facts—the unpaid bill, the lack of luggage, the decidedly casual clothing. “I don’t think so. Looks like a day visitor to me.”

“You have to keep her there,” Steffi blurted. “Rocco cannot leave here until the end of the weekend because of his contractual obligations. And since I am here as Matteo’s representative, I cannot leave either unless I’m ready to give up my job with dei Fiori. Can you help me?”

“Of course.”

“Put her in my apartment and do not let her leave. We’ll be back Sunday evening.”

“Sunday. Right. I’ll take care of it.”

“Thank you. Here—” Shel heard her hand the phone over, then Rocco’s smooth baritone poured through the receiver.

“You interrupted an important moment, my friend.”

Shel laughed. “Any moment with a woman is important to you.”

“You know this one is different,” Rocco stated. “Do whatever you have to, but keep Janine there until I can return Steffi to the hotel.”

Sheldon studied Janine again. Sisters? Janine’s loose hair, rumpled clothes, and tired sport sandals were universes away from Steffi’s customary high ponytail and neat, professional skirts and pumps. “Right. Ciao.”

“Ciao.”

Shel pocketed the phone and headed toward the desk, where Fusco was still blistering the people behind it in rapid Italian. “Mr. Fusco.”

Fusco abandoned his tirade and his face shifted to rapt attention. Unlike Janine, he knew exactly who Shel was, including his relationship with the De Luca brothers and probably his net worth. Fusco was the type.

“Yes, Signor Myerson?” he replied, just this side of obsequious.

“The young lady asking for Steffi Harlan.”

Fusco’s look turned venomous. “I assume she is trying to avoid paying last night’s bar bill and thinks Miss Harlan will be an easier touch than I.”

“You assume wrong,” Shel corrected. He’d never really liked Carlo Fusco, and the way he spoke so dismissively of Matteo’s right hand, and Rocco’s new fiancée, didn’t bode well for his continued employment with the Hotel dei Fiori. “I have spoken to both Miss Harlan and Mr. De Luca. I will handle Miss Pike.”

“But the bill—”

“Just follow along with whatever I ask. Understood?” Shel glared at him and waited for him to wilt. It was a short wait. Fusco was nearly a foot shorter than he was and easily intimidated.

Fusco opened his mouth, shut it. “Yes, Signor Myerson.”

“Good.”

He turned from the counter and dismissed Fusco, smiling in anticipation as he walked back toward where Janine was waiting. She’d fallen asleep. He brushed her hand lightly with the tip of one finger, watched her come to, meet his gaze steadily. Janine, with her sea-green eyes and her secrets. What a story this might turn out to be.

“Come with me,” he told her.
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Celeste Beacon had seen a lot of tough cases in her years as a grief counselor, but this one was the worst. She skimmed the information the subject’s parents presented her, but honestly, she kept coming back to the photo taken last weekend on a beach off the coast of Cape Town, South Africa. He had the kind of serious muscles that she associated with a Hollywood beefcake, instead of a troubled soul.

“Will you take this case?” Theodore Warren asked. He was tall, and as she let her gaze move from the ripped pectorals in the photo to the square jaw, chiseled cheekbones and bright blue eyes, she realized that his son resembled him. They both looked to be tall, at least six-foot, four-inches and fit. Theo’s dark hair showed some grey at the temples whereas Sebastian’s didn’t. They both had a strong jaw . . . stubborn? Only time would tell. And the eyes were the same silvery grey color though Theodore had none of the wildness in his expression the way that Sebastian did.

“I’m not sure I can help your son. My normal client is usually much younger,” she said. And she had never been attracted to one based on a photo before. To be fair, she’d never felt this mixture of desire and emotion before. There was something about Sebastian Warren that fascinated her from the moment she’d seen him flashed all over the television.

She’d heard the news the same way everyone else—even his parents—had. Blasted on the 24-hour-news network as Sebastian’s high octane sports car careened off the road and into a highway stanchion, while he’d been racing with his best friend, Judd Ricken. Judd’s car had flipped end over end before landing on the roof in an explosion of flames.

“Please,” Marilyn Warren said. “We have tried everything else. He’s thirty-one, so too old for us to restrict his trust fund—not that he needs that money—he’s got his own successful tech business. I’ve begged and his father has talked to him more times than either of us can count. We don’t know what else to do.”

Celeste pulled the file back to her and flipped past the hot-guy photo that had stopped her before. She read the list of activities he’d engaged in over the past year. The counselor in her noted that there was definite evidence of an escalation of danger in the events. And, he seemed to be staying in one place for a shorter amount of time. Something she thought might be a pattern as well.

“I’ll meet with him, Marilyn. Then I will let you know if I can help him or not,” she said, unable to resist the mother’s plea.

“Wonderful,” she said, patting her hair as she glanced over at her husband. “I told you talking to another therapist would work; we just need someone who can break through to him.”

“I haven’t said yes yet,” she warned. She knew deep inside that she wasn’t going to take this case, but she wanted to meet him. Maybe if she talked to him she’d . . . what? Teenagers who’d been victims of unexpected tragedy were her normal clients. How was she going to help a thirty-one-year-old billionaire who was out of control? A man who seemed to have left every bit of the man he’d been behind in the wreckage they’d pulled him from.

Now, he was a playboy of the first order. Sleeping his way through Europe’s lesser royal baronesses, princesses and ladies. Everyone coped with grief in a different way, she reminded herself.

Theodore took his wife’s hand and squeezed it before he sat forward in his chair. “It’s important that he doesn’t realize we spoke to you. He doesn’t want us to interfere.”

“Why not?” she asked, taking her pen and jotting that information down. Most of the time when she took on a client, they were ready to move from grief to coping and then moving on.

“You’re not the first professional we’ve spoken to. The last one . . . well, Seb didn’t get on well with him, and he sort of suggested that he’d never talk to us again if we meddled again,” Marilyn said.

“Then, I think we should respect his wishes. I know you are motivated from a place of love, but this kind of thing is best done on the schedule of the griever. Not everyone grieves in the same way.”

Marilyn sighed and looked away. Theodore patted her hand and let go of it. “We have tried to respect that, Celeste, but he is getting worse.”

“Shark diving isn’t that dangerous,” she said. Her best friend, Kendra and she had taken a tour of South Africa two years ago and done it themselves.

“He wasn’t in a cage,” Marilyn said. “He took his own yacht out there and then, after drinking with those Spanish princesses, jumped in the water and swam with them. Does that sound normal to you?”

Ah, no. Not normal for a regular person. For someone who hadn’t had their heart burned out by grief. She’d lost her own way a long time ago, so she got what it was like to feel like there was nothing left to lose.

Theodore put his arm around his wife and turned back to Celeste. “We are at our wit’s end. We don’t want to lose our eldest son. We sat with him in a hospital for five days while he was in a coma.”

She understood they’d thought they’d gotten the answer to their prayers when Sebastian had come out of his coma, but then he’d woken as a different man. Not their son. “He might never be the same again.”

“We don’t care. We just want him safe,” Theodore said. “We’re holding a party at our house in the Hamptons next weekend for our anniversary and Sebastian will be there. Will you come and meet him? Give us your answer afterward.”

She pushed the papers in the file they’d brought around on her desk one more time. Saw the wrecked Bugatti, the photos of a wounded man in a hospital bed and then the one from the previous weekend. The body had healed, but the soul was still wounded and aching.

She wanted to help him. Hell, that was why she’d started doing this. After all these years, she’d hoped to get a little closer to healing herself, but she hadn’t. This case might be the one that would do what the others hadn’t been able to.

Lacing her fingers together on her desk, she leaned forward and looked at the grieving parents—they always looked the same—desperate and scared. “I’ll meet him and won’t mention the fact that you have already talked to me. I’m not going to pretend to be anyone but myself. If I do take this case, I don’t want to start by lying.”

“Thank you. You’ve answered our prayers,” Marilyn said, coming forward and hugging her.

After they left, she got on with her day, but couldn’t get the image of Sebastian Warren out of her head. What was he doing? Did he feel indestructible? Was he living fast in case next time he didn’t make it?

But, no matter how she tried to keep her thoughts on the case and potential job, she knew that she was going to the Hamptons to meet him, because she had never felt that kind of spark in her life before. The kind of need that she’d seen in his eyes in that photo had called to something long hidden in her soul.
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Sebastian Warren hadn’t wanted to come back to the Hamptons in late October. The wind whipped around him from the sea and he stood there letting it buffet him. Everyone else was inside, as the storm was blowing fiercely, and it wasn’t a night fit for man or beast.

Yet, here he stood. Contemplating his next move. Staying home wasn’t an option. Not here in the Hamptons, but in his own luxury penthouse in Miami’s trendy South Beach area. Or even going back to work. Risky Business, his sports themed international retail chain didn’t need him at the helm. He’d hired the right people when he’d been starting out. And he’d spent ten years fixated on making it the best damned business he could. A chronic workaholic, who’d only taken breaks when his best friend had forced him out of the office.

The irony of his life now that Judd was gone wasn’t lost on him. It started raining. Hard pelts of icy water hitting him hard on the head, and he took the punishing blows for a second, before running back to the house and through the door that lead to sunroom.

Down the hall, the sounds of his parents’ party didn’t tempt him. He’d changed since the last time he’d seen these people. He didn’t want to talk to them about it or even really face his parents, who were determined to see he got help. Everyone else seemed stuck in the same place they’d always been. But for Sebastian the world had changed, and there was no denying it. Not that he would have anyway. He was a big believer in truth, even when a lie would be nicer . . . safer. There was no safety in his world any more.

He was a grown man. He didn’t need help dealing with things. Nothing against the scenery, but his parents made him crazy. Even as wild as he might seem to them, he knew better than to miss their anniversary party. His parents had been married for thirty years. At one point in his life, he had wanted that.

Wanted to find a woman who could be his partner for all his days. He had figured he’d settle down when he turned thirty, but not any more. Judd’s death had simply cemented what he’d always known. There were no guarantees in life.

“Mind if I join you?”

He glanced over his shoulder at the pretty blonde in the dark blue cocktail dress. Her hair hung in soft waves around her shoulders and she was waiting to be invited over. So different from most of the other woman he’d been running with lately. Not that he thought many of them would be tempted away from the party, unless he promised them a better time.

He skimmed his gaze over her, sizing her up and didn’t even flinch at his own crassness any more. The man he’d once been would never let his gaze linger on her full breasts before moving down to her nipped in waist and long curvy legs. That was his past-self’s loss. Because this woman had an innate sensuality in her face that made him want to know her better.

“Please,” he said, gesturing for her to enter. He needed something to distract him from his thoughts and this party.

“Thanks. I’m Celeste Beacon,” she said, holding out her hand as she walked over to him.

“Seb Warren,” he said as he took her hand in his. Her nails were neatly trimmed and unpainted. Her hands were small and cold but soft. So very soft. A zing of awareness shot through him, as he slowly let her hand drop.

“I know.”

He winked at her. “Doesn’t everyone?”

“Well, I should say I’d guessed. Your parents have pictures of every moment of your life splashed out all over the house.”

“They are very proud of my siblings and I,” he said. Which made it even harder for him to be back here. To be faced with the man he used to be.

“I’m envious,” she said. “Only child.”

“Spoiled?” he asked.

She shrugged and he noticed the gentle curve of her shoulder. “Some might say that, but I never felt that way.”

He laughed.

“So, why did you want to join me?” he asked.

“You seemed lonely. I shouldn’t have mentioned that, should I?” she asked with a little nervous laugh. “My best friend cautioned me to stop being so blunt.”

“Shooting from the hip is okay with me,” he said. “But I think you should be careful with the other guests. Most of them like the sweet little white lies we all tell ourselves.”

“I will be more careful. That was a pretty blunt assessment of white lies,” she said.

“Everyone tells them,” he said with a shrug.

“Even you?”

“Sometimes. Most of the time, I’m blunt to the point of rude. At least that’s what my mother mentioned,” he said. Not the kind of discussion he wanted to have at a dinner party, or to be honest, ever.

An awkward silence built between them and she chewed on her lower lip, which made him realize again that her full lower lip tempted him. He wondered why she was here and what she really wanted from him. But really did that matter? He focused instead on what he wanted. Her. She’d distract him from the storm and his parents’ party.

“Want to try again?” he asked.

“Try what? Telling you why I joined you?” she asked.

He nodded.

She tipped her head to the side and her long silky hair fell forward over one shoulder. “You looked sexy standing there alone. I’ve always had a thing for the dark, brooding lord of the manor. Looking out at the stormy sea, I have to tell you you brought to mind Heathcliff.”

“Like your dark brooding men mixed with a little bit of crazy, do you?” he asked. He stared down at her. She barely reached his shoulder and tipped her head to the side to meet his gaze. She was different. He could tell she wasn’t one of the women from the bridge club that his mom was always bringing home to meet him and his brother. She also didn’t quite strike the right image as one of the daughters of his dad’s business associates. Who was Celeste Beacon?

She laughed. “He’s romantic, not crazy.”

“Really? Would you want Heathcliff?”

She shook her head. “Only if I could change him.”

“Ah, now we get to the heart of the matter,” he said. “Women always want to change a man.”

“Men like changing women as well,” she said. “They want . . . never mind. That’s a quagmire I think we should avoid.”

“Why? I would love to know what you think men want in a woman,” he said.

“All men, or what I think you want?” she asked quietly.

“I think I prefer honesty,” he said. “Not that I don’t like the occasional pick-up.”

She made a choking sound.

“Ah, so you do know my reputation,” he said.

“Maybe. It’d be impossible not to know it,” she said.

So, he was a curiosity to her. He’d seen the reaction before. Like he was some sort of freak in the sideshow to be gawked at. Everyone wanted to know what the wreck had been like . . . he’d hoped she’d be different and was disappointed she wasn’t.

She might have come at it from a different angle, but she was like everyone else. Wanted to come closer to the wild animal that he’d become and see if he’d still lash out.

“Beat it.” Not tonight. He was in his parents’ house and he’d promised his younger brother he’d behave.

“Hey,” she said, softly, reaching out to touch him.

Her touch was like a warm breeze against his skin. He closed his eyes against the emotions she stirred to life in him. This wasn’t just lust and he had no time for anything but that.

He shrugged her touch aside.

“What?” he asked. He didn’t owe strangers anything. There was only one person he felt he owed something to and that man was dead. So cute as she might be, this one could hit the road. He’d already decided that tonight’s thrill was going to be racing the storm back to the city and then taking his jet away from Long Island.

“I’m here because you looked lonely nothing more. Like, you could use a friend. And though I suck at small talk, I can be a good friend.”

There was sincerity in her voice that he wanted to believe but he wasn’t naïve, and he knew that most people had an agenda. Hell, even he had one. To forget. And she wasn’t helping him tonight so it was time to say goodbye.

“Thanks, honey I have all the female friends I need. For some reason women seem to flock to me,” he said. He was being snarky, but he knew there was some honesty in his words. There were times when he was perplexed about why women pursued him. He was clearly not going to settle down or even have a relationship that lasted more than one night with them.

“Well that’s too bad. Because when I was sixteen, I was driving with my parents home from dinner and a car t-boned us at an intersection. I walked away, but my parents . . . they both died,” she paused. In her eyes, he thought he read a little of the survivor’s guilt that he carried. “I thought maybe you might want a friend, who wasn’t trying to get into your bed.”

He stood there for a long moment. Part of him wanted to doubt her, but when their eyes met again he saw the truth right there in her eyes. She’d lost and though she’d done a damned good job of acting normal when she’d first come onto the balcony with him, he saw that she had been pretending. Functioning . . . just like he’d been.

But sixteen was a while ago for her, so how had she moved on? Did he really care? Moving on wasn’t what he was interested in. Kissing her, taking her to his bed, forgetting the world he lived in for a few hours or maybe an entire night, now that was what he wanted.

“Apologies.”

“Don’t. I wasn’t exactly saying anything brilliant. I just didn’t want you to think that I’d come here for any other reason but to talk.”

Just talk? He knew better. There had been that delightful awkwardness when she’d first come out here. She might have seen him standing alone and was she trying a different type of pickup?

“Really?”

She blushed. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen a woman do that. She intrigued him. He closed the gap between them and gave her a few points for not backing up, as he crowded close to her and he braced one hand against the paneled wall behind her head. He leaned in so close that he could feel the warmth of her breath against his cheek. Then, he brought his mouth down on hers. They could talk all night, but it was in her kiss that he’d find the answers he wanted.

Chapter Two
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Drowning.

She was drowning in Sebastian. He smelled of the dark night, windy and stormy, spicy and addictive. But it was his mouth that was pulling her under, dragging her into the very heart of the storm that she realized was produced by him.

His mouth moved over hers like he owned her, and if she were being completely honest with herself, she’d have to admit he did. In this moment, common sense, professionalism, even sanity seemed to have deserted her. She didn’t miss them. His tongue curled around hers and she felt a jolt of pure desire shoot through her. She was afraid to move and break this spell.

