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CHAPTER ONE
 

Elise Hamilton cringed as thunder boomed outside Andersen Corporation and the phone line crackled. “Um, Raven, could you repeat that? And do it slowly.”
 

“Thirty thousand dollars.”
 

Her eyes bulged and the pen cap she’d been gripping bounced from the desk to the floor. “Oh my goodness,” she breathed in horror. She swallowed hard and forced herself to ask her brother, “Raven, where in the world are we going to get thirty thousand dollars?”
 

“I don’t know, Elise.” Raven cursed under his breath. “I called Dad and… well, you know how Apollo is about money.” 
 

“Yeah, I know.” Apollo, Raven’s father, was as confused with money matters as their mother, Moonbeam. “I’ll call my dad. He’ll help.” I hope, she added silently.
 

“Elise,” Raven said in his semi-patient but wiser and older brother tone. “If it were you who needed the money, I’d say ask, but Wyndemere won’t stroke a check for more than a couple of hundred without asking why. And if your father finds out that his money is being used to save Moonbeam’s neck, he’ll re-enact page three hundred and twenty-six of The Seven Blades of Death.”
 

“I don’t even want to know what happened on that page,” she muttered miserably. Skimming the blurbs on the back of her father’s novels was enough to make Elise sleep with all the lights on for a month. She’d rather curl up with her worn copy of Pride and Prejudice or watch The Parent Trap for the six hundredth time than experience the bone chilling fear her father’s graphic books detailed.
 

Raven sighed. “I just left Mom and she’s—as always—in another world. Moonbeam swears The Guiding Light of Gaia will bail her out of this one.”
 

“The Church said they’d help her,” Elise asked incredulously.
 

“Not in a way that’ll help. Moonbeam and the head priestess are discussing the proper herbs and chants to use for their super-duper, whammy of a money spell. Her words, not mine.”
 

Elise fell back in her chair and groaned. “Thirty thousand dollars. I don’t have thirty thousand dollars. My car isn’t even worth a fourth of that.” She closed her eyes and racked her brain for possible sources of fast cash and came up with one and only one source. “I’ll sell my car.”
 

“Elise, if you sell your car how do you plan on getting to work?”
 

“Raven, it’s either sell my car or my body.”
 

“Sell the car,” her older brother said quickly. “I’ll find you a scooter.”
 

Elise managed to chuckle. “Thanks. Nice to know I won’t have to thumb for a ride every day. What are you planning on selling? Your body?”
 

“No.” He hesitated. “I… my babies.”
 

Elise bolted upright in her chair. “Your babies? Are you out of your mind? Insane? You can’t sell your babies! How will you work? I’d rather sell my body than let you sell your cameras,” she practically shouted into the phone.
 

He growled loud enough for her to hear it from his studio across town. “Elise, if we’re gonna keep Moonbeam out of trouble, we’ll have to come up with a helluvalot more than thirty thousand. That—my sweet, little sister—is just the beginning.” Saracsam dripped from his voice along with a heavy dose of anger which Elise suspected Raven directed at himself.
 

“Explain,” she ordered. “How bad is Mom’s situation?”
 

“Bad. Moonbeam didn’t forget to file, she flat out refused to pay her taxes. The first estimate has her in the hole for about a half a million and—”
 

“A half million?”
 

“Don’t shout, Elise. My head is killing me.”
 

“Oh, sorry,” she murmured. “Go ahead.”
 

“Thank you. Moonbeam didn’t pay her taxes during the Reagan administration. She was making a statement about something Reagan said in one of his movies. I didn’t understand it then and I don’t understand it now. And—don’t,” he ordered when she drew in a sharp breath, “shout—thirty grand is just a roundabout number of what we’ll need to retain the attorney and pay the fees to keep Moonbeam from being arrested for charges of tax evasion.”
 

“Holy Mama Mia,” she breathed. “Moonbeam’s going to the slammer.”
 

“No,” Raven said sharply. “She is not. I am selling my babies. All of them. Including my… bike,” he finished in a pained tone.
 

It took her a moment to speak. Sell his bike? “Oh, no. Raven, you can’t sell your motorcycle. She’s your baby. You built her yourself. You spent years finding all of the parts and… you can’t sell her.” Her eyes welled with emotion. Raven’s 1951 Series C Vincent Black Shadow motorcycle was his pride and joy. His first love. He never went anywhere without Aphrodite—the name he’d given his bike when she’d been a tarnished skeleton of a motorcycle.
 

“I have to. Mom doesn’t have the money. She can’t sell the house without losing money. You don’t have the money.” He swore violently. “Hell, Moonbeam is depending on moon magic to save her. I’d rather sell my cameras and my… bike than let her lose everything.” Elise knew Raven didn’t put a lot of credence in their mother’s beliefs, but she also knew when push came to shove he would give his life to spare Moonbeam a moment of pain.
 

“But how will you work? You can’t be a photographer without cameras,” Elise whispered.
 

“Ken—the guy I did the last shoot for—said he’d buy them from me. He’ll let me borrow the cameras, as long as I do the Sandy Springs layout and a couple others.”
 

“Oh, Raven. I wish there was more I could do. Selling your cameras is one thing, but Aphrodite…? Once you sell her, you’ll never get her back.”
 

“I know. I know. But if you’ve got a better idea, I’m listening.”
 

Elise closed her eyes and braced herself as she asked, “When do we have to have the thirty thousand by?”
 

“We’ve got two weeks. And Elise?”
 

“Yes?”
 

“Don’t even think about selling your body.”
 

“Ha, ha. Very funny. Like anyone would pay thirty grand for an overworked, undernourished executive assistant like me,” she muttered.
 

“They’d pay, but not for your typing skills,” he replied jokingly. “I say we both skip town. We’ll run away when they come for Moonbeam. Can’t feel guilty over something you don’t see.” She heard the smile in his voice as he added, “I heard of a good convent who’s recruiting down in South America. You meet all of their requirements.”
 

Elise smirked and shook her head. Raven took his brotherly responsibilities too far sometimes. Trying to lighten her mood and keep her chastity belt in place were but two of many. “All but one, Brother Raven.”
 

“Which one,” he demanded. “I haven’t seen you out with anyone since the dork from—”
 

“I’m not Catholic and David wasn’t a dork. He was a… very nice person.”
 

Raven laughed. “He was a dork. He only wanted two things from you and when he got the first… he ran screaming for his mommy.”
 

“Raven,” Elise snapped. “I still haven’t forgiven you for introducing David to Wyndemere.”
 

“Me? Wyndemere wanted to meet him. I didn’t do anything, but introduce them.”
 

“You know very well what you did.” Elise clicked her tongue in annoyance. “Telling Dad that David was writing a book with me as the heroine—”
 

Raven chuckled. “Not just any heroine.” 
 

Her frown bordered on a smile. “Oh, how could I forget? I was to be Sasha, the sex crazed, man-slaying nymph.”
 

Raven cleared his throat pointedly. “You know that dork wasn’t good enough for you. I did you a favor by getting rid of him.”
 

Elise glanced at the six inch stack of folders her boss had dropped on her desk before lunch and her mood soured. “How about getting rid of Luc? He’s drowning me in paperwork.” She slid out her desk drawer and scanned it for potential weapons. “I’ll hold him down for you and we’ll tag team him. I’ve got… eight rubber bands. We’ll put his hands behind his back and… we can smother him in Post-it notes.”
 

“I’ve seen your boss, Elise. You’re not strong enough to hold him down.”
 

“I’ll lock him in his office and guard the door. You can take him, Raven. I know you can. He’s no match for you. Please. He left me with a mountain of revisions for his big meeting and… please, Raven. I’m begging you.”
 

Her brother laughed. “Forget it, Elise. I’ve seen your boss. Rubber bands won’t hold him long enough for me to load the stapler. Now, if it had been the dork, rubber bands would have sufficed.” He paused. “Besides, I’d rather waste my time mixing herbs for Moonbeam’s super-duper, whammy of a money spell.” Raven sighed. “Do what you have to, Elise. If you come up with an idea before the end of the week, let me know. Ken’s bringing over the check on Friday.”
 

 “I will. I’ll call you when I get home tonight—if it’s not too late by the time I get out of here.”
 

“Make sure someone walks you out to the car. I don’t want to have to worry about you, too.”
 

“Luc always does. Later, Raven, and try not to cry too much.”
 

Raven grunted and hung up.
 

Elise stared at the phone and replayed the conversation in her mind. The longer she thought about it, the angrier she became.
 

Rain pelted the roof of Andersen Corporation’s building and the windows shook as thunder boomed overhead.
 

Elise picked up a spare pen cap and toyed with it before clamping her teeth down on it and gnawing it to death. “This bites big wankerdoodle,” she complained into her cluttered cubicle. “What was she thinking not to pay her taxes?”
 

She picked up a folder from the top of the stack she had to muddle through before clocking out and arranged the papers on the tray next to the monitor. “I’ll tell you what she was thinking. ‘Government, I don’t need no stinking government.’” 
 

Elise threw down the mutilated pen cap and grabbed a fresh one. “Ha! It’s all that nonsense preached about at The Guiding Light of Gaia which has brought the tax police down on her.” 
 

She moved the mouse and clicked open the file where she kept all of Luc’s notes on the computer. “Well, Moonbeam, let’s see Gaia get you out of this one.”
 

A bright burst of lightning flashed outside the window and the lights in the building died as a resounding explosion rocked the corporate office. From somewhere in the middle of the cubicle farm, a co-worker’s blunt, explicit curse reverberated between the walls.
 

Papers slipped from the tray and floated down into her lap as Donna in the cube next over asked, “Elise, do you smell smoke?”
 

Lights flickered and the air conditioner groaned back to life.
 

Elise’s jaw dropped as a tuft of smoke unfurled from her computer. “Oh my goodness.” She looked straight up and said fervently, “I didn’t mean it, Gaia. Honest I didn’t. I’ll never say another bad thing again. Just let me keep the hard drive. Please. I was so close to being finished,” she finished in a pathetic whisper.
 

“Elise,” Lucien Masters, her boss, called from behind her. “Have you finished the notes from this morning?” He was back from lunch and, more than likely, ready to dictate more changes to his plan for the financial reconstruction of Andersen Corporation.
 

She swiveled in her chair and gazed up into his clean shaven face. The fear she felt must have been written all over her expression, because his blue-green, grayish eyes moved, looking over her shoulder to the sizzling computer. She cringed inwardly as his relaxed appearance transformed into his patented Lucifer look. His attention fastened on her face and his jaw tensed, along with his shoulders, his hands, and in all likelihood the rest of his body. 
 

“Tell me it’s not as bad as it looks,” he ground out.
 

She hesitantly lifted her shoulders and picked up the papers from her lap, holding them with a white knuckled grip. “It’s not as bad as it looks. We’ve still got the hard copies.” 
 

There was a loud crack from behind her, then a hiss.
 

“It’s gonna blow,” Donna cried.
 

Luc lunged forward and yanked Elise bodily out of the chair. “Someone get a fire extinguisher before the sprinklers go off,” he ordered. He snatched up the folders from the desk and thrust them into Elise’s arms. “Not a word,” he warned. 
 

Her knees shook and she clutched the folders to her stomach then sank to the ground. Her mother owed five hundred thousand dollars or more to the government. Her brother was selling his motorcycle. Her computer was on fire. Her boss was mad at her. And Elise had lost six months’ worth of work on a project which Luc had informed her yesterday would be completed within a few days. 
 

Life couldn’t get much worse than this.
 

 
 

“Elise, where are the notes from the meeting with Hayworth?”
 

On my fried computer, she nearly answered aloud. “They’re under that stack over there,” she said, pointing to a pile on the corner of his desk.
 

“I looked there,” he said. Luc ran a frustrated hand through his chestnut brown hair and cursed under his breath. He pushed back his chair and surged to his feet, then leaned over the desk to rifle through stacks of folders. 
 

Elise set aside his laptop computer and went to help him. “I put it with the files from your Tuesday talk with Smithers.”
 

Luc spared her a glance. “In the same folder?”
 

“No,” she explained patiently. “It’s in one of its own. I know I brought it in here. It was on my desk before Gaia destroyed by computer.”
 

“It wasn’t Gaia. It was lightning. And it wasn’t your fault,” he muttered. “So don’t start apologizing again. You heard Jim explain why it happened to your computer and no one else’s.”
 

“I heard, but that doesn’t mean I believe him,” she retorted sharply. Jim, the computer guru, had assured Elise that the destruction of her computer hadn’t been her fault, but the result of a direct hit to the transformer outside the building. Jim had gone on to say that since her computer was the first one set up on the network, it’d been the first to go. And the only one. Jim had called it luck. Whatever. 
 

Elise knew it’d been Gaia’s revenge. She’d been singled out by Mother Nature for doubting Her ability to help Moonbeam. Rule number one when dealing with Pagan gods and goddesses: Don’t irk them. Pay back is heck. None of this waiting around mumbo jumbo. They were swift and direct. Elise was paying for her blasphemy and then some. Having to work with a grumpy Luc was a punishment all unto itself. She wished he would just go home and take a nap. His bad mood was rubbing off on her.
 

The tab of a vanilla folder peeked out from underneath a mound of papers. “There it is. Lift those and—” Elise touched the folder and the precarious stack on his desk shifted. “No!”
 

Luc uttered a curse and scrambled to catch the pile as it slid for the floor. “Got it. Pull out the folder. Do it slowly, Elise.”
 

She sucked in a deep breath and eased the Hayworth notes out. “Luc, it would be safer if I just went home. Gaia is punishing me.”
 

“As much as I’d like to send you home, you can’t leave yet. We’ve got to organize this mess. Tomorrow I need you to sit in on a meeting with Andersen.” He righted the stack and held out his hand for the notes. “Just go over there and sit down. Next time I ask where something is, point.” He must have noticed her annoyance, because he added in a sugar sweet, Southern drawl, “Please.”
 

Elise glared at him, then spun on her heel and stalked back to her seat. When Lucien Masters resorted to his country boy charm, she knew she was in trouble. In trouble of melting. When she’d been asked to move from Roger Dill’s boring office to Luc’s temporary one, Elise had been an idiot to agree. Luc was an overachieving, work-a-holic. Oh sure, he was vocal in his appreciation of her help, but the work was grueling. Not only that, but he was tall, lean, and sexier than he had a right to be. And he knew it. Arrogant man. He didn’t flaunt his sex appeal. Luc didn’t need to. It showed in the way he carried himself. The confidence in his walk, the breadth of his shoulders, the angle of his jaw, the arch of his brow, the knowing gleam in his sinfully wicked eyes, the firm, sensuous lines of his mouth, the velvety roughness of his… voice.
 

Elise swallowed hard and summoned forth an irritation she no longer felt. It did little to erase the heat her errant thoughts had caused. Blasted man. Thinking about him as a man instead of a boss never failed to elicit a response which both excited and mortified her. Having an infatuation for Luc was one thing, but being attracted to a man who was engaged to another woman was completely unacceptable and downright annoying. 
 

She plopped the laptop onto her thighs and settled her fingers over the keyboard. “The next time you ask for something, I’ll draw a danged map.”
 

Luc sighed and dropped into his seat. “Do that.” He swiveled his chair and returned to pounding numbers on his keyboard.
 

Her fingers flew over the minuscule laptop and she stifled an exclamation each time her fingernail hit the wrong key then snagged in a groove. The wretched thing was out to rip her nails. She wouldn’t be having this problem if Luc would let her use a computer which was normal sized. But noooo, she drawled sarcastically in her mind, Luc was afraid she might summon up another electrical storm and blow up another computer. That and every twenty minutes he made her save the file to a flash drive and hand it to him. Glancing at her watch, it was almost time for another annoying, ‘Save it, Elise.’
 

She didn’t need Raven to take out Luc. She’d do it herself. Working her like a… lowly minion of hell. Maybe he didn’t have a personal life, but she did. She had a stack of books at home waiting to be read along with countless shows recorded on the DVR that were probably no longer on the air.
 

He was so smug and arrogant and… demanding. Elise get me this. Give me that. Make a copy of this. Did you call for that? She conveniently left out the fact that he’d remembered her birthday with flowers and he’d taken her out to lunch several times to thank her for helping him.
 

Her nail snagged in the keyboard and ripped. “Damnation,” she uttered with feeling. 
 

Elise was more upset with herself for ignoring his good deeds—such as, walking her out to her car every night they worked late, listening to her comments on his project, complimenting her on her efficiency and accuracy when typing up his notes, bringing her breakfast on those early mornings before a day full of meetings, and, probably the best of all, noticing when she bought a new dress, or earrings, or trimmed her hair. As much as she would like to make him into the evil boss she wanted him to be, he wasn’t. He was, she sighed to herself, the best darn boss she’d ever had.
 

Luc snickered. “Damnation?”
 

“Yes. As in eternal damnation and hellfire.”
 

“Another Lucifer reference?”
 

Elise barely managed to refrain from groaning. “No. I am not
going to give you the satisfaction of another Lucifer reference.”
 

“Too bad. Some of them weren’t half bad. What was it you called me? Hell’s overlord who wields his lucky pen like it’s… what was that last part?” 
 

Her good opinion of him disappeared and her irritation returned full force. “I don’t remember,” she lied. 
 

Elise remembered the incident clearly. The blasted man had overheard every word of a private gripe session after a particular grueling day during the first month of their master-minion work relationship. He’d snuck up behind her in the break room and listened to her hushed mutterings when he was supposed to have been in his car and on his way back to his lair. 
 

Luc repeated the phrase, trailing off at the part she wished he’d forget. He knew exactly what she’d said. He just wanted to hear her say it again. Well, she wasn’t about to repeat the words. Suffering another bout of Gaia’s wrath would be easier than to recall those mortifying words she’d hissed in a fit of real temper.
 

He tapped his pen—his lucky pen which had put the fear of termination into every employee at Andersen Corporation since its arrival—against the desk. He knew it annoyed her. Just as Elise knew her habit of chewing on pen caps irritated the daylights out of him. Oh, but how she longed to get her teeth on his pen and gnaw it to death.
 

“Hell’s overlord who wields his lucky pen like it’s…?”
 

Tap. Tap. Tap.
 

Enough! Elise’s tolerance disappeared in a sulfurous cloud of smoke. “Hell’s overlord who wields his lucky pen like it’s his staff of masculinity,” she ground out, then lowered her head and furiously pounded on the laptop’s keyboard.
 

Luc laughed and the hairs at the nape of her neck prickled. “Staff of masculinity. How could I have forgotten that? You could have just said—”
 

Her cheeks burned red hot. “I made that up before I knew you liked to beat your lucky pen against the desk.”
 

He turned in his seat and smiled the smile that never failed to raise her body temperature a hundred degrees. “And it was that particular phrase which made your habit of sucking on pen caps all the more bearable.”
 

She glared at him and his smile widened. “Don’t make me get up and come near your desk, Lucien Masters.”
 

“Getting up and coming near my desk are the least of my worries,” he replied in a husky, Southern rumble.
 

Her whole body flushed and she stammered for a retort. He always did this to her. A look, a phrase, a casual brush of their arms and she was a useless female being trampled by a stampede of butterflies in her stomach. “Gaia should punish you for that.”
 

“She is, Elise. She is,” he murmured and her innards liquefied, pooling down into the center of her body.
 

His gaze held her captive, his eyes burning with a hunger she felt. Her mouth went dry and she licked her lips. Big mistake. His attention dropped to her mouth and she shivered. “Don’t look at me like that, Lucien. You’re a happily engaged man.”
 

The fire in his blue-green eyes dimmed and a muscle worked at his jaw. “Just engaged, Elise. There’s nothing happy about it,” he said so softly she barely heard it. But she did and it both thrilled and shamed her to the center of her soul.
 

Why couldn’t she have met Luc before his engagement to Margot, who was the complete physical opposite of Elise? Where Margot was tall, Elise was short. Well, not short. She preferred to think of herself as petite. Five feet and four inches was lacking when standing next to Margot’s five feet and eleven inches. Margot was tall and willowy, which was the nicest way Elise could describe Margot’s slender body. Margot’s figure could take a month long binge of ice cream and still be cellulite free. Whereas, Elise had a posterior that required Buns of Steel twice a week and a chest that required a new bra every other month—if she was lucky. Not that she was top heavy. Elise liked to think of herself as petite and voluptuous. Or curvy. She was proud of her hour glass figure, but if only she had someone like Luc to impress with it. Instead, she had day dreams and nightly fantasies that made it increasingly difficult to work with the blasted infernal man.
 

Luc continued to stare at her as if imagining her naked and on the desk. Or so she thought.
 

Elise tried unsuccessfully not to become flustered and lose her concentration. Her attention flickered to a precarious stack on the corner of the desk and she heard his sharp intake of breath.
 

“I could clear the desk,” he told her softly.
 

“Margot would mind.”
 

“After months of this, I don’t give a damn if Margot does care,” he replied roughly.
 

Elise considered it. Seriously considered giving herself up to the chemistry that’d begun the day she’d been assigned to help him. His eyes seem to beckon her to him and her fingers wrapped around the laptop, gripping it tightly. “No,” she whispered.
 

“After my job here is done,” he half asked and stated.
 

“No.” If what Luc had said earlier was true, he would be her boss for another week at the most. Then he would disappear from whence he came and her life would return to its normal, dull routine of typing memos for boring, unexciting, married for fifty years Roger Dill. No more teasing or electric eye contact or verbal warfare or… it wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t fair. Why couldn’t she have met him before Margot? 
 

“No,” she repeated more firmly. “You’re engaged. Soon to be married.”
 

He stared at her like a man who knew exactly what he wanted on the menu for the night.
 

Elise swallowed hard and sharpened her tongue against her canines. “Forget it, Luc.”
 

The air conditioner clicked on and a stream of cold air blew down from the vent over the door. Paper rustled in the background and from the corner of her eye she saw the precarious stack on the corner of his desk shift. 
 

Elise watched Luc.
 

One by one, folders slid for the floor.  
 

Luc watched her.
 

The stack plopped onto the floor. Folders opened, papers scattered in the wind, floating to the ground in a graceful rocking motion.
 

A slow, sinful smile slid across his face. “Do you think Gaia’s trying to tell you something?”
 

“No. Gaia is a moral goddess. She wants to punish me.” 
 

His laugh was soft and husky and… made her want to crawl out of her skin. “At least I’m not the only one.”
 

It just wasn’t fair! Why couldn’t she have met him before his engagement? This was unbearable. It had to stop. Now, before she tossed aside her willpower and gave in to the urge to do more than just gnaw his lucky pen to death.
 

Elise tore her eyes away and drew in a deep breath. This was madness. It had to stop. Right now. She moved the laptop off her thighs and pushed her hair back from her forehead, arching the tired muscles in her back. “You had your chance. You could have sent me home.”
 

“Not without me.” He held up his hands defensively and rolled his chair backwards when she glared at him. “You know what I meant,” he added when she pointed a warning finger at him. “Elise, stop giving me the Mother Superior look. You know I can’t get through this mess without you.” 
 

Elise ceased glaring at him against her better judgment. The Mother Superior look never failed to make him squirm in his seat. It gave her the rush of confidence she needed to move within arm’s reach of him. “How you ever managed to create a successful company on your own without me to take care of you, I’ll never understand.”
 

Luc smirked. “Fishing for compliments again?”
 

“No. Making a point.” She knelt down beside the desk and started the long process of gathering up the papers. “This is probably the worst day of my life.”
 

“Look on the bright side,” he said as he came down beside her to help. “I was about to ask you where the Jenner notes were.” Luc picked up a folder and tossed it onto his seat. “Now I don’t have to.”
 

“Isn’t there another innocent soul you’d rather be tormenting? A convention of hell raisers you should be attending?” She crawled underneath the desk to chase a rogue memo. “A baby who needs his candy stolen? A poker game down at the boys’ club which needs moderating?”
 

“I wouldn’t miss this show for anything,” he said softly from right behind her.
 

She froze and scowled at him over her shoulder. The wretched man’s attention was fixed on her posterior. Her eyes narrowed and she opened her mouth to deliver a sermon.
 

He held up his hands and fell back on his haunches. “I can’t help it, Elise. I try, but you got the nicest… pair of eyes I’ve ever seen.”
 

“Lucien Masters, if you don’t—”
 

“Luc, have you been here all night?” Footsteps pounded on the ground.
 

Elise jumped as Margot’s whiny voice grated on her last nerve, causing her to bang her head on the desk drawer. “Shhi-ugar,” she muttered with feeling, reaching for the top of her head.
 

But Luc beat her to it. His touch was gentle as it probed-slash-massaged her scalp. “You okay, darlin’?” 
 

“I’ll live. I think.” Elise started to back out from underneath the desk and Luc kept a hand on her head, keeping her from banging her head a second time. 
 

“Luc,” Margot demanded, marching through into the office and up to the desk. Elise was momentarily distracted by the sparkles in Margot’s Day-Glo purple platform heels. Where on Earth did she find that color? “I’ve been trying to— Oh-my-God!”
 

Luc cursed as Elise banged her head again then scampered backwards on her hands and knees, slamming her bottom right into his rock hard thighs. Long fingers wrapped around her hips and held her still. “Uh. Evening, Margot.” He gave tortured groan as Elise wriggled against him. “Darlin’, don’t move,” he rasped.
 

Margot gasped. “Darling? Darling?”
 

“Margot, this isn’t—” Luc stopped.
 

Elise nodded emphatically for him to continue and explain. She couldn’t do it. Her tongue was frozen and she knew if she managed to thaw it, she’d scream. Scream at him. At Margot. Scream because her head really, really hurt.
 

His fingers flexed around her, locking her against him, and his jaw worked, but no sound came out.
 

Elise closed her eyes and groaned. She did not need this. What a fine way to end the day. Caught in a compromising position with her boss by her boss’ fiancée. Just great. Absolutely wonderful. Thanks, Gaia. Life wouldn’t be complete without this little scenario. Elise dropped her aching head in to her hands and felt tears burn behind her eyes. 
 

“Isn’t what,” Margot shouted. “Isn’t what it looks like? Isn’t what it is? If you’d asked me to play kinky sex games in the office, I wouldn’t have minded, but this…? I can’t believe this! She’s short and fat. How could you choose a short, fat slut over me?”
 

Elise’s head snapped up and anger pushed back the tears and pain. Fat? Slut? She renewed the struggle to be free. “How dare she call me fat. Let go, Luc. I’m going to snap her—”
 

“Elise,” he begged.
 

“I can’t believe this,” Margot cried. “All this time you and your precious Elise have been—”
 

“Margot,” Luc interrupted in a cold voice.
 

Margot ignored him and gave a watery snort. “Daddy told me marrying you would be a mistake. He said I’d never be able to trust you and… that you were only marrying me because of…,” Margot trailed off in a whimper. 
 

“Tell her this isn’t what it looks like, Luc. Tell her. Now.”
 

Luc said nothing, but stared up at Margot.
 

“I hope she’s worth it, Luc.” Margot slammed her hand against the top of the recently cleared desk. “You can take this piece of junk back. I wouldn’t take your precious Elise’s seconds for all the money in the world.” A sparkly purple platform heel pivoted on the carpet and stormed out the way it came, taking Margot with it.
 

“Why that overbearing, obnoxious weed,” Elise fumed. “Lucien, let go of me. I don’t care if she is your fiancée, I’m gonna use that move Raven showed me and… Lucien, let go. Now.”
 



CHAPTER TWO
 

Luc blinked and finally came up with a name for the emotion he was experiencing. Relief. Overwhelming, gut cleansing relief. His gaze dropped to the ring Margot had slammed onto the desk. It’d never looked right on her hand. It was an antique setting which had been in his family for over a hundred years. The engagement ring was meant to be worn by a dainty female like Elise, not Margot.
 

“…Lucien, let go. Now.”
 

He looked straight down at Elise’s bottom snuggled up to his front. She sounded angry, but she felt good. Damn good. Firm and round. She had a nice—
 

“Lucien,” Elise growled.
 

He loved it when she called him by his full name. The way it rolled off her tongue with a touch of high school French in her enunciation. Too bad she only said it when she was miffed with him. Like she was now. Luc sighed and reluctantly released her soft, luscious body, then backed away.
 

He watched her bottom wriggle out from underneath the desk and caught himself before he could grin. The short skirt hugged her assets well. One slip of his hand and he could ease his fingers up, underneath the silky fabric and—
 

Elise spun around on her knees and smacked him on the arm. It didn’t hurt. In fact, it felt good. “If you ever grab me like that again, I’ll… well, what are you looking at me like that for? Get up and chase after her,” she ordered.
 

Her brows drew together and two lines marred the smooth skin above the bridge of her nose. He wondered if anyone had ever told her that her blue eyes sparkled when she was angry. Probably not. Elise Hamilton had been assigned to work with Luc because she never lost her temper. She was—according to Roger Dill—the most amenable executive assistant in the building. Elise was competent and mild mannered. Or at least, she had been until Luc got his hands on her. Figuratively speaking, he amended silently. Since their first week together of his consultation job at Andersen Corporation, Luc had gone out of his way to irk the quiet angel he’d acquired for the paperwork intensive project. Watching Elise lose her temper and attempt to mince words with him made the hellish job at Andersen worth it.
 

She swatted at him again. “I said get up and go chase her before I get her for calling me those names.”
 

“Why?” he asked as she planted her hands on his shoulders and pushed herself up off the floor. A touch of her perfume lingered around him. It reminded him of summer nights, jasmine, and what he’d like to do with Elise on a summer night underneath a full Southern moon with jasmine blooming all around them. He halted that train of thought before it could produce a more visible response than he already had.
 

Elise folded her arms over her chest, pushing up her breasts in a way he’d gladly do for her, and scowled down at him. “Why? Because your fiancée thinks that you and I were on the floor doing goodness knows what and if you don’t get yourself after her, she’s going to call off the wedding. That is why.”
 

“Ah.” He nodded in understanding.
 

“Ah? Is that all you can say? Ah,” she scoffed.
 

Luc watched as Elise spotted the engagement ring and snatched it off the desk then thrust it in his face. “Take this and go. Beg if you have to, but chase her down and explain that we were not playing kinky office games.”
 

He thought about it for half a second, then said, “No.”
 

“Fine. If you won’t, then I’ll do it.” Elise turned on her heel and started to walk away from him. “I’ll cram it down her throat and proclaim your undying love for her. I’ll even let the bean pole call me short and fat, but if she calls me a—”
 

Luc frowned. “You’re not fat.” Definitely not fat. Luscious and curvy, but not fat. In fact, he’d call her perfect.
 

“And I’m not short, either. I’m petite,” she told him angrily. “I don’t spend all those hours doing exercises for nothing. And while we’re on the subject, I am not a play thing you can—”
 

Luc stood up. “Elise.”
 

“What?” She glared up at him. Wisps of hair fluttered around her flushed face and her dark blue eyes crackled with energy.
 

He held out his hand. “Give me the ring.” She dropped it into his palm and his hand closed around it. The reality of the situation started to sink in and his mood darkened. “Go get your things. I’ll walk you to your car.”
 

“Don’t worry about me. She’s got a head start on you. Your legs are longer—not by much with her in those heels—but you can still catch her.”
 

He sighed and, grabbing his jacket from the back of his chair, stepped over a pile of papers. “I’m not going after Margot. Get your things. We’re leaving.” He thrust the ring into his pocket and caught her by the elbow.  
 

“But, Luc,” she stammered breathlessly. “You have to. She thinks we were doing kinky things underneath the desk. She thinks I’m a home wrecker.”
 

He halted by her charred desk and opened the bottom drawer where he knew she kept her personal effects, then removed her purse and handed it to her. His fingers wrapped around her arm and he hauled her through the maze of cubicles. 
 

Elise dug in her heels. “Luc, you have to go find Margot and—”
 

He stopped and towered over her. “Listen to me, Elise. I am not running after Margot. I’m taking you to your car then I’m finding the closest bar and spending the rest of the night getting well and truly drunk. Now, move,” he snapped.
 

“Oh, Luc,” she sighed. Compassion and sorrow filled her eyes and she bit her bottom lip. “I’m so sorry. This wouldn’t have happened if—”
 

He advanced on her pinning her against the wall without touching her. “If you apologize for one more thing, I’m going to—”
 

Her chin lifted rebelliously. “What? You’ll do what? Order them to fire me?” Tears welled in her eyes, but she held his gaze. “I’ve had the worst day of my life and it’s only going to get worse. You don’t have to come up with thirty thousand dollars in two weeks.” She sniffled. “And Raven’s going to sell Aphrodite and he’ll never be the same and… oh, would you get out of my way?” She shoved at his chest.
 