Her entire life she’d been running. Not the way that Sebastian did it—fast and dangerous. She’d been reading and seeking more knowledge. Anything to help her make sense of why she’d survived and her parents hadn’t. In this moment with his mouth touching hers, she realized that she’d been living a lie. Though a part of her wondered if he wasn’t just another tangent. But tonight none of that mattered. Tonight she wanted this man. Tonight she was reminded that she was a woman, who’d forgotten her own needs and desires for too long.

She reached up and touched his shoulders, he moaned a sound deep in his throat that was as primal as the storm, and it called to something long forgotten inside of her.

She wrapped her thigh around his hips and pulled him closer. She arched against him as his mouth continued to do that wicked thing to hers. That motion of his tongue and lips. She struggled to remind herself that she was supposed to be evaluating, but her results were telling her that she wanted him.

She wanted Sebastian Warren.

There was no rhyme or reason to it. She pulled her head back and gasped for breath. Maybe it had been lack of oxygen making her so . . . dumb. Smart women didn’t fall for wounded men who might not ever heal.

Suddenly, she didn’t want to be smart.

His eyes were intense and filled with lust and desire. But beyond that she realized she couldn’t read anything. Sebastian had affected her; no other man had ever made her pulse race and her skin feel like it was on fire. But in his eyes, she wasn’t sure if he was reacting to her or just any warm, willing woman. It hurt.

He rubbed his thumb over her bottom lip and arched one eyebrow at her in a totally arrogant way. He was so the lord of the manor with that attitude, and she was reminded once again that he was a man used to finding and playing roles. It would be easy to pretend that he wasn’t.

“Interesting,” he said.

He was so sure of himself and her reactions to him that for the first time in her adult life she did something without thinking. Without weighing the pros and cons in a decision matrix. She pushed her fingers into that impossibly soft hair of his and drew his head down toward hers.

He had to be at least a half a foot taller than her even in the heels she wore. She shifted closer and rubbed her lips slowly over his. When she walked away at the end of the night he’d remember her, not just another woman he’d kissed. But Celeste.

She poured herself into that kiss and lost her mind again, when he did that thing with his tongue that made it damned impossible to do anything, but try not to melt against him and beg him to take her. Right there, while the party carried on down the hall.

Nothing mattered except their mouths where they touched and the tangle of their tongues. She almost sighed, but she didn’t want to lose the intensity of this kiss. He tangled his hand in the hair at the nape of her neck and angled his head over hers to deepen the kiss.

Emotions she’d long forgotten were roiling through her, more ferocious than the wind and rain battering at the house. In this moment, everything swirled around her and the one solid thing was Sebastian. That wounded man that she’d misjudged. The man she’d thought could give her the key to moving past her own tragedy. He had fooled her, because he wasn’t interested in moving on. He wasn’t interested in changing.

He was reveling in the man he was. She felt it in the passion in his kiss. In his hands as they slid down her sides, brushing over the curve of her breasts to settle at her waist and draw her against his hard erection. Perhaps she’d been wrong. Because he felt very alive to her.

He drew his tongue slowly back from her mouth, caught her lower lip between his teeth lightly. Sucking it into his mouth and then pulling back, until he was standing there looking down at her and she stared up at him dreamily.

“So, Celeste,” he said, flexing his fingers against her hips. “Tell me again, why you are here?”

She opened her mouth and then closed it. She shook her head, but she knew that no matter how much she tried to regain control of her mind, he addled her thoughts. Made her forget she was a professional woman who’d handled all sorts of hard cases. What had she been thinking?

That she wanted to know him. That the man in those photos, the one in the hospital bed, and the one on the yacht, had intrigued her.

Now, she knew what happened when she indulged her curiosity.

“I wanted you.”

He arched one eyebrow again.

Damn. She was making a hash of this. Good thing she’d already decided she wasn’t taking him on as a client. “I think you might want me too.”

“Want to come with me tonight?” he invited.

Yes.

No.

Hell.

This wasn’t something she’d ever expected she’d have to face. He was unexpected and she was scrambling to try to get a grip on managing him. But, she did want to go with him. She had built a safe and ordered world around herself, and now it no longer seemed the sanctuary it had always been. Tonight it felt stifling; tonight it seemed she hadn’t been living her life, but simply existing. Tonight staring up into his devil’s eyes, she found she couldn’t say no.
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Sebastian might seem out of control to his parents and the media, who applied armchair psychology to his actions and assumed he had a death wish, but in reality, he was tightly in control. He took risks, yes, he wasn’t going to deny that, but at the same time he kept a part of himself back. A little part of his wounded soul kept hidden away from the world. A piece he hadn’t been able to deal with after Judd.

He kept searching for a spark of the old excitement, but it was just out of his reach. She was not really any different, or so he’d thought, until she’d pulled him closer and kissed him. There had been bravado and sheer force of will in that kiss. Passion too, but it had been the echo of the woman that he’d really felt, and he knew without a shadow of a doubt she was dangerous.

Not to the world, but to him.

Danger, it whispered to him and seduced him. Promising him the thrill that would remind him that he was still alive and maybe, just maybe, give him an inkling as to why. And if not, well then, at least he’d have a pleasurable night spent in her arms.

She was tempted. He saw that. He’d invited scores of women to come with him and some said yes, some said no, but most were tempted just like Celeste.

He tugged on her hand and led her down the paneled hallway lined with family portraits toward the door leading to the six-car garage. She paused as he opened it and they stepped into large space filled with vehicles owned by the various members of his family. He ignored the Porsche Carrera that he hadn’t driven since the night Judd died and went instead to the even faster Bugatti Veyron. Judd’s car. His friend had ordered the Porsche, but hadn’t lived long enough to drive it.

“Where are we going?”

“Racing the storm back to Manhattan,” he said. “Feel up to accompanying me?”

“Um . . . that’s a little more than I bargained for.”

“That’s all I have to offer,” he said.

He wanted her to come with him. That was odd. He never wanted anyone with him any more. Why her? Why now?

Was the numbness finally fading? How would he survive if it did? He wasn’t ready to let it go, but he knew at the same time that he had even less control over Celeste, than he had the car accident that had spun him out.

He’d started reading the business pages again and had been monitoring his office from a distance. He knew he couldn’t just go back to where he’d been. To who he’d been.

But going on . . .

“Sebastian,” she said.

His name on her lips sent a tiny shiver of anticipation down his spine. Danger, he thought again. Damn it, man, run. Run away from her.

But, he didn’t run from his fears. Not any more. So he traced his finger slowly down the side of her neck, rubbed his thumb over the pulse that he felt beating wildly there. And waited.

The ball was in her court.

She stood there in the glow of the security light and he leaned back against the car, tugged her toward him. Her blonde hair seemed almost silvery and as he looked at her, he wanted to pretend she was like everyone else in his life. But there was something in her too serious gaze that suggested she wasn’t.

She tipped her head to the side, studying him again with those wide serious eyes of hers, and he wondered if making out in the garage would satisfy the wildness inside of him. The dress she wore hugged her curves but was demure compared to some of the other attendees at the party. And in her heels, she still barely came to his shoulder.

She nibbled her lower lip. A shaft of want and molten need shot through him and he knew that just walking away wasn’t going to be enough for him.

He wanted her.

He should reach out and take her.

Hadn’t life shown him that there was no sense in making plans?

“Celeste.”

He let his voice drop to a lower level that he knew from experience made a lot of woman swoon. He saw her pupils dilated and a flush moved over her skin. Good to know she wasn’t immune. She had too many advantages over him, even though she didn’t seem aware of them.

Nothing short of complete possession would be enough, and he wasn’t sure she’d ever give in to him. She was too smart to take a chance on a man who was clearly running on empty.

“I guess this is where we say goodbye then,” he said, lowering his head to kiss her one more time. He slid his tongue around hers and tried to memorize the taste and feel of her before he let her go.

He set her away from himself.

Regret and longing mingled inside of him. He turned away from her, but she put her hand on his arm.

“Yes.”

“Yes?”

“I’ll go with you,” she said.

A jolt of satisfaction went through him. She wasn’t so different from everyone else. His reaction to her was an aberration. Probably a side effect from being at his parents’ house tonight, and realizing how little he resembled the man he used to be.

He opened the passenger door and stood there, while she delicately seated herself. He closed the door and walked around behind it, feeling that tingling again. Damn, he must really need to get laid.

But, he heard a censor of his own thoughts. The fact that once he’d woken from the coma he’d said no more pretending. And, he knew that he was trying to make Celeste just a woman he’d have some fun with, when in reality he wanted something more. He had no idea what that was, but he knew it was there. A tiny seed deep inside of him.
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Every nerve in her body was on high alert as Sebastian drove the Bugatti at well over 100 miles per hour down the interstate back to Manhattan. They’d left the battering wind, heavy rains, hail and flashing lightning of the nor’easter behind, as they left East Hampton and headed toward the City. She had to be back on Long Island on Monday morning. She had appointments and a life to get back to.

This was crazy.

“What are you thinking?” he asked.

His voice was back to his normal pitch and she wondered if he wasn’t aware of how sexy that deeper timbre of his voice was. Had she been manipulated?

Of course, she had. And, not just by Sebastian. She’d allowed herself to feel desired and reveled in it. She’d let years of training and professional ethics—though to be fair there was no question of ethics with him. She’d told his parents she’d meet him and see if she could help him.

She hadn’t taken him as a client, and didn’t intend to.

Given that she was in a car hurtling down the highway, she was guessing she wasn’t going to be that much help to him.

“Celeste? Second thoughts?”

“No. I was thinking this is crazy. I’m crazy. What am I doing in a Bugatti Veyron going over 100 on a stormy Saturday night?”

“Living,” he said.

One word, neat and succinct and the therapist in her filed that away. This is what life felt like to him now.

“Not for long,” she muttered.

He swerved onto the shoulder and braked, bringing the car to a rocking halt and making her heart leap in her throat. He turned on her, pinned her in the leather seat with that electrifying gaze of his and she shook.

“Do you feel unsafe?” he asked, his voice careful and neutral now.

She wondered if she’d pushed one of his buttons and shook her head.

“No?”

“You seem to have control of the vehicle, but I wonder if that’s not just an illusion, or maybe something I’m telling myself, so I won’t feel like I’m taking a big risk.”

“Life is an illusion, sweetheart, the sooner you figure that out, the better you will be,” he said. “I can call our family driver to come and collect you at the next exit. There’s a chain motel with a nice coffee shop where you could wait for him.”

“Why would you do that?” she asked. She wasn’t going to be left by the side of the road. She wanted this.

Wanted him.

She’d gotten into the car and she wasn’t getting out yet.

She wanted answers.

Why did he make her react when all the other guys she’d dated hadn’t?

“I didn’t say I wanted out,” she said.

“Still game for an adventure?” he asked, again his tone was pitched a little lower.

“I see what you’re doing,” she said. Letting him get away with manipulating her wasn’t a good idea.

“What am I doing?” he asked silkily.

“That low tone thing. Women have told you that your voice is sexy and so you use it to get what you want,” she said. “Stop it.”

“Why? Aren’t you dressed in a way that’s pleasing to the opposite sex?” he asked.

“It’s a cocktail dress,” she said. “I didn’t come to the party intending to seduce a man.”

“I don’t think that’s entirely true. All of us humans are slaves to our DNA. We’re programmed to want to attract a mate and so we all do things consciously and unconsciously to attract one.”

“So you’re saying that my buying a dress to wear to a semi-formal party is the same thing as you doing that husky-sexy-voice-thing?”

He nodded, as he signaled and pulled back on the interstate soon going super fast again.

She started laughing. He was smart, and maybe a little too clever for his own good. It was there in the way he treated her. She’d have to see him around other people if she were going to assess him—which she totally wasn’t. She had to really force herself to stop thinking like a counselor. She’d been one for far too long and her original reason for seeking him out had been to help.

“I just bought this dress, because it was on sale at Saks,” she said.

“The color flatters your skin and makes your eyes seem as blue as the sea in the Caribbean.”

“Yeah, right,” she said.

“Surely you noticed that when you tried it on,” he said.

“No. I went to the store with one goal . . . a new dress that wasn’t black.”

“Why?” he asked.

She wasn’t about to admit that she’d been buying black dresses for her entire adult life to look slimmer, or the fact that she’d started to feel like they were a uniform.

“I just wanted something different. I have twelve black cocktail dresses.”

“That’s a lot. I only have three tuxedos. But one of them I had to buy for my cousin’s wedding.”

“Why was that?” she asked.

“His bride wanted us all to be dressed in white. Not my normal choice,” he said.

With his dark coloring, she bet he looked spectacular in a white tux.

“You’re kind of proving my point. Men don’t buy a bunch of suits in the same color,” she said.

He slowed as they neared the city and she forgot about cocktail dresses and unconscious gender manipulation.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“A club. I feel like partying.”

It was as if the intimacy of the car had spooked him. She knew that it had her. She wished that she’d asked more questions or was bolder, so that she could suggest they go some place private.

Why wasn’t she? Hadn’t she come with him because he made her believe she could be different?

“I’d rather have a party for two,” she said, putting her hand on his thigh and stroking her finger over it.

He glanced over at her, the devil back in that silvery gaze of his. “Well, then, I’ll see what I can do.”

Chapter Three
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Sebastian led the way through the lobby of the Upper East Side apartment building. He’d inherited this place from his great-uncle. A confirmed bachelor until the day he’d died. Before . . . well, Seb had little use for the place, but over the last eighteen months, it had become vital to him. He liked the anonymity of the place and the fact that he had no memories of his life before here.

He flicked on the lights as he entered the penthouse apartment and heard Celeste’s heels on the marble tile as she entered behind him. Her breath caught as she saw the view offered by the plate glass windows that lined one entire wall. She walked past him, the flowery scent of her perfume lingering in her wake.

He didn’t second-guess himself. He was done with that a long time ago and tonight wasn’t any different. He just stood there, shrugging out of his suit jacket and tossed it over a chair. She’d wanted a private party.

What did that mean in her head?

“Well we’re alone. What now?”

“Aren’t you the wild one?” she asked. “I figured you’d sort of take over.”

“I wanted to go to a club,” he said, carefully, but the truth was he’d wanted that because she made him reckless in a different way than he had been all these months. He didn’t want to admit it even to himself, but she almost scared him. Which was why he’d brought her here. He wanted to know why.

“I want the adventure you mentioned on the side of the road. I want to feel what it’s like to be riding the edge of danger, the way you always seem to,” she said.

“How do you know that?”

“You said yourself that everyone knows your story,” she said. “We beat the storm to the City, let’s celebrate.”

“How?”

“How do you normally celebrate?” she asked. “I’m not really into illegal highs and when I drink a lot, I laugh too much and then fall asleep.”

He bit the inside of his cheek to keep from smiling. Didn’t want to let her know that she amused him. But she did.

He walked closer to her, toeing off his shoes as he went. She stood there by the glass windows, looking over her shoulder at him as the City spread out behind her. He wanted to pull her into his arms and take her to bed.

Stop thinking, he warned himself.

“Will one drink be okay?” he asked. “Maybe some champagne.”

“I think I could handle that. Also since this is my night for daring . . . ”

“Yes?”

“Could we step out on to the balcony?”

“That’s daring? Sweetheart, you’ve led a sheltered life,” he said.

He walked over to her and opened the door that lead to the patio. He took her hand in his and drew her outside. The wind whipped around them and strands of her hair were pulled from her up-do. She closed her eyes and tipped her head back, letting the wind buffet her.

He wanted something from her in that moment that he was afraid to define. But, he knew that it was something that only Celeste could give him. That seed he’d been unsure about suddenly didn’t seem enticing but stupid. He couldn’t afford to care about another person.

He wouldn’t open up his emotions again. Not now.

He stepped away from her and stalked to the edge of the penthouse patio, there was a cement wall about three feet high and he hopped up on it. Threw his arms out and let the wind surround him.

She gasped.

“Get down.”

“You get up,” he said. “You said you wanted adventure.”

She rushed to his side, put her arm around his legs and held him to her. “Not this kind of adventure.”

But, her words were muddled, and he sensed that she had realized what he had been trying to warn her about—he lived on an edge. Whether it was this one almost 500 feet up in the sky, or the one that was there in the back of his mind. He was always balancing.

“You’re scaring me,” she admitted.

He took her wrists in his hands, pulling her arms from his legs and hopped down beside her. He wrapped his arms around her, as he tugged her back against his chest and looked out at the city over her shoulder.

It was different.

The view changed every time he looked at it. But feeling her in his arms made him see it a little like he had in the past. A little like . . . the old Sebastian would have.

“I didn’t mean to scare you. There’s a safety platform right below. I wasn’t in any real danger.”

“Truly?” she asked.

His own pulse was jumping, but he wasn’t stupid. And death wasn’t something that he’d ever really wanted. He had a different goal. Cram as much living into his life as he could. Make the years count for himself and Judd.

“Yes,” he said, he drew her closer to the edge and she looked over it.

Then, she turned around and punched him in the shoulder. And not just a little tap. “Jerk.”

“What? You said I was dark and brooding. Dangerous, right? I’m just living up to the billing.”

“Is that really what this is all about?” she asked. “It feels more like running away.”

Her words cut a little too close and he left her on the patio, walking back into his apartment. Fun, sex, adventure, those were things he’d brought her along for tonight. Painful observations that cut a little too close, he could do without those, thank you very much. Maybe it was time for Celeste to leave.
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Celeste followed Sebastian back into the penthouse. Be careful what you wish for, she warned herself. It was true she wanted to try his way of living, to see if he’d found some key to it that she’d missed in all those years of analyzing others and trying to make sense of the world. But she’d found that his way was different, but no closer to the answer she sought that hers was.

He stood there at the wet bar. Distant, alone and she hoped she wasn’t just seeing what she wanted to see, but he also seemed a little lost.

A lot lost.

It was the same with all her clients. How to move on was the hardest part of recovery. She wasn’t ready to leave. And not because of her professional interest in him. But her because of her personal interest. Standing so close to the edge had made it impossible for her to think about anything.

Not the gnawing blackness that was always inside of her. Not her own doubts and fears. Nothing. She just had felt . . . alive.

“I get it.”

“Get what?” he asked.

“It feels good to be alive, right?” she asked. Was that it?

He studied her for a long moment. “Of course, doesn’t it always?”

He had put those walls back up and she had a feeling that she was losing him. He was slipping away from her, along with any chance she had at figuring out how to live again.

“I’m not so good at parties,” she said. “Not really. Let’s start over.”

“We already did,” he reminded her.

“So we did,” she admitted. Two choices floated in her mind—leave and never think about Sebastian again . . . Ha, if she left, she’d regret it for the rest of her life. So, she wasn’t leaving. She wasn’t going to keep cowering in the corner the way she had tonight. She wanted to be as bold as he was.

Carefully, she walked toward him. Aware of the way the fabric of her dress hugged the curves of her hips with each step she took. She felt the heat in his gaze as he watched her.

“I did feel alive out there. Scared and yet at the same time free,” she said.

“Good.”

“Not good. I’m still terrified and I have been scared of a lot of stuff since . . . Well, for about ten years. I don’t want to be afraid any more, Sebastian. I don’t want to keep cowering in the corner or clinging to someone’s legs.”

“Good for you,” he said.

“No, good for you,” she retorted. “You’re going to show me how to live like you do. You’ve gotten on with your life, while I’ve holed myself away in an office pretending that listening to other people and trying to help them was going to fix what’s broken inside of me.”

“Honey, I’m not really into that.”

“You are into fun, right? And living at Mach I?”

He nodded again. She’d reached him now and stopped when just a few inches of space remained between them.

“Teach me. Two weeks of wild and crazy living and then I’m out of your hair.”

“What’s in it for me?”

“A partner,” she said.

“I don’t need one.”

“Hot sex,” she offered. Because every nerve ending in her body was screaming at her to take his clothes off and claim him as her own.

“Honey, you aren’t the first one to make that offer,” he said.

His words hurt. But she knew that he meant them as well. And, if she hadn’t had the training she had and dealt with spoiled boys all the time, she would have let it drive her from the penthouse. But she knew better. And if he were striking out at her, then there must be a reason.

“Not with me, you haven’t,” she said. Slowly, she unbuttoned his shirt and pushed it open. She groaned. Hell, how was she not supposed to notice that he looked even better in the flesh than he had in that damned photo?

She scratched her nails lightly over his chest tracing her fingers over his pectorals. Damn. She wanted to disconnect her brain and not think, because nine times out of ten thinking got her in trouble, but she didn’t want to miss a moment of this.

She needed to commit Sebastian to memory, so that when he wasn’t this wounded, gorgeous shell of a man, she’d remember how wild and untamed he’d been.

She glanced up at him from under eyelashes and noted that his eyes were half closed and a slight flush covered his skin. He felt hot to her touch and she knew she wasn’t going to stop until she’d pushed both of them as far as she could.

She leaned in toward him and he lowered his head, but kissing his mouth would be predictable and Celeste had just decided she needed to rock his world. Shake him up the way he had her when he’d stood on the edge of the world and he threw his head back.

She knew fear had driven her to grab him but another part of her, the part deep inside, had been a little bit envious. He lived without fear. She wanted that. And tonight she was taking it.

She kissed his nipple, felt his entire body tense as she bit lightly at the pad of his muscles before going up on tiptoe, letting her entire body rub over his and wrapping her hand around the back of his head. She sucked the lobe of his ear between her teeth and then whispered into his ear. “Still want me to leave?”

His hands fell on her hips, grasping her butt and pulling her closer until the hot, hard length of his erection rubbed against her center. She melted. If his hands hadn’t been holding her up, she’d be a puddle right on the floor at his feet.

His mouth came down on hers, hot and heavy and she shivered from her core.

“Not tonight.”

Chapter Four
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Celeste’s mouth under his was soft and tasted of the night wind and that essence of woman. He closed his eyes and wished for a minute he’d met her back before . . . but he hadn’t. And there was no going back in time.

He reached for the hem of the skirt on her dress and drew it up. The material was soft, sort of satiny fabric but her skin was softer. He grabbed her thighs with both of his hands. She moaned and sucked his tongue deeper into her mouth.

He hardened even more. Damn.

She got to him.

She’d been getting to him since the moment he’d turned and saw her standing in the hallway. And nothing had changed.

Sex. This could be only be sex, no emotions.

For the first time since Judd died, there was a very real possibility that this could be more.

Pulling his mouth from hers, he looked down into her face. Her eyes were half-closed, her lips wet and swollen from his kisses and her chest rose and fell with each breath she took.

Something carnal and savage deep inside of him raised its head and demanded that he claim her as his. She had started this, but he meant to finish it. He lifted her off her feet and turned to brace her against the wall as he fought a battle inside of himself.

She would be his for the night.

But his wounded soul wanted her for longer. Something foreign stirred to life inside of him and warned that one night was never going to be enough.

He slashed his mouth down on hers, thrusting his tongue deep into hers, but as soon as their lips met, her hands came up to the back of his neck, stroking the length of it and that savage part was tamed. Calmed by her touch. Lust remained, but the other part faded.

He loosened his grip on her, let her slide to the floor, her body rubbing over his. She opened her eyes. Those sparkling Caribbean crystal blue eyes met his.

“Sebastian?” she asked. “You okay?”

Hell.

“Yes, sweetheart. I’ll be better once we get you out of this dress,” he said, finding the tab to the side zipper and pulling it down. The fabric of her dress pulled away from her body. The scent of jasmine surrounded him, as she reached up and pulled the pins from her hair, letting it fall in soft waves around her shoulders. He tangled his fingers in her hair tipped her head back.

Their eyes met and something that he didn’t want to acknowledge passed between them. He rubbed his lips over hers before sucking her lower one between his teeth and biting it gently. Her body quivered under his touch, undulating against him, as her breath caught in the back of her throat.

He grasped the fabric at her neck and slipped his finger underneath, stroking her skin. Searching for the pulse beating at the base of her neck, he let his thumb rest lightly on it as he used his other hand to draw the dress down her body.

Her breasts were covered in a light flesh colored lace bra, supported by an underwire. He used his hips to pin her to the wall as he leaned back to study her body. Her nipples were hard and pink as they pressed against the lace and he bent down, hovering his mouth over one of them and breathing heavily on her. He flicked his tongue out.

She moaned. Her hands tangled in his hair, as she arched against him, thrusting her nipple against his mouth.

He waited for a moment, then swirled his tongue over her aroused flesh. He saw the goose bumps spread from her nipple over her chest, and he closed his eyes, giving into the pleasure that her body offered.

He reached for the hem of her skirt again, skimming his hand up her leg until he found her butt. He squeezed her and then pushed his hand inside her panties and tugged them down her legs. He felt her move against him as she worked her underwear down to the floor.

He grasped her buttocks and ran his finger along the furrow between her cheeks. She melted against him as her hands tightened in the back of his hair.

“Sebastian,” she said. But his name was like a soft moan on her lips. A demand for more caresses. She didn’t need to worry, he wasn’t going to stop.

He lifted his head and stood up and away from her.

“Yes?”

“Don’t stop,” she said.

“I’m not going to,” he replied. He pushed her dress to the floor and then reached behind her to unfasten the bra. He drew it down her arms and tossed it next to the rest of her clothes. She stood there against the wall of his living room, naked except for the stilettos. Her hair hung around her shoulders, her lips were red and swollen, her nipples hard and beckoning, her body the one temptation that even the devil himself wouldn’t resist.

And everyone knew he was given to temptation.

He pushed his shirt off his shoulders and let it fall to the floor. Then slowly undid his pants. He pushed them down his legs along with his underwear and heard her gasp once he was fully naked.

She watched him with hungry eyes and he let her drink her fill. She caught her lower lip between her teeth and reached out toward him.

He closed the gap between them.

Her hand went to his cock. Stroking it up and down. Her finger rubbing the head of it as a drop of cum escaped his control. She moaned and rubbed her finger over the liquid, and he brought his mouth down on hers as he found her secrets, teasing her and himself until he couldn’t take it anymore.

He kissed his way down her body, lingering over her breasts until he knelt between her spread legs. He parted her and touched the tip of his tongue to her clit and her knees buckled, her hands gripping his shoulders. He smiled as he kissed her again.

She tasted good.

Addictive.

Her musk scent of woman combined with her floral perfume surrounded him. Her thighs on either side of his head were creamy and so soft. He brought one hand down to grip her left one. Stroking his finger up and down the length of it.

She made him feel like he was alive, the same way racing down the highway or standing on the ledge had.

Celeste was doing that to him now. A woman he hardly knew. But soon, all of her secrets would be his. And then, he wouldn’t feel like this. The emotions struggling to get out would go back into hiding and he could move on. The way he’d done many times before.

He shut his mind down, concentrated on her sex. The smell of her that was so unique. He doubted he’d ever be able to forget it. He kept his mouth on her until she was arching frantically against him, her nails digging into him and he sucked on her until he heard her groaning his name and turned his head to look up at her.

She was arched against the wall her head tipped back and her breasts rising and falling as her climax rolled over her. He turned his face, rubbed his cheek against her feminine mound kissing the inside of her thigh. She slowly slid down the wall and put her hands on his chest as she straddled his lap.

“Enough of toying with me,” she said.

“I was enjoying you,” he corrected her.

He cupped her butt as she settled over him and he rocked up against her. She made that breathy little gasping sound that he’d heard when he’d first tongued her. She rocked back and forth, rubbing her pussy over his cock, and now it was his turn to groan. Damn. He wanted this woman.

He reached for his pants and while he was off balance, she pushed on his shoulders until he was flat on the floor. The tile was cold on his back, but the woman on top of him was hot. Burning him up from the inside out. He gave up reaching for his pants and the condom in the pocket, as she manacled both of his wrists with her hands.

Her breasts swung over his mouth and he turned his head to suck on her nipple. She shifted and pulled back.

“Not yet. Now it’s my turn to enjoy you.”

The floor wasn’t ideal for this. He did a sit up with her holding him down. Let’s face it, she didn’t weight that much and he could bench-press way more than one small female.

“Hey!” she said, bracing her hands on his chest.

He wrapped his arms around her and carried her over to the couch. Then, walked back to get his pants and that condom. He wanted it close at hand. He lay down on the leather couch and lifted his arms above his head.

“As you were.”

She threw her head back and laughed. He watched the joy playing over her face and felt a punch in his heart, as he wanted to smile. It had been a long time since that had happened. Too long.

He was thinking again.

He grabbed her by her waist and pulled her over him. She braced her hands on his chest and flexed her fingers into his muscles.

“You’re too used to getting what you want,” she said.

“I don’t think you are in a position to deny me,” he said. “You want the exact same thing.”

She smiled at him again. Damn. He wished she’d stop doing that. There was something guileless and at the same time too tempting about that smile of hers.

“I do,” she said. She kissed her way down his chest. Following the path of hair that narrowed across his stomach. She teased his belly button with her tongue, tracing it and making him harden even more.

Damn.

He put his hand on the back of her head, pulled the silky strands of her sunny hair through his fingers and let it fall over his stomach. She bit at the flat flesh there and then moved lower. She kissed his hipbone, drawing her hair across his erection. He moaned at the feel of it. So soft and silky against his aroused flesh.

She tipped her head to the side, staring at his cock as she stroked her hand up and down his length.

His hips bucked against his will. He thrust himself against her touch. Wanted more. Wanted to tell her to grip him harder. He was intensely aware of being alive.

She shifted over until he felt the first brush of her breath against his length and then the delicate heat of her tongue as she traced his length with it. Following the same path that she had with her hand, just moments before.

He hung onto his control, but by the slightest of threads. He felt like he was an instant from splintering into a million pieces. Pieces that he wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to pull back together, because somehow between the instant he’d held her pressed against the wall and now, the balance of power had changed.

She held him in her grip, and he wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to escape. Hell, right now he didn’t want to.

He took her shoulders in his hands and pulled her up over him. He couldn’t wait any longer to be inside of her.

He fumbled for the condom and she took it from him, but he shook his head. If she touched him again, he’d spill himself. And he wasn’t planning on that.

He ripped open the packaging and covered himself in one swift motion and then put his hands on her hips and drew her over him.

She braced her hands on his shoulders and shifted on his lap until the tip of his cock was positioned at her opening. Unable to wait another second, he pulled her down on him, while he thrust up inside her. Filling her completely. He closed his eyes as sensations ripped through his body and emotions through his soul. He felt complete in that instant. Too complete.

It was wrong.

He was a man lost, but he suddenly he had found something of himself inside of her.

She rode him hard and he gave her back each thrust. Taking her, claiming her and trying to pretend that she wasn’t claiming him as well. Her breasts bounced and he put his hand in the center of her back and drew her forward, turning his head to the left and biting lightly at the full globe of her breast before sucking her nipple into his mouth.

He drew strongly on her as she continued to rock against him. He felt that feathering of sensation down the back of his spine and his balls tightened as his orgasm was right at the edge. He reached between their bodies and found her clit, pressing lightly against it until she arched and tightened around him, calling his name as she came in his arms.

He squeezed her hips as he thrust up into her, driving harder and harder, as he continued to suckle at her breast and then his own orgasm washed over him. He thrust into her three more times, until he was completely empty and then collapsed back against the cushions. Celeste fell on top of him, her head on his chest, as her breath rushed in and out of her body.

He didn’t speak and neither did she. He tipped his head to the side and stared over her head at the skyline of a city that honestly had never really been his. He wanted to wrap his arms around her, but didn’t. He was leaving as soon as the first fingers of dawn crept over the horizon and he wasn’t looking back.

He already felt that edginess that had been his constant companion since the night Judd died, creeping back over him.

“Seb?”

He closed his eyes. He didn’t want to talk. Couldn’t right now. He wanted to pretend that nothing had changed, but instead, it felt almost as if almost everything had.

How was that even possible? She was a woman he didn’t know. Hell, he wasn’t even sure he remembered her last name.

“Yeah?” he asked, opening his eyes.

She’d propped herself up on her arms and stared down at his face. He wasn’t sure what she read in his eyes, but he couldn’t read anything in her expression.

“Nice start to our adventure,” she said. “What’s next?”

Something loosened inside of him and he shook off the emotions that had been clinging to him like a wet cloak. “Follow me.”

He shifted around, so that he could get his feet on the floor and set her next to him on the couch. He led her down the hall to the master bathroom with a huge garden tub. He hit the switch on the wall that turned on the mood lightly over the tub and then he took care of the used condom.

She stood in the doorway not saying a word. And he realized the more that the silence built between them, the more distance he was actually putting between them. He could handle his own thoughts. Had been alone with them for a while now. He knew how to silence his demons.

She fiddled with the taps and the tub started to fill. He turned away from her, bracing his hands on the counter. He lowered his head.

He felt her hand on the small of his back and he looked up caught her gaze in the mirror. Avoided looking at his own face, afraid of what he might see there.

“Sebastian . . . ”

“Don’t.”

That one word was a warning.

“I won’t. It’s just that when I see someone who is—”

“What?” he demanded.

“Wounded. And you are, whether you want to admit it or not. I just wanted to say thank you for giving me one hell of a start to my adventure. I’m here, if you want to talk.”

He wanted that. But really, what would he say? That was the crux of his own issues. He knew that talking about everything would help, but every time he tried nothing came out. He had no idea where to start or what to even say.

“Thanks. I’m not much of a talker,” he said.

“That’s okay. I told you I like my men dark and brooding,” she said with a wink and stepped away from him. She walked over to the tub and tested the water, reaching for the bath salts that were in a jar on the ledge above it that his housekeeper had left there.