He didn’t move. He’d never seen Elise this upset and he’d seen her in plenty of moods since coming to work with him, but nothing like this. She was… crying? “Well, damn.” Concern overpowered his absorption with his own problems and he caught her chin, tilting her face up. “Why do you need thirty thousand dollars?” 
 

“B-because my m-mother didn’t pay her taxes and she’s gonna go to jail if…,” she trailed off with a choked sob.
 

“Come here, darlin’,” he whispered, then without thinking gathered her into his arms.
 

Elise came to him willingly, wrapping an arm around his waist and holding on. She pressed her face against his chest and cried. “And then the computer… and the fire and you were mad and Margot and—”
 

“Shh,” he whispered against her hair. He held her tight against him. His problems most likely paled in comparison to hers and he felt like a heel keeping her at work this late for a project he could easily finish himself. Granted, it would take three times as long without her help, but he could finish it on his own. 
 

She pulled back after a few minutes and swiped at her cheeks. “I’m sorry. I hate it when I get like this. But I can handle it.” She gave a watery chuckle. “Well, I will be able to once I get something to eat and some much needed sleep.”
 

He cursed himself. He’d forgotten all about dinner. He may be an inconsiderate bastard, but he’d make it up to her. He whipped a handkerchief out of the breast pocket of his jacket and pressed it into her hand. “Dry your eyes.”
 

“Thank you,” she murmured.
 

He draped his arm around her slender shoulders and guided her towards the exit. “Come on. I’m buying dinner.” When she started to protest he squeezed her closer. “You can tell me all about Moonbeam’s latest fiasco and your brother’s sacrifice to Mother Nature.”
 

She looked up at him. “And you’ll tell me why you let Margot believe we were doing what she thought we were doing?”
 

He almost said no, but he lost himself in the troubled depths of her red rimmed eyes. Luc sighed. He felt like a complete bastard. She was exhausted and he worked her harder than he did himself. “Yeah, I’ll tell you.” 
 

 
 

“So that is why I need thirty thousand dollars,” Elise finished with a depressed sigh.
 

Luc leaned back in his chair and rotated the longneck bottle between his hands. “That’s some story.” He lifted the bottle, motioned for the waitress to bring another round, then polished off the beer. He was going to need another drink to explain to Elise why he hadn’t chased Margot through the building and proclaimed his nonexistent ‘undying love’.
 

Elise stirred her whiskey sour with the straw, rattling the ice, and pushed her plate to the side. “Right now, Moonbeam and the head priestess are probably working their super-duper, whammy of a money spell. I hope it works. I’m not sure I’ll be able to handle Raven once Aphrodite is gone.”
 

Luc nodded. “Aphrodite sounds like a helluva bike.” He looked across the table at her and his chest tightened at the defeated light in her eyes. He knew what he had to do. “If Raven ends up selling her, let me know. I’ll give him the price he wants.”
 

Her head lifted and her face showed her surprise. “Luc, you can’t do that. I mean, I appreciate the gesture, but—”
 

His beer arrived and he picked it up. “Tell Raven anytime he wants to ride Aphrodite all he has to do is ask.”
 

“But—”
 

“Not buts, Elise. Without your help, the Andersen job would have taken me a year I don’t have.” He held the bottle up to his mouth and, before turning it up, said, “Tell your brother.”
 

Acquiescence crossed her features and she nodded. “I will. Thank you, Luc. It will make a world of difference for him to know that she’ll be taken care of.” She took a long swallow from her drink. “Now, why didn’t you chase Margot?”
 

Luc waited for the waitress to clear the table then said, “Because I didn’t want to marry her and I still don’t want to marry her.”
 

He watched Elise digest that little bit of information then she opened her mouth only to snap it shut.
 

He shifted in his seat and leaned forward, bracing his elbows on the table. “It’s a long story.”
 

Her brow furrowed and she waved him closer. “Do you love her?”
 

“No,” he answered without the slightest hesitation.
 

She nodded once. “Did you ever love her?”
 

“No.”
 

“I see.” Elise leaned back and regarded him thoughtfully. “Lucien, would you mind telling me why you were going to marry Margot when you didn’t and don’t love her?”
 

“Maybe we should wait. You look—”
 

“Lucien,” she warned in a no-nonsense tone he knew meant she wouldn’t let it go.
 

He ran a hand through his hair and debated the best way to begin—starting with all the ways he could manipulate the truth, but in the end gave Elise the short version to a long, complicated story. “If I don’t get married by the time I turn thirty, my grandfather will disown my sisters.”
 

Elise gasped.
 

He grimaced. “It wouldn’t be so bad if my sisters hadn’t been sheltered by my grandfather. Sheltered such that they’ve never held a job in their lives. They live for shopping and organizing charity benefits.” He held up a hand as she opened her mouth. “But that’s not all. During my last argument with the old man, he threw down the gauntlet and said if I don’t follow through and get married, then he’s downsizing more and cutting my mother’s purse strings, too.” He toasted her with his beer then turned it up at the mouth.
 

“Of all the horrible, despicable… he manipulated you and… ohmiword, that’s blackmail!” 
 

Luc agreed.
 

“But Luc, can’t you hire your sisters? They could work for you.”
 

“Elisabeth, you and your sweet, little self can do more in one day than all three of my sisters and they’re combined resources can accomplish in a month.”
 

She blushed and waved aside his comment. “You could teach them and—”
 

“And what? Elise, I make a good living. But I can’t afford to hire three granddaughters of a billionaire. Which reminds me,” he said belatedly. “I was going to make the offer after the final meeting with Andersen, but why wait? When this job is done, I could use your help with a new one.”
 

“What,” she asked, confused.
 

He peeled at the label on the bottle. “You heard me. A buddy of mine needs me down in Texas to give him my expert opinion on a company he wants to purchase. And I’d like for you to come with me.”
 

“Texas? But… what about my job here?”
 

He thought about answering her with a smartaleck comment then changed his mind. “Ben has assured me that the company—Intrinsic Incorporated—is worse off than Andersen.”
 

“Ben?”
 

“My friend.”
 

Elise didn’t look like she’d heard him. “Where would I live?”
 

He smirked and wanted to say, “You can live with me. I’ll—” He stopped abruptly. Elise. Damn. Why hadn’t he thought of it before?
 

“And… how much does it pay?”
 

“What,” he asked, distracted with his own thoughts. She was the answer to his problems. She needed money to save her mother and he needed a wife. It was the perfect solution. If she agreed.
 

“How much will it pay?”
 

He whipped out his lucky pen and calculated how much of his money she’d get after fulfilling his grandfather’s demands. “That’s a roundabout figure. It’s all dependent upon the market—”
 

Elise squeaked, gripping her drink with white knuckles. “That is an awful lot of money. Luc, you can take care of your sisters with that kind of money. You don’t need to let your grandfather jerk you around. Wow. I could live for twenty years off of that amount. If that’s what you’re gonna pay me, I’ll do it.”
 

Luc shook his head and grabbed for her hand. “Elise, that figure is what you would get if you married me.”
 

He heard her sharp intake of breath then an audible gulp. “What did you say?” 
 

Damn. He hadn’t meant for it to come out like that. “Elise, you need money to save your mother and I need a wife to save my mother and sisters. Raven could keep Aphrodite and—”
 

“Married? Married?” She raised a shaking finger and pointed at him. “You’re nowhere near turning thirty. Your birthday isn’t for another—”
 

“Ten days.”
 

“Ten days,” she practically shouted. “You let Margot walk out of the building when you were only ten days away from… what the devil were you thinking?”
 

“At the time, I was more concerned with controlling certain urges,” he retorted dryly. “Another minute and Margot would have encountered an entirely different scene.”
 

“Lucien, don’t you try and sway me with your glib tongue.”
 

“I know better than to try. If you’d been sway-able, Margot would have ditched me long ago.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out the ring. 
 

“I am not marrying you. I’ll work for you, but I am not marrying you.”
 

“Why not,” he demanded. “I know you don’t have a boyfriend.”
 

“How do you know that?”
 

“Never mind how. Why won’t you marry me?”
 

She scowled at him. “Because I don’t marry men on the rebound. That’s why.”
 

He stared at her, slack jawed. Rebound? Where the hell did she get that? “I am not on the rebound.”
 

“You are, too. Margot dumped you today and you’re drunk and you—”
 

“I am not drunk,” he ground out. “You’re the one who’s sucking down whiskey sours like they’re going out of style.”
 

Her eyes snapped angrily at him. “If my car would have started, I wouldn’t be sucking down anything alcoholic, but Gaia saw fit to kill my car along with your love life.”
 

“What love life? I don’t have one. I had a fiancée my mother picked out of a lineup.”
 

Her chin lifted a notch and she flicked her long hair over her shoulder. “If you didn’t work so much you would have been able to find your own fiancée and you wouldn’t be in this predicament.”
 

Luc was seconds away from losing his grip on reality. Sitting across from him was the most exasperating woman he’d ever met. Not only that, but Elise was the sexiest female he’d stumbled upon in a damn long time. He had to make her agree to marry him. “Elise,” he began in his calmest, most rational tone, “do you or do you not want to save Raven the pain of losing Aphrodite?”
 

Her eyes narrowed and he knew he’d hit his mark. She’d do just about anything for her older brother. “Do you have any idea how my family will react if I suddenly announce I’m getting married?”
 

“I don’t care what they’ll think. If you don’t marry me, then Raven will have to sell his bike and you’ll have to live with the guilt of knowing that you could have saved him the pain.” He felt like a bastard manipulating her like this, but he was desperate. He needed a wife and she was the best candidate. They already spent most of their days and nights together. They got along well, most of the time. They could argue and still respect each other. And most importantly, Luc knew she wanted him. Well, he wasn’t absolutely positive, but he could make her want him as much as he wanted her. He’d have to if he had a prayer of a chance in keeping his sisters and mother living in the lap of luxury.
 

“Getting down on one knee might have moved me to accepting, but handling me like your grandfather did you…? I may never forgive you for that, Lucien.” Elise snatched the ring out of his palm and slid it onto her finger. “You will be with me when I tell Moonbeam, Raven, and Dad. If you survive that, then you’ll get your wife.”
 

Luc gave a heartfelt sigh and relaxed for the first time since hearing his grandfather’s ultimatum. He picked up Elise’s ice cold hand, giving her a grateful squeeze, and opted not to tell her about the other part of the deal with his grandfather that he was required to fulfill.
 



CHAPTER THREE
 

Three days later, Luc placed a hand at the small of Elise’s back and propelled her towards the back of the restaurant. “You’re not leaving me to face Raven alone. Move.”
 

She sidestepped his hand and latched onto his arm. “Luc, it’s not too late to find someone else.”
 

He smiled down at her and tapped his finger against her nose. “Not a chance. After we tell your family, we’re as good as married.” And it couldn’t happen soon enough for him. He was tired off keeping his hands off her. 
 

She whimpered and dug her nails into his arm. “Don’t expect me to protect you if Raven goes for your throat.”
 

He laughed and hauled her to the table where Moonbeam and Raven waited for them. Raven stood as they approached. 
 

Moonbeam resplendent in an airy, purple dress smiled brightly up at him. The tiny bells on her wrists chimed as she lowered her menu to the table. “Lucien. What a nice surprise.”
 

“You look lovely today, Moonbeam.”
 

Elise’s mother blushed and touched her long silver hair which was styled much like the last time he’d seen her—in a style which reminded him of a Greek statue. “Thank you.”
 

Luc turned his attention to Elise’s older brother and held out his hand. “Raven. Good to see you again.” 
 

Her brother reluctantly shook his hand. “Luc. Elise forgot to mention you would be joining us.” His words were directed towards Elise who was clinging to Luc’s arm.
 

“I can’t imagine why she would have forgotten.” Luc pulled out a chair and, detaching himself from Elise, lowered her into the chair. “She’s been under quite a strain lately. I’ve been worried about her working too hard.”
 

Elise sent him a warning look.
 

Luc just smiled and motioned for Raven to sit. It still amazed him that Raven and Elise were brother and sister. They looked nothing alike. Except for their eye color. They shared the same blue shade which proved that Moonbeam was indeed their mother. Raven was around the same height as Luc, six-two. Where Elise was fair, Raven was dark with shoulder length black hair and a natural looking, year-round tan. Luc doubted they had the same father. Neither child looked like Moonbeam. Elise certainly didn’t. Moonbeam was tall with exotic features. Elise was petite, her features classical.
 

Raven stared at his sister and she fidgeted. “Elise. Do you have something you’d like to share with the group?”
 

“Oh yes, Elise. You must catch us up on things.” Moonbeam smoothed her napkin across her lap and smiled benignly at her daughter. “I’m so happy you and Lucien decided to have an affair. You two really do make the cutest couple.”
 

Luc’s jaw dropped.
 

“You’re in it now,” Elise whispered, then smiled far too sweetly and nudged him. “Yes, darling, why don’t you explain everything to Mother.”
 

Raven folded his arms across his chest, leaned back in his chair, and glared at Elise from underneath sharply arched brows. “I think I’d rather hear it from you, Sister Elise.”
 

“Too bad, Brother Raven. I promised Luc he could tell you.”
 

“But I don’t know Luc well enough to know if he’s bending the truth.”
 

“Luc won’t be bending the truth. Will you, darling?” Elise emphasized the endearment with a hard squeeze to his hand, her nails digging into his palm.
 

The exchange between brother and sister gave Luc the moment he needed to recover from Moonbeam’s statement. “This is not something I would lie about.” He cleared his throat, took a deep breath, and pulled Elise’s left hand above the table. 
 

Before he could make his announcement, Raven cursed under his breath. “Tell me that isn’t what I think it is.”
 

“It is,” Luc told him.
 

“Oh, how beautiful,” Moonbeam chimed. “And it’s Elise’s birthstone. How thoughtful of you, Lucien.”
 

Luc’s brow furrowed. What the hell was Moonbeam talking about? 
 

Elise tapped him on the arm. “My birthstone is diamond. I was born in April,” she informed him politely. “Luc, you’re going to have to spell everything out for Mother. She doesn’t see things the way you do.”
 

“Spell it out? Fine. I’ll spell it out. Moonbeam, Elise and I are getting married next Saturday.” 
 

The benign expression on Moonbeam’s serene face mutinied. Apparently, she wasn’t thrilled with the prospect of having Luc as a son-in-law. Which didn’t make any sense, since Moonbeam seemingly had no qualms with Luc having an affair with her daughter. 
 

Elise scooted closer to Luc. “She’s gonna explode.”
 

Raven glance at his mother. “What did you expect, Elise? Mom hasn’t lost her temper since the early eighties.” 
 

“That’s not true. She lost her temper when Dad used her altar to research The Seven Blades of Death. It took forever to sand the grooves out of the stone.”
 

“The Seven Blades of Death? Your father wrote that?” 
 

Raven shook his head and pointed to Elise. “Her father wrote it.”
 

Luc turned on Elise. “Your father is Jeffrey Wyndemere? You never told me that.”
 

“Would you have asked me to marry you if I’d told you?”
 

“Yes,” he answered quickly. “Why would it make a difference?” Damn. Elise’s father wrote books that made Luc break into a cold sweat. Damn.
 

“Because,” Elise explained patiently, “people are afraid of Daddy. It has something to do with the way he looks at them.”
 

“It’s more than that,” Raven said. “Wyndemere stares at you like he’s envisioning the best way to dismember you.”
 

Luc looked at Raven. “Much like you’re looking at me now?”
 

Raven’s smile was all the answer Luc needed, but he added, “Naw, Wyndemere’s better at it.”
 

“Let me guess, your father is Dexter,” Luc murmured, referring to Wyndermere’s favorite villain-slash-blade-carrying-hero, Dexter Quimby.
 

“Raven, stop looking at Luc like that.” Elise exhaled sharply. “Raven was the model for Dexter Quimby.”
 

Raven’s evil smile deepened. “My father is Apollo.”
 

Luc felt a headache forming. Whatever he’d expected, this was not the simple luncheon he’d predicted. “As in the Greek Sun god?”
 

“Uh, no. As in the leader of the Apollo Temple of Love. My father has a small commune in California where he keeps his harem.”
 

Luc stared at Elise. She could have told him some of this before they’d walked into the restaurant. “Where is your father?”
 

Raven answered. “Wyndemere couldn’t make it. He was dissecting someone on page seventeen. I’m sure he’ll tell you all about it. When you’re introduced, of course.”
 

“Naturally. Why wouldn’t he,” Luc muttered under his breath.
 

“He may even let you touch his scalpel.”
 

“Raven,” Elise warned. “You’re not going to scare this one away.”
 

At Luc’s surprised expression Raven explained gleefully, “Her last boyfriend and page three hundred and twenty-six of The Seven Blades of Death.”
 

A sound from Elise’s mother drew his attention away from Raven and Luc glanced at Moonbeam’s purplish face. He couldn’t help but think the hue of her cheeks complimented her outfit. “What happened on that page?”
 

“Well, it’s funny you should ask—”
 

“Raven!”
 

“I’ll tell you about it later,” Raven promised. 
 

Elise sighed as the waiter arrived. “I tried to tell you, Luc.” She sipped her water then smiled up at the waiter. “Raven, did Mom tell you what she wanted to eat?”
 

Raven placed his and Moonbeam’s order, then Luc and Elise ordered.
 

Moonbeam made a slight noise and Raven sighed. “When she gets done with you, Luc, I’ll still be here.”
 

Elise tugged on Luc’s arm and looked imploringly up at him. “You’ll tell him everything, won’t you, darling? Raven’s a romantic, he’ll understand our feelings for each other.”
 

Moonbeam sucked in a deep breath and Luc suspected she was seconds away from exploding.
 

Raven’s smile disappeared. “Are you telling me that you two are actually in—”
 

“Married,” Moonbeam erupted. “Elisabeth Wyndemere Hamilton, you know better than to go and do something so stupid as to… get married! Of all the foolish things you could do! Subjugating yourself to a male dominated institution is the most idiotic notion you’ve ever had. Didn’t you read those articles I gave you?”
 

“Yes, but—”
 

“Then why would you allow yourself to be manipulated into giving up your independence and losing your femininity in an institution created by man and governed by man? Have you no dignity? Raven, talk to your sister. Tell her what a mistake she’d be making. Elisabeth, don’t get married. Have an affair. It’s much easier and you don’t have to get the government involved and when it sours you can walk away without having to drag it through the courts. Please, Elisabeth. Think. Do you really want to get married?”
 

“Mom, I—”
 

“Are you pregnant,” Moonbeam demanded.
 

“She better not be,” Raven ground out.
 

“I am not pregnant.”
 

“Well, why not? You’re not still—”
 

“Mother,” Elise interrupted loudly. “I am not pregnant. Luc and I are getting married on Saturday.”
 

Moonbeam scowled at Luc. “Are you blackmailing my daughter into marrying you? I saw that talk show where men just like you blackmailed their employees into—”
 

“Mom,” Elise snapped. “Luc is not blackmailing me.”
 

Moonbeam looked as baffled as Luc felt. “But, Elisabeth, why would you and Luc agree to do something so binding as marriage? Why not handfast like your father and I did?”
 

Elise picked up Luc’s hand, laced their fingers together, and dug her nails into his flesh. “Lucien, we have to tell them. They’ll understand.”
 

“Um, Elise, I’m not sure if that would be the wisest—”
 

She silenced him a look of warning. “There’s nothing to be ashamed of, Lucien.” The enunciation of his name was more pronounced—sweeter, almost like an endearment. “Mother will understand your feelings. She’ll understand why you couldn’t bring yourself to cheapen your feelings for me by having an affair.” She punctuated the word ‘feelings’ with sharp jabs of her nails in his flesh.
 

“My feelings—”
 

“Run deep, darling. Yes, I know. So do mine. My feelings, that is.” Elise laid her head against his shoulder and kicked him underneath the table. “Go ahead and tell them how much you need me in your life, darling.” She lifted his arm and draped it around her shoulder, pulling herself closer to him and freeing her left hand.
 

Luc sucked in a sharp breath as Elise used her left hand to carve letters into his leg. He cleared his throat. “Moonbeam, Raven, I am marrying Elise because I need her and I…,” he paused waiting for Elise to finish writing on his thigh. L-O-V— “And I love her.” Love her? Where the hell had that come from?
 

Elise snuggled closer and patted his leg. “It took me forever to get him to understand, Mom. And Lucien is so old-fashioned. He absolutely refused to have an affair when his feelings for me were so pure and deep felt. How could I have refused him when—with his heart in his eyes—he pleaded with me to marry him and make all of his problems fade away?”
 

 
 

Elise stifled a giggle and practically skipped behind Luc as he stalked a path through the cubicle farm towards his office. Raven and Moonbeam were now convinced that Luc was madly in love with her and they’d reluctantly given their blessings. All that was left was to tell her father, which wouldn’t be a problem. Her father’s motto was: If it’s what you want to do, princess, then nothing I say will change your mind. At least that’s what it would be if she got to her father before Raven did.
 

Luc marched into his office and Elise followed, closing the door behind her. He hadn’t said a word since leaving the restaurant.
 

He tossed his jacket onto the sofa and pinned her with a fierce look. “What tale do you plan on weaving for your father? Will we become star crossed lovers brought together over the flames of your computer? With me rescuing from the billowing flames of the desktop?”
 

Elise beamed at him. “Daddy doesn’t need a tale. He’ll stare at you for a while and probably tell you fifty ways he can kill a man with a tie, but he’ll give his blessing.”
 

“Forgive me, darlin’, if I don’t believe you.”
 

“You’re just mad because you had to tell a little white lie.”
 

“A little white lie? Elise, you have Raven and Moonbeam believing that our marriage is a fairy tale romance.” He cursed under his breath, ran a hand through his hair, and started to turn away. “No dammit, this is not okay,” he ground out and advanced on her.
 

Elise flattened her back against the door as Luc trapped her, pressing his palms against the cool wood on either side of her head. She’d never seen him like this. He was seething. “Um, Luc, I, uh—”
 

He lowered his head until they were nose to nose. “I don’t like little white lies, Elise. I don’t like hearing them and I especially don’t like delivering them.”
 

“But it was—”
 

“There will be no more scenes like today, Elise.”
 

She’d never noticed until now, but there was a hint of gold in his gray-ish eyes. “It was more of an embellishment and—”
 

“Elise,” he warned and the gold in his eyes flickered like an unholy flame. “No more.”
 

“I only did it because Moonbeam would do anything in her power to stop me from committing, what in her opinion would be, relationship suicide. And if Raven knew why, he’d kill me.”
 

“After he killed me.” Luc groaned and rested his forehead against his arm. “Damn, Elise, all I want to do is marry you. Why does your family have to question my motives? And my feelings,” he said derisively.
 

She relaxed somewhat, which was hard considered that he was invading her personal space and she was enjoying it more than she should be. “They love me and they want to make sure I’m making the right decision. Your family would do the same thing.”
 

He gave a short bark of laughter. “You don’t know my family. When I told my mother, she was more concerned with throwing the social event of the season and changing the names on the programs.” He turned his head to tell her, “By the way, you’re supposed to have dinner with Mom and the sisters tonight.”
 

“Tonight? What time?”
 

“Whatever time they get here. You’ll be on your own until seven. Mom said she needs your measurements.”
 

“What? Alone?” Her body tingled from the heat and proximity of his chest. “Why,” she asked breathlessly. She made the mistake of turning her head and found herself scant centimeters from his mouth. 
 

“For the dress,” he replied softly. His gaze dropped to her mouth.
 

Her tongue darted out, moistening her lips. “What dress?”
 

“The wedding dress,” he whispered. “Do that again.”
 

“Do what?” A slow ache of tension built in the pit of her stomach. Her arms grew heavy and her knees threatened to buckle. Her breathing quickened and her fingers twitched to touch him. 
 

“Lick your lips.” His voice turned husky, rasping deliciously against her skin.
 

She complied and he moved closer. 
 

“Touch me,” he ordered raggedly.
 

“Luc, I—”
 

“Touch me.”
 

Her hands lifted and she cautiously slid her fingers up his chest to wide, powerful shoulders. She was trembling with excitement, fear, and anticipation. 
 

“No more scenes, Elise.” One hand skimmed down then up her side while the other moved across her shoulder, sifting through her hair and caressing her neck. His hand, strong and warm, cupped her face and his attention flickered to her mouth then back to her eyes. “No more scenes.”
 

Her hands flexed on his shoulders, her nails digging into the cotton fabric of his shirt. “It was just an embellishment,” she breathed as he drew closer.
 

Her lashes drifted shut and she shivered as his lips tentatively touched hers. Lights exploded in her mind as his tongue danced across her bottom lip, tasting and teasing her into opening for him. She sighed and leaned in towards him. His fingers dug into her hair, tilting her head to the side, and he kissed her. His lips moved against hers, his tongue dueled with hers. He devoured her, demanding everything she had and she gave him all. 
 

She felt him groan and his hand moved down to catch her waist, pulling her up hard against him. Her insides turned to liquid and poured into the center of her body. Her body was awake and tingling. Everywhere. Her breasts were crushed against his hard chest and they ached. She gripped the shoulders of his shirt, wanting nothing more than to rip the crisp, white cotton off him.
 

Never in her life had anyone kissed her like this. Kissed her with such hunger and need and… urgency. She was starving and couldn’t get enough. Blood roared in her ears and her heart felt as if it would pound out of her chest. Her palms grew sweaty, her knees buckled, and Luc was there to catch her. His arm came around her waist, pulling her harder against him until she could feel his body’s response pressing into her stomach. 
 

Thunder echoed in the distance and muffled whistles shrilled in the background. She whimpered and moved her hands around his neck, threading her fingers through the soft hair brushing the collar of his shirt. All too soon she felt Luc draw back, ending the kiss as breathless as her. His eyes burned and she knew the heat in his gaze was reflected in hers. She’d never wanted any man the way she wanted him at this very moment. 
 

“Luc,” she whispered, slightly confused and disoriented.
 

He pressed her cheek to his chest and rested his chin on the crown of her head. “The next time you start to seduce me make sure the blinds are closed. The whole damn office saw us.”
 

Elise groaned and tried to burrow closer. “I did not start to seduce you, Lucien. You’re always trying to seduce me.”
 

“Darlin’, if I’d started to seduce you, I’d have made damn sure the blinds were closed. I’ll be glad when this job is over with.” His fingers massaged her waist, urging her closer.
 

“When do we leave?”
 

“The day after the wedding.”
 

Before she could stop herself, she said, “You still have time to find someone else.” 
 

“After that kiss? Hell no. I’m looking forward to the wedding night.” He pulled back and grinned wolfishly down at her. “You could invite me over to your place tonight and—”
 

She yanked on his hair and he grunted. “Forget it, Lucien. In case you don’t remember, you’re old-fashioned and you refuse to sully your love by seducing me without the benefit of marriage.”
 

“Gaia help me if I ever fall for a sweet, little liar like you. You weave the most demented tales I’ve ever heard.” He gave her a small shake. “Do you honestly believe that, without my grandfather’s ultimatum, I would have asked you to marry me in order to get into your bed?”
 

Elise pulled back and lifted her chin, infused with a healthy dose of pride and dignity. “My mother may subscribe to the philosophy of free love and be ecstatic over having short lived, passionate affairs with whomever may strike her fancy, but I do not.” She unwound her arms from his neck. “You may not be old-fashioned, but I am. I do not give my favors lightly or without a price and you, Lucien, will do well to remember that.” She removed his hands from her waist and walked across the room on shaky legs. She sank down on the sofa and lifted the laptop onto her thighs. “Get back to work. We have a project to finish before Saturday.”
 

Luc leaned against the door and gazed at her thoughtfully. “Marriage to you isn’t going to be simple, is it, darlin’?”
 

“Marrying me is the easy part. What comes after the vows will be the hard part. If you think I’m going to fall into your arms because of an ‘I do’, then you obviously don’t know me very well.” She had never been more serious or truthful with him. She wasn’t like her mother. She didn’t dish out sexual favors for every attractive man who caught her eye. She wanted more out of life than meaningless moments of passion.
 

She wanted the fairy tale.
 

“I didn’t, but I’m beginning to.” Luc pushed off from the door and went to sit behind his desk. “For the record, Elise…?”
 

She looked up expectantly.
 

“I never once thought you were easy.” He smirked knowingly. “But when you fall into my arms, darlin’, you’re gonna love every minute of it and wish you’d done it months ago.”
 

Elise blushed for all she was worth and waved a hand, brushing aside his comment. “Get back to work, Lucien. I’m suddenly anxious to get to Texas.” 
 

In Texas she wouldn’t have to torment her heart by constantly pretending to be madly and hopelessly in love with her husband. The further away from Moonbeam and Raven’s watchful eyes the happier Elise would be. In Texas, she would drown herself in a new project and cease dwelling on the elation she’d felt when Luc had confessed, ‘And I love her’. 
 

She glanced at him from the corner of her eye. Too bad it wasn’t the truth. Marrying the man she’d been falling in love with over the past six months was more than half of the fairy tale come true.
 

She picked up a pen and gnawed on the cap. Now, if only she could figure out how to bring the other half of the fairy tale up to speed before she succumbed and tumbled headlong into his arms.




CHAPTER FOUR
 

“So you’re a bastard,” Lucas Masters said and a collective gasp went up around the room.
 

Luc groaned and wished for the hundredth time tonight his grandfather had opted to go fly fishing instead of sitting at the head of the dinner table.
 

Elise, however, did not gasp. She lowered her soup spoon and regally lifted her napkin, then dabbed it at the corners of her mouth. Her back went ram rod straight and she slowly looked up the length of the table to his grandfather’s throne.
 

Here we go, Luc thought. He’d seen that look on Elise’s face before. It was the expression she adopted right before telling him to metaphorically go to hell.
 

Elise arched a finely sculpted brow and regarded his grandfather with a steely gaze. “No. I am a bitch,” she said calmly, clearly, succinctly.
 

Luc smothered a smirk with his napkin.
 

His mother gasped. His eldest sister, Lucy, gripped the stem of her wine glass with white knuckles. His twin sister—older than Luc by a whole twelve minutes—Eleanor, snickered. And his other older sister, Lucinda, continued to eat her soup as if nothing had happened.
 

Elise picked up her spoon and, sending a conspiratorial wink to Luc, turned her attention to the soup. The little minx was enjoying this.
 

Luc’s grandfather loudly cleared his throat. The old man wasn’t accustomed to be being coolly dismissed and that’s exactly what Elise had done to him. His grandfather expected mere mortals quivering before his deep, baritone voice.
 

“Your parents weren’t married,” Lucas stated matter-of-factly.  
 

This ought to be good. Luc sat back and, forgetting all about his soup, settled in to watch the evening’s entertainment. 
 

Elise sipped her wine then carefully set it on the table. “Not legally.”
 

“What does that mean? Not legally,” Lucas scoffed. His grandfather slammed his fist on the table and his mother and eldest sister, Lucy, jumped in their seats. “Either they were or weren’t.”
 

Elise appeared to be unperturbed by his grandfather’s thunderous expression. “They were handfast.” She paused and waited until his grandfather was about to roar again, then said, “According to The Guiding Light of Gaia Church, they were married for a year and a day. I was born within that year and a day. As for legal documents…?” She shrugged, unconcerned. “None were signed. Their spirits—souls, if you will—were joined by Druidia, the head priestess.”
 

“Can you prove they were married?”
 

A variety of emotions flashed across Elise’s face. Luc recognized only two: annoyance and amusement. She looked at his grandfather with a version of her Mother Superior look Luc was grateful he’d never had to face. He wasn’t sure he would have survived if she’d turned it on him.
 

“Do I need to,” she asked.
 

Luc lifted his drink to his lip, desperately trying to hide the proud grin threatening to break free.
 

His grandfather’s lips thinned and he scowled at Elise. “I don’t like bastards.”
 

Luc nearly choked on a guffaw.
 

The amusement in Elise’s face vanished and she held his grandfather’s gaze. “Neither do I.”
 

Luc choked, coughed, sputtered, and was awarded with a horrified glare from his mother. He answered it with a nonchalant shrug which said, ‘What can I do?’. Hell, even if he could do something, he wasn’t about to spoil Elise’s fun. When the bloodshed began, he’d step in and save her. But until then… he’d sit back and enjoy the show.
 

Elise smiled at Luc. It wasn’t a normal smile for her. It reminded him of a cat. One that was about to pounce on an unsuspecting, thoroughly out maneuvered and subsequently doomed, mouse. Then she said, “Although, you have to respect a bastard. Having to endure the good ol’ boy prejudice against bastardy. It must be difficult to attain true friendship.” Her attention rotated to the head of the table. “Wouldn’t you agree?” A breath of a pause and she added a pointed, “Lucas.” 
 

Lucas lifted a bushy white brow in a manner which—were Elise a normal female—would have sent her screaming for the door. “Bastards don’t have true friends.”
 