She dropped a few into the tub and as she sank down into the water, he saw her expression. The lost look in her eyes and without having to be told, he knew that this night had shaken her. He shoved his own issues deep down and tucked them away. Tonight, he could be a wicked lover sent to bring her pleasure and in the morning, they’d go their separate ways.

They could pretend it was just a lonely night that they’d spent together. An aberration in otherwise normal lives. Except, he knew that his normal was shifting again. Whether it was Celeste, or the storm, or just time finally loosening its grip on him.

Chapter Five
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Celeste woke alone. She stretched, as a feeling of satiated pleasure assailed her. She’d never in her life spent a night like the previous one. One where she hadn’t thought of the coming day or the future. Just lived totally in the moment.

Rolling over, she had a glimpse of the cloudy city and stretched, looking for Sebastian. The scent of his aftershave lingered in the room and on the sheets. She noticed a glass of water on the nightstand along with a note.

Her name was on the paper, which had been folded in half. Bold, block letters. She opened it.


Thanks for last night. You know how to show a guy a good time. I had an early appointment but have called my car service to take you home. The driver is waiting in the lobby. I hope that you find the adventure you’ve been searching for.

Sebastian


That’s it?

Thank you very much, and get the hell out? She should have expected it. The sex between them had been raw and powerful. Or maybe she was telling herself that, so she’d feel a little better about herself this morning.

Yet, she had no regrets.

She knew he was running scared. He’d been bold and daring last night, but also she’d glimpsed how close the to the edge he was. The therapist inside of her, wondered if that was the only time he felt alive, or could stop the guilt.

Not her problem.

Except, she wanted to know what he was doing today.

Scrubbing her hand over her eyes, she wondered if she had finally come out of the chrysalis she’d been living in since her parents’ death. She knew she’d been hiding and trying to fix everyone else except herself. But that didn’t mean she could keep ignoring her own problems.

Her phone rang, echoing in the silent penthouse apartment. She didn’t want it to hurt that he’d left her. That she was nothing more to him than a woman he’d spent one night with. But the truth echoed in the silence that surrounded her.

A little of the good feeling she’d had dissipated. She reached for her phone and saw her best friend Kendra’s smiling face.

“Hey, girl,” she said.

“Where are you? I’m at your house. I let myself in and there doesn’t look like there was a struggle, but you’re not here. Have you been kidnapped? Do I need to call my dad?” Kendra asked.

Kendra’s dad was a former Navy SEAL and current security consultant. Kendra and her family had sort of adopted her after her accident. He’d come after her with a few of his guys and Celeste would want to die.

“I’m in Manhattan. I haven’t been kidnapped. Please, God, don’t call your dad,” Celeste said.

“Details, girl. Or I’m calling Dad. Also, just so you know, I added that app that allows me to ‘find my friends.’ Don’t do this to me again. I was in a total panic. I finally get what my mom meant when she said she worries if I don’t tell her where I’m going,” Kendra said.

“About time. I told you it scares us all when you pull that disappearing act of yours.” Celeste smiled. It was good to know there were people in the world who cared about her. She felt a little better about herself, now that she was talking to Kendra. She didn’t have to be perfect. Of course, that was always her issue. She wanted to be good and live the sort of life that in her mind justified her living, when everyone else in the car had been killed.

“Enough about me. Talk,” Kendra said.

“I went on an adventure last night.”

“With a guy?” she asked. “Ignore that. I haven’t had any coffee yet. Of course, it was with a guy. Who, or is it whom?”

“Whom sounds pretentious, so it’s probably right. Sebastian Warren.”

“The guy whose parents asked you to take him on as a client?”

She pulled the covers over her head and closed her eyes, but there was no escaping the truth. “Yes.”

“Cel,” Kendra said. Just her name, but in that way that was part sympathy part warning.

“I know. Big mistake. I’m definitely not going to take the job from his parents, just so you know.”

“I kind of already assumed that,” Kendra said. “Want me to come and get you? I’m in the car already, so it’s not a big deal.”

More than anything, she wanted her best friend to be here in person. “Do you mind?”

“No. Where are you?”

“15 Park Avenue West.”

“Posh. Tell me more about this guy . . . is he still with you?”

She wished. Or did she? She needed time alone after last night when she’d completely lost her mind and just . . . just enjoyed herself.

She’d been too serious for too long. Last night Sebastian had opened her eyes.

“He’s not here. I don’t know when he’ll come back. I should get up and get dressed.” She didn’t relish the idea of putting on her cocktail dress from last night. But, she chocked it up to the consequences of dallying with a wicked man.

“Okay. I’ll get the rest of the details later. Except, for one thing.”

“What?”

“Was it a night to remember?”

“Yeah, it was,” she admitted. “I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.”

“We’ll figure it out over ice cream and wine.”

She hung up the phone with Kendra and fell back against the pillows. The sheets smelled of Sebastian and sex. She closed her eyes and the memories of last night washed over her. She knew it was only a one-night thing with him. How could it be anything else?

Regardless of the fact, that she wasn’t going to take the job from his parents she still couldn’t see him again. And let’s be real, she thought, he’s not going to call or attempt to see her again.

That’s not the way he operated. And last night had been surreal and at the same time the most intense thing she’d ever done. Not just for her, but also for him. Her instincts told her that he was on the cusp of changing. His parents might get him back without any outside help. She tried to let that make her feel a little better and it did, but it didn’t lessen the fact that she was still angry at being left alone like this.

He should have stayed.
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Sebastian walked through the early Saturday morning streets avoiding Central Park and heading back to the woman who he’d left in his apartment. He’d almost gotten into the Bugatti and just started driving. But getting behind the wheel when he so out of control was stupid.

And despite sleeping with Celeste last night, he wasn’t normally an idiot. He walked to the Hudson River, stood at its shore and felt the bitter sting of regret fall all around him.

Sure part of it was leaving her. Celeste had woken something inside of him that he’d thought he’d lost forever. That didn’t mean he wanted to thank her for it. Or to even acknowledge it was there. Because then, he’d have to face the fact that he still had no clue why Judd had died and he’d lived.

No clue as to why he kept breathing and existing when his friend wasn’t. He’d tried to deal with it. Honestly, he had spent more time with a bottle in one hand and images of that night scrolling through his mind like an old time video projector stuck on replay. He’d seen the moments before they’d gotten in the car on a loop.

Remembered the feel of Judd’s fist against his as they’d fist-bumped to show how cool they were. Could easily recall the exciting mixture of fear, adrenaline and excitement in his stomach. But then . . . nothing.

What had happened?

How had he survived?

And most importantly, why?

These were all questions he’d been desperately ignoring as he jetted around the world and drank, gambled and lived his life for two, trying to make sure Judd didn’t miss out.

Until last night.

Why her?

Was there something special in Celeste that he wasn’t seeing? God, what he missed. Her eyes the color of the Caribbean on a perfect summer day. Her long blond hair that seemed almost ethereal, like maybe she was an angel. Her full breasts, nipped-in waist and lush hips had completed his downfall.

But, he knew no angel would dare to come near a soul as damaged as his. So far in the eighteen months that he’d been tempting fate, living on the edge the way the Judd always had to sort of pay tribute to his friend in his own messed up way, he’d glimpsed a lot of troubled souls and tasted more pain that he’d ever thought he would.

He’d left as soon as she’d fallen asleep. After that bath they’d shared, where he’d washed her hair, because he hadn’t been able to get enough of touching it. He’d started to feel bad that he’d fucked her in his living room instead of in his bedroom. But in his mind, that was the only way he’d been able to force himself to remember she was only there for one night.

This morning though . . . he regretted it again. He’d carried her to a chair in the living room, and held her until she’d fallen asleep. Then, like the depraved guy he was, placed her in his bed and watched her sleep. She’d seemed peaceful.

He’d been envious. He wouldn’t deny it. Sex and a night with a beautiful woman might have been enough to make him sleep a long time ago. But not any more.

He needed to talk.

Hell. Who would he talk to? What would he say?

He didn’t even know her last name. It floored him that he was thinking about a woman. Finally, the ghost of Judd was loosening his hold on him. He saw his friend clear as day in his mind’s eye. Smiling at him and shaking his head.

A woman? Ghost Judd asked.

All Sebastian could do was shrug. Who else?

He hailed a cab and gave him the address for his apartment. He hoped he could get back there before she left. The cab drove swiftly through the city and around him Sebastian saw sights that were familiar to him, but that he hadn’t noticed in a long time. The pedestrians and tourists. People he’d scoffed at just yesterday now caught his attention.

He rubbed the back of his neck. Hoping he wasn’t trading one sort of avoidance for another. Maybe he should have kept going to the therapist his parents had arranged for him. Except that guy had been a douche. There was no way that old Gavin had ever experienced anything outside of the pages of one of his medical books.

The cab stopped in front of his building and Sebastian paid the driver and got out. The urge that had brought him back here deserted him and now he was faced with reality.

He had been running away from Celeste, not because he’d been unsure what to say or how she’d impact his life. He’d been running because deep inside, despite all the dumb-ass things he did, he was scared.

That hadn’t changed. His palms were sweating, despite the fact that it was chilly on this late September Saturday morning.

But the cold was good. It enervated him and he walked into his building. Straight past the redhead arguing with the doorman and demanding to be let in, to the private elevator. He hit the key code for his floor, and then leaned back against the wall as the car ascended.

He had no idea what he’d say to her when he saw. He’d apologize. He should do that, right? That should make things better. Hell, he should have brought her a gift. What the hell was he thinking? He wasn’t in any shape to bring her a gift or be thinking what he was.

He was a man on the edge of a world that had been burning for too long and in the deepest part of his soul, he had the urge to try to make a start with Celeste.

That was crazy.

But then, crazy wasn’t that far from his norm. The door opened and he walked into the apartment saw the wall where he’d held her in his arms and tasted her. She’d awakened a hunger in him that hadn’t been sated yet.

He strode toward his bedroom, found the bed neatly made. He was too late.

He threw his head back, but didn’t scream. This was what he deserved.
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Celeste had spent the weekend getting over Friday night. But, she knew she was lying to herself when she said that it had worked. Kendra had stayed with her on Saturday after they’d gotten home, but then had a date with some new guy.

She’d watched re-runs of Dr. Who and pretended that everything was normal. Even this morning she was still faking it.

For most of her life, faking it until she made it, had worked for her. After the crash that had cost her parents their lives, Celeste had grieved and then started pretending after six months that she had recovered. She’d moved out of the house she’d shared with them. Sold it, got her current place and acted like she was sane and well adjusted.

And she’d done a good job of fooling everyone—especially herself. But Friday night had proven that she wasn’t well adjusted. And, that it wouldn’t take much to shake her from the safe place she’d been hiding emotionally.

She rubbed the back of her neck. She’d avoided doing any Internet searches on Sebastian. She really didn’t want to see how quickly he’d moved on to his next conquest. And she was sure he had.

What if he hadn’t?

Men, like Sebastian didn’t change their MO because they slept with a woman like her. She knew this. Even though, deep in her heart she wanted it to be true.

She took a sip of her coffee and found that it had gone cold. She’d been sitting here, dithering when she should be working on her notes for the Palmers about their son. The teenager had been on a school bus trip when the bus had been hit from behind. Seven students, the driver and two teachers had been killed in the crash.

But not Ian. She’d helped him. Of course, she had. That was what she was good at. There were times when she knew that her “accident” had been directly responsible for her helping others. It had led her to her career and given her purpose. But, at what cost?

She pushed aside her papers and reached for her keyboard.

Celeste didn’t care if she was supposed to be working; instead, she was on the Internet doing a Google search on bad boys and the women who are attracted to them. Surely, there was some sort of twelve-step program she could sign herself up for.

Some way she could move past this thing that she was currently calling stupid and she knew was a mistake. She’d lied to herself when she’d said she wanted to change. Feeling emotions again wasn’t what she’d needed. In no way, did she feel whole or better.

“The Warrens are here to see you,” Krista said from the doorway. Her assistant was a tall brunette who favored twin sweater sets and plaid colored skirts in the fall.

“Thanks, Krista,” Celeste said. Of course, they were here. She knew they would want a follow-up report on how things had gone with Sebastian.

“Please show them in,” she said.

She’d rehearsed the nonchalant way she’d explain that she wasn’t the right counselor to see their son. She knew that it wouldn’t be hard to make that believable. All she had to do was remember how he’d looked naked; underneath her and it would be very easy.

“Good afternoon, Celeste,” Theodore said as he entered the room.

Marilyn followed him, looking rested, but Celeste could still see the stress around her eyes. Celeste wished she could help them the way she had the Palmer family.

But after Friday night, she knew two things. One, she wasn’t impartial when it came to Sebastian; in fact, he brought out something dangerous inside of her. And most importantly, two, she couldn’t work for his parents after sleeping with their son.

“Good afternoon, Marilyn and Theodore,” she said. “Please, take a seat. Can I get you anything to drink?”

“No. We’re fine. We’d like to know what you thought about Sebastian,” Marilyn said.

“That’s complicated.”

“Didn’t you met him at the party?” Theodore asked. “He didn’t stay for very long.”

“I did meet him. He . . . ” Damn, this was harder than she’d expected. “I don’t think I can do much for him as a therapist. He’s charming and despite the fact that he doesn’t seem to be coping well with Judd’s death, I think he’s sort of got things figured out.”

“What things?” Marilyn asked. “He’s living like he’s indestructible and we all know that he isn’t.”

“I understand that,” Celeste said. “It’s just that for some people, especially someone Sebastian’s age, they cope in a different way. I really don’t think I can do anything to help him. Especially without his consent. I’m sorry that I couldn’t give you a different answer.”

Theodore nodded and crossed his arms over his chest. “Are you sure? We will pay double your normal fee.”

“I’m positive,” she said. Ethics were involved now. There was absolutely no way she could take Sebastian as a client. And that made her feel a little better about turning them down. Though she wished she could see Sebastian again, she knew she wouldn’t. And she definitely didn’t want to be his therapist.

“Well, thank you for your time,” Theodore said.

“Wait, maybe triple your normal fee,” Marilyn said. “Please.”

Celeste walked around her desk to Marilyn. “It’s not about the money. I can’t help your son, Marilyn. I wish I could, but he’s got barriers that I don’t know how to get around.”

That was the truth. Sebastian was firmly entrenched in his new life. The one he’d woken to from the smoldering wreckage and no amount of cunning or seduction was going to bring him back to his old life. Something that Celeste realized she regretted more than she could say.

She said goodbye to the Warrens and goodbye to the secret hope in her heart that she’d see Sebastian again. He was a wild weekend that had made her restless and want for something more, but at the end of the day, she knew that her life and his were set on different paths.

Chapter Six
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Sebastian had unsuccessfully tried to find Celeste. But the fact of the matter was, his life wasn’t conducive to having a woman like her in it. So, after that had failed, he continued jetting off to exotic locales and doing things, which didn’t leave him time to think about her.

Her.

That’s right, he’d stopped thinking about Judd. Something Ghost Judd seemed to be okay with. He’d signed up for Antarctica shelf scuba dive in February and spent the last week with a group of parkour or free-running friends in Chicago running up the sides of buildings.

Still, he couldn’t get her out of his mind. Celeste. Just her first name, because he’d been too busy trying to play it cool to remember her last name. Ass.

He straightened his bow tie and unbuttoned his tux jacket, as he entered the ballroom at the Waldorf Astoria. There were a lot of charity functions he blew off, just sending a donation instead, but this one he couldn’t. Judd had been a big sponsor of the program that gave underprivileged kids two weeks each summer out of the city and in a rural environment.

Sebastian’s outdoor company had provided all the equipment for the kids and his New York flagship store continued kayak and paddle boarding sessions for the kids, once they returned to the city. Missing this wouldn’t be acceptable.

But dressing in a tux and showing up stag didn’t work for him either. The more time he spent by himself, the more he missed her.

Stagging it tonight seemed dangerous given his state of mind so he’d called his good friend, the eternally single, Gabriella Ramone—as a bonus, no one partied like the Spanish countess. Maybe he’d finally be able to get Celeste out of his mind and be able to move on from that night in her arms.

The ballroom was crowded by the time he arrived. Gabriella was holding court in the corner of the room with a bevy of men around her. She saw him and waved and he winked back at her. He needed this.

Walking to the cash bar, he ordered a whiskey and rye.

“Of all the gin joints in the world . . . ”

Celeste.

He glanced over his shoulder. She wore one of the black cocktail dresses she’d talked about that night in his car. Or at least, he assumed she did. On her, it didn’t look like a standard black dress. It hugged her curves, plunged between her breasts and made her seem so damned tempting.

“Hello, Celeste,” he said. Play it cool, he thought. But was aware that his pulse was racing and how the hell was it possible that she smelled better than he remembered.

“Sebastian. I know we said all that needed to be said to each other. I mean you left me that sweet note, but I have to admit I was hoping to see you again,” she said, sarcastically.