Elise’s expression relaxed but remained at the head of the table. “Ah, except for other bastards.”
 

Luc wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t seen it. His grandfather blinked once, then twice and then… the old man smiled. A genuine smile. Damn. He didn’t know his grandfather could do that. 
 

Lucas shook his head, his smile widening into grin that gave way to booming laughter. “You’ll do all right, young lady. You’ll do all right.”
 

His sisters, all but Lucinda, sighed with relief. Her attention remained on her soup.
 

Elise bit her lip, smothering a smile, and winked at Luc.
 

Luc winked back as his mother took this lull in the interrogation as her cue to steer the conversation back to planning the social event of the season. Luc barely listened, but devoured his meal and nodded when asked a question. Round one with old Lucas was a success. It appeared that Luc had chosen more than well. His soon-to-be wife could hold her own with his grandfather. Damn, but he wanted to grab her and kiss her.
 

“Lucien,” his mother called. “You have an appointment tomorrow to be fitted for the tux. So do you, Father.”
 

His grandfather griped under his breath. “Damn monkey suits. Why don’t you two just elope. Fly to Vegas or—”
 

“They will not!” his mother exclaimed, then proceeded to explain in full, animated detail why under no circumstances would Luc and Elise be allowed to elope. 
 

Luc tuned her out and was grateful when his twin sister, Eleanor, nudged him under the table. He glanced at her. 
 

“You did good, runt,” she whispered.
 

Luc smirked and nudged her back. “Thanks, stick girl. I don’t know how I could have born not having your approval.”
 

Eleanor picked up her wine glass and kicked him under the table. “Cindi even likes her.”
 

Luc glanced down the table to Lucinda who caught his eye and winked. He chuckled. “She hasn’t said a word all night. What’s up with that?”
 

Eleanor leaned in closer to confide. “Lucy made Cindi promise not to pick a fight with Gramps tonight. Apparently Mom was freaking out. She was worried Elise wouldn’t be able to hold her own if the old man went off on a rampage.”
 

“Elise did better than I could have imagined,” he murmured.
 

Eleanor’s bright green eyes gleamed and her black hair shined in the dim light. “She’ll keep you in line.”
 

“As if she doesn’t already.”
 

Eleanor drew back in surprise. “What was that, runt? You’re inviting me to visit once you’re all moved in down to Texas? Oh, why I would love to visit.”
 

Luc flicked a pea from his plate at Eleanor’s bodice which was cut entirely too low. “Yes,” he hissed when the pea disappeared down the front of her gown.
 

Eleanor glared at him. “I’ll get you for that.”
 

“Hmm, I bet you will.”
 

Eleanor shook the front of her dress. “Immature, little brat. I can’t believe you’ll be thirty in a few days. You act like an eight year old.”
 

“Only when you’re around,” Luc replied with a cheeky smirk. “What do you want for our birthday?”
 

“A year’s respite from you.”
 

“My pleasure.”
 

“No,” Eleanor said quickly. “You’re not getting off that easily.” She lowered her voice to add, “I want you to help me.”
 

He’d most likely end up regretting this later, but he was in too good of a mood to care what scheme Eleanor had worked up that Luc would have to bend over backwards to fix. “With what?”
 

Eleanor snuck a peek at their grandfather then moved closer and gave Luc a serious look. “I’m tired of depending on him for an allowance. I want a job. A career. It’s time I make my own living.”
 

Of all the things he’d expected her to ask for help with—this was most definitely not on his list. “Are you serious?”
 

“Dead serious.”
 

He was shocked utterly stupid. This was absolutely the last thing he’d ever expected Eleanor to ask him for. “Let me get this straight. You want to work for a living. At a job. In an office. Making minimum wage.”
 

“Not minimum wage,” she huffed in annoyance. “I want you to give me a job at that company you’re buying in Texas.”
 

“I’m not looking to buy the company in Texas. Ben is.”
 

“You, Ben, what’s the difference? Just give me a job and help me get the hell out of here,” she hissed at him.
 

Luc almost laughed, but something in Eleanor’s eyes stopped him. She was serious. Really serious. Damn. He couldn’t shoot her down when for the first time in her life she was finally making a move to get out from underneath their grandfather’s thumb. “I won’t promise anything.”
 

“I know. All I ask is that you think about it.” Eleanor reached over and gave his arm a squeeze. “We can talk about it when I visit in a month.”
 

Luc groaned to himself. “Call before you show up, Eleanor.”
 

“Oh, of course,” she replied with a wave of her hand. “I wouldn’t want to interrupt your honeymoon at a most inopportune moment.”
 

Luc didn’t trust his twin as far as he could throw her. “No call, no help.”
 

“Aw, runt. You’re no fun.”
 

Thankfully the end of the meal came without any further requests for assistance from the women in his family and Luc was free to usher Elise out to his car. On the way to the door, he was surprised when Elise walked up to his grandfather and, of her own free will, hugged him. In the shocked silence that descended on the entrance way, he heard Elise whisper to the old man, “We’ll get along just fine, you and me. As long as you bow down to my dictate.”
 

His grandfather’s laughter echoed in the marble entranceway. “Get her out of here, son, before I start to like her.”
 

On a light laugh, Elise slipped from his grandfather and made the rounds, hugging his sisters and mother, then glided over to him and latched onto his arm. A minute later, they were out the door, heading for his car. 
 

“How did I do?” she asked him as they strolled down the front walk.
 

Luc wrapped an arm around her shoulders and, pulling her close, pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “Darlin’, you did better than I ever could have expected.”
 

She giggled and snuggled closer. “Now, I know where you get your Lucifer look from. Your grandfather has it down pat.” She looked up at him. “You look a lot like him.”
 

“Is that good or bad?” He was grinning like an idiot but he didn’t give a damn.
 

“Oh, I think it’s good. Your grandfather is a very handsome man. It ought to make you feel better, knowing you’ll age well.” She laughed. “Can you imagine how well my mother and your grandfather are going to get along?”
 

Luc opened the car door for her. “Like oil and water.”
 

“Naw. Moonbeam’s a Fire sign. She may act like Libra, but deep down she’s a Leo. She’s gonna have fun with your grandfather and he’s gonna love every minute of it.”
 

Luc pulled her close for a kiss. “And what are you?”
 

Elise braced her hands on his shoulders and her fingers flexed against him, her nails digging into his body like sharp, little talons. “Fire. I’m an Aries.” 
 

He cupped her cheek in his hand. “Then I guess it’s a good thing I’m not a Water sign,” he whispered then kissed her.
 

Elise responded as fiercely as she had in his office. It thrilled and terrified him. Thrilled him because she opened to him, meeting him with a passion he’d only dreamed of. Terrified him, because he sensed a fire in her he wasn’t sure he would survive. This was the second time he’d kissed her and he seriously doubted his control. If she kept him at arm’s length for more than a few more days, he would go stark raving mad.
 

He’d been an idiot to kiss her in the office. He should have waited. Then he wouldn’t have to endure a near constant state of arousal in the office or sweat drenched sheets caused by erotic dreams with Elise as the star.
 

She sighed and leaned into him.
 

Luc crushed her against him and deepened the kiss. He was starving. He wanted more than to have her in his bed. He wanted to possess Elise. He didn’t just want to, he needed to. It was a hunger, burning inside him.
 

For the first time in his life, he found himself admitting that he liked a woman. Liked and not just lust. Okay, so he did lust after her, but the point was his relationship with Elise was nothing like his engagement to Margot was. 
 

He’d been able to tolerate Margot. Barely. But… with Elise? He enjoyed being with her. She didn’t grate on his nerves. She complimented him. She made him smile, frown, seethe… laugh. When he was with her, he felt… an emotion he didn’t want to name. Whatever it was, it felt damn good. And right. He’d made the right decision that night he let Margot storm out of Andersen Corporation.
 

A tiny, irritating voice niggled at the back of his conscience. He hadn’t told her about the second part to his deal with his grandfather. Damn. He should have told her the night he’d asked her to marry him. But if he had, Elise would have said no and then he wouldn’t be standing in his grandfather’s driveway, kissing her like the she was the last meal he’d ever have. 
 

Would it be so bad if she were the last meal he’d ever have? One that consisted of commitment, monogamy, and one happily ever after that’d guarantee him the one and only spot in the list of lucky bastards worthy of her charm?
 

It was possible. Hell, it even might be probable. If—and that was a big IF—he continued to ignore his noble bastard of a conscience and kept his mouth shut long enough to make it to the wedding. 
 

And more importantly, his body reminded him with every beat of his heart, the wedding night. When she would become his and his alone.
 

Oh yeah, he could so make this happen. And he’d start by doing what he did best. 
 

Making sure the fairy tale princess received exactly what she craved in the innermost core of her hopelessly romantic heart.
 

 
 

 
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 

Elise pulled back her chair and stopped herself before she sat on a small box of chocolate someone had left in her seat. She picked up the box, then sat down and opened it.
 

“Oh, he didn’t,” she whispered, grinning. The box wasn’t filled with chocolate. It was filled with pen caps. Elise poked through the assortment and chose the tastiest looking cap. A prickling sensation raised the hairs on the back of her neck and she turned around.
 

Luc leaned against the wall of her cubicle, a sly smile gracing his handsome features. “Taste good?”
 

“Mmm, delicious,” she answered. “Thank you.”
 

His gaze dropped to her mouth. “No. Thank you.” He drew in a deep breath, a look of longing on his face. “Did they call about your car?” His voice was thick and laced with Southern charm.
 

Elise swallowed, fighting the urge to squirm in her seat. “Yes. Hawke said it was bad, but he fixed it.”
 

His gaze jerked back to her eyes. “Hawke?”
 

“The mechanic.”
 

“Oh.” He smirked. “What kind of name is Hawke?”
 

“Um, a nickname.” Elise bit her lip and felt the heat creep into her cheeks. If he didn’t stop looking at her like dessert she was going to… do something she shouldn’t. “They used to call him Hawk-eye, because they said he had hands like a surgeon. His real name is Harlen.” Elise refrained from telling Luc what her mother had said about Hawke’s hands. “Mom started calling him Hawke when they, um, started dating.” Dating? Oh boy, that was definitely stretching the truth. Hawke was Moonbeam’s latest initiate into her free love philosophy.
 

“I see.” Luc pushed off from the cubicle wall. “When are you supposed to pick it up?”
 

Elise glanced at her watch. “Donna said she could give me a ride over there in a few minutes.”
 

“I’ll take you.” He grinned at her surprised look. “I’m curious to see what kind of man your mother would date. Give me five minutes and we’ll go.” He disappeared into his office.
 

Elise stared after him for a good thirty seconds, clutching the box of pen caps to her stomach. She still couldn’t believe this was her last day at Andersen Corporation and in six days she would be married to Luc. “I must be insane,” she muttered, then went off to find Donna. She found Donna in the break room, told her about the change in plans then went back to her desk to get her purse.
 

“Ready?”
 

Elise spun around and her breath caught in her throat. He was so handsome. And thoughtful. Giving her a box of chocolates would have been sweet, but pen caps…? That was the sweetest, most thoughtful thing anyone had done for her in a long, long time. If she thought he was a considerate boss, then she suspected he’d be even more thoughtful as a husband. She nodded and Luc escorted her out to his car. As they passed by her co-workers, there were a lot of knowing smiles and winks. Apparently everyone in the building was under the same impression that Elise’s family was. That and everyone in the building seemed to think that they had a personal hand in getting Luc and Elise together.
 

His hand rested at the small of her back, propelling her through the office building and toward the front door, and Elise shivered. It was a small thing, but it felt as if he were branding her with his touch. The same thing had happened when she’d slipped on the engagement ring. It was as if suddenly she became his. His woman. The thought of Luc having a possessive streak was oddly tantalizing. Elise had never pictured herself as the submissive type, but… she kinda liked the notion of being labeled as Luc’s woman.
 

At the entrance, he reached around in front of her and pushed open the door.
 

Elise paused and glanced up at him. “Thank you,” she murmured. She wondered if he knew how much she cherished the little things like this. Opening the door. Pulling out her chair. All the little things that the men her mother dated never did unless specifically asked to do them.
 

“My pleasure.”
 

Outside, Elise slipped on her sunglasses and stole a few glimpses of him from the corner of her eye. She’d had nearly a week to ponder his qualities—the ones which would make him into her idea of the perfect husband.
 

First of all, she loved him. What had started out as an infatuation had slowly blossomed into love. Elise smiled. There was something to be said for taking things slow, she thought. He was the most attractive man she’d ever known. The most compelling. He could draw her eye time and time again. And each time she looked at him, she learned—or rather, she realized—some new facet of his personality.
 

Such as, Luc was a gentleman. He was a rogue when he teased her, but he never mocked her. He hadn’t mocked her for her old-fashioned nature. And for that, he’d scored more points than bone-melting kisses could ever gain him. Sexy men were a dime a dozen and Elise knew that—with one phone call to her mother—she could have a drop-dead gorgeous hunk waiting on her doorstep when she got home from work. But Elise didn’t want that. Elise wanted the man who could make her sigh with his thoughtfulness. A man who would understand and treasure everything she had to offer. Luc was that man. 
 

He unlocked the passenger’s door and opened it for her.
 

“Thank you.” Elise sent him a dreamy smile and slid into the seat. “I could get very used to this.”
 

His smile was rakish and warmed her to her toes. “That’s the plan, darlin’.” He closed the door and her eyes followed him as he walked around the front of the car.
 

Oh yes, she thought, he is definitely that man. The man she could respect and trust with her fanciful dreams of the future. Someone she could confide in. A strong shoulder she could lean on. A warm and very masculine body to curl up next to at night. Oh yes, he was definitely that man. And in six days he would be her husband. 
 

Luc climbed in behind the wheel and glanced at her. “Do you get the feeling that someone has planned a surprise for us?”
 

“You mean in the office?” He nodded, starting the engine, and she said, “Probably.”
 

“You know, we don’t have to go back in.” He backed out of the parking space. “We could play hooky for the rest of the day.”
 

“What and ruin their fun?” Elise laughed lightly. “You know as well as I do that the party they’re planning has nothing to do with us.”
 

“It doesn’t?”
 

“No. They’re giving your lucky pen a farewell party.”
 

Luc grinned. “You mean my staff of masculinity.”
 

Elise kept her face averted and blushed deeply. “How you managed to restructure the company without laying off a single person is beyond me.”
 

“Darlin’, they’ll need all their employees to fill the vacuum of your leaving.” 
 

Elise glowed from his words. “Oh really?”
 

“Yes, really. Didn’t you notice the tear in Roger Dill’s eye when he heard about you leaving? Poor guy. His work hours have increased and his productivity has decreased since I stole you from him.”
 

“Which makes me wonder.”
 

“Wonder what?” he asked.
 

“If I helped increase Mr. Dill’s productivity and decrease his work hours, then why didn’t it work with you?”
 

“I think this would be a good time for me to ask for directions.”
 

Elise gave him the directions, then said, “Well? Why didn’t it work with you?”
 

“For a couple of reasons.”
 

Elise waited patiently for him to continue, but he didn’t. “Which reasons?”
 

He heaved a great sigh and pulled out into traffic. “One reason was… I preferred spending my nights in the office watching you suck on pens than doing anything—and I mean anything—with Margot.”
 

“Oh.” Her eyes widened at the implications of his statement.
 

“Another reason was… filing.”
 

“Filing?”
 

Luc slowed for a stop light and turned his head, his eyes rolling from the top of her head down to her legs. “Yeah. Filing.” 
 

She caught his meaning and her cheeks went up in flames. “I should have known.”
 

He chuckled. “There are other reasons, but I’m not sure you’re ready to hear them.”
 

“I’m not?”
 

“Maybe I should rephrase that.” The light turned green and they resumed the trek to the garage. “I’m not sure I’m ready to admit them.”
 

“You’re not?”
 

“I’m not.” He glanced briefly at her, then turned his attention back to the road and smiled. “Have I mentioned how beautiful you look today?”
 

“No and you’re changing the subject.” But she radiated with pleasure.
 

“Am I?” Without taking his eyes from the road, he took her left hand and held it loosely in his hand. “Did I mention how good this ring looks on you?” His voice lowered into a husky, Southern drawl.
 

A horde of butterflies converged on her stomach and Elise swallowed. “You did not,” she replied, barely recognizing her own voice.
 

His thumb moved across her knuckles and the butterflies multiplied like rabbits. “Do you have any idea how you… wearing my ring affects me?”
 

Elise nearly groaned out loud. “Affects you?” How she managed to keep her voice from cracking she didn’t know and probably would never know. It must have been luck.
 

“Mmm.” He raised her hand to his lips and pressed a kiss to the ring. “It affects me more than I imagined,” he murmured against her skin.
 

“It… does?” Her voice nearly deserted her, but she had to ask, “How?”
 

They stopped for another red light and Luc gazed down at her hand. “What if there had been no ultimatum from my grandfather? What would have happened if whatever’s between us had progressed at a natural pace? Would you have found me worthy of your favors?”
 

“I… probably,” she answered in the barest of whispers.
 

He raised his head and regarded her intently. “I worked all those hours to be with you. I didn’t want the job at Andersen to end, because… of you.” His eyes darkened. “Seeing my ring on your finger affects me, Elise. Affects me more than I can say.”
 

The light turned green before she could motivate her tongue into replying. He took her hand and laid it on his thigh, then covered it with his and turned his attention back to the road.
 

“At least I’m not the only one.”
 

“It warms me to hear that, darlin’. So how about we play hooky for the rest of the day and you can tell me exactly how it affects you?” Luc chuckled softly and squeezed her hand. “Or better yet, you can show me.”
 

Elise laughed and tried half-heartedly to retrieve her hand, but he kept a firm hold on it. “Forget it, Lucien. If they went through all the trouble to plan us a surprise, then the least we can do is show up.”
 

“But we don’t have to stay the whole time.” He glanced at her. “Do we?”
 

 
 

Raven was waiting outside of Wyndemere’s house later that afternoon when Luc was finally given permission to flee for his life. The interview with Elise’s father and sadistic horror novelist could not have been termed as normal. But it’d been successful and that’s all that mattered. 
 

Although he’d admit that there’d been a few moments when Luc had wondered if Wyndemere was going to suggest that he help him research the dissection scene on page seventeen, but Luc had successfully diverted her father’s attention with blatant praise of Wyndemere’s lesser known novels. It hadn’t taken long before Luc had realized that the lesser known novels were the ones Wyndemere was most proud of. 
 

He made a mental note to thank Elise for loaning him the books before his dreaded meeting with her demented father.
 

“You survived better than the dork.”
 

Luc descended the front steps. “The dork?”
 

“Some punk Elise went out with in college.”
 

“Ah.” Luc stopped at the bottom of the porch steps. “I take it you’re ready to interrogate me?”
 

Raven’s smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. “There’s a place a couple of streets over where we can talk. You’re buying the first round.” 
 

Luc nodded and walked to his car, then followed Raven to a small bar. Five minutes later, they were seated at a table in the corner. A waitress brought their drinks, then left.  
 

Luc took a swallow then lowered the bottle to the table. “Before you begin the interrogation, mind if I ask a question?”
 

Raven looked slightly amused. “You want to know how Elise turned out normal when she had two parents as unique as Wyndemere and Moonbeam. Right?”
 

Luc nodded.
 

Raven saluted Luc with his beer. “That was my doing.”
 

“I figured as much.”
 

“Don’t get me wrong. Wyndemere and Mom were great parents to my baby sister, but they each had their own idea of what constitutes good parenting. When Elise was little, she went with the flow. Then when she got older and started questioning things, I stepped in and… made things easier for her.”
 

“Whatever you did, you did it well.”
 

“Thanks.” Raven glanced down at the bottle in his hands then looked Luc in the eye. “That spiel Elise used on Moonbeam about refusing to have an affair… was it the truth?”
 

Luc met his gaze without blinking. “You of all people should know that your sister isn’t the type to indulge in an affair.”
 

“Then your feelings for Elise are… how did she put it? Pure and deep felt?”
 

Luc shifted in his chair and leaned forward, bracing his forearms on the table. “I could sit here all day describing the multitude of feelings your sister has inspired in me during the last six months and you probably still wouldn’t be satisfied.”
 

Raven arched a brow and waited for Luc to continue.
 

“Your sister means a lot to me and I hate to see her upset.”
 

“She told you about the taxes,” Raven guessed.
 

“She was crying.”
 

Raven grimaced. “I never should have told her.”
 

Luc took another swallow of beer. “She would have figured it out sooner or later. Elise isn’t happy with your decision to sell your bike tomorrow.”
 

“I’m not too thrilled with it myself,” Raven muttered.
 

“Like I said, I hate to see Elise upset. So I’ve made arrangements for the best tax attorney I know of to help and I’ll be paying whatever it takes to keep Moonbeam out of jail until a settlement is worked out.”
 

Raven’s bottle banged against the table. “Mind runnin’ that by me again.”
 

“My sister, Cindi, is a tax attorney and has agreed to take Moonbeam’s case. It’ll cost me, but you get to keep your bike and Elise is no longer upset. And everyone’s happy.”
 

Raven shook his head. “As much as I’d like to take your money and run, I don’t take charity.” 
 

Luc nodded at Raven’s words. “I knew you’d say that.”
 

“I’ll take a loan, but not—”
 

“Enough. In six days, I’m marrying your sister and I’d rather not spend my honeymoon watching Elise worry about how you’re holding up after selling Aphrodite. There are a few other things I’d prefer her to be preoccupied with. I’m selfish that way.” 
 

“Do you realize how much money we’re talking?”
 

“More than a fifty grand, knowing my sister’s hourly rate, but probably less than half a million,” Luc answered.
 

“You say that as if you have that kind of cash lying around.”
 

Luc didn’t feel the need to respond to that statement. Raven would find out soon enough that Elise wasn’t marrying a pauper. 
 

“All right. You win. I’ll let you pay for the attorney and fork over whatever ungodly amount the tax police decide Moonbeam owes.”
 

Luc relaxed. 
 

Raven watched him with a thoughtful gaze. “You imply that you’re doing this for selfish reasons, but you’re not.” When Luc didn’t respond, Raven continued, “That’s all right. I understand.”
 

“You do?” Luc didn’t have a clue what Raven was talking about. 
 

“Yeah. It’s a side effect of hanging around Elise.” Raven took a swallow of his beer then asked, “Did you know that my sister doesn’t find silver linings in clouds?”
 

“She doesn’t?”
 

“Afraid not. Elise has the uncanny ability to find gold lining in the clouds.”
 

“Uh-huh.”
 

“You don’t believe me?” 
 

“It’s not a matter of believing, but understanding,” Luc said.
 

Raven laughed. “You don’t now, but you will.” He finished his beer then pushed his chair back from the table. “My sister can make a man want to do things he wouldn’t do for any other woman.” 
 

“Such as…?”
 

“Such as dishing out thousands of dollars to appease his conscience.” Raven stood and looked down on Luc. “You claim that Elise means a lot to you, but you don’t say that you love her, which leads me to believe that you asked her to marry you for some ulterior motive.”
 

“Your sister is well aware of my motives,” Luc assured him.
 

“Yeah, but are you aware of hers?” Raven picked up his helmet. “Until next time.” He started to leave then stopped. “Nothing personal, Luc, but… if you hurt her, I will kill you.” 
 

The transformation in Raven’s expression from good natured, concerned brother into deadly serious borderline psychopath of an overprotective brother was amazing. No wonder Wyndemere had chosen Raven as the role model for his blade carrying hero-slash-villain Dexter Quimby.
 

Luc blinked and idly wondered if that’s what he looked like when anyone threatened his sisters and their happiness. It was a sobering, interesting thought and one he’d delve into later. Familiar with the protocol, Luc nodded indicating that the threat had been received and clearly understood. 
 

Seemingly satisfied, Raven turned on his heel and left.
 

Luc sat at the table for a long time after Raven’s exit and pondered his soon-to-be-brother-in-law’s words. The longer he thought about it the harder he worked to convinced himself that he’d made the right decision not to tell Elise everything about the deal with his grandfather. 
 

The questions rolling through his mind had nothing to do with Raven and his threat. While Raven’s technique was impressive, Luc wasn’t intimidated. Instead, his thoughts were travelling along another vein all together. 
 

If Elise had an ulterior motive for marrying him—something he really, really hoped she harbored, because it’d make his life just that much easier and all the more pleasurable in the long run. But ignoring that delightful potential twist to his future, which would hurt Elise the least? 
 

Telling her before the wedding or finding out afterwards that he was required to do his duty and beget an heir on her?
 

It was a conundrum and not one easily solved sitting in a dingy bar peeling the label off the warm beer bottle in his hand. No, what he needed was more data from his wooing tactics. And time to figure out the best path to achieving his goals. All of them. 
 

And preferably without breaking his personal creed of not destroying the fairy tale princess’s dream, or her heart, in the process.
 



CHAPTER SIX
 

The afternoon before the biggest day of her life, Elise sat on the front porch of a Victorian manor house, nestled in the heart of the city’s posh but sleepy and very affluent neighborhood, and wondered if she’d fallen down the rabbit hole. Because she’d definitely stepped through the looking glass into a life she barely recognized as her own.
 

“Oh-my-freaking-word,” she whispered to herself. “He gave us a house.”
 

Lucas Masters—Luc’s grandfather—had given them a house as an early wedding present. But not just any house. The Perfect House. Complete with everything she’d ever dreamt of having in her dream house. It was even the right color. Yellow with white scrollwork trim. Dark hardwood floors. Smooth, not stippled, ceilings that could be painted. Thick walls, solid doors. Oooh and window seats in all the best rooms and… the staircase? 
 

La, it was exactly the staircase that every girl dreamed of descending on prom night when her date stood transfixed in the foyer, gazing up at her intoxicating beauty. 
 

Her shoulders lifted with yet another hopelessly romantic sigh. The house even came with a white picket fence and a garden in the back. What more could a girl hope for? 
 

It was perfect. Absolutely perfect.
 

The screen door opened behind her and Luc came out. “Is that everything?” He sat down next to her and offered her a cold bottle of water. 
 

Elise yanked her fingernail out of her mouth and took the bottle. “For today. Raven will arrange for the rest of my stuff to be moved over before the end of the month.” 
 

“You sound worried. Do you not like the house?”
 

Not like the house? Was he completely obtuse? How could he have missed her oohs, aaahs, and squeals of delight. Or the fact that she’d practically molested him with kisses and hugs in every room during the first walk through.
 

 “I don’t want you to feel pressured, darlin’. If you don’t like the house, we don’t have to stay here. Gramps gave us the house because it’s his subtle way of hinting that he wants us close by so he can maximize his interference.”
 

“No,” she said more forcefully than she meant to. “No, the house… it’s perfect.” How could she explain it? “It’s just that…,” she trailed off, lost in thought. 
 

It was all so much. Everything was happening so fast. And it was all going perfectly—almost too perfectly. Like a script that was straight out of the happily ever after fairy tale she’d been saving herself for all these years. 
 

“Just what,” Luc prompted in a quiet voice. 
 

Gracious, how could she explain it and make sense? One word at a time and hope he understood. “You, me, the house, the wedding, the dress, Texas… it’s all so… much.”
 

“But is it what you want?” He looked tense and nervous as he waited for her response. 
 

“What I want? I hardly know what I want any more,” she answered with a shaky laugh. “It’s all just happening so fast.”
 

Luc seemed to relax some as he took her left hand in his. He ran his thumb over the ring on her finger before he lifted her hand to his lips and pressed a kiss to the ring. “It doesn’t have to be that way.”
 

“Lucien, the wedding is tomorrow. We can’t cancel it. Your mother will kill us and your sisters would lose everything they hold dear.”
 

Another kiss and he laced their fingers together. “True, but it’s your wedding.”
 

“No, it’s our wedding. You get a say in this, too.”
 

“Darlin’, the wedding isn’t for me.” He gently urged her closer. “It’s for you. Since you said yes, it’s been for you and only you.”
 

“But your grandfather—”
 

“Elise, eleven days ago, I hated where my life was headed. The highlight of my days and nights were coming to work and being with you. But I’d made a commitment and I couldn’t walk away from it. No matter how much I wanted to. Then,” she heard the smile in his voice as he bowed his head and continued, “Moonbeam worked up a super-duper, whammy of a money spell and everything I dreaded went up in smoke right along with your computer.”
 

 “You didn’t seem too happy about that at the time,” she reminded him.
 

“I wasn’t, but things change. Besides, it was magic from one pissed off pagan goddess. How was I supposed to react? Mother Nature was anything but subtle that day.” He raised his head, looking out to the street then back at her. “Darlin’, this is your wedding—your life. Make it be whatever you want it to be.”
 

“But what if—”
 

“No what ifs. No regrets. No cold feet. If you want the magic, then claim the magic. Gaia delivered that lightning bolt for you. Take it and make the most of it.”
 

Elise considered his words for a split second before she blurted out, “Why do I get the feeling you’ve had this talk before?”
 

“With three older sisters who struggled to get their way against an overbearing, over protective grandfather?” A bark of laughter and then he admitted, “Yeah, you could say I’ve had my fair share of delivering motivational pep talks on following your heart.”
 

There was something in his voice. A bitterness that was deep and well hidden. “But what about you? Who gave you the motivational pep talks on following your heart?”
 

He was silent for a long moment. “Lucy did,” he answered in a resigned, somber voice that made her heart ache. Before she could push him into explaining more, he cleared his throat and reached across her for the water bottle, then promptly changed the subject. “What time am I supposed to have you back for your bachelorette party?”
 

Ten days ago, Elise would have deemed his abrupt change of conversation as an attempt to keep her away, or worse, run from the depths of his own emotions. But after having watched the way he was with his sisters and, in particular, how gentle and doting he was with Lucy… she couldn’t push. When she’d first met Lucy, Elise had thought her kind, gentle nature was just that. But after spending time with her and listening to how devoted she was to the abused women’s charity she chaired, Elise suspected there was more to Lucy than anyone knew. And if she were a betting woman, she’d wager a year’s salary that Luc felt guilty for whatever hellacious event happened to Lucy.
 

But one day, Elise thought to herself, he would realize that Lucy wasn’t a delicate wilting flower. Then he would see for himself that fairy tale princesses possessed a rare and special kind of backbone of steel that may bend some when pushed, but didn’t break. And there wasn’t a doubt in Elise’s mind that Lucy’s wasn’t broken. Bent, yes, but broken? Oh no, far from it.
 

But until Luc was ready for that particular lesson in fairy tale lore, she’d let him off the hook. “At eight. When are you meeting Raven and Ben for the bachelor party?”
 

He paused in the act of drinking to glance at his watch. “Around nine.” He handed her the bottle, then leaned back on a step, putting all his weight on one elbow. “Who planned the party?”
 

“Lucy took care of the food. Moonbeam and Eleanor arranged the entertainment. Cindi is taking care of your grandfather.” She took a sip, then recapped the bottle and set it behind them on the porch.
 

There was a long stretch of silence as they watched a couple walk a dog down the street. “Did they hire a stripper?” he asked.
 

Elise brushed her hands on her jeans. “I… probably. Did they hire one for your party?”
 

“No. We’re probably going to a strip club.”
 

“Oh.” 
 

“Does that bother you?” He picked up her left hand and idly played with her engagement ring.
 

“Should it?” she asked shakily. It did bother her a little, but she wouldn’t tell him that—especially not when his touch was making her toes tingle and jumbling her thoughts. It was hard enough to deny him as it was. Luc didn’t need any encouragement.
 

“Probably not.” He laced their fingers together and the corner of his mouth quirked up into a smile. “But it’d be nice.”
 

Elise suppressed a smile. He wanted her to be jealous. “Does the possibility of a stripper at my party bother you?”
 

He didn’t look at her as he answered, “I’m not exactly comfortable with it.”
 

“I see.” Hope blossomed inside her like a spring flower and she decided it wouldn’t be all disastrous if she were to give him a little encouragement. “I may be bothered a little.”
 

That got his attention and his head came up, a slow grin crinkling the corners of his eyes. “Oh yeah?”
 

“Yeah.”
 

“Would it make you feel better if I said that I’d rather spend tonight with you?”
 

“Maybe,” she answered, feeling suddenly shy.  
 

He raised her hand and pressed a kiss to her knuckles, then murmured against her skin, “And you could share some of your magic by doing a strip tease for me?”
 

“Lucien,” she cried on a laugh and attempted to reclaim her hand.
 

“What?” He pulled her closer. “I’d promise not touch. I’ll even slip money into your—”
 

“You are horrible.” She shook her head, smirking. “Incorrigible. All you think about—”
 

Luc tugged on her hand and one second she was sitting on the step, the next she was draped across his lap, trapped in his arms. “All I think about is this.” Then his mouth slanted across hers and she experienced a complete meltdown. Her entire body tingled and… ached by the time he pulled back. “I brought you a present.” His voice was rough and ragged.
 