He rubbed the back of his neck. Shame, embarrassment and a little bit of defensiveness swamped him. Damn. Emotions. He hadn’t missed this at all. The feelings inundating him were intense. He wanted to get in his Bugatti and drive as far away from here as he could.

“I thought a clean break best,” he said.

“I bet you did,” she retorted. “Always running. That’s your way of dealing with things.”

She had him dead to rights. He started to snap back at her, but in Celeste’s eyes, he could see pain and lingering anger.

Running hadn’t enabled him to really escape her. And this meeting felt serendipitous. He tried to grapple for words. Something smooth and suave.

But his mind was blank.

Judd, dude, help me out.

Be real. Stop playing games. The otherworldly voice in his head sounded like his friend.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Your drink, sir,” the bartender said.

Sebastian shoved a twenty in the tip jar but left his drink on the counter and took Celeste’s arm, leading her out of the ballroom and to a quiet alcove down the hall.

“I’m sorry,” he said again. “I shouldn’t have left you a note. If it makes you feel any better, I came back to try to catch you before you left.”

“Ah, now, don’t start lying to me,” she said a note of caution laced with hope in her voice. “I can handle you being stone-cold toward me and using me for sex—heck, I used you the same way. But don’t try to cover up the truth.”

“I’m not,” he said. “Hell.”

Be real.

Shut up, Judd.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the small charm he’d picked up in Chicago. At the time, he’d tried to play it off to himself like it was just a talisman. But he’d known even as he’d purchased it that it was for her. The 18-karat gold Tiffany and Co. charm of a sports car had always been for Celeste.

He took it out of his pocket and took her hand in his. Held her hand palm up and placed it in the center. “I have been carrying this around for the last four days. So please don’t think I’m just making stuff up. That night when Judd died burned out of me the ability to lie about things that aren’t really important.”

She closed her fingers around the charm but then opened it back up. “And I’m not important? Don’t answer that I already know—”

“You know nothing. I meant that lying about something that is confusing the hell out of me would be ridiculous. I can’t pretend you mean nothing that our night together meant nothing to me. I tried to make it a one-night stand. I put you in my bed and stayed out of it . . . but I still can’t forget you or it.”

“Really?”

“Yes. This charm . . . Judd and I were united in our love of speed and cars and when I saw it,” he paused, rubbed the back of his neck and closed his eyes. Then, he opened them and met her gaze. “I thought only of you. How you were sort of scared when I was racing the storm, but how you didn’t let your fear stop you. I haven’t been able to get you out of my mind.”

Her pupils dilated and a pink blush spread up from her neck to cover her face. “Me too. I’ve been trying to be okay with what happened, but you awakened something in me that I’m not sure I can shove away again.”

“I did?” he asked. This was not a good idea. But no matter how many times he said that, he didn’t want to walk away. He had missed this woman.

“You did.”

“Why are you here tonight, Celeste—what’s your last name?”

“Beacon.”

Beacon. He shook his head. It was a coincidence nothing more. She wasn’t the lighthouse to lead him out of the stormy seas that his life had become. Really, she wasn’t. She was just a pretty woman who looked like an angel, set his soul on fire and had become an obsession. If he spent any time with her, she’d become the same as everyone else and the numbness that had become his life would return.

He wasn’t sure if that made him sad or angry.
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Celeste held the charm loosely in her hand as she stood there next to Sebastian. She’d never thought to see him again. Let’s face it they really didn’t run in the same circles but—this charity, had been her parents’ pet cause and her mom had served on the board for several years.

When she’d been asked earlier this year to serve, she’d found she couldn’t say no. She hadn’t known her mother as an adult. Hadn’t had a chance to see her as woman, instead of just mom and being on the board had given her a glimpse into the woman her mother had been. She’d read the notes of the work her mother had done and felt closer to her.

“I’m giving a speech tonight. Why are you here?” she asked. Because if she dwelled on what he’d said and the charm he’d given her, she was going to start building some sort hope around him. And, no matter his actions tonight, the therapist in her knew he was still broken and nowhere near ready to move on.

She was a transitional phase for him. But, another part of her didn’t really care bout that. Another part of her wanted to relish the fact that he’d bought her a gift. A gift! He hadn’t expected to ever seen her again and he’d done it anyway.

All she needed was a sign. Some signal to say he was sincere with her. That he was moving into this transition from paralytic grief to living again.

“Judd was a big contributor,” Sebastian said. “My company does a small part in providing equipment for the summer camp and continuing lessons and outings in the City.”

She knew that. Why had she forgotten? “I meant why are you here tonight? This doesn’t seem very wicked or dangerous. Those are the words I normally associate with you.”

“Judd.”

The pain in that one brief word stoked the empathy she had for him. She wanted to help him. Do whatever it took to lead him out of the darkness she still sensed in his soul. She took his hand with her free one and squeezed it. “It’s events like this that are the hardest, isn’t it?”

He gave her a solemn look beneath those thick eyelashes of his. “It is. Why are you here?”

“Same reason sort of. My mom was on the board before she died and they asked me if I’d volunteer, so I felt like I couldn’t say no.”

He shook his head. “United once again by our shared past.”

“United?”

“Well, what else would you call it?”

“Crappy ass fate,” she said, with a laugh. “I wanted to see you again, but on my terms. Not when I have to give a speech in twenty minutes and am expected back at the head table.”

“I think you’ve been dictating things tonight,” he said.

“Hardly. As always when I’m around you I act like . . . ” she trailed off. She didn’t want to say he made her impulsive.

“Like?”

“Just suffice it to say you are temptation incarnate.”

“You make me sound like Lucifer himself,” he said looking a tad too pleased with the comparison.

“Don’t flatter yourself. At best you’re one of his deputy fallen angels.”

“I’m still trying to figure out how that’s a bad thing,” he said.

She blushed. Flirting. It made her relax a tiny bit. Admitting to herself, that she’d missed him. Way more than she wanted to. But he made her feel alive. And when he was next to her, she couldn’t predict what would happen next.

“Ms. Beacon, you’re wanted at the head table,” the event coordinator said.

She nodded to the coordinator and turned back to Sebastian.

“I have to go.”

“Of course, I’m sure I’ll see you later after your speech,” he said.

She closed her hand around the charm and then held it up to him. “Thank you for this.”

“You’re very welcome.”

She followed the event coordinator back into the ballroom. Everyone was seated at their tables and she hurried to hers. Kendra was seated next to the president of the board. As Celeste slid into her seat, her friend turned to her.

“Where were you?”

“Talking to Sebastian.”

“He’s here? I have a few things I’d like to say to him,” Kendra said.

“No you don’t,” Celeste said. “Please, don’t.”

“Okay, but after the speeches, we need to talk. Remember what you said about putting value on one’s self.”

She stuck her tongue out at Kendra. Her friend had a history of self-destructive behavior. Something that Celeste had pointed out was due to Kendra trying to get her father’s attention.

Kendra made a face back at her. “Doesn’t feel so good to have someone else meddle in your life, does it?”

“I love you, Kendra. I only interfere to keep you from getting hurt.”

“I know. I love you, too,” Kendra said, squeezing her hand.

The charm dug into her palm and she opened her hand letting it drop on the table next to her silverware.

“What is that?”

“He gave it to me. Said he saw it and had to pick it up.”

“Dammit.”

“What?” Celeste asked her friend.

“Now, I don’t hate him as much as I wanted to,” Kendra said.

“Me either.”

Though Celeste knew she hadn’t ever hated him. She’d been intrigued by Sebastian from the first time she’d seen his photograph and now it seemed even more important that she be careful how she moved forward. It wasn’t professional ethics that held her back. But fear.

The fear that she’d fall for the broken man inside that sexy body. That she’d fool herself into believing she could fix him when she knew that no one could.

The evening went on and she got up and gave her speech. After years of speaking at children’s events and in front of crowds, it was a piece of cake for her. She tried to find Sebastian, but it was impossible to see faces beyond the stage lights. She exited the stage and heard loud laughter coming from one of the seating areas in the corner. It was the kind of feminine laugh that always made her feel uncomfortable, because it was meant to grab attention.

She looked over and froze as she saw Sebastian with his arm around a woman who was easily one of the most beautiful that Celeste had ever seen. And, all that negotiating she’d been doing with herself to try to keep from building hope around the quiet conversation she’d had with Sebastian suddenly seemed irrelevant. What was his deal? He couldn’t be sweet and tender with her and then go flirt with another woman.

Well, he could. Clearly. But she didn’t have to take it. He was either serious with her or he needed to move on.

The fact that he’d given her that gorgeous sports car charm seemed like he was ready to move on. That maybe he’d felt something toward her, but the reality was he was a man lost. And lost men didn’t really care for women they met along the way.
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Sebastian was moved by Celeste’s passionate speech. She was dynamic and funny, but she kept it real, which was a little bit disarming. It didn’t seem to bother her that everyone saw the chinks in her armor. Maybe there was something he could learn from her.

“I like her, too.”

Glancing over at the dark-haired beauty seated next to him, he wanted to be the man who’d gone shark diving with her a few short weeks ago. Instead, he knew he’d changed and if he was completely honest, he had no idea how to deal with that. It all seemed tied to Celeste.

“Who?”

She laughed that rich, throaty sound that always turned heads. Tonight was no exception and he met Celeste’s eyes across the room. She looked pissed.

“Damn.”

“What is it?”

“I think that Celeste might have the wrong impression.”

“Go to her.”

“I’m not sure what to say,” he confessed.

“Just tell her that. Women understand more than you think they do.”

That was the problem. He didn’t want her to see the mess he was underneath his confident exterior. He’d cheated death and somehow he felt invincible around everyone but her.

“She is watching you,” Gabriella said.

He didn’t have to turn to know that it was Celeste. She was the only woman in the room that mattered to him.

And he was tired of letting down the people who mattered in his life.

“Don’t be a coward. What if she is the one who can free you?” Gabriella asked. “And don’t deny that you are trapped. We both know you are.”

“I wasn’t going to deny it,” he said, pushing to his feet and going after Celeste. She couldn’t leave since she’d just delivered her speech and people were crowded around her offering their congratulations. He waited for her to be free.

A slender redhead came up next to him and punched him in the arm. She looked sort of familiar. Maybe he’d met her last year at this event. He didn’t really care. He wanted to get to Celeste and explain that while he had come here with Gabriella, the Countess was a friend, not a lover.

“Do I know you?” he asked.

“No. I’m Kendra Martin. Celeste is like a sister to me,” she said.

“That explains the punch.”

“Does it? Good. I assumed you were smart, since Celeste doesn’t tolerate idiots. But I can’t figure out if you are toying with her or not.”

Celeste had sparked something inside of him and he wanted to explore it. But he didn’t want to have explain himself to this woman. “I’m not toying with her.”

“Prove it.”

“I don’t have to prove anything to you,” he said. “Celeste is a grown woman and she can make her own decisions.”

Celeste wrapped her arm around Kendra and smiled over at him as she joined them. But, there was some heat in her expression and not the passionate kind.

“Yes. I am. Kendra, butt out,” Celeste said.

“I’m just watching your back.”

“Thanks, but I don’t need that.”

“Funny, but you did on Saturday morning when you woke up alone in a strange place,” Kendra said.

“Stop.”

“No, let her continue,” Sebastian said. “Did Celeste tell you that she wanted a private party? Did she tell you that she said she hadn’t felt alive, since the accident that took her parents?” he asked.

He knew he was going too far, but he wasn’t the villain here. He’d given the lady what she asked for. And then ran when he’d found that she’d given him more than he’d bargained for. And he’d apologized.

“No,” Kendra said quietly.

“Then maybe you should wait until you have all the facts when you rush to her defense,” Sebastian said. “I deserved the punch, by the way, but not for the reasons you laid out.”

“Celeste, may I speak with you alone?” he asked.

“Won’t your date mind?”

“Gabriella isn’t my date. Just a friend to keep from attending this party alone. Since, I couldn’t bring the only woman that I wanted to,” Sebastian admitted.

“Am I supposed to assume you mean me?” she asked.

“You know I do. Come with me,” he said. “Let’s get out of here.”

He held his hand out to Celeste. She hesitated and he shook his head. He had to get out of here. The walls were closing in on him and he was flooded with all the indecision that had been ruling his life for too long now.

He turned on his heel, weaving his way through the crowds of people toward the outer reception area of the ballroom. He started down the stairs.

“Sebastian, wait.”

“I can’t,” he said, glancing over his shoulder at her. She stood at the top of the winding staircase and he saw her, as she should be treated. As the fairytale princess that his mom used to read to he and his siblings about when they were children. A princess deserved a prince. Not a beast or a frog, and right now he felt like both of those things.

He continued down the stairs to the valet, where he handed over the ticket to his car. They brought the Bugatti around and he felt a hand tucked into his. Was wrapped in the scent of her floral perfume and knew without looking down that Celeste was by his side.

“I’m not ready to end this adventure.”

But the look in her eyes, showed him that she wasn’t sure. There was fear and a rugged determination that, while he admired, made him realize that it was going to take a lot of kisses to turn him back into a prince.

Chapter Seven
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It had started to rain. The kind of hard September downpour that was cold and biting. Sebastian took it as punishment for not leaving Celeste at the Waldorf. Instead, as paid for the gas he had pumped into the Bugatti and walked back to the car, he paused. The rain was heavy, but as he saw Celeste sitting in the front seat of the sports car, he couldn’t continue.

Adventure she kept saying and he kept thinking that he could do this. Keep her by his side and have fun with her without losing what was left of his soul.

He tipped his head back toward the sky, letting the rain pelt down on his face. He felt more confused now than he had been in years, and he if he were a wiser man he would walk away and leave her here. The keys were in the car; she could drive back to New York and find her way back to her normal life.

He felt her touch on his arm. She stood there next to him in the pouring rain and he saw the water on her face, feared that it might be tears.

“What are you doing?”

“Trying to justify this. Why did you come with me? Why didn’t you punch me like Kendra did?”

“Because I like this. I haven’t been with a man who made me feel alive in a long time.”

“This isn’t living, this is an adrenaline rush,” he said.

“Yes it is. And that’s what had been missing. All week long I’ve been trying to force myself out of my same, boring shell, but it only works when I’m with you.”

“How? This isn’t exciting.”

“You’re wrong,” she said, wrapping her arms around his shoulders she went up on tiptoe. And as carnal and electric as their last kisses had been, this one was sweet and passionate.

She moved her mouth slowly over his. Her tongue entered his mouth and seduced him with languid strokes. He wrapped his arms around her, holding her pressed to his body as the rain fell around them. The heat from her mouth and her slight frame warmed him all the way to the cold frost-bitten places of his soul. The places where he was very afraid he’d never feel anything again.

He knew then that he’d been fooling himself by pretending that anything he’d done since Judd had died had been an adventure. That it had involved danger or living. Because as he held Celeste in his arms and felt her mouth moving under his, he realized he was truly alive for the first time since he’d woke from that coma in the hospital.

That the emotions stirring to live inside of him weren’t an aberration or something to fear or run from, but they were the seeds of the future he’d been afraid to face.

He lifted his head from hers. Stared down into those eyes of hers, which were bright and wide. Filled with emotions that he knew she was afraid to admit she felt, because he was afraid too. So damned afraid.

“You make me wish I was a better a man,” he said. “That I had met you before . . . ”

“Don’t,” she said, framing his face with both of her hands. “I wasn’t ready for you until this moment. We came to each other at the right time.”

“Why weren’t you?” he asked. She’d told him she’d been driving and caused an accident, but really he knew nothing more about her past.

“I . . . I was driving with my parents in the car and it was raining. Harder than tonight,” she said.

The rain continued to fall all around them based on what she’d told them when they first met, he understood the impact that accident had brought to the rest of her life.

“You crashed,” he said.

“I did. Into an oncoming vehicle that didn’t stop for the red light. The accident was all metal twisting against metal and the breaking glass. I heard screaming and for a long time I thought it was my mom, but learned later she’d died on impact. The other driver had hit the passenger side of the car.”

“It was you screaming,” he said.

“Yes,” she said, looking up at him. He saw the tears in her eyes, but had no idea how to fix this. He ran to keep from remembering, she’d stayed put.

“How do you forget?” he asked. It was the one thing that he’d wanted to know for a long time.

“I don’t.”

Her words echoed in his heart and in his mind. The truth of what she had said branded him. He lifted her into his arms and brought his mouth down hard on hers. Trying to wipe away the past for both of them. Trying to show her that even though he had no answers and could make no promises, that he was there next to her. That she wasn’t alone.

But even that felt like he was asking too much. He let her slide down his body and she kept her hands on his face looking up at him, her gaze so serious, yet at the same time filled with empathy. They were two sides of the same grief coin. And neither of them really was finding their way back to the land of the living . . . until tonight.

For the first time, since he woke up in the hospital and saw his parents’ worried faces, he wasn’t alone. He wrapped his arms around her, buried his face in her neck and just held her. Pretending he wasn’t holding on too tightly, but then her arms came around him and held him just as fiercely.