She blinked, trying to clear her mind and find a rational train of thought to latch onto. “A present?”
 

He nodded, his eyes glowing with heat. “It’s in the truck.”
 

“It is?”
 

“Yeah. It is.” Luc looked like he would kiss her again, but he eased her off his lap and pushed himself to his feet. “I’ll get it.”
 

Elise licked her lips as she watched him walk down the sidewalk. She wondered if he knew just how badly she wanted to shred his t-shirt and rake her nails down his broad chest. If she thought he looked good in dress shirts and trousers that hung in all the right places, he was positively scrumptious in jeans and a muscle hugging black shirt.
 

Luc returned before she had a chance to finish undressing him with her mind’s eye. He handed her a small gift wrapped box, then sat down next to her. “Go on. Open it,” he said when she hesitated.
 

Elise shredded the paper and her eyes widened. Inside was a small jewelry box made of dark wood, its lid delicately etched with ivy and flowers. “It’s beautiful. Oh, but you—”
 

“Open it.” Luc watched her for her reaction.
 

Elise eased the lid open and released a silent ‘Oh’ as she recognized the melody emanating from the velvet lined box—Beethoven’s Fur Elise.
 

“Do you like it?” he asked after a moment.
 

“I love it,” she admitted, her voice thick with emotion. Elise turned to him, cradling the box in her lap, and beamed at him. “Thank you, Lucien.”
 

He picked up her left hand and lifted it to his lips. “No, darlin’. Thank you.” Then he pressed a kiss to the engagement ring and she sighed. 
 

Luc was possibly the most romantic man she’d ever met. Possibly? No, he was. It was as if he had access to her fanciful dreams and knew exactly how to make her melt with spontaneous displays of affection that spoke straight to her heart and its hopelessly romantic nature. And by this time tomorrow, they would be married. Elise smiled dreamily and sighed. Again.
 

Life couldn’t get much better than this.
 

 
 

Luc knew he was grinning like a fool as he stepped out of the shower and walked into his bedroom. The music box had worked like a charm. Phase One was a success—just as he knew it would be. It wouldn’t be long before he had Elise right where she belonged. 
 

He chuckled and contemplated Phase Two while he changed into a clean pair of jeans and long sleeve black shirt. He stepped in front of the mirror and finger combed his hair.
 

He opened a velvet covered jewelry box he’d picked up after yesterday and brushed a finger over the gold anklet sparkling inside. “One more day and she’s all mine.” He turned as someone pounded on the front door, then scooped the anklet out of the box and, slipping it into his pocket, headed for the front door. 
 

Raven and Luc’s closest friend, Benajah Raine, were looking down the hall and hadn’t noticed the door was open. If he didn’t know better he would have guessed that they were brothers. They were around the same height with the similar coloring, but Ben’s hair was shorter. And they both had the same taste in clothes—faded jeans and a black shirt.  
 

“Think she’s taken,” Ben asked.
 

“God, I hope not,” Raven replied, then grinned. “I’ll go find out.”
 

Luc leaned out into the hallway. He smirked. A tall—over six feet tall—figure in an ultra-short miniskirt and three inch stiletto heels strolled down the hall. “You don’t want to find out.”
 

“I don’t?” Raven asked.
 

“Nope. You don’t.”
 

“Why not,” Ben asked, his eyes fastened on the figure at the end of the hall.
 

The object of Ben and Raven’s fantasies paused at the stairwell and glanced back, then winked. “Congratulations on the wedding, Luc.”
 

Luc chuckled as he heard Raven groan. “Thanks, Jackie. Like the new outfit.”
 

“Oh, thanks. You boys have fun.” Then Jackie was gone.
 

Luc leaned back and laughed at the looks on both men’s faces. “You don’t want to know because Jackie is a cop and a Jack.”
 

“A cop,” Ben asked.
 

“A Jack,” Raven repeated. “As in a male kind of Jack?”
 

“Yep.” Luc grabbed his keys then stepped out into the hall and locked the door behind him. “Who’s driving?”
 

“Chuck,” Raven answered. “Our friendly neighborhood cab driver.”
 

“Jackie is a he,” Ben muttered.
 

Raven snickered at Ben. “We hired Chuck’s chariot for the rest of the night.”
 

Luc nodded and locked up his apartment. “Did you eat dinner?”
 

“Nope. Chuck hasn’t either.”
 

“But he was so curvy,” Ben mumbled. “Feminine looking and… how could Jackie be a he?”
 

“Razors, blonde wig, a girdle, and drug therapy,” Luc said. “Lots of drug therapy.”
 

Ben trailed after Luc and Raven as they bounded down the steps to the cab. 
 

“Luc, I found out what Moonbeam planned for Sister Elise’s entertainment.”
 

“Oh yeah?”
 

Raven nodded. “And you don’t want to know.”
 

Luc stopped beside the cab. “How many did she hire?”
 

“Hire?” Raven shook his head. “Moonbeam doesn’t have to hire them. When Moonbeam’s boys found out Elise was getting married, they volunteered.”
 

A fist of jealousy slammed into Luc’s gut and he willed it not to show, but he suspected Raven saw it. “How many volunteered?”
 

When Raven hesitated to answer, Ben said, “Twelve.”
 

Luc gripped the door handle. “Twelve?”
 

Raven nodded. “But there’s no need to worry. I know my sister and she’ll look, but she won’t touch.”
 

“Look?” Another fist—possessiveness—slammed into Luc’s gut.
 

Ben laid a hand on Luc’s shoulder. “Luc. Trust me. There’s no need to worry. Rave and I discussed it and we both agree that there’s no need to crash their party and bash some heads.”
 

Hours later, drunk off their respective asses… 
 

“Shh.” Luc motioned for Raven and Ben to lower their voices. “Do you want us to get caught?” They’d drifted from the strip club to a sports bar to a dance club to a pool hall and as a result they were wasted, trashed, heavily intoxicated. As the midnight hour had approached and passed, every drink had turned into a toast and… well, Luc hadn’t been this drunk since the night he and Ben had graduated college.
 

Ben bumped into Luc and threw his arm around his shoulder. “Luc, you are the luckiest sonofabitch I know. Elise is entirely too good for you.”
 

Luc grinned and pushed Ben off him. “You can’t have her, Benny. Not now. Not ever.”
 

Ben shrugged. “I had to try. If you die, leave her to me in your will. I’ll take good care of her for you.”
 

Raven stumbled up behind Luc and Ben. “I got the rose. What next?” 
 

Luc pointed at the back of his grandfather’s house. “We sneak into the house and leave a little present for my woman.”
 

Ben disappeared behind a bush to relieve himself. “What present?”
 

“Does Elise know you call her your woman?”
 

“Nah, but she will. Hurry up, Benny.”
 

“What present,” Ben asked again.
 

“An anklet I got her.” Luc patted his pocket. “I thought about giving it to her tomorrow night, but tonight’s better.”
 

Raven clamped a hand on Luc’s shoulder. “You know, you may just be good enough for my little sister, Brother Luc.” 
 

“Thanks, Brother Raven.”
 

Ben staggered out from behind the bush. “How are we getting into the house?”
 

Raven and Luc looked at each other and said at the same time, “The balcony.” Then they both started off for the house.
 

Ben groaned and staggered along behind them. “Has it occurred to either of you that the balcony door is probably locked?”
 

“I can open it,” Raven announced.
 

“How,” Ben demanded.
 

“With these.” Raven whipped out his wallet and did something with his hands. “I never go anywhere without my lock picks.”
 

“Should I ask why you never go anywhere without your lock picks?” Luc asked.
 

There was a smile in Raven’s voice as he answered, “Do you want to know how many times Moonbeam has lost her keys? Or how many times I’ve changed her locks?”
 

“Forget I asked,” Luc muttered.
 

Ben ran up and slung an arm around Luc and Raven—it was a miracle they didn’t all fall down. “How are we getting up to the balcony?”
 

“There’s an oak tree at the corner of the house. We’ll use it to get the ledge, then mosy on down to Elise’s room.”
 

“And do we know which room Elise is staying in?”
 

Luc stopped, dragging Ben to a halt with him. “Damn.”
 

“What?” Raven turned around.
 

“I don’t know which room. We don’t have time to go through all twenty-rooms.”
 

“She’s in the white room,” Raven said. 
 

Luc frowned. “Which one? The one with the yellow chair or the one with the blue chair?”
 

“Um… blue.”
 

Luc closed his eyes and visualized how to get to the white room with the blue chair from the front door. “Okay. Got it. It’s right next to my old room.”
 

Fifteen minutes later and without severe injury, Raven unlocked the balcony door and Luc slipped into the room. 
 

“Wait,” Ben whispered.
 

“What?”
 

“The thorns. Take the thorns off.”
 

“Oh yeah. Good idea.” Luc leaned over the railing and broke the thorns off the rose. “Think I should leave a note?”
 

Raven lounged against the house and looked like a seasoned cat burglar. “Yeah, but nothing too mushy.”
 

Luc pulled the anklet out of his pocket and wrapped it around the stem of the rose. “Any suggestions?”
 

“Something short and to the point,” Ben said.
 

Ten seconds of silence and Luc smiled. “I know.” He went to the desk and found pen and paper, then penned the note.
 

“Someone’s coming,” Raven hissed.
 

“I don’t hear anything,” Luc whispered.
 

“Use the Force, Luc,” Raven replied. “We’ll meet you at the tree. Move it, Ben.” He snickered. “Or should I say Obi-Wan?”
 

“Obi-Wan,” Ben repeated. “I kind of like that.” 
 

Luc nodded and folded up the note, then placed it on her pillow. “Until tomorrow, my lady,” he whispered, laying the rose with the anklet snaked around its stem on top of the note. He turned and headed for the balcony, but paused by the vanity.
 

He couldn’t help himself and he picked up her perfume bottle, then inhaled the sweet fragrance. He memorized the perfume’s name, then set it on the table and headed for the balcony. It wasn’t until he met up with Raven and Ben at the base of the oak tree that he remembered he hadn’t closed the balcony doors.
 

Then he heard Elise’s soft laughter drift through the cool night air.
 

Ben and Raven looked up and said at the same time, “Run.”
 

 
 

Elise helped tuck a slightly intoxicated Eleanor into bed, then slipped into her own room. A cool breeze hit her skin and drew her attention to the open balcony doors. She was almost positive they’d been closed when she left earlier. She glanced around the room before going to close the doors and that’s when she saw it.
 

A single red rose rested diagonally across the pillow. A bubble of laughter floated from her lips and she raced to the bed. A short gold chain was wrapped around the long stem. “Oh, how beautiful,” she whispered. “Oh… and a note.” 
 

A leg shackle never looked so good.
 

A tree branch snapped outside and Elise rushed to the balcony. A lone figure stood at the base of the old oak tree underneath a bright, waxing moon. 
 

 
 

Luc was frozen. He couldn’t have moved if he wanted to. She stood at the railing with the shadows of her room silhouetted against her back and a silky, white gown flowing around her figure. Her innocent beauty stole his breath and the alcoholic haze of his mind cleared for one minute.  
 

He might have asked her to marry him because of his grandfather’s ultimatum, but he was marrying her because he wanted to. Because Elise Hamilton was the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. His strategy for plying her with romantic gestures in order to win his way into her bed faded into distance with the cool night’s breeze.
 

Luc smiled as she touched the rose to her throat and her shoulders moved with a great, romantic sigh. So maybe the romantic gestures hadn’t been for naught?
 

He saluted her and turned, then walked back to where the cab waited for them.
 

 
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 

“Ben, you’re drunk.”
 

“Yep. And if I’d met her first, Elise would be mine.”
 

Luc finished off his drink. “You can’t have her, Ben. She’s mine.” Or she would be by this time tomorrow, he added silently.
 

Raven laughed and motioned for the waitress to bring them another round.
 

Ben leaned back in his chair and his gold eyes stared at Luc over the rim of his bourbon and Coke. “You could share her.”
 

“Forget it, Obi-Wan,” Raven said. “Only a man in love would drag us from a good pool game to leave a present on his woman’s bed.” 
 

“You’ve got that right, Brother Raven.” Luc cocked his head to the side and met Ben’s gaze head on. “And even if that weren’t the case… if Elise were yours, would you share her?”
 

“Hell, no.” Ben smirked. “But she’s not mine. She’s yours. Which means that you should share her. With me.”
 

Luc shook his head. “Ben, you’re drunk. Find your own woman.”
 

“Rave, do you have any more sisters?”
 

Raven shook his head. “Nope and if you’re looking for a chick like my sister…? Then forget it. She’s one of a dying breed.”
 

Ben frowned. “What breed?”
 

The waitress set the next round on the table along with the nachos Raven had ordered. He waited for the waitress to leave then said, “My sister is a gentile lady.”
 

“A beautiful gentile lady,” Ben amended.
 

“True that,” Raven said, dipping a nacho in salsa. “She’s got morals. And virtue.” He munched on the nacho, then wiped his hand on a napkin. “She’s the opposite of Moonbeam in some respect.”
 

“Your mother is a very beautiful lady, too,” Ben commented.
 

Raven smirked. “Yeah. She wants you.”
 

Ben choked on a nacho. “What?”
 

Luc snickered and reached for a nacho. “I thought you knew. Especially after the engagement party.”
 

“Knew what,” Ben demanded.
 

“True. I thought she was gonna jump him in the buffet line.” Raven shook his head. “Mmm, these are pretty good. Ben, you gotta understand something about my mother. She collects men.”
 

Luc choked on his nacho. “Collects men?”
 

Raven looked as surprised as Luc felt. “Elise didn’t tell you?” He chuckled and dipped another nacho in salsa. “Moonbeam—the New Age Princess formerly known as Ingrid Hamilton—likes men. Let me put it to you this way.” He pointed to Luc. “You are ordering Elise as the main course while Moonbeam orders the sampler platter. No, even better. Moonbeam likes the buffet. It’s all about variety.” He pointed to Ben. “And she wants you because your name is weird.”
 

Ben’s shoulders stiffened. “My name is not weird. Elise called it unusual.”
 

“No, not only because of his name,” Luc said. “I heard her mention that Ben reminds her of Apollo.”
 

Raven tilted his head to the side and looked at Ben. “Yeah, he does kind of look like my father. With a name as weird as Benajah I wouldn’t be surprised if Apollo was his father.”
 

“My name is not weird and Apollo is not my father.”
 

“Name one other person alive named Benajah,” Raven dared.
 

“What kind of name is Raven,” Ben countered.
 

Raven shrugged. “I was named after my grandfather.”
 

“What was his name? Crow?”
 

“No. His name was Crazy Zeke Hamilton.” Raven reached for a nacho.
 

“Your name is Raven Zeke Hamilton?”
 

“You got it, Obi-Wan.”
 

“As in Raven… I mean, raving mad?” Ben snickered.
 

“Yep.” 
 

“And you call my name weird,” Ben muttered.
 

“My name isn’t weird. It’s unusual and rare,” Raven said.
 

“In other words, it’s weird.”
 

“Is not.”
 

“Is, too.”
 

“Wait.” Luc held up a hand. “Go back to the part about Elise being Moonbeam’s opposite.”
 

Raven picked up another nacho. “You—of all people—should know just how different Elise is from Moonbeam.”
 

Luc ran a hand through his hair. “I know the obvious stuff, but not the… you know, other things.”
 

Raven’s cornflower blue eyes widened incredulously then he chuckled. “Brother Luc, you really don’t know, do you?”
 

“No. That’s why I’m asking you.”
 

Raven put down the nacho and clicked his tongue. “She’s drawing out her fairy tale a little too much, but it is her fairy tale. Okay. You know she’s old-fashioned, right?”
 

Luc nodded.
 

“Like, she doesn’t wear white shoes until after Easter, while Moonbeam wears whatever, whenever, and however.”
 

Another nod.
 

“Her favorite book is Pride and Prejudice. Whereas Moonbeam’s favorite book is the Kama Sutra.”
 

“I did not know that,” Luc admitted.
 

“Kama Sutra,” Ben mumbled. “Maybe I was too hasty.”
 

“Then you probably don’t know the other thing.” Raven drew in a deep breath. “And it’s not my place to tell you the other thing. Elise should tell you. But she hasn’t.” He ran a hand through his shoulder length black hair. “Okay. I know that if I were in your shoes, then I’d like to know… ah, damn. I can’t tell you. She’ll kill me.”
 

“Raven, just say it.”
 

Ben held up his hands. “Rave, as far as I’m concerned whatever is said tonight is between us.”
 

Raven looked between Luc and Ben for a long minute. “Okay. Damn, I hate doing this, but it’s best if you know before rather than after.”
 

“Say it,” Luc and Ben chimed in unison.
 

 
 

Luc stood next to Ben in the shadows at the back of the church and watched as guest after guest was ushered in and strategically seated in the pews. In less than thirty minutes, he would be standing at the altar watching his life unfold before him as his perfectly coifed bride floated down the aisle on the wings of butterflies. Her face would be radiant and glowing with fairy tale expectations of marital bliss.
 

Oh God, he was doomed. Any minute now he fully expected Gaia to wake up and rattle the building with thunder then smote him down with a bolt of lightning. 
 

He hadn’t told Elise about the second part to the deal he’d made with his grandfather more than five years ago. Hell, for that matter he hadn’t told her how the deal had come about or why he was so determined to see it through to the end. 
 

If only she’d asked him why he’d made the deal in the first place. If she’d asked, he would have told her. But she hadn’t. Instead she’d looked up at him with those pretty baby blues and… he was screwed. 
 

He should have told her. Days ago. 
 

It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Elise with the family secret he carried. He did trust her. More than he ever thought possible. Hell, for that matter he respected her. Far more now that Raven had enlightened him to Elise’s… condition. 
 

A virgin? How could he have not guessed that? Okay, so in hindsight, all the clues had been there. But in his defense—pitiful as it was—he’d always considered the idea of a virgin bride to be an urban myth. Something that only existed in fairy tales. 
 

Fairy tales like the one Elise was preparing herself to live out by marrying him. 
 

“I can’t do this,” Luc muttered to himself.
 

“You can and you will. Focus on the wedding night and ignore the cold feet. The ceremony will be over soon and then you’re golden.” Ben shifted beside him and motioned to where Luc’s mother was holding court at the entrance to the aisle. “Besides, try and escape this mad house and I guarantee your mother will tackle you before you hit the parking lot.” 
 

Luc couldn’t argue that. But he also couldn’t keep denying his conscience. “But I didn’t tell her.”
 

“Luc, relax. You did the right thing by not telling your mother the identity of the other two groomsmen or that your father was invited to the wedding.” Ben chuckled. “Even your grandfather enjoyed watching her handle that one. It’s all good. Just relax and go with it.”
 

“That’s not what I meant.” True, it had been entertaining watching his mother welcome his father to the wedding with an invitation from the bride. Almost as enjoyable as seeing her stunned expression this morning when she’d discovered Luc’s transgression of calling in favors from two former acquaintances—namely two men he knew his eldest two sisters were still hung up on—to fill in as groomsmen. “I didn’t tell Elise.”
 

“So? I seriously doubt Elise will care that you used her wedding to play matchmaker for Lucy and Cindi. If what Raven said is true, then Elise will most likely heave a hopelessly romantic sigh and proclaim you the noblest of all the lucky bastards in the realm.”
 

Which is exactly why I should tell her the truth, Luc thought to himself. Because he was the luckiest bastard in all of the realm to have her as his bride. She deserved better and, even more shocking, he wanted to give her the fairy tale she’d saved herself for. 
 

Ah hell. She wanted the fairy tale. She expected him to be a noble bastard who would do anything—anything at all—to spare her a moment of pain. Doomed didn’t begin to describe just how royally screwed he was. He couldn’t disappoint her and drop the truth bomb. Not now. Not ever. 
 

“Ben, I need a favor.”
 

“Sure thing. I’ll step in and marry Elise for you.”
 

“Try it and I’ll tackle you before you reach the altar.” Luc pushed off from the wall and turned to his best friend. “Don’t mention anything to Elise about the second part to the deal with Gramps.”
 

Ben looked shocked. “She doesn’t know,” he stated more than asked.
 

Luc shook his head.
 

“And you’re not gonna tell her, are you?”
 

“Not tonight.” Not ever—if he could manage it.
 

Ben stared at him long and hard. “But you will tell her.”
 

“Not unless I have to.” From the corner of his eye, he saw the wedding planner motioning for him to take his place at the altar. 
 

Ben muttered a curse under his breath that should have had him instantly excommunicated. 
 

Luc motioned to the wedding planner that they’d be along in a minute then turned and looked Ben in the eye. “Only three of us know the truth. You, me, and Gramps.”
 

Ben held up his hands defensively. “My lips are sealed. You couldn’t pay me enough to drop this particular T-bomb. But I doubt the same is true about your grandfather.”
 

Luc nodded. “I thought of that, but Gramps won’t say anything if he doesn’t have to. And since we’re leaving for Texas tomorrow, Elise and I won’t be around long enough for him to suspect the marriage is anything but real.”
 

“Anything but…? Oh, no. Please tell me you’re not gonna do what I think you’re not
gonna do?”
 

“I am.” Luc had every intention of going through with the wedding, but everything that came after that…? That would be Elise’s choice and—if Luc had any say in it whatsoever—have nothing at all to do with his grandfather demanding that Elise become the next broodmare in the Masters’ stable. 
 

Even if it meant he had to sleep on the couch and take more than his fair share of cold showers to endure the torture of living in name only with the woman of his dreams.
 

 



CHAPTER EIGHT 
 

Luc sucked in a sharp breath. “Dammit. It’s everywhere.” He shoved a hand through his hair and cursed again. “I can’t take this.” The soft fragrance of Elise’s perfume drifted up from his jacket. “Everywhere but my bed,” he growled.
 

They’d been in Texas for nearly a month and Luc had kept his hands off her. He was stark raving mad. Living in the same house as Elise was torture. Bitter sweet torture. His wife in name only had left her mark on everything in the house. Everything but her husband.
 

“This is going to end.” Luc stood and threw the suit jacket into his chair. “Now.” He opened the conference room door and, ignoring the confused stares of Intrinsic Incorporated’s employees, stalked down the hallway towards the temporary office his wife had claimed for them. It was time they started sharing more than an office.
 

He rounded the corner and halted in his tracks. A congregation of workers, all male he noticed somewhat morosely, gathered around the open door of his office. Luc cleared his throat.
 

The congregation scattered.
 

His frown deepened and his jaw ached with tension. It was a wonder he had any teeth left at all. Grinding his molars into a fine powder was turning into a habit with Elise around.
 

“A little higher,” he heard Elise say breathlessly.
 

A muscle in his jaw popped. Luc covered the distance to the door and froze. His wife was on her hands and knees with her perfectly rounded bottom sticking up in the air for one and all to gawk at. Luc tore his gaze away from his wife’s assets as a man groaned.
 

A sexually depraved computer geek was holding the desk, lifting it in the air for his wife, and staring down at her bottom with a hunger which Luc would kill him for. No one was allowed to gawk at his wife. No one but him. Dammit. 
 

Jealousy raged through his body until he shook with it.
 

Elise’s bottom wriggled. “Almost… there.”
 

“Take your time, ma’am. It’s not… heavy at all.”
 

Liar. Luc knew the desk weighed a ton. He’d helped one of the maintenance crew carry it into the office. They’d dropped it in the middle of the room and left it. Damned if they’d wanted to pick up the cumbersome thing again. 
 

“Got it,” Elise exclaimed triumphantly. She wiggled out from underneath the desk. “You can set it down now, Calhoun.”
 

“Yes, Calhoun, by all means set the desk down,” Luc bit out. Then get the hell away from my wife.
 

Calhoun dropped the desk with a muffled curse.
 

Elise beamed up at him. “There you are, Lucien. Just the man I was looking for.” She started to rise and Luc managed to unlock his body, moving to her side. He wrapped his fingers around her wrist and lifted her to her feet, but didn’t let go. 
 

“What the hell were you doing on the floor,” he demanded.
 

Elise waved hand, indicating her admirer. “The desk was wobbling and Calhoun graciously offered to hold it while I adjusted the feet.” She turned and pressed a slender hand to Luc’s chest, fiddling with a button on his shirt. “Do you think you feel up to moving the desk closer to the wall? I know it’s heavy and—”
 

Luc caught her hand and stilled it. “Where do you want it,” he growled. He couldn’t let geek boy, Calhoun out shine him.
 

Elise smiled tremulously and pointed to the far wall, near the window. “Over there will be fine.”
 

Luc released her. “Come on, Calhoun. Let’s get this moved so you can get back to work.” And away from my wife. He didn’t like the admiring note in her voice at saying the geek’s name.
 

“Yes, sir.”
 

Five minutes later, the desk was positioned in what Elise declared the perfect spot. Calhoun looked like he was about to pass out from exhaustion as he meandered towards the door.
 

“Thank you so much, Calhoun. I couldn’t have done it without you.” Elise beamed up at the overgrown computer geek.
 

Calhoun smiled with something Luc suspected might charm the ladies and Luc’s fist itched to pound it off his face. “My pleasure, ma’am.” He nodded politely to Luc, then hightailed it out of the office, closing the door behind him.
 

“Elise,” he began slowly, reigning in his jealousy. “The next time you feel the urge to—”
 

She halted his words by going up on tiptoes and giving him a chaste kiss. “Thank you, Lucien. The desk will do so much better over there. You’ll see.”
 

He caught her before she slipped away from him and hauled her into his arms, then kissed her with the pent up frustration he was about to explode with.   
 

Luc pulled back, panting for his next breath, and mindful of the need throbbing in his body. “Darlin’, next time you want to crawl around on the floor, call me. I’ll be more than happy to oblige you.”
 

Elise smoothed a lock back from his forehead. “You were busy. Besides it didn’t take but a minute.”
 

His eyes drilled into hers. “It took more than a minute, Elise. Half of the building was gawking at you on the floor. Including your precious Calhoun.”
 

She blushed and leaned back in his arms. “Why, Lucien, are you jealous?”
 

He opened his mouth to deny her accusation, but was interrupted by the door opening after a brief knock.
 

“All right. None of that,” Ben said brusquely. “Some of us don’t have wives to play with in the office.”
 

Elise smiled at Luc’s oldest and most trustworthy friend. “Good afternoon, Ben. How are you on this fine day?”
 

Ben lounged against the door frame. “Hungry.” He smiled in return and Luc took back what he thought about Ben being trustworthy. He looked like a hungry wolf, eyeing Elise like she was lunch. “May I say that you are looking quite lovely today, Mrs. Masters?”
 

“You may and I thank you,” Elise replied airily. “You are looking quite the thing yourself, Benajah. I simply adore that tie.”
 

Ben smoothed a hand down his navy blue, white polka dotted tie. “You are too kind, madam. This tie is a part of my disguise.”
 

“Oh? And what disguise would that be?”  
 

Luc tightened his hold on her. “Wolf in sheep’s clothing.” He pinned his friend with a hard, warning glare. “He only gets dressed up when he’s found an unsuspecting lamb to lead to slaughter.”
 

Ben’s smiled deepened. “You know me so well, Luc.”
 

Elise braced her palms against Luc’s chest, gently urging him to release her. “Who is the lamb?”
 

Luc reluctantly released her and stepped back.
 

“Not who your husband thinks.” Ben pushed off from the wall. “If you would do me the honor of joining me for lunch, I shall be only too happy to explain.”
 

“Aren’t you having lunch with Bingley,” Luc asked, frowning. 
 

“We are.” Ben’s golden eyes gleamed with excitement. “I finished my perusal of the schematics. You and I have something to discuss. We can do it on the way to the restaurant.”
 

Luc arched an eyebrow. “Are you bringing your checkbook?”
 

Ben pulled a blank check out of his breast pocket. “I’m not filling it out until you and I talk.”
 

Luc hadn’t seen Ben act this cocksure since he had found and bought his first company. “I’ll go get my jacket.”
 

“We’ll meet you out front.” Ben held out his arm to Elise who had her things and waited patiently beside Luc. “Shall we? You can tell me what your thoughts are on organizing this place.”
 

Elise latched onto Ben’s arm after sending a dazzling smile to her locked jaw husband. “Hurry along, Lucien. We missed breakfast this morning and you know how grumpy you get when you’re hungry.”
 

Ben chuckled and escorted Elise out of the room. “I am so glad you decided to join Luc down here. He told me how you helped with the Andersen mess. I was wondering if you could…,” his voice trailed off as they walked down the hall. Ben’s smooth talking self was trying to steal Elise away from her husband. He would have a word or two with his friend. Right after lunch. Or before lunch.
 

Luc swore and went to find his jacket, then walked out the front doors. It was raining, hard. Great and him without an umbrella. At least the short walk to the curb had an awning.
 

Elise turned around as he came out. “Ben went to get the car.” She went to him as he shrugged into his jacket and smoothed down the lapels. “Are you thinking about going in with him and buying Intrinsic Incorporated?”
 

“It depends on what he says to convince me. Why? Do you think it would be a bad idea?”
 

“No,” she said carefully. “But this place requires a lot of work.” Elise looked up at him with bottomless blue eyes. Her perfume, mixed with the cool rain, surrounded him and he was lost. “The files are in chaos. The computers are outdated. And… I couldn’t help but notice that it took the Vice President’s assistant thirty minutes to type up a two paragraph memo.”
 

“Bingley Junior didn’t hire her for her typing skills, darlin’,” he said softly, remembering the platinum blonde filing her nails outside Dan Bingley, Jr.’s office. She’s been snapping her gum and humming, off-key, to a country music station playing in the background.
 

Elise pursed her lips in disgust. “Well, his father’s secretary isn’t much better. When I asked her where I could find the copier, she pointed to the fax machine.”
 

Luc chuckled and tucked a strand behind her ear. “You are adorable when you’re annoyed.”
 

Her luscious mouth quirked up into a semblance of a smile. “I could say the same about you,” she replied quietly. “Storming into the office like that. Really, Lucien. From the look on your face, someone would have thought that I’d been caught chewing on your lucky pen.”
 

Tires whooshed through the puddles and Ben pulled up to the curb.
 

Luc sighed. Admitting his feelings about the scene in his office was more than he was ready to do. “Let’s go hear Ben’s vision of Intrinsic Incorporated.” He caught her chin in his hand and tilted her face up for a quick, chaste kiss. “I want your opinion on everything he mentions.”
 

“Everything?”
 

“Everything. We’re in this together.” He guided her toward the car. “Organizing this company is gonna be hell and I can’t do it without you.”
 

“It’s so nice to be needed.”
 

“And wanted?” he asked before he could stop himself.
 

She blushed deeply. “Wanted?”
 

Hell, he’d said it. He couldn’t withdraw the question now. “Yeah, wanted by all the males in the damn building.”
 

Elise stopped next to the backseat door and looked up at him. “But I’m not married to them.”
 

Luc rested his hand on the door handle. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t forget it.”
 

“I’m not likely to, Lucien. As I told you, I’m old-fashioned.”
 

“Well, darlin’, I’m a little old-fashioned myself.” He opened the door for her and waited for her to climb inside the vehicle.
 

Elise sat down and paused. “I’m glad you feel that way, too. After your comment on Bingley’s secretary, I was beginning to wonder.” She pulled her legs inside and waited for him to close the door.
 

Luc ignored the curious stare of his friend and braced a hand on the roof, leaning in toward her. “When we get back from lunch, wife, you and I are going to have a long talk about that little statement.” 
 

“I look forward to it, husband.”
 

Luc grunted. “I’ll bet you do.” He closed the door, then moved to the front passenger side door. After lunch, he and Elise would have words about more than her comment. He intended to make her admit that she wanted him as much as he did her. 
 

Because living with her presence everywhere but his bed was killing him.
 

 
 

Elise cringed as Daniel Bingley, Sr. laughed. Again. The man laughed at everything and nothing. It was loud and obnoxious and grated on her nerves. Not only that, but the way his beady eyes looked a woman—any woman—up and down like she would be his dessert irritated the living daylights out of her. And she had to sit next to him. If he brushed his hand against her thigh one more time, she wouldn’t be responsible for her actions.
 

"Now that is a fine pair of—"
 

Elise cleared her throat loudly, interrupting Bingley and earning herself a frowning glance from her husband. “Pardon me.”
 

She slid to the edge of her seat to give Bingley the personal space he obviously needed, but it didn’t help. His body seemed to slither into her domain and, she shuddered, touch her. 
 

The rest of the world appeared oblivious to her plight. Her husband was absorbed in skimming a contract Bingley had produced during the main course. And Ben was reading it over Luc’s shoulder. Too bad her legs weren’t long enough to kick them both under the table.
 

"Okay, you can turn the page," Ben murmured and Luc flipped to the next page of the contract.
 

Whatever Elise had been expecting when she’d met Benajah Raine, it certainly wasn’t what she’d encountered. Ben was tall, with jet black hair. His eyes were a golden brown which glowed when he smiled. When she’d asked him about his first name, Ben had laughed and said that his mother stumbled across it when researching the family tree. He’d gone on to say that he’d been grateful his mother hadn’t named him Beauregard or Remington—apparently, every other male in his family was named Beau or Remmey. Personally, she liked his name. It was as unusual as he was. He had thanked her when she’d told him her opinion and smiled at her in a way which had set Luc’s teeth to grinding. 
 

Jealousy, Elise sighed inwardly. Her husband was a fool if he thought she wanted anyone but him. Oh sure, Ben possessed the same self-sure, arrogance Luc did, but Lucien Masters had a magnetism that constantly drew her eyes to him. Ben was an attractive man, but she wasn’t the least bit interested in pursuing anything but a friendship with him. If only Elise could get Luc to understand that his wife wasn’t interested in any man but her husband. He should know it by now. She’d married him. If Elise hadn’t been half-way in love with Luc and loosened up by one and a half whiskey sours, she wouldn’t have agreed to marry him. Well, not right away. She would have made him wait a day or two. Maybe.
 

"Mmm, mmm, mmm. Lookie at that piece of—"
 

Elise coughed and clanged her silverware against the plate, eliciting a chuckle from Bingley and an annoyed look from Luc.
 

"Something in my throat," she murmured, rolling her eyes with fake repentance, then lowered her head to stare at her half eaten turkey club.
 

As far as Elise was concerned, she’d gotten the deal of the century. She was married to a successful man with a smile that could melt her in two seconds flat. His family had thrown together a wedding which had turned out more spectacular than her fairy tale dream ever could have produced. Luc had looked magnificent in his tux and the way he’d watched her walk down the aisle in the most beautiful dress ever created… was enough to make Elise grin for the rest of her life. The first part of her fairy tale had come true, but the second half wasn’t coming along as well as she’d hoped.
 

Well, she thought, I hope he’s as frustrated as I am. Living in the same house with the man was driving her crazy. Just this morning he’d had the nerve to walk out of his room without his shirt. Good grief, she’d nearly fainted. Gripping the wall hard, Elise had summoned an ungodly amount of willpower and wrenched her eyes from the solid planes of his chiseled abdomen and sculpted chest. Where in the world did Luc find the time to keep himself in that kind of shape? 
 

“It’s probably genetic,” she muttered to herself.
 

“Eh, what did you say, sweetheart?” Bingley the oaf leaned in towards her. 
 

“Oh, nothing. I was just commenting on…,” Elise trailed off as a passing female captured Bingley’s attention. She gratefully submersed herself in draining her glass of water. 
 

“Mmm, mmm, mmm, good,” Bingley grunted out.
 

Elise rolled her eyes. Again. The man was a lecherous old coot. And his son wasn’t much better. Bingley Junior had eyes which roamed and hands that were always in motion. Elise hadn’t told Luc about the encounter with Junior in the mailroom. And she didn’t plan to. Junior hadn’t done anything but stare at her like a hungry wolf. She was a grown girl. She could handle an idiot like Bingley Junior. If she couldn’t do it with words, then she had a fail-safe backup. Elise seriously doubted wearing a cup would be enough protection against a sharp knee to the groin.
 

“Well, well, well,” Bingley Senior intoned. Why did he always have to repeat words three times? “I was wonderin’ where you’d gotten off to, son. Pull up a chair and help me keep this pretty, little lady company.”
 

Elise looked up and came face to face with the same look she’d left in the mailroom. Damnation. 
 

“Don’t mind if I do,” Junior replied, pulling a chair from a table behind them. He slid it close to Elise and eased himself down.
 

Elise cringed and would have gladly killed Luc and Ben. They were engrossed in the contract and talking quietly amongst themselves. Damnation.
 

Junior braced his hand on the back of Elise’s chair and turned in his seat, “I would have been here sooner but I had a… an appointment to keep.” His thumb brushed across her back.
 

Elise bent forward and leaned over her water. She opened her mouth to tell Lucien that they had to leave. She would come up with a reason later, but they had to leave. Now.
 

Papa oaf’s leg shifted bumping up against her knee. “What appointment?”
 

She felt like a bone being fought over by two ravenous beasts.
 

The waiter paused by the table and, prying her glass out of her hand, refilled her water.
 

“Can I have a straw please,” she begged. Sucking down her drink would be easier with a straw than lifting the glass and leaning back towards Junior’s itchy hands—plus, she could chew the straw to death instead of her tongue. The waiter dropped the straw on the table before her and she shredded the paper, then shoved it into the glass.
 

Junior cleared his throat and pressed his leg against hers. She nearly screamed. “There was a… cat I had to see. I’m thinking about adopting it.”
 

“A tabby?” A rough hand gripped her knee and squeezed.
 

Elise shrieked and instinctively drove her elbow back into Bingley Senior’s gut. “Lucien,” she hissed.
 

“Yes, darlin’,” her husband answered absently.
 

“You said to remind you about that call you’re expecting.”
 

“Which call?”
 

Ben glanced up at her and, to her relief, realized her plight. He nudged Luc. “Uh, yeah. You remember. The call.”
 

“Yes, Lucien. Wyndemere will have your head if you aren’t home to answer the phone.” 
 

“Wyndemere,” Luc repeated, lifting his head. His confused expression mutated into a thunderous one. Bingley Junior retracted his leg immediately, but his father lingered a moment longer.
 

Ben cleared his throat diplomatically and pushed back his chair. “I’ll, uh, just go take care of the bill.”  
 

“You can’t do it without me,” Elise murmured, shoving back her chair and rising. “I need a copy of the receipt for the records.”
 

Luc was at her side before she knew it and his fingers wrapped around her arm. “Gentlemen,” he said coldly.
 

Elise latched onto his arm. “We better hurry, darling. You know how Wyndemere is about punctuality.”
 

“Who is this Wyndemere character,” Bingley Senior demanded.
 

Elise did some quick thinking and decided to take a page out of her brother’s book, using her father’s reputation as a weapon. “Jeffrey Wyndemere, you know, the novelist. There’s a possibility that he might use Luc as the model for one of his characters.” She felt Luc tense next to her. Whether it was from the embellishment or the leer in Junior’s eyes, she didn’t have a clue and didn’t really care. “Darling, we better run. It was a lovely lunch and all. Bye.” She dragged Luc away from the table.
 

“Elise,” Luc growled when they neared the exit. “I thought we had agreed no more of that.”
 

“Luc, I was preventing a scene, not creating one. Besides, I merely said there was a possibility of Dad using you in one of his stories.”
 

He held the door for her and pushed her through it. “The way I feel now, there is more than a possibility. Where is Ben?”
 

“He’s probably getting the car,” she murmured.
 

Luc turned her around to face him. “What the hell was going on back there?”
 

“Don’t yell at me,” she snapped. “You’re not the one who had to sit next to Hands Bingley and—”
 

Luc’s eyes narrowed into slits. “He put his hands on you? Where?”
 

Elise told him and he turned on his heel, heading for the door. “Lucien,” she called, grabbing his arm. He tried to shake her off. “I am not letting you go back in there. It’s over with and—”
 

He brought them nose to nose and snarled, “Let go, Elise.”
 

She winced under the intensity of his Lucifer look. “I’m not letting go,” she said stubbornly. “You can beat them up after you and Ben buy the company, but not before. Please, Luc. Let’s just get in the car and leave.”
 

He scowled at her for a long, tension filled moment. “If they bother you again, I want to know about it. Is that understood?”
 

“Yes.”
 

“Good. Now get in the damn car before I change my mind.”
 

 
 



CHAPTER NINE
 

“You have a very attractive wife.”
 

Luc looked up from the figures he’d been staring at. “Yes, I do.”
 

Ben propped his feet up on the conference table and flipped over a page he was perusing. “Very intelligent.”
 

“Yes, she is.” What the hell was Ben getting at?
 

“She found all of the files we needed.”
 

Luc sighed. “Out with it, Ben.”
 

Ben glanced up. “I was just thinking how efficient and competent she is. That’s all.” 
 

“Uh-huh.”
 

Ben returned his attention to the papers in his lap. “I could really use someone like her around here.”
 

“No deal. She works for me.” And only me, he added silently. 
 

“I thought you might say that,” Ben murmured. “Are you having trouble adding these figures?”
 

“No. Why?”
 

“Because I’ve added this sheet four times and each time I come up five thousand off.”
 

Luc frowned. “Let me see.” 
 

Ben dropped his feet to the floor and pushed the folder across the table. He tapped his thumb on the table while Luc punched in the numbers.
 

“Have you told her about the broodmare clause yet?”
 

Luc didn’t look up. He was halfway through tallying the numbers. “No.”
 

“Oh.” Tap, tap, tap. “Have you slept with her, yet?”
 

“What do you think,” Luc muttered.
 

“Ah.” Tap, tap, tap. “Are you gonna sleep with her?”
 

Luc punched the last number into the calculator and muttered an exasperated, “Damn.” The number was off by five thousand exactly. He tossed the folder on the desk and glared at his friend. “Why? Do you want to?”
 

“No.” Ben leaned across the desk and caught the folder, then fell back in his seat. “If she weren’t your wife, it’d be a different story, but… she is.”
 

At least Luc could count on Ben to be honest with his feelings. “Yes, she is and I’d consider it a personal favor if you wouldn’t forget it.”
 

“I won’t forget it, but… it appears that someone else already has.” Ben took one look at Luc’s expression and added, “And it isn’t Elise.”
 

Luc folded his arms over his chest and lounged back in his chair. “I suppose you are referring to the Bingleys.”
 

“I am,” Ben answered quickly.
 

“And I suppose you are curious as to how I plan on reminding them.”
 

“I am.” Ben grinned. “What are you gonna do?”
 

“I haven’t decided yet. I’m torn between an old-fashioned beating or dismemberment.”
 

“That’ll be messy. Well, the carpet in this place does need replacing.” Ben chuckled. “You’ve got it bad.”
 

Luc sighed. “Don’t I know it.” He ran a hand through his hair and stretched out his legs under the table. “She’s putting me through hell.”
 

“I never would have pegged Elise as a tease.”
 

Luc shook his head. “She’s not. Not like you think.” He racked his mind for a way to describe it. “Elise is… damn. She doesn’t… intentionally do it. It just sort of happens.”
 

Ben chuckled. “Like I said. You’ve got it bad. Why don’t you just put both of you out of your misery and sleep with her.”
 

“Because, Elise doesn’t dish out her favors lightly.”
 

“If memory serves me correct, neither do you,” Ben mentioned softly. “You didn’t sleep with Margot.”
 

Luc’s brows furrowed. “How do you know that?”
 

“Because Margot asked me if you had some sort of sexual impediment.” Ben smirked. “You’ll be pleased to know that the old wound you received in the war didn’t damage the boys too badly.”
 

“What war?”
 

Ben shrugged. “Margot sort of thought you were there for the Normandy Invasion. I might have implied that you were on the front line and… you know, Margot isn’t that bright. When I said W-W-two, she thought it was an internet address.” He shook his head. “I hate to say this, Luc, but if you had married Margot I would have probably stopped being your friend.”
 

Luc rubbed his wedding band. “If I’d married Margot, I would have been institutionalized within the first week. You might have been the only one to visit me.”
 

“Naw, Elise would have visited you.” Ben paused a second. “Can I ask you something personal?”
 

“As if you haven’t already.”
 

“Why haven’t you? It wouldn’t take much for you to convince her.”
 

Luc stared down at the wedding band on his finger and sighed. “Just between us?”
 

“Yeah.”
 

“I don’t want to convince her.” He expelled a breath in a low whistle. “I’d feel guilty as hell if I swayed her. I respect her too much to even try.” Luc looked up and met Ben’s understanding expression. “She’s got to want it as much as I do.”
 

Ben nodded. “You’re a better man than I, Luc. I’ve seen the looks you two give each other. It wouldn’t take much more and she’d fall into your arms.”
 

“Maybe. But if I did… would she hate herself in the morning?” Or hate me, Luc added silently.
 

Ben didn’t have an answer for that one. “Did the figures come up right for you,” he asked and they went back to work.
 

 
 

Elise ran around the corner and stopped at the door to her and Luc’s office. “Husband. Oh where the heck is he when I need him?” She glanced over her shoulder and panted for her next breath.
 

Bingley Junior rounded the corner and grinned. The man was like Pepe Le Peu chasing the black, French cat. No matter how fast she ran, she couldn’t get away from him. Well, he wouldn’t catch her. She hoped, prayed, and swore he wouldn’t, then took off down the hall. 
 

Elise ran through the mailroom and slid across the tiled floor. She squeaked and caught the edge of a table. “Stupid shoes.” She kicked off her heels and, looking back over her shoulder, shrieked.
 

Junior’s boots squeaked on the waxed floors.
 

Barefoot, Elise hiked up her already short skirt and sprinted towards the conference room. She desperately hoped Luc was in there. She was breathless by the time she reached the room and spotted her husband staring at a spread of papers on the table. “Lucien,” she cried.
 

He looked up as she flew into the room and straight into his lap. “Elise, what’s wrong?” His arms came around her.
 

Elise snuggled closer and gasped for her next breath. “Oh, Luc, it was—” She broke off as Pepe Le Peu sauntered into the room waving a folder in the air.
 

Junior grinned and dropped the file onto the table, then strolled out the way he came, whistling.
 

Luc tensed and his arms tightened. “Did he—”
 

“There you are, Elise. I was wondering where you were off to in such a hurry,” Ben said from the doorway. He held up her shoes. “I found these around the corner. Wise move.”
 

Luc scowled down at her stocking feet. “Why were you running, Elise?”
 

“Because Junior was behind me.”
 

Luc started to stand up. “It’s time Junior and I had a little talk.”
 

Elise wrapped her arms around his neck and clung to him. “That can wait,” she said quickly. “I found the file you wanted with last year’s expenditures.”
 

“Elise, you will not stop me this time.”
 

Ben closed the door and dropped her shoes next to Luc’s chair. “Where did you find it?”
 

“It was stuck in the filing cabinet drawer. It took me forever to pry it out.” She snuggled closer to Luc and held on for dear life. “Please don’t go, Luc. You can pound him to smithereens some other time. I looked at the numbers on those sheets and they didn’t look the same as the ones you and Ben had yesterday.” Besides, she thought to herself, I’m much too comfortable to let you go after Hands and Eyes Bingley.
 

Ben muttered an expletive. “Luc, take a look at this.” He reached for his calculator while Luc leaned over to peruse the sheet. “Thanks, Elise. You just saved me from having to download Accounting’s hard drive.”
 

“You’re welcome,” she chimed, resting her cheek on Luc’s shoulder. He was so solid and strong. She felt as if nothing could harm her. She was safe in his arms. Safe from everything but the warm, fuzzy feeling which had taken over the rest of her body.
 

Luc pulled her more securely onto his lap, then rolled his chair over to his briefcase. He grabbed a stack of spreadsheets and, keeping his arms around her, flipped through them. “What’s the last entry on that sheet, Ben?”
 

“Supplies.”
 

“I should have seen it before,” Luc whispered.
 

“What,” Ben asked.
 

“This.” Luc held up the page and pointed to a line.
 

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Ben breathed. He looked from the sheet in Luc’s hand to the one in his grip. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”
 

“Probably, but we won’t know for sure until we go through the purchase requisitions.” Luc handed off the sheets in his hand to Ben, then pulled Elise closer. “Darlin’, do you happen to know where they are?”
 

Elise smiled and inhaled deeply. Gracious but he smelled delicious. “The purchase orders are on the second floor. They’re kept in the cabinets outside the CEO’s office. That’s where I found the file you’re looking at now.”
 

Ben drummed his fingers on the table. “And the CEO left how long ago?”
 

Elise shivered as Luc’s hand moved across her hip, down her thigh to the hem of her skirt. “Someone in accounting said he left a little over a year ago and the Bingleys haven’t even tried to replace him.”
 

Luc tugged her skirt lower. “Shameless wench. I should have known you’d be a garter belt kind of woman,” he whispered.
 

Elise giggled. “I can’t stand panty hose,” she explained. “I’m not coordinated enough to wear them. The bunching and twisting and yanking and—”
 

“I realize this is your honeymoon, but can you hold off on the foreplay until later? I, unlike you, Lucien, have nothing better to do tonight than spend hours working. Although I would glady swap places with you,” Ben added with a charming smile directed at Elise.
 

“Find your own, Benajah. This one’s taken.” Luc loosened his hold on her. “Come on, darlin’. I’ll escort you upstairs.”
 

Elise slid off his lap and slipped her feet into her shoes. “It might be easier if you just carry the whole cabinet down here. I haven’t organized the orders yet and whoever filed them just stuffed the papers in the drawers.”
 

“Better yet,” Ben said. “Grab your things and let’s move up there. The office is empty.”
 

Luc glanced at his watch. “Elise, I doubt we’ll make it home before dinner.”
 

“That’s all right,” she replied. “There’s a pizza place not too far away who’ll deliver. I’ll even let you pick the toppings if you promise not to add onions or anchovies.”
 

Six and a half hours later, Elise stifled a yawn and picked up an empty pizza box. She stuffed the cardboard into a trashcan the cleaning crew would find tomorrow—since they had already been by two hours ago—and headed back into the barren office.
 

Luc and Ben were steadily pouring over papers. They worked well together, she decided. They complimented each other. Thought along the same wavelength. Trying to keep two steps ahead of Luc was hard enough, but ahead of both of them? Nigh on impossible. She was exhausted and rapidly turning into a pumpkin.
 

Elise glanced at her watch and amended her musings. She had twenty-four more minutes before she officially turned into a pumpkin. She rubbed her eyes and dropped down onto the couch next to Luc.
 

He glanced at her when she laid her head against his shoulder. “We’ll leave soon.”
 

“Okay. I’m just gonna rest my… eyes.”
 

Luc moved his arm and, lifting it around her, settled her more comfortably against him. He pulled his jacket down from the back of the couch and draped it around her. “Better?”
 

“Mmm-hmm,” she murmured and, kicking her shoes off, tucked her legs up on the couch.
 

She closed her eyes and sighed with pleasure as Luc combed her hair with his fingers. “That feels too good.” She yawned. “Don’t stop,” she whispered.
 

Five minutes later, Elise was fast asleep against her husband’s chest with the steady thudding of his heart lulling her into the best sleep she’d had since the first day of meeting Lucien Masters. 
 

 
 

Luc’s eyes burned with exhaustion, but he refused to call it a night. It wasn’t that he was determined to find the group of purchase orders from the month of February. He didn’t want to disturb Elise and if he took her home now, he’d end up sleeping alone. Again, dammit.  
 

He sifted his hand through her hair and marveled at the silky softness of it. Her perfume surrounded him in a euphoric cloud and he inhaled deeply. Sweet jasmine. Luc doubted he’d ever be indifferent to that particular flower again. He caught himself before he lifted her long hair and buried his face in it.
 

Elise sighed and shifted, sliding her hand across his stomach to hug his waist. Damn, but he wanted her. He ached and throbbed. Damn his conscience. He should have sweet talked her into his bed weeks ago. Hell, months ago.
 

Ben groaned and stretched. “I’m beat.” He tossed the stack of papers in his hand onto the desk and flexed his shoulders. “Take her home, Luc.”
 

Luc hesitated to answer and Ben said, “Take her home and sleep in late tomorrow.” He pushed back his chair and stood up. “Damn, if I’m going to come in at eight.”
 

Luc set aside the orders he’d been staring at but not reading. “Does anyone use this office during the day?”
 

“Nope.” Ben closed his briefcase and clicked it shut. “No one but the cleaning crew comes in here.”
 

Luc nodded and slid out from underneath Elise.
 

“Poor little thing,” Ben murmured. “She’s exhausted.”
 

Elise moaned a sweet protest at being shifted and something in Luc’s chest tightened, squeezing his heart with tenderness. He couldn’t bear to wake her up. 
 

“Don’t worry about your stuff, Luc. It’ll be safe.”
 

Luc tucked his jacket around her, then eased Elise up and into his arms. Her head settled in the crook of his neck and she sighed contentedly. “Grab my keys. They’re inside the briefcase.”
 

Ben snatched them up, then opened the door wider. “Is she as light as she looks?”
 

Luc chuckled and carried her easily towards the elevator. “Light as a feather.”
 

Ben pressed the button, calling the elevator. “And she doesn’t snore. You’re a lucky man, Luc. You could have ended up with a real bitch of a wife.”
 

The doors opened and Luc stepped inside with his precious cargo. “Don’t remind me.”
 

Elise stirred sleepily and lifted her arms, draping them over his shoulder and around his neck. “We going home now?”
 

“Yes. Go back to sleep, darlin’. We’ll be home soon.”
 

“Okay,” she murmured sleepily, dropping her head to his shoulder. 
 

Ben swore softly. “You’re starting to make me jealous.”
 

Luc’s smile was grim. “Don’t be. This is all the affection I’m going to get tonight.” The doors opened on the ground floor and he stepped off the elevator.
 

Ben opened the front doors for Luc. “At least you’ve got someone to come home to. Having a lady like your wife waiting with the front porch light on beats the hell out of what I’ve got.”
 

“If my wife were awake she would probably mention something about your lack of a love life stemming from working long hours like tonight.”
 

“If I could find a female like Elise who understood the long hours, then I might not have such a sorry love life,” Ben muttered.
 

“What happened to Sara?”
 

“An emergency meeting of the board at Raine Corp.” Ben unlocked Luc’s rental car and opened the passenger door. “While I was fighting to save my company, Sara was writing me a long letter, detailing my failings as both a human being and a male.” He stepped aside so Luc could lower Elise into the seat. “Apparently, there was only one aspect of our short lived relationship which was not lacking.”
 

Luc slipped his hands out from under Elise and drew the seat belt around her, clicking it in place. “Let me guess. Your cooking.”
 

“No, that was what Jane said. Sara gave me kudos for my taste in music.”
 

Luc straightened and pushed the door firmly shut. “I just noticed something.”
 

“What?” Ben tossed Luc his keys.
 

“You date women with normal names.” Luc smirked. “Why don’t you try adding a little spice to your life and going out with a name as weird as yours?”
 

Ben laughed and turned around to unlock his door. “My name is not weird. Your wife called it unusual and she said it suited my personality.”
 

“Whatever. It’s still weird.”
 

“Go home. You’re starting to bug me,” Ben replied with a smirk.
 

Luc laughed and went around to the driver’s side. He climbed inside and fired up the engine, then, after waiting to make sure Ben’s started, pulled out for the short drive to the place Elise had found for them. The small house wasn’t a palace, but it was a helluvalot better than being cooped up in an apartment complex with neighbors above and below with stereo systems that thumped and boomed at four in the morning. The house was located on a sleepy street in the middle of a family neighborhood. Elise had already charmed the neighbors on either side of the house and received an invitation to the green beans which Thelma, in the little yellow house on the left, grew in her backyard. Pam, in the two story brick house on the right, had taken an instant liking to Elise and left an open invitation to use the small pool in her backyard. While Pam’s husband, Lyle, had extended the hand of friendship with a backyard barbecue and the promise of his award winning ribs. 
 

Luc stopped at an intersection and rubbed his eyes. Damn, but he was tired. He smoothed his hand down his face and massaged his jaw, then drove the last leg of the journey home. The first thing he noticed pulling in to the driveway was… Elise had left a light on in the living room. It was a little thing. Something he wouldn’t have done. It was but one act that marriage to Elise had brought him.
 

They’d been in the house for over three weeks and already she had a small window garden started in the kitchen. He didn’t ask her to wash his clothes, but she did and they always smelled fresh off the line. Hell, she even ironed his shirts. When Elise found the time to iron, he didn’t have a clue, but he knew she did. She went out of her way to make sure he ate right. Something he never paid any attention to before. The dishes were always clean and put away. There were towels in the bathroom when he needed them. His jacket, which he usually tossed onto the couch when he walked through the door, magically appeared on a hanger the next day.  
 

It amazed and astounded him that she did those things for him. He glanced over at her, curled up in the passenger seat smiling at something in her dreams. No wonder she was exhausted. Elise took care of him at work and at home. He’d never heard her once complain about it. Well, she griped occasionally about his work habits, but that wasn’t the same. She deserved a vacation. Or better yet, a real honeymoon. 
 

“Think about something else, Masters,” he muttered to himself. Being alone at night with his wife was hell enough without having to think about the garter belt underneath her short skirt.
 

Luc groaned as he pulled into the driveway and parked. “Another sleepless night for the sexually deprived,” he mumbled as he climbed out and went up to unlock the front door. Leaving it open, Luc went back to get Elise. He carried her inside, kicked the door closed behind him, then walked down the hall to her bedroom. He knelt on the bed and gently laid her down.
 

Elise sighed and turned her head into the pillow, frowning at something in her dreams.
 

Luc brushed back a golden lock from her forehead and a wave of tenderness clogged in his chest. “I’d give anything to know what it would take to win your favors,” he whispered. 
 

He sucked in a ragged breath, then glanced down at her fully clothed body and suffered the debate of the century. Let her sleep in her clothes or torture himself by undressing her?
 

Luc loosened his tie, unbuttoned the top few buttons of his shirt then undid the cuffs. “I don’t want to wake you up, darlin’, but I don’t think I can be enough of a gentleman to undress you without succumbing.” He waved a hand over her slender legs. “Hell, Elise, you’re wearing a garter belt. Don’t you know how much that turns me on?” 
 

Her answer was to rub her legs together and shift restlessly.
 

Luc swallowed hard. “Elise. Wake up,” he whispered. His fingers itched to touch her, but he didn’t dare risk it. He should just let her sleep in the skirt. But Luc knew he wouldn’t sleep. Ten minutes ago he’d been exhausted, but now his body was wide awake and throbbing. “Elise, darlin’, you have to help me. I’m thinking impure thoughts. I want you so bad I can’t see straight,” he admitted so softly he barely heard himself.
 

She emitted a purely feminine noise which nearly did him in.
 

He sucked in a deep breath and raked a hand through his hair. The woman wasn’t cooperating. She wasn’t supposed to torment him me like this. She was supposed to wake up, give him the Mother Superior look, and order him out of her room. Damn. She wasn’t going to wake up. “Okay, wife, you leave me no choice. I’ll undress you, but if I can’t keep my hands off you it’s your fault. I gave you plenty of chances.”
 

Watching her face, Luc cautiously extended his fingers towards the zipper on the side of her skirt. “If you’re going to wake up, darlin’, do it now.” She didn’t wake up. “Damn. Then at least do me the favor of not making that noise again. Hell, this is worse than being a horny teenager.” He caught the zipper with trembling fingers and tugged it down. “No, on second thought keep your eyes closed.” Shaking with a hunger which bordered on ravenous was bad enough, but letting her know how much she affected him? Elise would have too much power over him then. As if she didn’t already have power over him. Twice she’d stopped him killing the Bingleys.
 

Luc pulled her shirt up and carefully worked her skirt down. “Sweet Heaven above have mercy on me,” he breathed. The woman was shameless. Skimpy silk underwear and a black garter belt. He shuddered with need. “Damn. All those months you were hiding this.” He grimaced against the aching pain in his pants which no amount of cold showers would be able to erase. She was beautiful. Firm. Soft. Curvy. And all his. She belonged to him. 
 

Well, in name only, but still… it was enough to make his head spin. She was perfect. 
 

She was also asleep. 
 

Luc tore his gaze away from her legs. He was in the throes of the most powerful lust he’d ever felt and the woman was asleep. He mentally reviewed every curse he’d ever heard, then went to work on unhooking her stockings from the garter.
 

That’s when he felt it. The brush of her fingertips across his forehead followed by a soft and sleepy, “Lucien.”
 

Damn. Busted.
 



CHAPTER TEN
 

His fingers froze and he slowly raised his guilty gaze up to her face. Elise’s eyes were open and her lips parted. She reached out and caught the ends of his tie, then, smiling with sweet promises of torture, pulled.
 

Luc went willingly. “Uh, Elise, I was just—”
 

“Kiss me, Lucien.” She tugged him down on top of her and arched her lithe body against him.
 

“Elise,” he whispered before obliging her and fusing their mouths. He shuddered when she moaned throatily and snaked her arms around his neck, securing him against her like he might float away. Hell, he felt like he might.
 

Her fingers, nimble and erotic, slid across his chest, eliciting a rapturous groan from his throat, and settled on the buttons of his shirt. Luc pushed himself upon his elbows, keeping their lips melded together, and yanked his shirt out of the waistband of his trousers. Elise whimpered with pleasure and pushed her palms inside his shirt, fitting her hands to his body. He tensed, her touch roaming across him up to his shoulders, and Elise moaned urging the shirt off him. Luc moved, accommodating her, and after a few jerky movements felt her shiver against him, caressing his chest, shoulders, back, her nails scraping and teasing him.
 

He broke the kiss, trailing hot kisses across her cheek, down her neck, to the curve of her shoulder. “God, Elise, you don’t know how long I’ve wanted this.”
 

“Yes,” she whispered raggedly. Her legs moved out from underneath him and he fell into the hot, soft center of her. “Luc… please.”
 

He raised his head and cupped her face, holding her still to meet his burning gaze. “Tell me what you want.” His voice was hoarse.
 

The smoky depths of her indigo eyes cleared and focused on him. Luc sucked in a breath—he knew she was about to end this. She was awake and—
 

As gentle as a summer breeze, she brushed her fingertips against his cheek. “You. I want you.”
 

Triumph reverberated through his body. “You won’t regret this,” he whispered raggedly.
 

Elise smiled and it was a purely feminine expression, mysterious and powerful. “No regrets.” Her thighs lifted to hug his hips and she shoved at his shoulders. “Over,” she rasped.
 

Luc smiled and, gripping her waist tightly, rolled onto his back. She braced her sizzling palms against his chest and, straddling him, pushed herself up. He groaned as she ground her hot body against him. Long, golden strands fell across her face and she licked her lips then caught the hem of her shirt, crossing her hands in front of her to lift it over her head.
 

His eyes flared and his fingers bit into the firm flesh of her narrow waist, his thumbs nearly touching across her stomach. “Darlin’… you are beautiful,” he murmured in awe. His hands smoothed up her sides—so damn soft—and cupped the sheer satin of her bra.
 

Elise arched her back, throwing back her head with a deep throaty moan. Her hands found his wrists, clasping securely around them, as he touched the pointed peaks straining against the thin fabric. The muscles of her thighs tightened around him and Elise rocked gently against him, driving him out of his mind.
 

He’d waited six months for this. He didn’t want to rush it, but he needed her like he’d never needed anyone before. He wanted it to last. Luc cupped the fullness of her breast, filling his hands perfectly.
 

Elise tipped her head forward and slid her hands up his wrist, covering his hands with hers. She squeezed him, then, in a slow tantalizing move, reached around to unclasp her bra and ease the straps off her shoulders.
 

“A dream,” he heard her say. She was right. It felt like a dream. Their motions were slow and sensuous, intensified by her smoldering gaze holding his own.
 

“Better than a dream,” he answered. 
 

Elise moved his hands, letting the bra fall to his chest, then pushed it to the side. Luc gripped her gently curved waist and stared up at her. Beautiful. Achingly so. Her breasts were full and better than any fantasy he’d ever had. He pulled himself up, answering the call of her body, and slipped his hands around to the small of her back, urging her closer, then sucked a hardened nub into his mouth.
 

Her head fell back with a passionate cry, arching her into him, and her fingers dove into his hair, gripping his head and holding her to him. 
 

The taste of her was incredibly. Luc couldn’t get enough of her. He suckled, tasting, licking, nipping gently, holding her firmly against him while her hips moved and rolled against him. The pads of his fingers clawed at her back, memorizing the silky planes of her back, and he moved to the other breast, devouring it with a hunger which couldn’t be assuaged.
 

The fierce grip in his hair tightened on a muffled exclamation and tugged, urging his head up. Her cheeks were flushed and her breathing came in harsh pants. “Lucien.” His name rolled off her lips, driving him to the brink of insanity and beyond.
 

He skimmed one hand up to her shoulders into her voluminous hair and cupped the nape of her slender neck, bringing her mouth down to his. His other hand held her at the hips, locking her to him, crushing her breasts to his chest, grinding their bodies together in a primitive motion, while he drank in her honeyed sweetness.
 

Nails scored his shoulders, biting into his flesh, flexing spasmodically, kneading him until he thought he would explode in his pants.
 

Luc shifted, taking her with him, and lowered her back gently to the cool bed. He leaned over her, trailing kisses across her face, eliciting mewls of pleasure from the back of her throat. “We’ve got… all night, darlin’.”
 