Someone cleared his throat.

He looked over to see the old man who had been working at the counter inside the gas station.

“You two okay?”

Sebastian looked down into Celeste’s eyes and admitted for the first time that he might be.

“Yeah, we’re okay.”
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Her life had changed twice on a rainy night. The first time obviously, when she’d lost her parents. The second time had been that night three weeks ago when she’d stood in the rain with Sebastian.

Since then, she’d spent only office hours alone and the rest of her time was filled with Sebastian. He’d taken her sailing on his yacht up to Martha’s Vineyard. He still drove like the devil himself was chasing him and there were times when she feared that he was using her as another sort of running.

But, she wasn’t his therapist. Something she had repeated often to remind herself that she could make choices that were for herself. The most important one was just being with him. There was no talk of permanency or relationships. The both of them had experienced enough of life and the very unexpectedness of it to ever think of a future.

But there were times like tonight when they were eating dinner at the top of 30 Rock, with the city spread out beneath them, that she almost believed that they could find something together.

She wanted that.

Damn.

She’d been practicing being cool. Living in the moment, but as he finished telling her a story and smiled she felt her heart skip a beat. There was that tightness in her throat as she struggled not to tell him how much he meant to her. Tears stung her eyes because she felt ridiculous.

Only she would feel like falling in love was dangerous.

But it was.

Sebastian wasn’t ready for anything more than a companion on his escapades. He’d as much as told her that on more than one occasion.

“Why are you staring at me?”

“I like the way your eyes sparkle when you are telling me a tall tale.”

“A tall tale? I have regaled you with my body skateboarding down a winding highway in California and you say I’m trying to impress you?”

She winked at him.

“It is impressive. I’m very awed by your masculinity.”

“Are you?”

“Yes,” she said. “But you already knew that.”

“Did I?” he asked.

“Why else would I still be hanging around you?” she asked.

Why did he think she was here? What was it that he expected from her?

“Sex. Adventure. A chance to remind yourself that you are alive,” he said.

Short and succinct. All of that was true, of course, but there was so much more too. Emotions that she’d hidden from for a long time. “Well there is all of that. But I’m also very much living vicariously through you.”

He grabbed her hand and drew her to her feet. “We can’t have that. We both have to be alive.”

“Do you feel like you are running?” she asked suddenly. She saw through the almost manic way he sometimes acted around her.

“No. But I don’t want to talk about that now. I have a surprised planned for you.”

Another surprise. She wanted to say it was a shock, but it wasn’t. He always had some reason why they couldn’t talk about anything real between them. The layers she’d felt had been striped away at that highway gas station in the rain were revealed to still be there.

In fact, there were times when she felt like they were even stronger between them than before.

He led her out of the restaurant to the helipad at the top of the building. The November wind blew around them and her hair stirred around her face. She remembered the first night they’d met and how he’d stood at the edge of the balcony, scaring her.

Tonight, he held her hand firmly in his and the contrast couldn’t have been more obvious to her. He was hers now. She had no idea how long it would last, because life didn’t offer guarantees.

But in that firm grip of his hand as he led her to the waiting helicopter, she found the kind of security she hadn’t realized she’d been searching for.

She had wanted him from the moment she’d seen him, but now she knew true desire. Because she wanted him whole and hearty. And to somehow be hers.

Not just for this night, or the coming months, but forever.

“Surprise!”

“At least we’re not standing on the edge.”

“I don’t do that any more,” he said.

Her heart almost broke in two. She had seen so much change in him in the past three weeks that she couldn’t help but be a little proud at the way he’d changed.

“I’m glad.”

“Me too. Come on, my lady. Your adventure awaits.”

“Am I going to have hang out the side of the chopper and take photos of the skyline, or do something else crazy?”

“Not tonight. This is a romantic adventure. Bottle of champagne, a devastatingly handsome man by your side, and the city lights spread out below us.”

“Sounds perfect. Where is that guy you mentioned?” she asked. She tried to keep it light, but she couldn’t. Every single thing he did lately, made her fall deeper in love with him.

She loved him.

She didn’t bother lying to herself about it any more, as he threw his head back and laughed.

Laughed! Sebastian Warren the man who could barely smile when they’d first met was laughing.

“I’ll have to do for now.”

“I guess you’ll do,” she said.

He helped her onto the chopper and showed her how to put the headphones on so they could talk while they flew. The pilot lifted off and she settled back into his arms. He pulled his phone out and snapped a quick photo of them. They looked silly with the headphones on, but in her own eyes she saw the emotions she couldn’t hide any more.

And maybe it was the champagne or the stories that Sebastian told of her sailing myths and the stars, but she could almost convince herself that she saw love in his eyes too.

She knew it couldn’t be. She’d been a therapist for too long, she knew that the devotion she saw there had to be the seeds of affection because she’d helped him back to the real world. The one he’d forgotten how to function in. But for a brief moment, she shoved that knowledge away, pretending that the emotion she read in his eyes was real.
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Sebastian had made a decision at the gas station to stop living for Judd. Doing the risky things that he’d always wanted to do but hadn’t been able to before—well, just before.

The guilt was there; he wasn’t going to deny that. But he felt like Judd wouldn’t have wanted him to be torn up by living any more. He’d have wanted him to take this opportunity and go for it. So, he had.

He couldn’t sit in his office had sort of tried it the second week they’d been together and realized that he was never going to go back to being that guy again. He was still the CEO and he had his company’s best interests at heart, but working eighteen-hour days was a thing in his past.

Holding Celeste in his arms as they zoomed over the city felt right. More alive than he had in the past eighteen months. He had laughed tonight and he was smiling more lately. He’d even called his younger brother and scheduled a round of golf with him. Something he hadn’t been able to think of doing for a long time.

“What are you thinking?”

“That you gave me my life back,” he said. He didn’t want to freak her out, but from what he’d seen of Celeste, she was made of hardy stock. She didn’t run from anything. Even him at his worst.

“How do you figure?”

“I’m playing golf with my brother on Saturday. We haven’t done that in a long time and I’ve even accepted a dinner invitation from my parents. I’m hoping you’ll come along and meet them.”

“Meet your parents?” she asked.

Her face seemed pale and he got it. He understood, because he’d been there in the moment for too long. But, she’d unlocked the future for him. No longer did he feel so odd and out of place in the world of the living that he couldn’t really participate in it.

“Yes. You kind of already know them, right? Or you wouldn’t have been at their party.”

“I do sort of know them. But I’m not sure I’m ready to meet them as your . . . what am I?” she asked.

“Friend,” he said.

“Friend,” she agreed.

He hadn’t allowed anyone close to him from before the crash and after it, let’s face it, he hadn’t been living a life that encouraged friends. But somehow, Celeste had slipped past his guard and become important to him.

“Lover.”

She nodded. “I think I’d stick with friend when mentioning me to your parents. The lover thing might make them feel uncomfortable.”

He shook his head. His parents would be happy to have their son back. The man he’d been before that night when Judd’s car had spun out of control and imploded the life that Sebastian had always thought he’d have. “They’ve been so afraid I was going to contract a disease and never settle down, I don’t think it will bother them that much.”

She sighed. “I’m so glad that you are ready for this. But I don’t know if I am.”

“Then, we will wait. You’ve given me this. I didn’t want to talk about it in the restaurant, but more and more I’m realizing how different my life is now that you are in it.

“That means more to me than you can know. You have changed me as well.”

“In a good way? I don’t want to be your wicked lover. Some dark secret that you have to hide away.” He wanted to be normal. Felt that creeping suspicion that he wasn’t really back to the man he wanted to be yet. But, he was on the path. That had to count, right?

“You aren’t. You’ve met Kendra,” she said. “She’s my best friend, and I know for a fact that she mentioned you to her parents, because they both called me to ask about you.”

“Why would they do that?”

“Her parents sort of took me in after the accident. Kendra had given them the low down on you.”

“Yeah, but she already has a poor opinion of me.”

“Not any more. She said the other day that she liked the new me.”

“What’s the new you?”

“Someone who isn’t hiding in her office all the time,” she said, leaning over to kiss him.

The gratitude made him feel weird. He didn’t want that. He’d done nothing more than bring her along with him, because he’d been afraid of being alone again.

But that fear had lessened and now he wanted her by his side because she was Celeste. She was the first person he thought of when he woke up and he couldn’t sleep when she wasn’t in his arms.

The stark contrast to the way he’d used to be. The man he’d thought he was couldn’t be clearer to him. She’d made him a better a man. It warmed him to think that he might have made her a better person too. Not that she much room to improve. There as something about Celeste that had always been too good for him.

And he knew that was still true. He’d started to change, but he hadn’t stopped his wicked, wild ways over night. In fact, he was pretty sure he’d never be able to.

But now that she was with him, he had a partner.

“Do you know what tonight is?”

“Friday?” she asked with a cheeky grin.

“That’s right, smart ass, but it is also four weeks since we first met.”

“It is. I didn’t think you were keeping track,” she admitted. “I got you something.”

“You did?”

“Yes,” she said. She opened her purse and pulled out a flat package that was neatly wrapped. He pulled his arm from behind her and slowly unwrapped it.

Inside was a picture of a man silhouetted on a cliff. Behind him, a storm raged and it didn’t take much imagination to see that she had seen him in the man. But, the inscription rocked him to his core.

“Surrounded by the sky and sea, he felt free.”

He had. He’d never felt like that before Celeste. Now, he knew that he felt free in her arms and with her by his side.

Chapter Eight
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Celeste made dinner using her mother’s recipe for manicotti. She’d even made the pasta and now she was nervous. Was she making this night too big a deal? Since she’d given Sebastian the picture in the helicopter, things had changed between them.

He had lost that manic energy he sometime had in her presence and he’d settled down. Last week, he’d even gone into work three days. Granted it had been to try out a new rock climbing wall and equipment for their spring line, but he’d started interacting with the world again.

She knew that the time was right to mention to him that she’d met his parents. That they had originally contacted her to work with him. She’d said no. Leave it at that.

He knew what she did for a living. There was no hiding the fact that she was a therapist, when he’d come to pick her up for dinner one night. The sign on the door clearly spoke to what she did. But, he’d never made the connection between himself and her job.

And why should he? There wasn’t one. It was just that the longer that she went without telling him that she’d talked to his mom and dad . . . the bigger it seemed in her head.

It was practically a sixty-foot monster in her mind at this moment.

Her doorbell rang and she stopped worrying as she went to answer it.

Sebastian stood with one shoulder against the balustrade on her front porch, loosely holding a bouquet of fall flowers and a bottle of wine.

“Hello, gorgeous,” he said, as he walked over the threshold and handed the flowers to her.

“Hey, sexy.”

He wore a thick cable knit sweater and a pair of tight fitting black jeans. He had on a pair of biker boots and she saw that he’d arrived at her place on his Harley. It was parked in her driveway looking out of place on the residential street.

As out of place as she felt at times. She wondered if once he was totally back to normal, if he’d move on. If she was like his amnesia wife and once he had his ‘memory’ back, he’d go back to his regular sort of woman.

One who was worldlier and could match his sophistication. Instead of little old Celeste Beacon of Garden City, NY. Therapist by day, future cat lady by night.

“What are you thinking? You just grimaced.”

“Just wondering what you see in me,” she said. “Not coming up with anything flattering in my self-talk.”

“Why not? I can’t think of any reason why you should be with me,” he said, with a wink. He was in a playful mood this evening.

Let it go. Just relax and enjoy the time with Sebastian. But she couldn’t let go of the fact that she wasn’t his normal sort of woman. And that she’d sort of but not really lied to him when she’d forgotten to mention that his parents had originally approached her to take him on.

And he wanted her to meet his parents. Tomorrow. For a family brunch.

“Well, what’s bothering you?” Sebastian said. “I see a woman who has it all together.”

“Really?”

“Yes. And dinner smells really good.”

“Thank you. It’s an old family recipe.” She remembered the smells of the tomato sauce that her mother had called gravy filling the house on the days when she was making manicotti. The way she and her dad would sneak into the kitchen together, to dip their fingers into the ricotta filling and steal a taste. The memories once so bittersweet, now felt like a gentle hug from her past.

“The best ones are,” Sebastian said.

He was no longer the wicked temptation he had been when she’d first met him. She’d only seen the six-pack and those eyes that had made her panties melt off her body. But now, she saw the man behind that innate sensuality. Sebastian. He’d become so important to her.

She led the way into the kitchen where she’d set the table. He opened the bottle of wine and she put the flowers in a vase and realized how much she wanted this to be real.

She was busy trying to prepare herself for him to leave her as he re-entered his world, because she was afraid that nothing could last. That when she admitted she loved him and needed him, he’d be taken away from her.

“I like you,” she said. Then wished a hole would open up in the kitchen floor and swallow her.

“The feeling is mutual,” he said.

“I mean . . . this isn’t a game any more. I’m not with you for the fun, for me the adventure has brought me close to something I’ve been afraid to admit I wanted for years.”

“Me?”

“You.”

He crossed the kitchen and put his hand on the side of her face, cupping her cheek and gently stroking his finger over her bottom lip. “I like you too.”

He lowered his head slowly blocking out the light until Sebastian surrounded her. His warmth, his breathe, the subtle male musk. His lips brushed over hers more gently than an autumn leaf falling from a tree. And she felt the warmth of his embrace.

The love that she’d been hiding, blossomed inside of her and she knew that she’d made too many excuses to stop herself from admitting that she loved this man and she needed him in her life. Now and forever.

And whatever she had to do to make sure he stayed with her she would do it. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and realized she didn’t care about dinner. She needed him underneath her and naked. She needed to affirm that he was hers. Really hers. Then, maybe the icy knot of fear in her stomach would melt.

Then, maybe she could look into his eyes and believe that he’d always look at her with lust and affection in his eyes. She turned off the oven and took his hand and led him down the hall to her bedroom.
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Celeste didn’t bother wasting her time with talking. As soon as they were in her bedroom, she tugged Sebastian’s sweater up and over his head and tossed it on the floor. He had on a white cotton undershirt and she disposed of that too.

“That’s better,” she said.

“What is?”

“You’re chest. Makes everything better seeing you naked.”

“I like your body too,” he said. He was undoing the buttons to her silk blouse without her realizing it until it fell open exposing her breasts encased in a lacy blue bra.

She pulled him closer and went up on her tiptoes to take his mouth in a deep kiss. He always tasted so good. She kept kissing him, feeling his lips move under hers and his hands sliding up and down her back, undoing the clasp of her bra and then drawing her closer to him.

The light dusting of hair on his chest tickled slightly, but then he lifted her with his hands on her waist, carried her to her bed and set her down on it. He stood there between her spread legs, his hands on her thighs, which were exposed, as Sebastian pushed her skirt upward toward her waist.

“Take your bra off,” he ordered.

She slid it slowly down her arms and then leaned back on her elbows. He reached forward and cupped both of her breasts in his hands before suckling one nipple into his mouth. She pushed her fingers into his thick hair and held him to her as she arched against him. He always made her feel so good . . . so alive.

This was what she’d been searching for—he was what she’d been searching for all along. Who would have guessed it?

She felt the edge of his teeth delicately biting her and she scraped her fingernails down his back, enjoying the feel of his muscles flexing under her fingers as he moved against her.

She reached the waistband of his trousers and pushed her fingers under his belt to tease the very small of his back moving her finger in a small circle there.

“Undo my pants,” he said his voice a low husky growl.

She reached between their bodies and felt his erection, strong and hard through his pants and she undid the belt and the top button of his pants before slowly lowering the zipper. The heat of him enticed her to slip her fingers into the opening and stroke his length. He groaned and stepped back from her, shoving his pants and boxers down his legs and then stumbled as his pants got caught around his ankles.

“You disarm me,” he said with a rueful grin. “All my smooth moves disappear when I’m around you and all I can think of is claiming you and making you mine.”

His words moved her and made everything inside of her clench. She wanted to be his. “Am I yours?”

“Do you want to be?”

She bit her lower lip to keep from blurting out how desperately she loved him and needed him. She nodded.

“I want to be yours too,” he said.

“You can be mine,” she said. He crawled over her, sliding his chest over hers and his mouth met hers. She was lost again in a kiss that made her forget everything except Sebastian. There was nothing beyond this man and this moment. She felt his hands on her waist, loosening the fastenings of her tweed skirt and slowly pushing it down her legs.

He lifted his head. And stood back up. “You emerge from your clothing all graceful body and long slim legs and I almost fall on my ass again.”

She arched her eyebrow at him. “Why?”

“That you let me touch, that you want me in your bed . . . after all the stupid things I’ve done. All the mistakes I’ve made. Makes me believe that there is some goodness left in my soul. I don’t know how.”

“Of course, there is goodness inside of you,” she said, shifting around to her knees and caging his face in her hands, so she could stare into those stormy eyes of his. “If there wasn’t, then losing Judd wouldn’t have affected you.”