“Yes,” she purred. “All night.”
 

His hands moved across the gently rounded smoothness of her stomach, exploring her and moving lower to the tops of her thighs and the ribbons of her garter belt.
 

“Please, Luc,” she begged breathlessly. Her legs fell open, lifting and shifting restlessly.
 

He paused at the elastic band of her sheer panties, teasing the satin skin of her lower abdomen.
 

“Luc,” she pleaded.
 

He raised his head, gazing down on the flushed excitement in her eyes, cheeks, swollen lips, then couldn’t wait and kissed her while he eased underneath the fabric shielding her secrets. Threading his fingers through the soft path of hair, he found her hot and open to him. Gently he parted her, teasing her with the blunt pads of his fingers. His palm cupped her scalding heat and, working her into a frenzy of gasps and low mewling moans, pressed inside her.
 

Elise gasped and her legs jerked closed, wrapping his touch in the searing cocoon of her body.
 

Luc groaned. “So wet and… hot. Open for me,” he rasped against her lips.
 

“Lucien.”
 

“Trust me, darlin’.” He dove into her mouth, showing her with his tongue what his touch would do for her, to her. Slowly her legs relaxed, loosening their grip, and he stroked her, beginning the sweet process of building her to what promised to be a tumultuous release.
 

The scent of jasmine surrounded him mixed with the sweet smell of a hot summer rain. Elise’s legs fell open for him and her hips rocked against him. Kisses and caresses suddenly weren’t enough. He had to taste her, feel her climax against his mouth. He broke the kiss, moving down her chin, dipping his tongue into the hollow of her throat, suckling the pebbled peaks of her breast, drinking from the softly rounded mound of her womb, trailing carnal kisses across the tops of her thighs. 
 

Her hips lifted to him as he lowered her underwear and exposed all of her to his branding gaze. He’d never felt more possessive in his life. Elise belonged to him. He would never let another have her. After tonight, there would be no turning back. She would be his forever.
 

“Luc?”
 

“Trust me, darlin’.” He crawled up her, dragging his mouth over her heated skin to claim her mouth. “Let me love you here,” he murmured against her lips, pressing a finger inside her.
 

She gasped and gripped his head, driving her tongue into his mouth. “Yes. Please.”
 

He kissed her, working her into another frenzy he wasn’t sure he would live through then took his time, moving back down her flushed body. Then he tasted her, branding her his. Sweet nectar flowing onto his tongue like an aphrodisiac made for him and him alone. It was addicting, erotic, carnal, mind blowing. Her thighs clasped him to her, opened to him, closed, opened. Her hips rolled and rocked against him. Luc cupped her closer to him, driving her sweet cries and gasps from her parted lips. 
 

Elise arched off the bed, pressing her head into the pillow, and gripped the edge of the mattress. Husky moans coupled with airy gasps and she panted, straining.
 

“Lucien,” came her hoarse scream. Elise clutched at him with her legs, her back completely off the bed, her head thrown back and she shimmered, unraveling around him with a passion that had him leaping from the bed and stripping frantically.
 

The most passionate woman he’d ever seen. Elise glowed on the rumpled bedcovers. Her body decadently displayed for him, naked but for her stockings and garter belt. He hurt with need, but he wouldn’t rush it. He needed to slow down lest he ruin it and lose his head before making it home.   
 

On his hands and knees, Luc crawled over her, dragging his tongue from the tops of her thighs over the curve of her stomach, along rising and falling breasts, into hollow of her throat, up the smooth column of her neck, to the swollen, parted lines of her lips. Luc settled in the cradle of her thighs, heat searing his throbbing arousal.
 

Long dark lashes fluttered against the rosy flush of her cheeks, then rose, presenting him with the cloudy depths of indigo. Wonder and amazement was reflected in the bottomless depths of her gaze. Her hands drifted to his shoulders, resting against him gently.
 

Luc watched her eyes flare as he moved, pressing against her hot entrance. His forearms trembled and he rasped out, “Touch me.” And she did, teasing her fingers across his shoulders and back, her caresses increasing in speed and boldness as she explored him. He groaned. “Kiss me,” he ground out.
 

Elise cupped his cheeks and pulled his mouth down on hers, beginning anew the rise in her passion. She devoured him and he reveled in it, pushing just inside her heat. Beads of sweat dotted his body and Luc remained stock still barely inside her, waiting for her body to stretch to him, accommodating him.
 

Luc broke the kiss to gasp for air. Insanity was a second away. “Ah, darlin’. So… damn tight.”
 

Elise purred and moved underneath of him, drawing her thighs up to hug him. 
 

Luc slipped inside another inch and sucked in a sharp breath. “I want it to last, but… ah, I can’t wait.” He claimed her mouth and prayed he wouldn’t hurt her. She was so damn tight and he was damn near to exploding. 
 

“Luc, please,” she begged against his mouth. “Show me.”
 

“Yes,” he breathed, sliding back and forth slowly, gently.
 

She clawed at his shoulders. “No, don’t leave.”
 

He was beyond speech and, lifting his hips, reared back against the tensing slickness of her silky muscles, then slid deep inside her. Damn. Damn. Damn.
 

Elise stiffened underneath him, her nails biting into his shoulder. The pounding of her heart twitching in the muscles holding him deep within her.
 

His forearms shook, but he froze. “Elise,” he asked, his voice cracking with the strain of not moving. Sweat trickled down the center of his back and his hips nearly jerked in response.
 

Slowly, painfully slow, he felt her body relax to his presence. “Kiss me,” she whispered. He did and was amazed at the transformation in her lithe, little body underneath him. Hesitantly at first she touched him, moving her hips against him, tormenting him with tiny flutters of her inner muscles. It wouldn’t take much longer and he’d fall over the edge without her. He slithered his hand in between them and down to tease her into meeting his need.
 

“Mmm, yes. Please,” she begged against his mouth.
 

Luc groaned then moved, tentatively at first, then more strongly. She was hot, wet, and slick for him. Her clinging warmth surrounding him in the secure folds of her loving as they rocked easily, back and forth. Tiny claws pressed into his calves, her legs wrapping around him and urging him deeper inside her.
 

He strained to hear the soft cries which would end both of their torments. She gasped and arched into him, grasping at his shoulders, trembling in his arms. His eyes opened and he watched her face as the first tremors rippled around him, convulsing and kneading. 
 

“Lucien,” she screamed, then shimmered and shattered around him. Gripping her hips, he drove into her, giving himself up to the binding, white hot release, then followed her into paradise with her name on his lips.
 

Luc collapsed, dropping his head into the crook of her neck and shoulder, and gasped for his next breath, drawing her scent in with every breath. Jumbled fragments of rational thought skipped through his mind and he gave up trying to organize them. Logical and brilliant thoughts after the best sex of his life was inconceivable. He was lucky he was still alive to feel his wife’s breasts crushed against his chest and her nails tracing idle patterns along his back. 
 

“Tell me I’m awake and that wasn’t a dream.”
 

Luc smiled and kissed her shoulder, then raised his head to do the same to her luscious mouth. “Darlin’, that was no dream.”
 

Elise sighed with a tremulous smile. “That explains why it was so much better.”
 

He chuckled and braced himself on one elbow to brush back a wisp of hair from her cheek. Concern and tenderness welled up inside him and his amusement faded. “Elise?”
 

“Hmm?”
 

“You were a virgin.”
 

“Yes, but no longer,” she replied sleepily.
 

Luc sighed and slid out of her. She was exhausted. His questions could wait until later. He rolled off her and sat up. She was a mess, a glorious mess. Hair splayed across the pillow, her eyes closed, and a sweet smile played at the corners of her mouth. He stood and pulled down the covers, then lifted her to put her under the blankets.
 

He took one look down at himself, then at her and went into the bathroom for a hot washcloth. He gently cleaned her, then attended to himself and slid into bed next to her.
 

Luc gathered her close and pressed a kiss to her forehead which was rewarded with a contended sigh. “We’ll talk tomorrow.” 
 

Elise pillowed her head on his chest, draped her hand across his waist, and they both were asleep in a matter of seconds.
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 

Elise stretched luxuriously underneath the blanket. She felt gloriously relaxed and warm with Luc’s body curved around her backside in spoon-fashion. Muscles she hadn’t known existed ached in a way which could only be described as pleasurable pain. Opening her eyes, she glanced at the clock.
 

Seven-thirty. Ah, well, all good things must come to an end. She pushed back the covers and started to lift his arm which was draped over her waist.
 

“Stay,” he murmured, dragging her back against him. “You feel too good to let go.” He buried his face in the crook of her neck and she snuggled closer, hugging his arm across her stomach and pillowing her head on the arm under her cheek.
 

Elise smiled, her heart nearly bursting with joy and love for him. “It’s seven-thirty.”
 

“We’ll go in later. Much later.” He kissed her neck and she shivered. “How are you feelin’?”
 

“Wonderful,” she gasped as he hugged her to him, slithering a hand up her front to cup her breasts.
 

“Mmm. Do you hurt?” He fondled her gently, his breath teasing her ear and sending goose bumps all over her body.
 

“Ache.”
 

“Where?” His hand skimmed down her stomach to cup her. “Here?”
 

“Mmmm.” Any discomfort she’d felt disappeared with the heat emanating from his palm. She was tender, but he was careful with her, teasing and touching her like she was a delicate flower. 
 

“Mind telling me why, up until last night, you were a virgin?” His voice was a low rumble, caressing her with tender concern.
 

“Later,” she half stated and asked. He knew exactly where to touch her and melt her in all the right places. She would have gladly moved against him, but he held her firmly against him.
 

“Move your hips and it’ll all be over with, darlin’.” His hand stopped its tender ministrations, but remained between her thighs. “The sooner you tell me why, the sooner…,” he trailed off suggestively.
 

Elise whimpered in frustration. “Why couldn’t I have a more amenable husband?” 
 

She felt him smile against her neck. “Take your time, darlin’. You’ve got the nicest back and the firmest bottom. I could stay here all day. Did I mention the splendid view of your front side,” he added when she heaved a great sigh. “And so warm and… wet.” He stroked her sensuously. “Like I said, I can stay here all day.”
 

“Lucien, you are evil.”
 

“Yeah, but you love it.”
 

More than you know, she replied silently. “Do you remember what I said that day in your office?”
 

“The first time you kissed me senseless?”
 

Elise smiled. She’d been the one kissed senseless. “Yes.”
 

He pushed himself up on his elbow and hovered over her. “You remained a virgin because of Moonbeam’s free love philosophy?”
 

“Yes.” She rolled over on her back and gazed up into his confused gray eyes. “Luc, you have to understand. My mother loves men. She sort of… collects them.”
 

His eyes narrowed. “Collects them? How?”
 

She sucked in her bottom lip and chewed on it while searching for the right way to explain her mother’s habit. “Okay. My father is a novelist, right?” Luc nodded and she continued, “Not just any novelist, but a bestselling author. He’s one the best in the horror business. Apollo, Raven’s father, is beautiful. And I mean beautiful. Adonis has nothing on that man. When Moonbeam met him, he didn’t have a chance. She charmed the pants off him—literally—and, exactly nine months later, Raven was born. Then there was Deke, the cowboy Moonbeam met during a retreat in Oregon. Or was it Montana? Whatever. He was the rodeo champ or something like that.”
 

Elise ticked off names on her fingers. “There was Allen. He was the smoothest talking lawyer with the prettiest set of green eyes Moonbeam had ever seen. Sam and his piano. He claimed Moonbeam was an inspiration and wrote a ‘Tiptoe through the Moonlight’ for her. Then there was Hadji. He had what Mom called panache and was the only man, in her opinion, who could wear Levi’s right. Oh and how can I forget her ethnic period. Let’s see, there was John who was Cambodian; Kazi who was Indian; Adi—which was his nickname, apparently his real name is too complicated for a mere female like me to pronounce—was visiting from Saudi Arabia.” She sucked in a deep breath preparing to delve into the next list.
 

“There’s more,” Luc asked, incredulously.  
 

“Oh yes,” she answered, nodding. “There are plenty. Like I said, Moonbeam loves men. She can’t get enough of them. She collects them according to the spectacular things they have. Sometimes it’s physical. Or intellectual or… a trait or ancestry. She enjoys variety.” Elise grimaced. “She loves all of them and gives each about two months, then ends the affair. She only tied herself to Apollo and Dad because they were the most extraordinary of all. With Apollo, Mom got Raven and you have to admit that he is more than just handsome. With Wyndemere, she got me.” Elise smirked. “I was supposed to be a successful writer like him. Daddy blew Mom out of the water when he told me to do whatever I wanted and let my mother’s dreams of immortality be damned.”
 

“And you didn’t want to be like your mother,” Luc murmured in a daze.
 

Elise shrugged. “Her passionate flings were, in my opinion, meaningless. Don’t get me wrong. My mother respects herself more than anyone I know. But her lifestyle isn’t for me. Wasn’t for me. Raven and I talked to Mom about it and we made a deal. Raven and I wouldn’t interfere in Mom’s love life if she wouldn’t interfere in ours.”
 

Luc surprised her by dropping a quick, hard kiss on her mouth. “I’m glad you waited.” 
 

“Are you now?”
 

“Oh yeah,” he answered with a smug grin. “Very glad.”
 

“I see,” she said, slipping her arms up and around his neck. “Now, have I answered your question to your satisfaction?”
 

“Most definitely,” he replied, pressing butterfly kisses over her face. “But before I lose myself in your sweet, little body again, I have one more question.”
 

“And that is?”
 

He paused and pulled back, looking down at her with a troubled expression. “Do you regret it?”
 

“Oh, Luc.” Love for the impossibly insecure man bubbled forth and warmed her more than any fantasy ever could. Elise brushed back strands of his golden, chestnut hair and caressed his stubbled jaw. “You foolish, foolish man. Last night was… what I wanted. I could never regret it.” 
 

The tension in his muscles eased and his grin was adorable. “Does this mean no more separate bedrooms?”
 

She stifled a teasing grin and tsked him. “You had your one question. Now get over here and please me.” She pulled his mouth down to hers and lost herself in her husband’s loving.
 

A long time later, Elise was a deliciously exhausted, purring heap on Luc’s chest with his hand idly stroking her hair down her back.
 

“Luc?”
 

He smiled down on her. “Yes, darlin’?”
 

“Were you… very surprised last night?”
 

His hands paused and he considered her for a long moment then pulled her back into his arms, clasping her securely against his chest. “Surprised, shocked, humbled, thrilled, ecstatic. All of the above.” His arms tightened reflexively as he pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I think I always knew, but didn’t think it was feasible.”
 

“Feasible,” she inquired with a slight chuckle.
 

“Yeah, feasible,” he replied cheekily. “A beautiful, confident woman with a body I thought existed only in my fantasies is a virgin? A passionate little time bomb who rocks my world is a twenty-seven year old virgin? Darlin’, when you said you were old fashioned, your surprise didn’t seem feasible.”
 

Elise idly trailed her forefinger across his chest, thinking out loud with, “I should have told you.”
 

He caught her hand and stilled it, flattening her palm against him. “To be perfectly honest, I’m glad you didn’t.” She heard the smile in his voice as he added, “Your surprise stopped me from leaving you way behind. You’re a little, wild woman making me almost lose my head.”
 

“You? Lose your head? Never.” 
 

Luc laughed. “That was before you got your hands on me.” The phone rang and he groaned, reaching out to grab it. “What do you want to bet that it’s Ben, wondering where we are?”
 

Elise peeked at the clock and said, “I’m not betting anything. He’s probably been in the office since sun-up.”
 

Luc grunted and answered. “Mornin’, Ben. This better be good.” A slight pause, then, “No. I left it all in the case. Uh-huh. Well, damn. Yeah, we’ll be there in a little bit. Oh and Ben…? Check in the conference room. We might have left it in there.” He hung up and swore softly.
 

Elise raised her head. “Problem?”
 

“A minor one.” He flipped her hair over her shoulders and sighed. “Darlin’, as much as I’d like to stay under you… we have to go.”
 

“In that case,” Elise bent down and dropped a chaste kiss on his mouth, “I call dibs on the shower.”
 

He smirked and let her roll off of him. “You think so, huh?”
 

Elise glanced over her shoulder and took one look at his wolfish expression, then darted for the bathroom, laughing the whole way. Luc chased her down and cornered her inside the steaming shower, wielding the soap like an implement of pleasurable torture. They stayed underneath the water until the hot water disappeared, then bundled up in towels and went off to their respective closets.
 

Elise—dressed in a short blue skirt and a sleeveless, cream colored silk top—walked into Luc’s room, adjusting her earrings. “Luc?” 
 

“Hmm?” he answered from inside the bathroom. Water sloshed as he cleaned the razor in the sink. The only good thing about Luc shaving in the morning was that the sexy, five o’clock shadow would be back by four this afternoon. 
 

Elise smiled to herself, wondering if tonight could possibly be better than last night or this morning. “Do we have time to pick up something to eat on the way?”
 

Water gushed into the sink then stopped and he appeared in the doorway, patting his face with the towel hanging around his neck. “What place did you have in mind?”
 

“There’s a diner down the street. Thelma’s sister owns it. She says they have the best breakfast sandwiches.” Elise paused, frowning thoughtfully. “Maybe we should pick one up for Ben, too. He’s nearly as cranky as you when you’re hungry.”
 

Luc tossed the towel back on the counter in the bathroom and went for his shirt. “I doubt food will put Ben in a good mood this morning.”
 

“Why?” Elise picked up the towel and leaned against the door. 
 

“Because the file you found for us yesterday has disappeared.”
 

“The one that was stuck in the drawer?”
 

He grimaced, draping his tie around his neck. “That’s the one.”
 

“Did Ben look in the pockets of his briefcase? He’s always stuffing things in there.” 
 

“That’s probably the first place he looked.” Luc tucked in his shirt then quickly and efficiently knotted his tie. “If we don’t find it, then it’ll be another long night. I’m not looking forward to searching Accounting’s hard drives.” He scowled at the crooked tie and started to undo it. 
 

Elise dropped the towel in the dirty clothes hamper and went to him. She pushed aside his hands and straightened the tie for him. “You won’t have to. The missing file was a copy.”
 

Luc froze. “What?”
 

Elise smiled at the tie and smoothed it down. “There. Much better.” She looked up. “By the time I got it out of the filing cabinet it was crinkly, so I made two copies. I gave you one and put the other in a more logical place.”
 

“She made a copy.” Luc laughed and crushed her to him in a quick hug. “Come on. Let’s go get you some food and make Ben’s day.”
 

 
 

Elise sailed through the door with the copy of the spreadsheet. “Here you go.” She handed it to Luc. 
 

“You are an angel,” he said.
 

“Hmm,” Elise purred. “Yes, I am. Will there be anything else, sir?”
 

Luc glanced at the numbers and grinned. “No. This will keep me occupied for the rest of the day.”
 

“In that case, I shall be in the supply room for the next couple of hours.” Her eyes twinkled in excitement. “I’m on the hunt for a fresh box of pens to chew on.”
 

“It’ll take you hours to find a box of pens?”
 

“You obviously haven’t seen the supply room. Compared to this place, Andersen Corporation was a dream.” She sighed. “If you and Ben are gonna buy this place then someone will have to organize the little stuff. So that’s where I’ll be, locked in the store room.”
 

“Alone?”
 

“Very alone.” A speculative gleam lightened her blue eyes. “Unless you’d care to join me.”
 

Luc rose and draped an arm around her shoulders, guiding her towards the door. “As much as I’d love to, Ben will hunt me down for these numbers.”
 

“Are they very important?”
 

“They are, but I haven’t figured out exactly why yet.” He leaned down close to whisper, “While you’re in the supply room, can you do a quick inventory?”
 

“It’ll take more than one day,” she warned.
 

“It’d take anyone else a week and I wouldn’t ask, but Ben wants to hurry this along so he can buy this place and turn it into a money machine.”
 

Elise looked up at him. “You don’t mean money pit?”
 

“I know it looks like it, but the computer geeks who keep gawking at you have come up with a micro-chip Ben swears will make him a gazillionaire.” Luc’s smile was wry and fleeting. “That’s what you get when you let a bunch of engineers work without supervision. Ideas which defy conventional wisdom on how a computer should be built. Your admirer, Calhoun, produced a prototype on Monday which floored Ben and had him breaking out the checkbook. Again. It took me an hour to talk him into waiting.”
 

She frowned. “So why haven’t you let him stroke a check yet?”
 

“Because,” Luc lowered his voice as someone passed them in the hallway, “the numbers don’t add up. Until I find out where the money has disappeared, I’m not letting Ben buy this place.”
 

“Oh,” she breathed. “And inventorying the supply room will help?”
 

Luc showed her the spreadsheet, pointing to the amount paid for supplies. “Doesn’t that number seem a little high to you?”
 

“Good grief,” Elise gasped. “Andersen had three times more employees than this place and I know they never spent that much on pens.”
 

Luc thumped the page. “That’s how much for just one month.”
 

Elise’s eyes widened. “One month? Goodness.” She swallowed and nodded. “You’ll have your inventory by tomorrow at noon.”
 

Luc left Elise in the store room and headed up to the second floor where Ben waited for him. He strolled into the vacant CEO’s office and tossed the spreadsheet on the desk before Ben.
 

“Is this what you were looking for?”
 

Ben pounced on the sheet. “Where did you find it?”
 

Luc smiled smugly. “I didn’t. My wife made a spare copy.” He removed his jacket and tossed it onto the couch. 
 

“Your wife is an angel.”
 

“Yes. She is.” Luc pulled up a chair on the other side of the desk.
 

“How much to get her to work for me,” Ben asked, scanning the sheet like he was memorizing it.
 

“Forget it,” Luc answered quickly. “You can’t have her.” Not now. Not ever. He cleared his throat. “By the way, you and I are taking Elise to dinner tonight. And you’re buying.”
 

Ben looked up. “Why?”
 

“Because my wife is at this very moment inventorying the supply room. And we,” Luc added smiling, “are going to show our appreciation while she tells us what she’s found by seven tonight.”
 

“The whole room? She won’t have the whole thing done by seven tonight.”
 

Luc arched a brow. “Care to place a bet on that?” He knew his wife, the taskmaster. If Elise said she’d have something done by noon the next day that meant the previous evening. Because he—of all people—knew that come tomorrow morning she expected Luc to keep her busy with another project.
 

“How much?”
 

“If I win… you send her flowers with a note from me.”
 

“And if I win… same deal, but the note is from me.” Ben held out his hand to shake on it.
 

“Deal.” Luc shook his hand and smiled. Either way, Elise would get flowers which would make her smile and overlook the tedium of organizing the hellish room downstairs. And if by some bizarre coincidence Ben should win, Luc would still come out on top. Because he’d make damn sure the bouquet from Ben paled in comparison to the one Luc would send her. 
 

 
 

A boot squeaked on the tiled floor and shiver of premonition snaked down Elise’s spine. She glanced over her shoulder. Oh no. A Bingley. Just what she needed at six-thirty.
 

“Luc. Where are you when I need you,” she muttered, yanking the copies of the finished inventory from the copier. She grabbed the original, then spun around and scampered towards the hallway leading to the office where Luc and Ben were holed up.
 

A coarse laugh from behind her told her it was Bingley Junior. She should have known. Bingley Senior didn’t squeak; his cowboy boots thudded.
 

Elise rounded a corner and into a hard wall of chest. Strong arms came around her to steady her and she looked up. “Lucien,” she cried in relief.
 

“I’m glad to see you, too, darlin’, but why were you running?”
 

Elise swallowed her dignity and decided it was time to let Luc release some pent up hostilities. “Because Junior was—”
 

“Where is he?”
 

Elise pointed back the way she came. “He was right behind me.”
 

Luc set her aside and marched like a soldier off to war. Elise fell in line behind him and had to skip to keep up with his long strides. They met up with Ben in the hallway.
 

“You two ready for dinner?”
 

Luc advanced on him. “Did you see Junior come this way?”
 

Ben nodded and pointed down the hall. “Just saw him bolt out the front door.”
 

“Damn, he’s probably to his car by now.” Luc raked a hand through his hair and turned around to her. “What did he say to you?”
 

“Nothing. He just looked at me and,” she shuddered, “cackled. I didn’t stick around long enough to hear him if he did say anything.”
 

Ben checked his watch. “You can get Junior tomorrow. We’ve got reservations at seven and I’m starving.”
 

Elise touched her throat. “Reservations?”
 

“Yes, ma’am,” Ben answered with a smile. “We’re dining at the Quarter House. And I’m told that if we’re a minute late, they’ll give our table to someone else. So motivate your husband and shake a tail feather. You can tell us all about the supply room on the way.”
 

Elise had forgotten all about the papers in her hand. “Oh. Wait. Here,” she said, handing a copy to Ben. “You can look over that while I go find my purse.”
 

Ben’s jaw dropped as he studied the sheet. “It’s done?”
 

Luc pressed a hand to the small of her back and escorted her down the hall. He laughed and said, “Meet you out front, Ben.”
 

Elise looked up at her husband. “You know, Luc, I could have this place up to your high expectations within a month or two.” She smiled. “That is, if I get free reign over it.”
 

“Darlin’, the first change we make is booting the Bingleys out the door.” 
 

Elise clung to his arm and he slowed his stride to match hers. “Maybe you should wait to deal with the Bingleys until after your analysis of the company is finished.”
 

Luc’s smile was as charming as it was determined. “Finished or not, the Bingleys and I will have a talk.”
 

“But, I’m not—”
 

Luc laid a finger across her mouth and silenced her. “Trust me, Elise. I’ll take care of everything.”
 

Elise sighed. “All right. But if they won’t sell this place to you after you smash them to bits, don’t come running to me.” 
 

Luc laughed and dragged her off to get their things.
 

 
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 

Timing is everything, Luc thought as he watched the florist’s delivery truck turn out of the parking lot. He tapped his lucky pen against his palm and went off in search of his wife. Luc knew that a woman would agree to almost anything for the first hour after receiving a gift—such as flowers. He knew because he’d used this ploy to get him out of trouble with his mother many, many times.
 

Luc grinned and caught himself before he started to whistle. He was in an excellent mood. Married life, he decided, suited him. Especially when every morning he woke up to a disheveled Elise. Ah, he sighed inwardly, life is good.
 

When do you plan on telling her about the little heir, his conscience asked.
 

Luc grimaced. Soon. He’d tell her soon.
 

How soon?
 

Tomorrow. He’d take her out and—
 

Luc halted and his eyes narrowed with anger. He was swiftly consumed with a jealous, possessive rage. His fists tightened and his teeth reverted to grinding.
 

Bingley Junior was leaning against the wall, leering at Elise as she bent over the flowers ooh-ing and ah-ing. Elise picked up the bouquet and carried it into her office. Junior cackled quietly and pushed off from the wall.
 

Luc caught the man by the shirt and slammed him against the wall. “I’ve been meaning to have a talk with you, Junior.” Luc read the horny bastard like an open book. Junior was terrified. “Touch my wife and you’re dead. Got it?”
 

Junior nodded enthusiastically. “Y-yes sir.”
 

“Good. Tell your father the same thing.” Luc released him and Junior started to slide down the wall. “Go chase someone else’s woman, but stay the hell away from mine.”
 

“Y-yes, sir.” Junior at least had the sense not to turn his back on Luc as he slithered down the hallway and most likely out of the building.
 

Luc sucked in a deep breath. Letting Junior off with a few words was not what he would have preferred. He’d wanted to pound him into the ground, but—dammit—Elise was right. Luc couldn’t indulge himself until after the signing of the contract. And he would indulge himself, because he didn’t doubt for a minute that the short, but to the point warning wouldn’t last more than a few days. 
 

Luc stormed into the office and slammed the door behind him, then locked it.
 

Elise jumped and spun around. “Luc! What on earth is the—”
 

He caught her by the wrist and pulled her to him, silencing her with a hungry, possessive kiss. All too easily the red-hot rage directed at Junior morphed into an aching need to have his wife. In the office. On the desk.
 

Luc cupped her buttocks and lifted her against him, carrying her backwards toward the desk. “Busy?” he rasped against her lips.
 

“Ah… no.”
 

“You are now.” He covered her mouth with his and set her on the desk. He was about to explode and Elise responded fiercely to him, kneading his shoulders, clawing at his clothing. Slight noises rose from the back of her throat and he recognized the heights of her own passion. Luc reached between them, following her down as he laid her on the desk, and found her panties soaked through.
 

He groaned. “Damn, Elise. You want this more than I do.”
 

“Mmm, yes. Give. Now.” She groped for his belt. “Thank you… for the beautiful… flowers,” she murmured between kisses. She worked his zipper down and wrapped her hand around his throbbing arousal.
 

“Ah, God. Wait for me,” Luc ground out. He shoved up her skirt, caught her panties then yanked them off.  
 

“Hurry, Luc. I can’t wait.”
 

“Come here.” He gripped her hips, poised himself at her entrance then fused their mouths to drink in her cries. A second later, Luc surged into her with a long, slick slide and Elise melted around him. She moved against him, meeting him stroke for stroke, grinding their bodies together. Wild and wanton, making love to his wife was as beautiful as it was perfect. Luc could stay inside her forever and wont for nothing. 
 

“Luc,” she gasped.
 

“Yes. Give it to me.” 
 

And Elise did, exploding in a muffled shriek, shimmering around him in a menagerie of flutters and convulsions. Luc drank in her cries and followed her over the edge. Vaguely his mind wondered if she was pregnant yet. Luc pushed back the musing and dropped his head to the crook of her neck. 
 

“Lucien,” Elise whispered, combing her fingers through his hair.
 

A shivered coursed down his spine and along with it a ripple of warmth from inside her. “Yes, darlin’?”
 

“Thank you for the flowers,” she whispered dreamily.
 

Luc managed to raise his head and grinned. “Anything to make you smile.”
 

“Anything?” Her indigo eyes twinkled speculatively.
 

He arched a brow. “Why? Do you have something in mind?”
 

“Perhaps.” Elise caught his tie and pulled him down for a thorough kissing. “How about we go home early?”
 

“How early?”
 

“Now would be ideal,” she replied.
 

“Ben wants to talk to me about something.”
 

“Mmm, but I want to talk to you about something.” Elise punctuated her words with the most incredible display of strength Luc had ever felt. Her inner muscles gripped and squeezed him, arousing his body back to life. 
 

“Your something wins,” he choked out. 
 

Elise smoothed her palm across his cheek. “You’re a good boy, Lucien. I think I’ll keep you.”
 

“You will, huh?” 
 

“Ah, yes,” she gasped as he retaliated by moving inside her.
 

He smiled. “For how long?”
 

Elise arched her back, her head falling back and exposing the smooth column of her throat. “For as long as… you do that.”
 

Luc slid deep inside her. “This?” She moaned and his knees nearly buckled. He picked her up, wrapping her legs around his waist, then moved them both to the chair behind the desk. “How about this?” He lifted her then pulled her down hard onto him.
 

“Oh,” she moaned. “Yes. That. Do that.”
 

“For… how long,” he asked throatily.
 

“Forever,” she whispered.
 

 
 

“Where did you get the money, Elise,” Raven demanded.
 

“It’s good to hear from you, too,” Elise murmured into the phone. “How is Aphrodite doing?”
 

“She’s fine. Answer my question.”
 

Elise sighed. “Luc gave it to me.”
 

“Why?”
 

“Because… he hated to see me worry about—”
 

“The truth,” Raven growled.
 

“Raven,” Elise snapped. “What difference does it make? Luc gave me the money and Mom’s not going to the slammer and you aren’t losing Aphrodite.”
 

“It matters a helluvalot if the reason you married him was to get the money.” Something banged in the background. “Dammit, Elise. I told you not to sell your—”
 

“Don’t even,” she warned. “You were there when Luc confessed his feelings and you know how I feel. So why are you making such a big deal over this?”
 

“Because the whole damn situation doesn’t make any sense. My sister marries a man she used to barely tolerate and suddenly my brother-in-law dishes out thousands of dollars to save his mother-in-law.”
 

“Raven, there’s nothing to be upset about. I know you’re worried about me and all, but really I am very happy.”
 

“Do you love him?”
 

Elise glanced up as Luc walked into the living room. She smiled and answered, “Yes, I do.”
 

“And it’s reciprocated,” Raven asked skeptically.
 

“Of course it is. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t.”
 

Luc frowned at her and mouthed, “Who?”
 

“Would you be there if Luc hadn’t offered to take care of Moonbeam’s problem?”
 

“Raven,” Elise said patiently and her husband smirked, moving around the arm chair to come up behind her. “You know me. Would I have married Luc just for his money?”
 

Luc nuzzled the side of her neck. “I thought you married me for my body,” he asked loud enough for Raven to hear.
 