“God, I’m glad I found you,” he said, wrapping both arms around her, he buried his face in her hair.

He twisted to his side and brought them both down together on the bed. She held him closely to her as his hands roamed down her body and their eyes met as he lifted her leg up over his hip and slowly slid inside of her. She saw promises in his eyes, as he filled her with his length and she wanted to keep watching, but it was too intense. Too much.

He was too much. Everything she’d ever wanted and the very thing that she’d never thought she’d have. A man who could make love to her and challenge her to live her life to the fullest, but also feel her heart with so much love and tenderness that she almost couldn’t bare it.

He rolled, so that he was on top of her and thrust into her with an increasing rhythm until thought was no longer possible and she felt everything inside of her reaching for climax. She didn’t want to experience it without him and looked up, opening her eyes and as their gazes met and locked, he opened his mouth and said something—maybe, her name. She couldn’t understand it as her orgasm rushed through her and she felt him empty himself inside of her. She closed her eyes as he continued to thrust driving her higher and higher.

When she came down, his head was on her breast and her eyes were closed and she held him loosely, even though she knew she’d never let him go. She almost confessed her love, but she wasn’t sure he was ready to hear it or she was ready to say it. But she felt it in the room around them. Knew that he loved her too.
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Sebastian brought Celeste dinner in bed and when they were done eating, they took turns reading chapters out of Wuthering Heights out loud. She was tucked up next to him now, snoring softly and her eyes closed as she drifted off to sleep and to be honest, he couldn’t think of any place in the world he’d rather be.

He hadn’t thought he’d ever feel so comfortable with another person but she made everything—all the bad choices and wrong decisions he’d made—seem right. Like he had to make them to get to this point and claim her.

Shifting around on the bed, he drew her back into his arms, cuddling her close from behind. His cock stirred, but he did his best to ignore it. Since that first time they’d had sex, and he refused to let it be more than physical, he’d been trying to make up for it. He’d been determined that every time he made love to her showed her how much she meant to him. That she was different.

He tucked a strand of that golden hair of hers behind her ear as he watched her sleep. His arms had felt so empty and he hadn’t realized it until this moment, when he could hold her. All night. He didn’t dare let himself fall asleep. He hadn’t had a solid night sleep since Judd’s death, and he didn’t want to scare Celeste by jerking her awake into one of his nightmares.

But there was something so comfortable about laying her next to her. He closed his eyes for only a second. Surely, that wouldn’t matter, he’d wake up shortly and then make himself stay up until dawn.

He was introducing her to his parents tomorrow. That was a big day.

You really like this girl? Judd asked, coming up to him.

Sebastian looked around, realizing he was sitting on the dock at his parents’ Hamptons home.

Yeah, I do. You’d like her too. Sebastian had no doubt that if Judd and Celeste met they’d be fast friends. They’d both enjoyed razzing him about his seriousness.

I already do. She’s the kind of girl that will keep you on your toes.

I miss you, man.

Me too. Don’t let my mistakes ruin the rest of your life.

And then, Judd was gone. He shifted in bed and opened his eyes to find that Celeste had turned her sleep and was facing him. He wondered what she’d have thought of Judd. He may not have even met her, if not for the accident. He would have been Theodore and Marilyn’s workaholic son, instead of the wild loner he’d become.

Her eyes opened and she stared over at him.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“You were snoring,” he said. Instead of answering her question. He felt like he might be all right now, because he had her by his side. But he wanted to tell her when the time was right. Not in the middle of the night, when they were both drowsy.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. You even snore cute.”

“I do?”

“Yeah,” he said. “But you look tired. Go back to sleep.”

“I like sleeping in your arms,” she said drowsily. As she snuggled closer to him.

And he was scared. There it was. Every time he thought he’d moved on, that he was a big boy . . . a man, he was brought back to the fact that fear was still inside of him. He didn’t want to admit that Celeste meant that much to him because once he did, he’d have something—someone to lose.

He’d given up on losing those he loved with Judd. When he’d woken up in the hospital, he’d made a promise to himself to distance himself from his family, so they would never feel the pain that he’d experienced knowing Judd was gone. And he didn’t want to let anyone have that kind of power over him again.

But he couldn’t lie to himself. He loved her. He loved the way she never backed down from a dare when he challenged her. That she’d wrapped her arms around him on the night they’d met and tried to save him from himself.

Damn him, if she hadn’t managed to do that.

Maybe he’d started to fall for her then. When he’d pushed her and she’d shoved back. And when he’d said all he wanted was a night of passion, she’d given him one that had awakened the very centre of his soul.

He hadn’t been able to shake her hold on him from that moment. He’d known it the last time he’d watched her sleep. She was different.

A good different.

The kind of woman that came into a man’s life once and if he wasn’t smart—if he let her go—that man would have to spend the rest of his life alone.

Lonely was safer, he knew that. Men who didn’t care didn’t have to deal with the pain of loss. But, at the same time, he wanted her. He wanted to care. And he would happily take the pain of grief at the end of all his days if that meant he’d spent them all with her.

But, there were no guarantees. Dammit. He wanted there to be. He wanted to be able to hold her, love her and keep her, knowing that they had decades together.

Could he take the risk?

Could he not?

No matter which way he spun it in his head, he knew that he’d never be able to pretend that he was alone in the world or a loner again. He’d never be able to deny that without Celeste in his life, he’d be lost again.

And he’d just found her and himself. He wasn’t willing to risk it for nothing, but for his heart and soul, he thought it might be worth it. She stirred again just before dawn, smiling up at him.

“What?”

“You’ve given me so many things,” she said, lying in his arms.

“Have I?” he asked. He wasn’t sure that he had. He’d been careful to reign in his wildness, so he didn’t hurt. He really wanted Celeste to be the one thing that was good in his life.

“Yes, you have. But I haven’t given you anything,” she said.

She’d given him his life. He knew she wouldn’t be able to understand that. Celeste seemed to not realize how close to the edge he’d been when she walked into his life and invited him to join her on an adventure.

“You have given me plenty just by being in my life,” he said.

She leaned up and kissed his chin. “What about something material? You’re always giving me jewelry. What can I get you?”

He didn’t need material things from her. He had everything he wanted when she was in his arms.

“I’ve always wanted an early twentieth century sports car. They are really difficult to find. I’d settle for one of the kit-cars that some guy made himself,” he said.

Even after the accidents, both Judd’s and hers, he still like fast cars. “I know I should probably not even think of fast sports cars any more, but they are so much a part of me. And I’m not about to let fear shut me down.”

She cuddled closer to him. “You’re very safe behind the wheel. I never should have tried to drive that car. It was too much for me to handle.”

He didn’t say anything else, just continued idly stroking her arm.

“What happened when Judd was driving?”

Sebastian took a deep breath. He still didn’t want to give voice to what had happened that night. But maybe it was finally time to talk about it. And with Celeste, he felt safe doing so.

“The car was new, so he hadn’t driven it before. The roads were damp from an earlier rainstorm and the custom engine he had in the Porsche was too powerful. I mean even I wouldn’t have driven that thing. But damn, when it shot off the line . . . I have never felt more alive.”

She shifted around, putting her arm on his chest. “It scares me when you talk like that. You know that he died.”

“But he was so alive up until that moment,” Sebastian said. “I know it’s the way he would have wanted to go.”

“Is that the way you want to go?” she asked. “Is that why you were running so wild?”

He hugged her close to him, her head resting against his chest. “No. Not any more. When you have nothing in your life to ground you, then speed seems like everything. But I’m not that man any more.”

He loved this woman. And, when he found a way to tell her that, he was going to make sure she never left his side again.

He pulled her under him and thrust inside of her. Their eyes met and he thought that words weren’t necessary. She knew what he was feeling. That she meant more to him than any cheap thrill ever could.

Chapter Nine
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Celeste was nervous driving down to the Hamptons to “meet” the Warrens for brunch. She knew she should have maybe mentioned that she knew his parents before this, but as they were driving at less than 100 MPH for once, she thought, maybe it wouldn’t matter as much as she feared it would.

Yeah, right.

“So, um, I sort of already know your parents,” she said.

He patted her thigh. “Not as my girlfriend.”

No, not as his girlfriend. The love she felt in her heart grew and she knew she had to tell him, before they got to his parents’ house. She wanted to make sure he knew before he heard anything else that she did care for him. He’d changed her life.

“You’ve made my life so much more,” she said. “I know that sounds corny, but before you I was hiding. Afraid to get out there and live in a world where I’d been responsible for my parents not being in it.”

He steered the car onto the shoulder and stopped it. Turning in his seat, he put his arm on the back of hers and tapped her chin. “It was an accident. Who knows what would have happened if your dad had been driving. Maybe you would have died? Maybe your parents would have lived? The one thing I’ve figured out since Judd’s death is that playing out the different scenarios doesn’t bring them back. It doesn’t change what happened.

“And if all of that hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t have met you. We wouldn’t have gotten to know one another and I think I’d regret that more.”

She took a deep breath. “Thank you for that. I think meeting you is the best thing that happened to me.”

He gave her a quick kiss on the lips and then pulled the car back on the road. “Of course it is. Before you meet Logan and Ava, you should know that they are both brats, and I haven’t been very nice to them or my parents, over the last eighteen months. So, they might be a little cold. In fact, damn, I probably should warn you that they might not be that happy to see me.”

She put her hand on his thigh and squeezed it. “Given the way you were living on the edge I’m sure they will be happy to that you are here today. Why are we going today? Is it a special day?”

He shook his head. “My family gets together every Sunday for brunch. I haven’t been in a while.”

“So you’re bringing me along to ease the transition?” she asked. “Do they know we are coming?”

“Ah, not exactly.”

She took a deep breath. She had no idea how this was going to play out. Perhaps, his parents wouldn’t mention that they’d tried to hire her. Maybe she was being her own worst enemy. Seeing a situation where there wasn’t one.

But she was very afraid that wasn’t the case.

“Tell me about your brother and sister,” she said.

Coward. Why not just tell him what he needs to hear? It wasn’t as if she had any idea how his parents would react. But her gut was saying they’d mention the conversations they’d had in their office. Because whether they had paid her or not the result they wanted—their son back in their lives—had been achieved. And, as Kendra often said, the gut doesn’t lie.

Dammit.

Not for the first time in her life, she wished she’d done things differently. If she’d told him the first moment they’d met that his parents had asked her to talk to him, then she wouldn’t be—in this car. He would have walked away. And, when would she have said something to him the next morning he’d left.

“They are both younger than you, right?” she asked, prompting him to talk about his family, because it felt like a reprieve from the words she knew she had to say. Her confession.

“Logan is 18-months younger than me and when we were younger he used to try to do everything I did. As if he could keep up,” Sebastian said. “He certainly stopped trying when we were adults. I was mostly a workaholic, except when Judd dragged me out of the office.”

“Judd changed your life in a lot of ways,” she said.

“He did. I miss him. I think he would have liked you.”

She blinked back tears. “I bet I would have like him. From all reports, he was a very gregarious guy.”

“He was fun. Everyone loved him. Even my parents. They wanted to disapprove of him because he was always dragging me off to do something crazy, but he had a charming way of making it seem like it was okay.”

“You have that same charm,” she said.

“Not really. Not with everyone. Just with you,” he said.

“Am I special?” she asked.

“You know that you are. I haven’t slowed down for anyone else. You made me want to come home.”

She swallowed, realizing that she really needed to say something. Had to make everything okay before he got to the homecoming he’d put off for too long. She couldn’t ruin it for him.

She smiled. “I bet that Logan was envious of you. Being younger makes some siblings hungry to out achieve.”

“I forget sometimes that you are a therapist,” he said.

“Sorry. Occupational hazard. Even when I’m not working I’m still sort of on. What about Ava?” she asked. Damn, she probably shouldn’t have reminded him of her job right before they met his parents.

“She’s a senior in college, she’s been studying languages and working at the UN as a translator.”

“Not my cup of tea. I barely graduated college, thanks to that foreign language requirement.”

“What language did you take?”

“Spanish. And I’m not very good at it.”

“Travelling helps those skills. Have you ever been to Spain?” he asked. “We should go there together. We can stay outside of Madrid. I have a house there.”

“That sounds lovely. Do I have to do any base jumping or hang gliding when I get there, or can we just relax?” she asked. She liked being with Sebastian, but sometimes he was a little too bold for her. She’d like to simply sit with him and enjoy being in his company.

“Don’t like the daring things I do?” he asked.

“That’s not it at all. The only adventurous thing I’ve ever done was get in the car with you,” she said. “You have taken me on a journey I didn’t anticipate.”

He looked over at her. His stormy grey eyes calm for once and she wanted to believe they would stay that way. But she was a realist and she knew until she’d come clean about his parents and everything, that couldn’t happen.

He pulled onto the private road that led to his parents’ house and suddenly, she couldn’t wait another second. She wanted to tell him the truth while they were alone.

“Hey, stop for a second,” she said.

He pulled the car onto the shoulder and looked over at her. “Don’t be nervous. Everyone is going to love you. They barely tolerate me because I’ve been an ass lately, but everyone likes you.”

“I . . . thank you for saying that. I just have to tell you something before we go in there.”

“What is it?”

“I . . . ”

She couldn’t do it. There was a chance however slim that her parents wouldn’t mention they’d met before and right now that was good enough for her. She’d tell him tonight.

“You care for me? You adore me? You can’t live without me?” he asked with a wink.

She smiled back and nodded. “All of those things and so much more.”

“Good. Relax, they are going to love you,” he said.

She tried to relax as they drove to his parents’ house and got out of the car. The Warrens greeted them warmly.

“Mom and Dad, I’d like you to meet Celeste Beacon. I think you already know her through business contacts,” Sebastian said.

Celeste blushed a little as she shook his parents’ hands. She should have said something sooner. Why hadn’t she? Meeting each other socially wasn’t what either of them had expected.

“Nice to meet you,” Celeste said.

“It’s a pleasure to see you,” his mom said. “Please come inside. We are eating in the orangery/sunroom.”

Memories of the night they met, flowed through her mind as they walked through the house. And Sebastian smiled at her, as they passed the door to the garage and squeezed her hand. “I’m so glad you came with me.”

“Me too,” she said.

They entered the orangery and a man who could only be Sebastian’s brother stood there. He had the same color hair and the stubborn jaw, but his eyes were brown. He gave them both a friendly smile and came over to give Sebastian a hug.

Celeste was glad to see the changes in Sebastian and how happy his family was to have him back in their midst.

“May I offer you something to drink? Coffee or mimosa?” Logan asked. “Who is this?”

“This is Celeste Beacon,” Sebastian said, putting his arm around her and looking down at her. “Coffee?”

“Yes, please.”

Logan poured them both a cup. Sebastian walked over to his brother and fixed the brew the way both he and Celeste liked it.

“So Celeste, I feel like I’ve heard your name before . . . what is it you do?” Logan asked.

“She’s a therapist for kids, why the third degree?” Sebastian asked.

“Oh, you know? I wasn’t sure. Pleased to meet you, Celeste,” Logan said.

“Know what?” Sebastian asked. “You’re acting weird, brother, even for you.”

“It’s just that you mentioned bringing a woman that you were dating when we were playing golf. And last night dad mentioned that he and mom had spoken to a therapist about you and her name is Celeste Beacon.”

Sebastian turned to look at Celeste, who had turned a deep shade of red and suddenly looked like she was going to bolt.

“Maybe, we could have a few minutes alone to talk,” Celeste said.

“I’ll leave you two alone,” Logan said, walking out.

“A lot of people contact me to work with their kids,” she said. “But not every one works out.”

“What are you trying to say?” he asked.

“Just that . . . crap. There isn’t a way to say this.”

“Just spit it out. I mean really what kind of explanation is there?”

“Your parents came to see me. They asked me to take you on as a client. I told them I’d meet with you and assess if I could help you.”

Now that she’d started talking, the words were just flowing out of her and she couldn’t stop them.

“What are you saying?” he asked.

His eyes were stormy now and she braced herself for his temper. She’d be mad too. No matter how she justified it, this was one more thing she couldn’t forgive herself for.

“I told them I couldn’t work with you. I explained that you aren’t my normal type of patient. And after we met . . . well, I couldn’t work with you at that point. I wasn’t impartial.

“So once you slept with me, you turned them down?”

“No, well, yes, but I had already said I couldn’t work with you,” she said.
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Fuck me. Of course, the one woman he decided to trust. The one he was convinced was different wasn’t.

“Why are you just now mentioning it?” he asked. “It’s not like you couldn’t have mentioned it at any point since we met.”

She bit her lower lip and tears glistened in her Caribbean blue eyes, but he steeled his heart. This wasn’t the pain that he’d expected from letting himself care about her. Instead, it was worse. She’d betrayed him. She hadn’t been snatched out of his life due to fickle fate, but by her own actions.

And, she was going out of his life right now. He was furious. He could barely make himself think of words to say. They all began with fuck. Dammit.