“My brother is having doubts,” Elise replied, turning her face up for a quick kiss.
 

Luc fitted his hands to her thighs and slid them underneath her skirt, all the while nibbling on her neck. “Raven, marriage to your sister is bliss. She’s delicious and… so good for me. To me. On me. Under me.”
 

Raven chuckled.
 

Luc tugged her skirt up to watch as he played with her. “Mmm, darlin’, you are so firm and we—”
 

“Lucien,” Elise shrieked.
 

“Okay, I get the picture. Go play with your husband,” Raven said.
 

“She thanks you and she will. Bye, Raven.”
 

“Bye, Luc.”
 

“Hang up the phone, darlin’. You’ve got duties to perform.”
 

Elise said goodbye to her brother, then ended the call.
 

Her husband moved around the chair and crouched down in front of her. Luc lifted one leg to unhook her garter and roll down her stockings. “Why is your brother hung up on the love issue?”
 

Elise set the phone on a side table, then brushed back a thick lock on his forehead. “Because Raven is a hopeless romantic and our parents didn’t love each other.”
 

Luc finished with one leg, dropped a kiss on the inside of her knee, then turned to work the other one. “My parents didn’t love each other. They liked each other well enough to get four children.” The other stocking disappeared over his shoulder and he bent his head to kiss the other knee. “My father left soon after Eleanor and I were born.”
 

Elise frowned. “You didn’t know your father?”
 

“Not like you know your father.” Luc paused in the act of pressing butterfly kisses up her legs. His smile was wry and bitter. “I went down to the islands to find out why he filed for divorce the day after I was born.”
 

“The day after you were born,” Elise breathed. “Oh, Luc, that is horrible. Why would he do such a thing?”
 

“Because, in his words, he could.” He shrugged and went back to kissing her legs, massaging her thighs. “Are you as hopelessly romantic as your brother?” 
 

“Maybe.” Elise shivered as his thumbs moved higher up her leg, teasing her into admitting the truth. “Yes.” She couldn’t think when he touched her like this. Later she would ask him more on the subject of his parents but for now…. 
 

Luc smiled against her skin then nipped at her flesh. “Then if we hadn’t married, I would have had to make you love me in order to make love to you?” 
 

She threaded her fingers through his thick hair. “No. You would’ve had to do a lot more than that.”
 

“Like what?” His tongue snaked out, tracing a path up and down her leg. “Delicious.”
 

“Like a… commitment of your love.”
 

Luc turned his attention to her other thigh. “I don’t know if I could have done that.”
 

“Why not,” she asked breathlessly.
 

“Because… what is love? Does it exist? Is it something the poet’s invented to purify lust? A love for a relative I understand, but love for… a lover?”
 

Elise smiled as she urged him to look up at her. “You want a definition of love.”
 

“And you have one?”
 

Elise considered his question carefully then shook her head. Her wits slowly returned and she answered, “Love is a complex, yet simple emotion. All I can say is… when you feel it, you’ll know.”
 

“How?” He gazed at her as if he truly wanted to understand.
 

She smoothed her thumb across the stubble on his cheek. “When you find a woman who complements you—completes you—it will happen. You’ll respect her, care for her… tell her everything. She’ll be the first one you call with good news and with whom you share your burdens. She’ll accept you as you are. Faults and all.”
 

Luc turned his face into her hand, kissing her palm. “I have no faults.”
 

Elise smiled. “And when you realize that you can survive without her, but with her… you can live? Then you’ll know.”
 

“Is that all?”
 

“Oh no, there’s more. Much, much more. But you’ll have to figure out the rest on your own.” Elise patted his cheek. “Don’t worry, Lucien. You’ve got good instincts. When you find her, you’ll know. Until then….” Elise leaned forward and pushed Luc back on the floor. “I have something I need to discuss with you.”
 

“And what is that,” he asked on a laugh.
 

“You work too much.” She jerked his shirt out his pants. “And you wear too many clothes. Off with this.”
 

“I love a woman who knows what she wants.” Luc lay back holding his arms out to the sides. “Take what you want. All I ask is that you be gentle.”
 

“Gentle?” Elise straddled him and grinned down at him. “I’ll be gentle later. Much later. I’ve wanted to do this for a long time.”
 

“Do what?”
 

“This.” Elise gripped the fronts of his shirt then yanked them apart. Buttons flew through the air and she cackled with delight. “You can take it out of my wages.”
 

Luc groaned and reached for her, cupping her head and drawing her down to him. “That one was on me. And so is the next one and… the one after that and….”
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 

Elise carried her bowl of ice cream into the living room and sat down on the couch. Luc moved his arm and she snuggled closer, using one hand to pull the throw blanket over her legs.
 

“What kind of ice cream is that?”
 

“French vanilla with strawberries. Wanna bite?” She held up a spoonful and he took it. Elise picked up the book she’d left resting on the back of the couch and set the bowl in her lap while she searched for her page.
 

Half way down the page, Luc took the bowl from her lap. “Open wide.” He touched an ice creamed berry to her lips.
 

“Mmm. Thank you.”
 

Elise turned the page and Luc sighed. Three sentences later, the spoon tapped thoughtfully against the bowl. “Luc?”
 

“Hmm?” Tap, tap, tap.
 

Elise closed the book, holding her place with her forefinger. “Is something wrong?”
 

“This.” He nodded at the papers in his lap. “It doesn’t make any sense.”
 

“What’s wrong with it?” She recognized the pages as the spreadsheets he’d been adding and re-adding all week long.
 

Luc picked up the calculator and showed her the number. “This doesn’t match that.”
 

Elise pursed her lips. “Fifty thousand and some change. Wow, that’s a lot. Is there a page missing?”
 

“Not that I can tell.” He pointed to the page numbers. “According to that, all of them are here.”
 

“I see. A missing column?” 
 

He shook his head. “The last column has the line-item totals.”
 

“Hmm.” Elise frowned. “How many times have you added it up?”
 

“In the past hour? Four times.”
 

“Oh. And the numbers were the same every time?”
 

“Yes.”
 

Elise shrugged and opened up her book. “Then the page is wrong. You don’t make fifty thousand dollar mistakes.”
 

“I don’t,” he asked, amusement lacing his voice.
 

“No, you don’t.” Elise tilted her head back and was rewarded with a vanilla flavored kiss. “Have you cross referenced all of those figures?”
 

“Yes.”
 

“And…?”
 

“And the only entry which doesn’t match is the Supply column. Even after you went through and inventoried everything, I still couldn’t match it all up. It came nowhere near being close.”
 

Elise sucked in her bottom lip. “Um, Luc?” She knew she’d forgotten to mention something about the supply room.
 

“Hmm?”
 

“I sort of, um, didn’t put a couple of things on the inventory.”
 

Luc tensed beside her. “What things?”
 

“Well,” she began somewhat sheepishly. “There were these dresses.”
 

Luc slowly turned his head towards her. “What dresses?”
 

“Cocktail dresses.” Elise set aside the book. “You should have seen them. Absolutely beautiful, but big enough to hold three of me. One of them had a slit up to my neck.”
 

“You tried them on?”
 

She waved his comment aside. “Don’t be silly. I didn’t try it on. I just held it up.”
 

“In the supply room?” Luc appeared thoughtful for a moment. “What else was in there?”
 

“Not much. The biggest black leather couch I’ve ever seen.” Elise paused, remembering something else. “It was the most peculiar thing. Someone stored a case of erasers underneath the couch. Which didn’t make any sense since whoever did the purchasing only order two boxes of pencils.”
 

“A case of erasers,” Luc repeated in a daze. “Underneath a big, black leather couch.”
 

“Yep. One case of Olde English Rubbers.”
 

Luc frowned. “And a case of rubbers?”
 

“Erasers,” Elise explained. “I almost thought the same thing until I remembered that the English call erasers, ‘rubbers’.” She smirked. “They also call sex, ‘shagging’. Which really confused me, I thought it was a form of dancing. That put a whole new spin on shagging the night away at the beach.” Elise giggled. “Wouldn’t it be kind of funny if the case was really filled with condoms?”
 

Luc set the ice cream on the side table. “Go put some clothes on.”
 

“Why?”
 

“Because I want to take a look at that store room.” Luc reached for the phone and hesitated. “How many dresses were there?”
 

“About five. Why?”
 

Luc shook his head and dialed. “I’ll let you know when I know.” He put the phone up to his ear. “Ben, what do you know about cocktail dresses? Yeah, well, my wife informs me that there are a few in the store room. Uh-huh. My thoughts exactly. We’ll meet you there in a few.” He hung up and laughed. “A whole case. Ben’s gonna love this.”
 

 
 

Elise laughed as Luc held up a scarlet red cocktail dress. “Oh, Lucien, it is you.” The sequin covered fabric drifted and floated in the breeze of the air conditioner, brushing against Luc’s jean clad legs. 
 

Luc squinted and shook his head. “Mmm, I don’t think so.”
 

Ben snickered. “This one looks more your size.” He held up an electric blue gown with a slit clear up to the waist. The fabric rustled as Ben pressed the dress to Luc’s chest. “It’s your lucky day, Luc. Blue is definitely your color.”
 

Luc pressed the red dress against Ben. “What d’ya think, Elise? Is this dress all Benny or what?”
 

Elise doubled over in a fit of the giggles. “I should’ve brought a camera.”
 

Luc chuckled. “How much do you think these dresses cost?”
 

Ben flipped over the back and showed Luc the designer’s tag stitched into the inside fabric. “I don’t know, but we can find out. If not from the designer, then your mother will know.”
 

Luc glanced over at Elise. “Would you mind asking mother? I would, but…,” he trailed off, eyeing the dress with disdain. “I wouldn’t even know where to begin describing these monstrosities.”
 

Elise wrapped her arms around Luc’s waist and leaned into him. “I’ll call her tomorrow. Do you think we can take the blue one home? It really is your color and—”
 

“Forget it. I don’t do sequins.” Luc tossed the dress to Ben. “Take a look under the couch.” He pulled Elise close and maneuvered them over to where Ben crouched beside the couch, sliding out a box.
 

Ben lifted the lid and reached into the box. “These look useful.” He pulled out a box of latex gloves and plopped them down on the couch. Ben donned a pair of gloves and smirked. “Elise did you go through this box during your inventory?”
 

“No. What’s in there?”
 

“This and that.” Ben pulled items out of the box one by one and laid them on the couch. “A few glossy magazines, a bottle of baby oil, several boxes of—damn, I should have double gloved.”
 

Elise leaned forward. “Why? What is it?”
 

Luc shook with laughter. “A vibrator.”
 

“Which can stay in the box,” Ben murmured. “Ho! What’s this? Pictures?” He cackled evilly. “Well, well, well. This is quite a surprise.”
 

“Anybody we know,” Luc asked.
 

Ben held up the photo. “Check out who’s wearing your dress.”
 

Elise took one look at the photo and gasped. “Oh my.”
 

“Who’s the woman with him,” Luc asked.
 

“That,” Ben thumped the picture with a latex covered finger, “is his secretary.”
 

“Oh my,” Elise breathed. “She’s wearing chaps.”
 

“Nice whip.” Ben clicked his tongue, muttering, “For shame, Bingley. Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to leave incriminating evidence lying around?”
 

“I wonder if Junior knows his father likes to play dress up,” Luc asked with a wicked smirk.
 

“Probably not,” Ben answered, distracted. He flung a box of condoms on the couch. “Ah, just what I was hoping for.” He pulled out a stack of receipts and waved them in the air triumphantly. “This ought to reconcile the books. One dress from La Femme Petite for two thousand and some change. One set of chaps at… man, they got ripped off. A receipt for…,” Ben trailed off, looking up at the ceiling. He grinned and pointed to the four corners of the room. “Hooks. Bingley Senior doesn’t play around.”
 

Luc squeezed her close. “I shouldn’t have left you alone in here. Look at all those toys.”
 

Elise turned crimson and swatted at him. “Oh, stop. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to look Bingley Senior in the eye again.”
 

Luc chuckled. “You won’t have to if those receipts account for the missing fifty thousand.”
 

Ben flipped through the receipts. “I won’t be sure until later, but… I’d bet this will cover all of the money.” He smiled. “This beats the hell out of what I originally thought.”
 

Luc grimaced. “I wasn’t looking forward to hunting down an embezzler.”
 

“I’ll just go make a copy of these and we’ll get the hell out of here.” Ben left the room, whistling.
 

Luc turned her in his arms and caught her chin, lifting her face for a kiss. “You just saved us a lot of work, darlin’. Again.”
 

Elise sighed and blushed with pleasure. “You are most welcome.” She snuggled closer and rested her cheek over his heart. “Again.”   
 

“If all goes well, Ben will sign the contract in a couple of days.” Luc paused as if unsure how to proceed. “If he does… how do you feel about moving down here?”
 

“For how long?”
 

“For a while. Until we can get this place organized and on track to be productive. Probably about a year.”
 

“But what about your other clients? And the house your grandfather gave us?”
 

Luc rested his chin on the crown of her head. “I didn’t know how long this job would take, so I didn’t commit to anything afterwards. And the house… it’ll still be there.”
 

Elise eased back and looked up at him. “If it’s what you want to do, then I’m all for it.”
 

“And you’ll stay with me?”
 

“If that’s what you want,” she asked softly.
 

“That’s what I want.” His arms tightened around her. 
 

“Then I’ll stay.” 
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 

A case of condoms. Right down the hall.
 

Elise pursed her lips and stared at the computer screen. The letters blurred together as her mind wandered down a well-worn path. She should have thought about it sooner, but she hadn’t. She should have been prepared for the eventuality. Her hands drifted from the keyboard to rest on her stomach.
 

“I might be,” she whispered. A warm and fuzzy feeling spread through her body and she sighed. Why hadn’t she thought about it sooner? Because, Elise commented to herself, you were more concerned with other things, like making your husband fall in love with you and making a fairy tale romance come true.
 

Elise shook her head at herself. “Well, it takes two. Why didn’t my husband consider the ramifications?”
 

Luc had never once asked her or mentioned birth control. Why hadn’t he? Had he assumed she was on the pill? Puhleeze. Who ever heard of a virgin on the pill? 
 

The reality of the possibility sank in and Elise gasped. “Ohmigoodness. I really could be.”
 

A brief knock heralded Luc’s entrance into the office. “Just the lady I was…,” he trailed off frowning. “What’s wrong?”
 

“Wrong,” Elise choked out. “Is something wrong?” She sat up straighter and absently smoothed down her skirt. She wasn’t ready to discuss her thoughts with Luc. Especially when she wasn’t even sure of what her thoughts on the subject were.
 

Luc came around the desk and leaned against it. He gazed at her with such open tenderness that she nearly voiced her concerns. “Nothing’s wrong that I know of, but,” he gently touched her cheek, “you look pale. Are you feeling all right?”
 

Think, Elise, think. “I… guess I’m just a little tired.” Oh, that was brilliant.
 

“A little tired,” he asked, unbelieving.
 

Elise caught his hand. “Really. That’s all. It took me longer than usual to fall asleep last night.”
 

Luc entwined their fingers together. “I suppose you didn’t sleep very well because of me.”
 

Elise relaxed and smirked. “For some strange reason, I can’t seem to fall asleep when you’re tossing and turning.” She tugged playfully on his hand. “Did you find the missing fifty thousand?”
 

Luc nodded. “It’s all been accounted for.” He paused and held out his other hand to her. “Take the rest of the day off.”
 

She took his hand and let him pull her up. “But I haven’t finished this—”
 

He cut her weak protest off with a quick kiss. “Go home and take a nap.”
 

“But how will you get home?”
 

Luc laughed. “That didn’t take much convincing. Don’t worry about me. I can get Ben to drop me off.” Luc pressed his lips to her temple and wrapped his arms around her. “I need you rested for what I’ve got planned for you later.”
 

Elise smiled and laid her head on his shoulder. “Aw, you need me.”
 

“Yeah. I do,” Luc replied softly. He cleared his throat and, after another quick kiss, disentangled himself from her. “Now, get your things and get out of here. And don’t even think about cooking dinner. Damn, if I want my woman slaving over a hot stove when she’s supposed to be taking it easy.” 
 

Elise laughed as Luc found her things and stuffed them into her arms. “I’m going, I’m going.”
 

“You bet you are.” Luc escorted her out to the rental car and personally put her behind the steering wheel. He waited until the seat belt was buckled and closed the door. Elise rolled down the window and Luc braced on arm against the roof, leaning in for another kiss. “I’ll be home soon, darlin’.”
 

Elise sighed and reached out to adjust his tie. “How late do you think you’ll be?”
 

“I’m not sure. But I’ll try not to wake you up when I come in.”
 

“If you wake me up, then you had best be prepared for the consequences.” Elise caught his tie and pulled him down for a bone melting kiss. “Be good, Lucien.”
 

“You, too.” Luc reluctantly pulled back. “Drive carefully. I’ll be home soon.” 
 

Elise started the engine and watched Luc walk back towards the building. She rolled up the window and put the car in gear. “All right, girley-girl. Let’s get this show on the road before you give in and do something silly like… jump him in the parking lot.” Elise chuckled and turned up the radio, then eased her way out of the parking lot and onto the main road. 
 

At the first stop light, her mind tuned out the radio and blurted out questions like: How does the prospect of being pregnant make you feel? How would Luc feel about becoming a daddy? If the marriage is only temporary then—
 

The light turned green and Elise pressed the accelerator. She sighed. “A baby.” 
 

Not just any baby, her lovesick mind corrected, but a child with the man you’re in love with. How does that make you feel?
 

Elise pursed her lips. “I might not be pregnant.”
 

And you might be.
 

She gripped the steering wheel tighter. “Okay, let’s suppose for one minute that I am.”
 

Okay. Keep going. 
 

“I’d have to tell Luc.”
 

Naturally. A pregnancy isn’t something which can be hidden from a lover for more than a couple of months.
 

“Luc is more than a lover,” Elise retorted. “He’s my husband and I love him so much it hurts.”
 

True, but love isn’t supposed to hurt.
 

“We are not going to argue about that again,” she told herself. “The fact of the matter is, I love Luc and he’s my husband and I want children.”
 

Oh? You do?
 

“Yes, I do.” She slowed for another red light and thumped the steering wheel. “I don’t know if I’m ready for children, but… oooh, a little boy with Luc’s eyes? He’d be so cute. Or… a little girl. Oh. I want one. I may never get another chance. Who knows how long we’ll stay together and…,” she trailed off, unwilling to go down that line of thought.
 

Oh sure, Elise wants one, but what about Luc? Doesn’t he get a say in this?
 

“Whatever say he had, he lost when he forgot about birth control.”
 

Uh-huh. And Elise “conveniently” forgot to ask about birth control?
 

“Oh, shut-up,” she muttered. “I hate arguing with you. I mean, me.” Elise groaned and pulled into the driveway. “You always have to have the last word. Why won’t you let me win one measly argument?”
 

Because an overly developed conscience never sleeps. All day long, it’s think, think, think. And while we’re on the subject of brooding over possibilities… has it occurred to you that Luc may not be able to have children? Ever think of that, Elise?
 

Elise gasped and, stopping the car, slid the gear shift into park. “Not have children? Why wouldn’t he be able to? He’s young and virile and— Ohmigoodness. I’ll never be able to sleep now.”
 

 
 

Elise smiled into her pillow as Luc’s hand skimmed up her leg to rest on her hip. “If I didn’t know you so well, I’d be angry at you.” She shivered deliciously and snuggled her backside closer to him. “Coming into my bed at this hour, waking me up. You didn’t wake me up last night.”
 

He kissed her shoulder, her neck, the base of her ear. “I made up for it this morning.”
 

“Yes, you did.” She turned her head to meet his kiss. “Which is why I know you’re not two timing me.”
 

“I’d never and you trust me,” he murmured into the hollow of her throat. 
 

“Mmmm.”
 

Luc cupped her breasts, kneading them before lowering his mouth to the nipples. “And you adore me.”
 

“I do?” Elise arched herself into his mouth.
 

“Yeah.” He raised himself over her, grinning. “You do.”
 

“Oh.” She smiled and framed his face with her hands. “And do you adore me?”
 

Luc caught her legs and shifted her underneath him, reaching down to caress her into accepting him. “I love it that all I have to do is kiss you and you’re ready for me.”
 

Elise gasped from his ministrations. “I answered your question.”
 

He kissed her long and hard, driving into her with one swift stroke. “Ah darlin’, you are so very… adorable,” he rasped, then covered her mouth with his and erased all thought from her mind as he loved her until she could barely breathe let alone think.
 

Afterwards, Elise lay half on, half off Luc’s chest, idly tracing her fingers along the muscular lines of his abdomen. A stray thought worked its way into her mind and rooted. Too tired to argue with a nagging thought or follow the string of tangents it would produce, Elise decided it was time to stop playing the middle man for her mind and let her husband argue with her overactive intellect. “Luc?” 
 

“Yes, darlin’?” He combed her hair down her back.
 

“Have you had a vasectomy?”
 

Luc froze. “What?”
 

Elise pushed herself up and onto her elbow. Luc started laughing and she sighed. “I’ll take that as a no.”
 

His gray eyes gleamed and teared with mirth. “Why would you ask me that?”
 

“Because you don’t seem too concerned about getting me pregnant.”
 

“Pregnant?” Luc sobered. “Are you?”
 

Elise sucked in her bottom lip. His expression was unreadable. “I… I don’t know. I could be.” She hesitated a second then asked, “Would it bother you if I were?”
 

“No,” he answered quickly.
 

“Well, it shouldn’t considering that you never once asked me about birth control.” 
 

“You’re not on the pill.” A funny look entered his eye. “Are you?”
 

“For goodness sake, Luc. Until a few weeks ago, I was a virgin.”
 

“Oh. Right.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Do we have to talk about this now? Can’t we talk about it tomorrow? Over breakfast? Or lunch? It’s been a long week and this is the first Saturday that—”
 

Elise’s jaw dropped and her temper soared. “Over lunch? Do you realize how this is going to change everything? How it may have already changed everything?” She threw back the covers and grabbed the first thing she found, his shirt, then shoved her arms into it and stood up, giving in to the urge to pace. “I could be pregnant. And I don’t—”
 

“Elise.”
 

“—even know how you feel about it? I mean, I want children, but you? I’ve never heard you mention wanting—”
 

“Elise. Come back to bed.”
 

She turned on her heel as her mind veered off on another tangent. “Luc, I’ve been thinking about this. A lot. And I’m… starting to have doubts.”
 

“Doubts about what?” he demanded.
 

Her shoulders slumped and Elise sank down onto the bed. “About everything. Especially the money.” She drew in a deep breath and turned towards him. “I thought I didn’t have a problem with taking your money, but I do. What it boils down to is that I sold my body to you. I did the one thing I promised my brother I wouldn’t do and… it makes me feel kind of… well, dirty.”
 

“Dirty,” he repeated in horror.
 

“Maybe dirty isn’t the right word,” she said quickly.
 

“Just say what you mean, Elise.”
 

She drew in a deep breath. “I don’t want you to give me any part of your inheritance. I don’t feel right about being paid to be your wife. I thought I could, but I can’t take the money.” 
 

He stared at her for a minute, his expression a mixture of strange emotions. “If that’s what you want…?”
 

“It is, but that’s not all. I want to pay back the money you gave me to save Mom.”
 

“No.”
 

“But—”
 

“Elise, the money didn’t come from me.”
 

“It didn’t?”
 

He shook his head, a slight smile touching the corners of his mouth. “I wasn’t supposed to tell you, but… my grandfather took care of it.”
 

Now she was even more confused. “Your grandfather took care of it? How? Why?”
 

“You’re the one who told me that Moonbeam collects men.” Luc chuckled softly and smoothed a thumb across her furrowed brow. “Lucas tells me that Moonbeam’s never had a sugar daddy before.”
 

“You mean to tell me that… your grandfather and my mother are,” Elise gulped, “having an affair? Since when?”
 

“Since the wedding. Uh-uh, no more pacing for you,” he said as she started to stand up. “Get back under here.” Luc stole a kiss, then slipped an arm around her waist and dragged her under the blankets. “Elise?”
 

“Hmm?” Her mind was distracted with her own thoughts as she snuggled down next to him. Moonbeam and Lucas? The New Age Princess and the Cynical Billionaire were having an affair? What in the world did they have to talk about?
 

“Thank you.”
 

“For what?” Lucas and Moonbeam couldn’t be any more opposite. Maybe the old saying—opposites attract—was true, but how long would the affair last? And why hadn’t Raven told her that Moonbeam had caught herself a sugar daddy?
 

Luc pulled her close and murmured against her temple, “For not wanting the money.”
 

Elise blinked, clearing her errant thoughts. “I didn’t marry you for the money.”
 

“Yes, you did.”
 

“No, I didn’t.” She smiled as he moved, hovering over her and studying her face. “I never wanted your money.”
 

“But you took it.”
 

“Lucien, if you had gone down on one knee and proposed instead of manipulating me, I would have told you to keep your money then instead of waiting until tonight.” She caressed his stubbled cheek. “Do you really believe that I—an old-fashioned, hopeless romantic—would have married you just to save my brother the pain of selling his motorcycle? To sacrifice my emotional happiness for a male status symbol? The guilt might have worked if Raven had ever let me drive Aphrodite, but he didn’t.”
 

His gaze drilled into her. “Then… why did you take the money?”
 

“To punish you for manipulating me.” Elise paused. “Those whiskey sours must have affected my logic more than I originally thought. I suffered more taking the money than you did for manipulating me.”  
 

“I suffered, Elise. I didn’t realize how much until now, but I suffered.”
 

She brightened. “You did? I mean, um, that serves you right. The next time you try and manipulate me—”
 

He silenced her with a kiss. “There won’t be a next time. As long as you don’t count manipulating you out of your clothes and into a compromising position.” She melted as his voice turned husky and he plucked at one of the two buttons holding her shirt together. “Did I mention how good you look in my shirt?”
 

“Mmm, I don’t believe you did.” She arched her back as he dragged his tongue down her throat. “How good do I look in your shirt?”
 

“You look…,” he trailed off, lifting his head.
 

Elise tensed. “What? What’s wrong?”
 

“If you didn’t do it for the money, then why did you marry me?”
 

“Because I’m a sucker for Southern boys who can melt me with a look.” She gave him a tremulous smile and wound her arms around his neck, threading her finger though his thick, silky hair. “I never would have forgiven myself if I hadn’t married a man who respected my opinion, praised my competence, and valued my intelligence. A gentleman who understands my old-fashioned nature and holds the door for me and pulls out the chair for me. Someone I can respect and trust with my fanciful dreams.” 
 

“Is that all,” he asked, his voice gruff. 
 

“No.” Elise was drowning in his tender expression. His eyes were bright and smoky with emotions and she sensed the wariness in him as he waited for her to continue, but she couldn’t go on. She was suddenly swamped with insecurities, afraid to speak the words she felt so deeply. Terrified of how he would react or—even worse—not react.
 

“Tell me, Elise.” His whisper was hoarse and urgent. “Tell me why you you’re here. In my bed as my wife.”
 

The intensity of his voice sliced through her fear and she licked her lips, preparing to expose her heart, soul, and dreams to his haunted eyes. “I love you, Lucien.”
 

His lashes fell, shielding the fierceness in his gaze, and Elise held her breath as she waited for him to look at her, speak to her, reassure her… laugh at her. Any reaction would be better than the bleak expression on his face. Then his eyes opened, moving over her features as if… he was searching for something or memorizing her expression.
 

Then, suddenly a devilish glint entered his expression and he rolled over, taking her with him and settling her atop him. “Here’s your chance, darlin’.” 
 

Elise floundered for a second, but recovered as she felt his resurrected arousal rising up between them. “P-pardon?”
 

“Punish me.” Luc stretched his arms out wide and lay there, exposing his body to her. “Punish me for manipulating you into marrying me. Punish me for not giving you a choice and planting my seed in you. Punish me for—”
 

Elise snickered. “Your seed?”
 

“Yeah.” He grinned. “You’re gonna have my spawn.”
 

“Spawn?”
 

“Yeah, the spawn of Lucien.” He paused a second, moving his hips against her, stoking her awakening desire. “That sounds like a title to one of your father’s books.” Then he wrapped his arms around her and flipped her over on her back as he came up over her. 
 

Elise squeaked, “Lucien!”
 

“You took too long. I can’t wait all day to be punished.” His lips roamed across her neck, down to her shoulder, then his head came up and he looked into her eyes. “Have you gone to the doctor?” She could have sworn she saw a light bulb buzz to life over his head. “And a house. Down here. We have to find a house. Can’t have a kid without a house. I’ll find a house. You find a doctor.”
 

“Luc.” Elise cupped his cheek, trying to drag his thoughts back to her.
 

“A big house. But not too big. With a big yard. And a fence.” He nodded, apparently lost in his planning. “And a puppy. Junior’s got to have—” He stopped abruptly as Elise abandoned subtlety and skimmed her hands down his chest, abdomen, and lower, then took him in her hand. 
 

“Lucien,” she purred.
 

He groaned. “You’re ready to punish me now?”
 

“Yes,” she whispered, kneading him with her grip. “Mmm, this is going to hurt me almost as much as it will you.” She flicked her tongue along his chin, trailing over the stubbled angle of his jaw to his lower lip. “Are you ready to repent your many sins, Lucien?”
 

“Elise.” He shuddered, an intense look of pleasure-slash-pain on his face, when she stopped stroking him. “I’m ready. Darlin’, don’t stop. Please, don’t stop,” he begged in a hoarse voice.
 

She drew her legs up, hugging his flanks, then shoved at his chest and pushed him over onto his back, going up on her knees to hunch over him. She took him in both hands and fondled him. “Just remember, Lucien, that what I’m about to do, I do because…,” she trailed off, positioning him at her entrance. “I love you.” Then she sent him a siren’s smile and took him deep inside her. Right where he belonged.
 

 
 

Two hours later, Elise mumbled in protest as Luc shifted underneath her. “No, don’t go. It’s too early to get up.”
 

“Go back to sleep, darlin’. I’ll be back in a few.”
 

Elise cracked an eye open as Luc rolled away from her and off the bed. “Where are you going?”
 

“Out.” He didn’t look at her as he prowled the room looking for clothes. “I need to take care of something.”
 

Elise followed him with her eyes. There was something about his voice that set off warning bells in her head. “Everything okay?”
 

“Yeah, it’s all good.” He yanked on a pair of boxers from the dresser drawer and she caught a glimpse of his features in the mirror. His eyes were shadowed and he looked troubled. “Are you hungry?”
 

Should she push him to tell her what’s bothering her or should she just let him tell her when he’s ready? “Not really, but if you are there are leftovers in the kitchen.” 
 

He stepped into a pair of jeans and zipped up. Not once did he look at her. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll grab something while I’m out.” 
 

“Out where?”
 

Grabbing a pair of socks and his boots from the closet, he sat down on the bed. “I won’t be long.”
 

“Won’t be long where?” 
 

He didn’t answer as he rolled the socks on then stuffed his feet into the boots.
 

“Luc,” she said, reaching for him. 
 

He stood abruptly and jerked the shirt over his head. “Get some sleep, darlin’.” He snatched up his keys and wallet then was out the door.
 

Elise sat there and stared at the closed door long after she’d heard Luc start up the car and drive off to goodness knows where for food or whatever else was bothering him. It didn’t take long for her confusion to turn into something darker and she found herself dressed and pacing the living room, contemplating the multitude of possible reasons why Luc would have reacted the way he had and bolted out the door as if the hounds of hell were nipping at his heels. She didn’t know what she would say to him when he walked back through that door, but she was certain of one thing. 
 

When he returned he better have a darn good excuse for bolting out the door in the first place.
 

 
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 

Luc glanced over as Ben pulled back the seat next to him at the bar. “What are you doing here?”
 

“That’s a good question.” Ben ran a hand through his hair and sat down at the bar. “What are you doing here?”
 

“Damned if I know,” he muttered. Luc polished his beer, then motioned for the bartender to bring the next round. “Want one,” he asked Ben.
 

“Might as well.” The bartender set two beers in front of them and Ben grabbed one. “Do I even want to know why you’re here?”
 

“Probably not.” Luc picked at the paper label on the bottle. “I suppose Elise called you.”
 

“She did.”
 

Luc ripped the label from the bottle. “She should be sleeping like I told her.”
 

Ben grumbled under his breath, “Elise isn’t asleep. I was almost asleep.” He sighed. “What did you and Elise fight about?”
 

“Nothing. We didn’t fight.”
 

“If you didn’t fight, then… what the hell are you doing here?”
 

Luc turned the bottle in his hand and contemplated why he was here. “I needed to think.”
 

“About what?”
 

“About… did I tell you Elise’s idea for marketing the prototypes?”
 