“I, well, it’s not like I was actually working for your parents. I told them no and at first, I wasn’t sure I’d even see you again. I mean at the charity event I was surprised by you and the gift you gave me. I didn’t really think about my job then.”

“Surely, when we made love at my apartment you could have mentioned it.”

“You would have left.”

“I would have,” he agreed. “I guess you couldn’t let me go until you had done your job.”

“Damn you, Sebastian. It wasn’t like that. You know me better than that. I wasn’t playing you. I was falling for you. I have fallen for you. I love you.”

“Too late, sweetheart. You should have mentioned that earlier, if you wanted me to believe you.”

Places he hadn’t realized he could feel pain ached. His heart, damn it, hurt and he had no one to blame but himself. He’d made a decision when Judd had died not to care. And he’d gone back on his own vow to himself.

“I’m not going to argue with you, when you’re acting like this. This isn’t the real you.”

“Is that your professional opinion?” he asked sarcastically. “Maybe, I’ve been playing you all along.”

He wished he had been. Anything would be preferable to this. He pounded his fists on the coffee table and glared over at her. She had her arms wrapped around her waist and her chin tucked down.

“I thought you were different,” he said. “Was that story about your parents even real, or was that bull shit too?”

“Nothing was bull shit,” she said, looking over at him with those wide wet eyes that almost made him regret his anger.

The sun was shining and it wasn’t the kind of day he’d expected for this sort of thing. The sky should be cloudy. Storms should be raging. And she should not still be attractive to him. But she was. Even knowing what she’d done . . .

“Really?”

“Yes. When your parents came to me, they were desperate. They knew, and I reinforced to them, that the children I dealt with were under eighteen. I told them you were out of my zone of experience. But, they implored me to meet you and invited me to their anniversary party.

“That went well, didn’t it?”

“Not really. From the moment I saw you, I felt something stir to life inside of me. It had nothing to do with assessing you or trying to figure out what made you tick. I was drawn to the man I saw standing alone, Sebastian. To you.”

“Convenient thing to say since that’s what happened,” he said. Then, realized he was weakening. There was certain logic in what she was saying. And in how everything had played out between them.

“Why did you mention them before this?”

“I hadn’t thought beyond you and me. I know that I have never viewed you as a client. But, I wanted the chance to tell you that before we were with your parents. They might not even have brought it up, but if they did, I wanted you to know that all that is between us is personal. I wasn’t kidding when I said I love you.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. What could he say to that? Earlier he would have been ecstatic, but now he doubted her. Doubted the woman he thought he knew. Doubted himself. He couldn’t do this. Not now.

He just nodded, stalked over to the door, which led to the rest of the house. He needed to get away from Celeste and think. His brother was waiting there. Logan knew their parents had contacted her. He felt embarrassed and stupid. He couldn’t stay here. Not now, when he’d been feeling like he belonged at home again. And finally, he had proof that he didn’t.

He hadn’t fixed himself. He hadn’t made any great journey back to his family on his own terms. He’d been seduced by a woman, who had been come to him in the darkness and whispered that she was different. That he could trust her.

Though she never said that. He’d simply seen her and colored her the way he needed her to be.

“Please, Sebastian,” she said, coming up to him and grabbing his arm. “Don’t let this become an issue between us.”

“I don’t have to. You already have. Does everyone in my family know about this?”

“Sebastian, don’t act like an ass.”

He knew he was about to explode. Could feel the anger moving through him and burning away his feelings. He was going numb again and that usually precipitated him doing something rash. “I’m going. I trust you can get a ride back to your home.”

“So, you are dumping me here? What am I going to say to your parents?”

“That they wasted their money. That maybe they should have listened to me, when I told them to leave me the hell alone.”

He walked down the hallway, desperate to get out of the house and into his car. He had to get away. His father stood in front of the door and Sebastian was assailed with so many different emotions. All the guilt and anger and pain and rage and sadness he’d tried to ignore for a year and a half overwhelmed him. He could only stare at his father.

“Seb, I think we need to talk. I had no idea about you and Celeste,” his dad said, walking down the stairs, but he stopped as soon as he saw Celeste.

She was right behind him, tears streaming down her face and looked at his father.

“I’m sorry,” Celeste said.

Theodore shook his head. “What’s going on?”

“You failed, Dad. When you sent Celeste to seduce me and make me into the son you thought you wanted, it didn’t work.”

“We . . . we did no such thing,” Theodore said. “She told us that she couldn’t take you on, Sebastian.”

“Well, apparently she was still on the case,” Sebastian said.

Celeste pushed past him and ran out to the driveway where his car sat. She got behind the wheel and he heard the ignition fire up. Damn, he’d left the keys in the car. She hit the launch button and the car shot down the driveway too quickly. He could see she didn’t have control of it.

Fear griped him by the throat, as he watched the car spin off the driveway and into one of the large trees that had been growing there. The sound of crunching metal was loud and everyone started running toward the car.

And Sebastian realized it didn’t matter who had contacted whom, he loved Celeste and he needed her to be okay so he could tell her.

Chapter Ten
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All the anger and the rage disappeared as he ran to the wreckage of the car that he’d been too stupid to stop driving. He’d been daring fate to take a stab at him and he should have realized that when it did, it wouldn’t be his life threatened.

The car was smoking and the airbag had been deployed but it wasn’t a bad wreck. He knew that in the back of his mind, but his heart wasn’t going to believe him until he had her out of the vehicle and in his arms.

His dad was right next to him as he opened the door.

“I’ve called 911 and they are sending an ambulance.”

She was hunched over the steering wheel, and Sebastian reached in to touch her shoulder. She moaned and turned her head toward him.

“I’m an idiot.”

She was okay. Relief flooded him and he rubbed his hand over his eyes to pretend that he wasn’t crying. Men didn’t cry, but he felt his father’s hand on his shoulder.

“You aren’t,” Sebastian said to Celeste. “How do you feel?”

“Sore and stupid. I don’t know why I took your car,” she said.

She reached for her seatbelt, but Theodore stopped her. “Are you sure you don’t feel anything broken? If you move it could make things worse.”

“Just my pride,” she said.

“Um, and your nose is bleeding,” Sebastian said. Untucking his shirt, he leaned in and wiped the blood away with the tail of it. He wanted her checked out and okay so he could pull her into his arms and reassure himself that she hadn’t been mortally wounded.

The ambulance arrived and the EMTs came over to check her out and Sebastian stepped back. His dad stayed by his side the entire time.

“I’m sorry, Seb. Celeste never worked for us. We talked to her, but she said that your problems were different, and she didn’t think she could help you.”

He nodded. “It’s okay, Dad. I get it now. My anger was more self-directed and I lashed out, because sometimes I’m an ass.”

“You’re mom always did say the apple didn’t fall far from the tree.”

He shook his head and looked at the man who’d only ever had his best interests at heart. He turned to his father and gave him a hug and his dad hugged him back. “I love you, Dad.”

“Me too, son. I’m sorry we meddled, but your mom and I wanted you back.”

He got that now. It was easy to pretend that he had no connections to the rest of the world when he was out running wild, but the moment he’d come home for his parents’ anniversary and Celeste had sought him out, every thing had changed.

“I’m glad you did,” Sebastian admitted. “I am going to have to work to make things up to Celeste.”

“Probably not as hard as you think,” Theodore said. “It looks like they are going to transport her. Why don’t you go with her?”

Sebastian left his father and ran over to the ambulance. “What’s going on? Is she okay?”

“We think she might be concussed. We are going to take her in for observation,” the EMT said.

“I’m coming with you,” Sebastian said.

“You don’t have to,” Celeste said quietly.

“Yes, I do. There is no place I want to be other than by your side,” he said. “Is that okay with you?”

She nodded.

They put her on the stretcher and into the back of the ambulance and he climbed in next to her. “The last time I was in one of these . . . I don’t remember much of it.”

“I know,” she said. “I’m sorry I didn’t say anything about your parents.”

“It’s okay. I know how persistent my mom and dad can be. I also know that the woman I love has a strong moral compass and once I stopped feeling embarrassed that my parents had found a girl for me, I realized I was letting my temper go.”

She smiled up at him and his heart ached that he’d caused this.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart. I never should have yelled like I did.”

She licked her dry lips as the ambulance started moving, and he looked around for something to drink. The EMT who had been trying to pretend he wasn’t listening to their conversation caught his eye.

“Can she have something to drink?”

“Not until we get to the ER and the doctor checks her out.”

That worried him.

“Does she have internal injuries?”

“We don’t know yet. Just sit tight.”

Sebastian was reminded that he was his own worst enemy. That, once again, instead of taking care of someone he loved, he’d stood on the sidelines and watched them get injured. He knew that if he really loved her, he’d walk away before he did something else that caused her misery.

When they arrived at the hospital, he wasn’t allowed to stay with her. They asked him to stay in the waiting room and he did. Soon, his parents arrived and it was too much for him. The emotions he’d tried to hide from weren’t manageable now.

His mom held his hand as they waited for news on her. Soon they heard she was going to be okay, but they wouldn’t be able to see her for a few hours.

He realized what he wanted to do for her. For himself. He needed to show Celeste how much she meant to him and how important she was in his life.

He asked his parents to stay at the hospital and his brother Logan to drive him into town, so he could get what he needed for his surprise. He was lucky he’d lived in the Hamptons his entire life and that the business owners were willing to help him out.

It was good to be back home, he thought. With his brother by his side and his parents back in his life. And there was only one person to thank. That was Celeste and he loved her more than he’d ever expected to love anyone.
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Celeste saw someone sitting next to her bed. The room was dark illuminated by only a very dim night-light, but she knew it was Sebastian. The scent of his cologne was there in the room and she could tell from the way he was slouched in the chair that he was trying not to fall asleep.

She’d seen him the same way the first night she’d slept with him, when he’d refused to sleep with her.

“What are you still doing here? You should go home and get some sleep.”

“Hey, sweetheart,” he said, leaning over to touch her hand. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine. Actually don’t feel too bad, considering everything.”

“I’m glad,” he said.

“Why are you here?”

“Because I want to be,” he said. “I wasn’t about to leave your side.”

His words filled her with the kind of warmth that she’d always thought she’d feel when she fell in love. And the truth was, that no matter what happened, nothing could take this feeling from her. She knew that.

“What are you doing here? Are we okay?” she asked. “I mean, as a couple.”

“Yes. Do you remember talking to me in the ambulance?” he asked. “I apologized for my temper and the things I said. It tears me up that I said those things to you.”

She turned her hand over and laced their fingers together. Squeezing his hand, she smiled up at him. “I remember all of that.”

“Good. I meant it. I love you, Celeste.”

“You don’t have to say something you don’t mean,” she said.

She wanted to believe his words, but she knew he’d been scared today, and he felt responsible for her. Her impulse had been to run and get as far away from Sebastian and her breaking heart as fast as she could, but she should have behaved in a more sensible way.

“I’m not saying it to be kind,” he said. “I would crawl in that bed right now, if I was sure I wouldn’t hurt you. I want you in my arms for tonight and all the nights for the rest of our lives. I’m tired of pretending that living alone satisfies any part of me.”

He pulled his hand from hers as he stood up and sat down next to her hip. He traced the bandage on her forehead.

“What does satisfy you?” she asked.

“You. I was trying to figure out how to handle these emotions that I’d never thought I’d feel,” he said. “But I’m not going to make any more excuses for my behaviour.”

“You don’t have to,” she said. “I should have made it clear from the first moment we met—”

“You didn’t do anything wrong, and I wouldn’t have given you a chance. I’d still be out there running and trying to pretend that doing stupid things was living. I’d never know the joy of having you in my life.”

She was starting to believe that he truly loved her. That maybe they were both out of the rain and into the sunshine part of life. It had been a long road, and she had been hedging her bets, trying to keep from letting him know how much he meant to her, and she was tempted to say the words again.

They were right there on the tip of her tongue, but she hesitated. If she told him she loved him, and he shrugged her words off the way he had at his parents’ house again, she’d die.

Well, not die, she was being melodramatic.

She sighed.

“What?”

“I need Kendra.”

“Why?” he asked. “I called her and she’s on her way here, but visiting hours don’t start until tomorrow morning and I wanted—but that’s selfish. I’ll tell her to come over.”

“Where is she?”

“Staying with my parents. I knew you’d want her close. Sorry, that I put my needs before yours. I wanted to be here when you woke up. Make sure that you were really going to be okay.”

Her heart felt too full when he said those words. She knew how losing Judd had shaken Sebastian to his core and she had the feeling that seeing her like this—if he loved her like he said he did—would be difficult for him.

“Do you really love me?” she asked. She had to know. Had to make sure. Since her parents had died, no one had said they loved her. Not even Kendra. But her best friend had issues with her own emotions. But Celeste realized she’d been hungry for the words that meant she truly wasn’t alone any more.

He leaned down so that their foreheads touched and his breath brushed over her face as he exhaled. “More than life itself.”

“Me too,” she said as she stared up into his grey eyes and realized that she never wanted to see storms in them again. She wanted to be the reason why he smiled.

“I love you, too,” she said at last. The words weren’t going to wait any longer to be said. She was filled with the love she felt for him and if she didn’t have an IV in her arm she would wrap him in a hug so tight he might never get free of it.

He kissed her with gentle passion. “I’m not sure I have earned the right to your love, Celeste, but I need it. And I’m going to spend the rest of my life showing you how much you mean to me.”

She couldn’t stop the smile that spread across her face or the tears that stung her eyes. She’d never thought she’d find a man like Sebastian.

“I have a gift for you,” he said.

“Okay.”

He shifted around on the bed, stretching toward the nightstand and pulling a Tiffany’s box toward them. He held it out to her.

“You don’t have to keep buying me jewellery.”

“I like to,” he said. “Open it.”

She did and was surprised to see a pair of four-leaf clover diamond encrusted earrings. “Thank you.”

“They are for the times when I can’t be with you,” he said. “My life, my love and my luck.”
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Sebastian stood on the dock at his parents’ house in the Hamptons letting the summer breeze whip around him. The sun hung in the sky and behind him, he heard people laughing and the music of a deejay his brother had hired.

He stayed where he was, separated from the crowd watching the pretty blonde, who moved through the crowd with a slow graceful walk that made him want to scoop her up in his arms and carry her far away from here.

But she wouldn’t be too pleased with that course of action since this was her engagement party.

Engaged.

He couldn’t believe how much his life had changed in the last six months. He and Celeste had moved in together in a new house they’d picked out together. They spent every night in each other’s arms, because neither of them wanted to be alone.

They’d done alone, Celeste said.

She was smart, his fiancée. And that was only one of the many reasons he loved her.

His dad scooped two beers from the cooler and walked over to him. Everyone was happy that he’d stopped running wild.

“She settled you down, son.”

Celeste had settled him down. She calmed the part of him that had been afraid to keep living and enjoying life after Judd was gone. And he got that. He owed her more than he could ever repay.

“That she did. What do you think of this party?”

“It’s good. I think everyone is just happy to see you engaged and happy.”

“Everyone, or you and mom?” Sebastian asked.

Celeste saw him and waved and as she walked toward him.

“Well your mom is definitely very happy. She was afraid we’d lost you,” Theodore said.

“I’d lost myself, Dad. But Celeste brought me back. Thank you for bringing her into my life.”

“Wow, those are words, I never thought I’d hear you say,” Celeste said as she joined them. She slipped her arm around his waist and took his beer from him.

“I admit I was wrong to resist talking to you,” he said.

“You were. But now that I’m here by your side, we don’t have to worry about that any more.”

“No we don’t,” Sebastian said.

“Hey, when you’re done with your dad I have something I want to show you.”

“We’re done,” Theodore said. “I am going to find my wife and claim a dance with her.”

“I like your parents,” Celeste said. “I did from the first moment they came into my office to see if I could help you.”

“They like you too,” Sebastian said. He had a hard time remembering the man he’d been before Celeste. How lost and driven he’d been to keep moving. “What was it you wanted to show me?”

“It’s out front. I’m afraid you have to close your eyes,” she said.

He wasn’t too sure about being led through the crowded back yard, but he’d do anything for Celeste.

“Okay open your eyes,” she said.

Sitting in the middle of his parents’ driveway was a 1929 Bugatti Type 25 sports coupe. “I remember you said that you and Judd had always talked about building one. So I had this one made for you to celebrate our engagement.”

He lifted her off her feet and brought his mouth down on hers. Kissing her deeply and passionately. She made it like Judd was still a part of his life and talking about his old friend didn’t bother him anymore.

“I love you, woman.”

“Good thing, because I love you too, Sebastian.”

He took her for a drive in his new car, stopping on the side of a deserted side road to pull her into his arms and she climbed on his lap and made love to him, while he was sitting behind the wheel of the car. When they were both spent, she collapsed in his arms and he held her close.

He had everything he had always wanted, but been afraid to admit he needed right here in his arms.

––––––––

The End
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