“You mentioned it.” Ben’s eyes narrowed. “You haven’t told Elise about the heir, have you?”
 

Luc decided to ignore Ben’s question. 
 

Ben shook his head. “You’re pathetic.”
 

Luc nodded. “Thanks.”
 

“When do you plan on telling Elise?”
 

“I’m not.”
 

Ben braced his forearms on the bar and steepled his fingers. “Why not?”
 

“Because I don’t need to. About the idea—”
 

“Luc.” Ben paused, drew in a deep breath, and sat up straight. “We’ve known each other for a long time. I like to think that if you’ve got a problem, you can come to me and—”
 

“Elise might be pregnant.” A tingling of excitement and happiness exploded in his stomach as he said it out loud. 
 

“That didn’t take long.” Ben smirked. “Congratulations.”
 

“Thanks.” Luc picked up a handful of pretzels and dropped them on a napkin in front of him. “This ought to make Old Lucas happier than a pig in—”
 

“And your mother,” Ben pointed out. “But the real question is… how do you feel about it?” 
 

“Me?” Luc washed down a pretzel and contemplated the bizarre mix of emotions he’d been suffering since leaving Elise on the bed. “I’m fine with it.”
 

“Uh-huh. You sound thrilled,” Ben commented dryly.
 

“I’m thrilled. Ecstatic. Scared. You name it and I’m feeling it.”
 

“Ah, now I get it.” Ben turned up his beer at the mouth. “You’re wallowing in guilt, because you didn’t tell Elise.”
 

“I should have told her.”
 

“Yep. You should have, but you didn’t.”
 

“I can’t tell her now,” Luc stated more for himself than for Ben.
 

“Why not?”
 

“Because she loves me.”
 

“Man, you’re just now figuring that out?” Ben’s smile was sad as he shook his head. “Why couldn’t it have been me? Luc, you’re married to the woman of my dreams and she’s so in love with you that it hurts me to look at her. To have a woman who looks at me the way she does you…? You don’t know how good you have it. I would kill to switch places with you.”
 

“You sound like you’re in love with her.”
 

“Yeah?” A humorless laugh and Ben added, “Well, maybe I am. And maybe I don’t like the idea of you not telling her about your grandfather’s plans for the heir. But, hey, why should I complain? When Elise gives you a son and Old Lucas swoops down to claim his heir and she finds out about your little omission, I’m gonna make damn sure I’m around to be the shoulder she cries on.” Ben finished his beer and stood up. “Have fun wallowing in your guilt.”
 

“You can’t have her,” Luc told him. “She’s mine.”
 

“Yeah, you just keep on telling yourself that. Man up and go home, Luc, before I do it for you.” Ben turned on his heel and was gone.
 

 
 

Elise jumped as the laundry room door flew open and slammed into the wall.
 

“What the hell are you doing,” Luc demanded.
 

“What does it look like I’m doing?” Elise turned her back on him and went back to ironing the pillow cases. She’d been mad two hours ago, now she was livid. 
 

“You’re supposed to be in bed.”
 

“Oh really? How interesting.” She finished that pillow case and started on another. “Did you have a nice midnight snack?” Sarcasm dripped from her sugar coated words.
 

“Dammit, woman, stop doing that and—”
 

Elise spun around and threatened him with the hissing iron. “Just try and make me stop.”
 

The air crackled with tension as they stood there glaring at each other, waiting for the other to make the first move.
 

“Put the iron down, Elise.” A muscle worked in his cheek and she steeled herself against the exhaustion written in his features.
 

“No.”
 

“Yes.”
 

“No.”
 

He moved faster than she could react and yanked the iron from her death grip, jerked the cord from the wall, then threw her over his shoulder. “I said yes.” 
 

“Put me down!” She pounded on his back and kicked, but he didn’t put her down. He slammed the iron down on the kitchen counter as he carried her toward the bedroom. “Lucien, put me down this—” The bedroom door slammed shut and the air whooshed out of her lungs as he dropped her on the bed, then followed her down.
 

He caught her wrists and pinned them above her head with one hand. “You’re mine,” he said, then claimed her mouth in an open mouthed, purely carnal kiss. 
 

Her mind reeled under the pressure of it and her body woke, tasting the alcohol and rage in him. The stubble on his cheek scratched her chin as he slanted his mouth across hers demanding and taking in a way he’d never done before. His hand moved underneath her shirt, the hot roughness of his palm scraping against her skin and cupping a breast. “Mine.” He released her wrists and went up on his knees, ripped the edges of the shirt apart, then crushed her to the mattress. 
 

“Luc—” His mouth found hers again and drowned out her confusion and anger turning it into primal hunger. They rolled across the bed, fighting to shred the other’s clothes. There was no time to think, only to act and to want, feel, need. His mouth and hands were everywhere, tasting her, loving her, teasing, taking. He made her moan with pleasure, groan in frustration, scream with release. And when she thought she had given all he wanted, he rolled her over pulling her up onto her hands and knees, opening her body to another wave of sensations that made her hunger anew. In one swift, hard stroke he entered her from behind, his breath rasping against her ear, one hand locked on her hip, the other cupping her front, his chest grazing the arched curve of her spine.
 

Her fingers curled around the rumpled sheet, bunching it in her grip, and she threw her head back, grinding herself against him. This time she would not be alone in her pleasure—she would make him scream. She was wild, wanton, and relentless against him. He groaned and she pushed harder, squeezed tighter, undulating against him in a primitive motion he’d taught her well, and showed him that he was as much hers as she was his. 
 

His fingers dug into her hips, stilling her, but she didn’t let him stop her. She arched her back, turned her head, reaching around with one hand to grab his neck, and dragged his mouth to hers, then she pushed him over the edge, drinking in his muffled shout and giving him hers in return.
 

They collapsed as one to the bed, lying chest to back, panting for their next breath, and hearing nothing but the pounding of their own hearts. Elise closed her eyes, wondering if she would ever be able to move again and knowing that she didn’t care if she did. Luc pulled the sheet over them, then she felt his hand move around and rest on her stomach.
 

She yawned and was a hair’s breadth away from sleep when he whispered, “I didn’t know how to live until I met you.”
 

Sleep receded like an ebbing tide. Did he just say what she thought he said? No, he couldn’t have. She replayed his words in her mind and her eyes nearly popped out of her head. Oh-mi-word, he did just say what I thought he said.
 

But did it mean what she thought it meant? Did he just tell her that he loved her? Giddy with anticipation, Elise drew in a deep breath and prepared to interrogate him on the scope, depth, and meaning of his coded confession. “Luc?”
 

There was no response. She wiggled in his embrace and called his name again. Louder this time. Nothing. Not a blink, twitch, snore, or even mumbled protest.
 

Elise stopped herself before she cursed him up one side and down the other. The durn man was asleep, dead to the world. She closed her eyes and growled under her breath, contemplating the many, many ways she’d exact her revenge on him for daring fall asleep during what she deemed one of the most important conversations of their marriage.
 

A long while later and after an annoyingly convoluted argument with her overactive intellect, Elise closed her eyes and accepted the truth. They would revisit this discussion and he would give her the words she’d waited a lifetime to hear. But she wouldn’t press him for it. Not now and not because she didn’t crave to push him into admitting he loved her. 
 

Instead, she’d bide her time and let him come to her. It’d kill her, yes, but she’d rather have the words given to her freely than force a confession he may later regret. Or worse, retract.
 

Until then when he’d come to his senses, she’d distract herself and focus her attention on the other idea she’d had plenty of time to think about during his disappearing act earlier. Namely, going home and moving into their house. Because to turn that idea into a reality, she’d need every brain cell she possessed to subtly influence her husband into guiding his best friend on making the right decision about buying Intrinsic Incorporated. Once that was firmly lodged in his head, she’d watch and patiently wait while Ben and Luc argued with their inner knights in shining armor until they gave in and executed exactly what Hands and Eyes Bingley deserved.
 

Elise chuckled to herself. It was an evil sound and one she suspected that proved she truly was her father’s daughter. Because once the distraction of the company out of the way, she’d then redouble her efforts on proving to her husband she was in the role she’d been born to fulfill. Namely, as the woman he loved heart, mind, body, and soul. The only woman he’d allow to stand behind him and subtly maneuver him into doing the right things for all interested parties. 
 

So yeah, she’d let Lucien off the hook this time. But he was on borrowed time. He had a week—no more, no less—to come up to snuff. After that, the gloves would come off and she’d make darn sure there wasn’t a thing around he could use as a distraction to run from giving her the three little words she saw in his eyes every time he looked her way. 
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 

Luc glanced at his watch. Elise had been back with the doctor for twenty minutes. Considering how many people were sitting in the waiting area, she’d probably be another twenty minutes. He got up and found a water fountain, then returned to the waiting room, settled himself down with the only men’s magazine in the room, and tried to forget his anxiety.
 

He scanned a couple of fitness tips, skimmed through the letters to the editor, then found himself immersed in an article about relationships. Most of the tips mentioned in the article were common sense—especially considering that he’d grown up in a house with four women. Women like romance, attention, flowers, chocolate, and monogamy. Women associate sex with love. Women like to—
 

He stopped reading. 
 

His wife loved him. She’d said it. He knew her well enough to know that she didn’t say things she didn’t mean. Well, if women associated sex with love, then it was no wonder Elise loved him. Her and her tight little body rocked his world. She gave more in the bedroom than he’d imagined possible. She trusted him beyond comprehension and had the power to knock him to his knees with a look, smile, touch, word. And she loved him. 
 

He turned the page, nearly ripping it from the magazine, and wondered if Elise knew she was the first person to ever give him the words and mean it. Probably not. As his watch ticked through another minute, a bitter knot lodged in his stomach and he stared at an ad for camping gear, thinking back to the day his mother had lost her temper and explained a couple of hard facts to him—hard facts such as his father divorcing her because Luc was born. And that Luellen Masters blamed Luc for ruining her happiness. It wasn’t his fault, Luc thought bitterly. He hadn’t asked to be born. His mother should have bought stock in condoms instead of shoe stores if she hadn’t wanted to have a son.  
 

His mother had her chance—as Luc’s father had explained in the first fifteen minutes of their first meeting. Luellen had loved her husband, but not enough to relinquish her daddy’s money. When push came to shove and Luc’s father had given his ultimatum, Luc’s mother chose the money. 
 

Luc snorted to himself. That still didn’t explain or justify why his father had subscribed to absentee parenting weekly. That unforgivable truth had done more damage to Luc’s sisters than he could ever forgive his father for. Add that to the emotional baggage his mother carried and tried to pass off to her daughters… hell, it was a wonder he and his sisters had any sort of normalcy in their life at all.
 

Flipping another page in the magazine, he wondered if his mother had forgiven him yet for inviting his father to the wedding. It’d been a calculated risk, but one he knew had to happen. Not for his sake, but his mother’s. She needed closure. To finally open her eyes and look beyond her own bitterness towards her past mistakes and accept the truth. Then maybe she’d practice some ‘live and learn’ philosophy, get over it, and stop letting her fears of repeating the past from poisoning his sisters’ outlook on life.
 

The burden of keeping the dream alive for his sisters was heavy enough without having to continually fight his mother’s demons. But the battle would be waged. Not for him, but for Lucy, Cindi, and Eleanor. It was—as his grandfather continually reminded and occasionally used to blackmail him—Luc’s duty to see to his sisters’ health, welfare, and happiness. Something that unfortunately included preventing them from running from every man who dared tempt their fragile romantic hearts with a perfectly good happily ever after.
 

Just the thought of that daunting task was enough to make him put alcoholism on his daily to do list. Which reminded him. He was overdue for a call in to Eleanor to find out how Lucy and Cindi were handling the subconscious grenade he’d lobbed at them with during the wedding. Luc smirked to himself. Knowing the two groomsmen he’s convinced to give Lucy and Cindi another chance—Rafe Winters and Michael Brand—he fully expected there to be another round of weddings in the Masters clan by the year’s end.
 

Which left him with only one more sister to deal with. Eleanor and the target of her obsession, Ben. Hell, thinking back on all the misery he’d endured watching Ben and Eleanor dance their way through skirmish after skirmish only to end up alone should be enough to make Luc hate his mother for her irrational need to make sure her daughters didn’t repeat her mistakes. 
 

But he couldn’t hate her. She was his mother. He was alive because of her. She’d given him life and in a bizarre way… a purpose for his life. Granted, she’d hugged him a total of twelve times in his life and he’d never quite understood why in her opinion he was to blame for something he’d had no control over. And God knew he’d spent plenty of time going out of his way to make her so proud of him that she would say the words or give him some affection, but… for crying out loud, he was thirty years old and she still hadn’t told him. 
 

But Elise had. Repeatedly. And with much vigor.
 

Luc closed the magazine and tossed it on the table to his right, then leaned his head back and, closing his eyes, faced the truth. All he had to do was think of his sweet wife and the weight of duty to his sisters faded into oblivion. 
 

No doubt about it. He’d made the right choice marrying Elise. She meant more to him than he could fathom. If he had his way, he’d keep his wife behind closed doors and naked all day, every day, for the rest of their lives. He was addicted to everything about her—smile, laugh, touch, taste. He stifled a groan and adjusted his shrinking trousers. He wanted her again. He always wanted her. No wonder there was a good chance she might be pregnant. He couldn’t keep his hands off her. He’d never experienced—in his entire life—the kind of obsession he felt for his wife. It was like he was afraid to let her out of his sight or reach for fear that she might disappear or leave him.
 

He couldn’t lose her. She was everything to him. She was the light to his days and nights. There wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do for her and—
 

“Luc?” 
 

He opened his eyes and Elise stood in front of him, her hands clasped in front of her. She glowed with happiness, her blue eyes sparkling with excitement. One glimpse at her smile of pure joy and he knew.
 

Holy hell, I’m gonna be a daddy.

 

Right on the heels of that whopper came the answer to why he’d fought like hell against telling her everything in his grandfather’s ultimatum. 
 

Holy hell, I’m in love with my wife. And I’m gonna be a daddy.
 

That was promptly followed by another more sobering thought.
 

Holy hell, I need to tell her about the broodmare clause.
 

And how the hell was he going to accomplish that feat such that it wouldn’t drive a wedge between them, cause her to doubt his feelings for her, and make her regret ever deeming his sorry ass worthy?
 

 

Later that afternoon and still struggling to answer the question burning a hole through his conscience, Luc sat across from Ben in a conference room. 
 

He’d spent the last hour listening and watching Ben debate the pros and cons on sealing the deal to stroke a check for the company. He understood Ben’s conflicted stance. Better than he suspected his best friend did.
 

On one hand… if Ben bought the company, then he’d be forced to move to Texas and away from Eleanor’s sphere of torture. For a couple of years at the least. 
 

If he didn’t buy the company, then he’d miss out on the rare opportunity to snatch up the perfect vehicle that’d propel Ben straight to the top of the Forbes list.
 

Luc leaned back in his chair and wondered if he should tell Ben about Eleanor’s desire to get a job. Oh yeah, he fully admitted that he’d been too shocked stupid at the time she’d asked to question his twin’s motives. But he got it now.
 

Eleanor wasn’t about to let Ben escape her sphere of torture and she’d do whatever was necessary—including getting a job—to make it happen.
 

Which meant that—to help his best friend and sister—Luc needed to dig deep into his bag of tricks to find a solution that’d work for all interested parties. Something that—courtesy of Elise and her oh-so-efficient ways and means—Luc didn’t have to dig very far to find.
 

The solution was simple, wholly unethical, and would require Ben’s full cooperation.
 

Luc nodded at the amended purchase contract sitting between them on the table. “All the money is accounted for, but I don’t recommend buying.”
 

“I don’t have a choice,” Ben said. “I need those designs.”
 

“Then negotiate for the designs and forget the company.”
 

“Tried that before we came down here. Bingley wouldn’t go for it. He’s got the rights to the prototypes locked up in iron tight contracts. If I don’t buy the company lock-stock-and-barrel, then I’ll lose my shot at the defense contracts lined up at Raine Corp.” 
 

Luc acknowledged Ben’s words with a nod. “True, but that was before you found incriminating pictures of Bingley and his secretary.” 
 

“Before I… well, I’ll be damned. Brother Luc, are you suggesting that I blackmail Bingley to get what I want without having to buy the whole company?” When Luc just smiled, Ben drummed his fingers on the table and started thinking. From where he sat, Luc could smell smoke from the wheels churning in his best friend’s devious mind. “That would be evil.” A pause and then Ben grinned. “But I’m so gonna do it.” 
 

“Good, because it’s a damn sight nicer than what I crave to do to those bastards for having harassed my wife while we’ve been here.” 
 

Ben muttered a True that under his breath, then asked, “Speaking of your wife… have you told her, yet?” 
 

Luc was about to answer when his mind—already entrenched in unethical evil business mode—laid out a wholly unethical and evil strategy to achieve his goal. One that—he did a quick calculation—had more than a prayer’s chance in hell of killing two birds with one stone. Of course it’d require him to play his best friend like a fine fiddle, but… aw, what the hell. All’s fair in love and whatnot. “No and I’m not going to.”
 

“Luc, I love ya like a brother, but you’re an idiot. Man up and tell her already.”
 

“Let it go, Ben.”
 

“No can do. I’m morally obligated to prevent you from making the biggest mistake of your life. It’s the unspoken creed of the bro-code.”
 

Luc sat back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. “The bro-code also says not to covet thy best friend’s wife.”
 

Ben shrugged. “What can I say? I’m weak and have a thing for fairy tale princesses. Now, back to you telling Elise about the brood mare clause.”
 

“I’m not telling her.”
 

“Wrong. You have to tell her.”
 

“Give me one good reason why I should,” Luc said.
 

“Because it’d be better for her to hear from you than someone else. And trust me, after having watched more than my fair share of chick flicks with the ladies, if you don’t tell her, she will hear it from someone else. They always do. Then she’ll leave you.”
 

Both of them knew exactly who that someone would be. His grandfather and the old man’s desire to make sure Luc’s bride was in it for more than the money. Given that, maybe it was time to stop thinking of it as a broodmare condition, but instead as an anti-gold digger clause. Something that Elise would never be—recognizing that left Luc feeling more comfortable telling Ben, “She won’t leave me.”
 

Ben gave him a pitying look. “She will. It’s the way of the chick flick.”
 

“Care to place a bet on that?”
 

“On her leaving you?”
 

Luc nodded. 
 

“You’ll lose,” Ben told him in a certain voice.
 

Not likely given how well Luc knew his wife. “Name your terms.”
 

Ben tapped his pen against the table. “If I’m right, then Elise comes to work for me as my personal assistant and you pay her salary.”
 

Luc paused more for effect than anything else. As he counted to ten, he wondered how long it would take Ben to figure out he’d been played. Because he didn’t doubt for a minute that after the shock of what Luc was about to say wore off that Ben would figure it out. And hopefully before Ben did the one thing that Luc knew he didn’t want to do. Hurt Elise and ruin Luc’s chance at a real future. “And if I’m right, I keep Elise and you have to hire Eleanor as your personal assistant. For a minimum of twelve months.”
 

 
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 

Ben stared at Luc and wondered if he’d lost his frickin’ mind. Did he have any idea what would happen if he hired Eleanor as his personal assistant. For twelve months. Good God, not even a blind, deaf saint who’d lost his sense of touch and smell could withstand that sort of torture. 
 

No, he couldn’t do it. Well, he could, but… he damn sure shouldn’t knowing how Luc was about his sisters. And if Eleanor wound up being Ben’s personal assistant, then there’d be hell to pay considering Luc and his tendency to be an overprotective growly bear of a brother who threatened death and dismemberment to anyone who dared defile his precious sisters. And if Ben had to spend twelve months with Eleanor, there’d definitely be some de-filing activities on her list of job duties. Especially if Ben suddenly had unspoken permission to indulge in a few explicitly detailed fantasies that’d been plaguing his sorry ass since Eleanor had caught him staring at her entirely too curvaceous body ensconced in a skimpy bikini during that summer of adolescent hell. Hell? Yeah right, the summer of wood was more like it. 
 

No. Hell no. He couldn’t do it.
 

Luc chuckled and Ben belatedly realized he must have spoken aloud. 
 

“Then I guess you’ll just have to let it go,” Luc said.
 

Let it go? Ha, yeah right, like that was gonna happen. Ben ran a hand through his hair and ordered himself to suck it up and take one for the team. “Nice try, but I’m not giving up my bro-code pin that easily. But, damn Luc, twelve months? Your twin could drive a saint to a padded cell strapped in an I-Love-Me jacket within a day. And I’m not a saint. Not even close. Hell, you’d be talking me back from the ledge daily—if not hourly. Make it three months.”
 

Luc smirked. “Six months. Take it or leave it.”
 

“I’ll take it, but you’re gonna lose.” So help me, God, Luc better lose. Ben heaved a sigh of resignation. “When do we do this?”
 

“No time like the present.” Luc stood up and went to the door. He opened it and called for Elise. 
 

“Yes, Lucien, what is it?”
 

“Come on in, darlin’. Ben has something he wants to tell you.”
 

Elise sat down and Ben moved from his chair to perch on the edge of the table next to her. He started to speak then stopped. How should he play this? He wracked his brain for clues from the chick flick manual and decided to just wing it.
 

“You’re looking lovely today, Elise.”
 

“Why thank, you Ben. You’re looking quite the handsome thing yourself today. I do like a man who isn’t afraid to wear purple.”
 

Score one for the home team, Ben thought to himself as he murmured his thanks and smoothed a hand down the front of his lavender dress shirt. No wonder he was such a sucker for the fairy tale princesses. They knew how to take a compliment and showed true appreciation for the fine art of being a man in today’s crazy mixed up chick flick world. It was enough to make him feel protective and all alpha-like.
 

Ben started to continue with the schmoozing campaign to get Elise on his side, when two brain cells fired in his demented mind and he had a thought. 
 

Luc was protective and alpha-like with Elise. Just as protective and alpha-like as he was with his sisters. Never in all the years that they’d known each other had Luc ever wagered anything that had to do with his sisters or their welfare. And he sure as hell had never put any of his sisters in a potential situation where there was the remote possibility that they may be defiled. Repeatedly. And with much vigor.
 

Oh God, Ben groaned to himself. He played me and I walked right into it. 
 

On the heels of that slap to the forehead, came another one. There was only one thing that always got the saps in the chick flicks out of the dog house and back into the fairy tale princess’s bed. And there wasn’t a single doubt in his mind that Luc—manipulative genius of a bastard that he was—had been holding back the three little words that guaranteed the next six months of Ben’s life would be chocked full of pain, suffering, and more wood than he could shake a fist at. 
 

 
 

Luc leaned against the wall in the conference room and watched a variety of emotions flicker across Ben’s face. Come on, Benny, you can do it. He swore he could feel a shift in the air the moment Ben realized the error of his ways. About time.

 

Ben sent him a hunted look that left him feeling oddly proud of his best friend. Before he could comment on Ben’s new found wisdom and clear the air, Ben muttered a curse and got to his feet. “I can’t do it. I’m sorry, Elise. I thought I had something important to tell you, but I don’t. And because I’m such a standup guy and all, I’ll even go so far as to admit I lost the bet and… your husband was right and I was wrong.” Ben paused, his expression bewildered. “Huh, well what do you know? That wasn’t nearly as emasculating as I thought it would be.”
 

Luc laughed. “That’s because it was me and not my twin.”
 

To which Ben responded with a heartfelt, “True that.”
 

Elise looked between Luc and Ben, her expression a mixture of confusion and amusement. “Could someone please explain to me what we’re talking about?”
 

Ben flicked a thumb in Luc’s direction. “Ask him. While I may not have something important to tell you, he does.”
 

“Okaaaaay,” Elise replied in a daze. 
 

“And while you’re at it,” Ben added as he started gathering papers from the desk and stuffing them into his briefcase. “I’d consider it a personal favor if you’d keep him on the spot for as long as you can. You know, really turn the thumb screws on. He’s been a bad, bad boy today and could do with a little emotional harassment.”
 

“He has?”
 

“Oh yeah, he sure has.” Ben stowed the last of his belongings, then straightened and addressed Elise. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m off for the day to draft up a suitably villainous contract offer that will support your husband’s wholly evil recommendation for buying what I want from this cursed, backasswards company. After that I have a phone call to make and a bottle of bourbon to court as my new best friend.” A brief nod then Ben headed for the door.
 

“Give Eleanor my best,” Luc told him as Ben passed by him. 
 

Ben grunted and sent him a one finger salute, then disappeared down the hall.
 

“What was that all about?”
 

Luc went to Elise and taking her by the hand pulled her into his arms. “I’ll tell you about it later.”
 

“But—”
 

He silenced her with a kiss that left her breathless and him hard and aching. “I love you.”
 

“I— What did you say?”
 

Another kiss that tested the restraints of his control. “I love you.”
 

Her smile was beautiful and radiated more warmth and sunshine than he imagined possible. “I love you, too.”
 

“Good, glad that’s settled. Now unless you want to spend the rest of the afternoon holed up in this office while I go to great lengths to show you just how much I love and adore you, then you’d best grab your gear and make a bee line for the parking lot.”
 

“Where are we going?”
 

“To the house to pack.”
 

“We’re going home? To our house?” He nodded and she squealed with delight, throwing herself back into his arms and raining kisses all over his face. “I love you.” Kiss. “I love you.” Kiss. “I love you.”
 

Luc chuckled and gently eased himself out of her embrace. “I love you, too, darlin’, but if you keep that up I’ll forget all about the story I have to tell you.”
 

“Is this the story where I find out how much of a bad, bad boy you’ve been?”
 

“Most definitely.” Luc turned her and, tucking her under his arm right where she belonged, guided them towards to the door. “Now about that story. It all started six years ago with my sister Lucy…”
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EXCERPT: EMILY’S AFFAIR
 

CHAPTER ONE
 

Lee Stafford was in heat and there wasn't a damn thing she could do about it. 
 

By herself, that was. Lord knew she'd tried enough times that she was in imminent danger of never being able to walk right again. Let alone enter a church with her dignity intact. 
 

Hell, as it was, Lee was exerting every ounce of willpower she possessed to put one 3-inch heel in front of the other and sashay her ass across the room to reach her mailbox. It wouldn't have been so bad if every step hadn't caused her thighs to slide together in that special way that jumpstarted the sexual revolution that'd begun the day she set eyes on the tall, lean Adonis inhabiting the condo across from hers.
 

The man was lethal. 
 

And he knew it. 
 

He didn't need to flaunt it. It was written in every move he made. It was both awe inspiring and frustrating as hell to know that, in all of her twenty-eight years, Lee had never come across a man who made faded jeans and a body hugging black t-shirt look sexier than homemade sin. 
 

It had to be a crime to look that good in casual wear and ooze complete and total alpha-male-ness the way this man did. 
 

He was definitely an alpha. A natural one at that. 
 

Which, Lee groaned to herself, explained all too well why she was feeling the call of the wild. 
 

As she continued across the polished mailroom floor to her box, Lee let loose her sexually repressed libido and let her imagination replay the fantasies that had her contemplating more than a hint of exhibitionism. She glided past the marble table situated between two overstuffed chairs in the middle of the room. Oh, the things she'd thought long and hard about doing to and with him on that table. On the floor. Against the wall of mailboxes. 
 

Lee drew in a deep breath and relished the slide of fabric against her breasts. The things she needed and wanted to do with that man against the wall of mailboxes… like being pinned against the rows of mailboxes with him right behind her. Oh, God. She loved that fantasy. She'd imagined it enough times this month alone that she could see, hear, feel, and taste every toe curling second in excruciating detail. 
 

He would ease up behind her and make his presence known with the sweet caress of his hot breath on the nape of her neck. Her eyes would drift shut and her body would sway back towards him. His breath would catch and she'd feel him drawing in her scent as if to memorize it and imprint it into his soul. The heat radiating from his front to her back… ohmiword, yes, she felt the heat of him pinning her to the wall of mailboxes. His hand and those long, tapered fingers with calluses in just the right places would brush against her and tease their way down the slide of her shoulder across her spine to the flare of her hip. 
 

Oh God, she needed him to touch her. Badly. To knead her skin and continue his slow exploration of her backside. She wanted him to cup her rear with his other hand and slowly work his way up the slope of her back to the curve of her neck. Where he'd thread his fingers through her shoulder length blonde hair and nudge it out of his way. With one hand nestled on her hip and the other teasing the nape of her neck, his fingers would bring her to a slow, simmering boil. 
 

His lips would brush the shell of her ear as he leaned in to whisper his intentions of taking her right there against the wall. He'd order her to touch herself and pleasure herself for him. He would watch and whisper suggestions that drove them both of out their minds. And when she was a flicker of a touch away from tumbling over the edge, he'd yank up the hem of her short skirt and, holding her by one shoulder, would shove her panties aside and drive into her with one… long… thick… powerful… thrust.
 

Lee shivered and groaned to herself. It had to be a sin to have an imagination like hers where with every step she could feel the hard, slick slide of his thrusts… timed to perfection with the single intent of showing her who was in control of this rodeo.
 

Oh, how she longed to top that man from the bottom. In front. Behind. Under. Over. Any and every way she could.
 

And she could do it, too. If she wanted to, because if there was one thing any businessman in the greater Washington DC area who'd done business with Lee-The-Barracuda-Stafford knew was that she was a master at making a man do whatever she wanted. 
 

And she wanted this man. 
 

Her neighbor. 
 

Now. 
 

Right here, in the mailroom of her condominium complex. 
 

Oh yeah, it was good to be her. Because she knew exactly how she'd do it. Lee would let him take the lead and savor each and every hard stroke. She'd let the tension build until she sensed he would be as lost in the act as he wanted her to be. Then Lee would slowly—ever so slowly—turn her head and peek at him from the corner of her eye and then—
 

Oh. My. God.
 

He was there. In the flesh. In the mailroom. Behind her.
 

 
 

Jake Grayden managed—barely—to refrain from doing a small, but obligatory celebration dance. After two months of near misses, passing glimpses, and measly 'hello, beautiful's, the first phase of his campaign was a go. All the sleepless nights he'd spent constructing his plan were about to pay off. His strategy to engage in his first serious foray into the realms of sober dating was on track and—he glanced at his watch—right on schedule.
 

He and the newest tenant in the small condominium complex were about to accidentally meet at the mailboxes. 
 

Jake slowed his approach to the mailroom and initiated a leisurely perusal of his target.
 

She wasn't tall, but that was fine. He wasn't particular about height. Although those three-inch heels she wore did wonderful—no, incredible—things to her legs. And those legs, he groaned to himself. They were tone and firm, moving like a well-oiled machine under stockings that begged to be peeled off her. 
 

Jake hoped she wore a garter belt. She looked the type to wear a garter. She had to be. So that's where he would start. He'd slip his hand under her short, ass hugging skirt and tease the bare insides of her creamy thighs. His fingers would skirt the fringe of her panties, which he assumed to be cotton. Her back would arch and she would moan his name, then she'd dig her long, red polished nails into his shoulders. He would—while she panted for him, of course—unhook the garter and pretend to ponder the question of the century. 
 

Leave the stockings on or peel them off her quivering body? 
 

Peel 'em.
 

Jake walked around the polished table in the fancy, hotel lobby-ish, mail area and decided that the table would be as good a place as any to set her on and begin his exploration. 
 

After peeling the stockings, he would—while kissing her senseless and wrapping her legs around his waist—carry her over to the table and let her rest that perfectly molded derriere. Next, he would need to hold her breasts in his hands. He needed that badly. She wasn't what he would consider well endowed, but she was definitely not flat as a board. Jake flexed his hand and imagined she would fit perfectly in his palm. 
 

Yes, she would fit him perfectly. 
 

Slowly, he would unbutton the silk blouse tucked into her skirt which was—at this particular moment in his overheated imagination—bunched around her slender waist. He'd caress her ample bosom through the sheer fabric of her bra and watch her go insane with passion in his arms. Her eyes would darken. Her breathing would increase. Her hips would grind against his erection that was, at this very moment, straining at his button fly to get a glimpse of its tormentor. 
 

Down boy, he ordered silently.
 

A button threatened to give way. Lucky for Jake, there was more than one button holding ol' Johnny back. 
 

To divert his musings, he glanced at her left hand. Jake smiled to himself, no ring. Each time he saw this mysterious new tenant, he checked her ring finger. After two-long-cold-shower-filled-months, he'd learned two things. She rarely wore jewelry and the effectiveness of cold showers was a myth. 
 

Ol' Johnny demanded the return of the mental seduction and Jake gave in with good grace. 
 

After removing her shirt during the exploration on the table, Jake would take a second or two to study the curve and slope of her throat. Anything that would allow him to taste the satiny skin of her neck. Man o' man, the lady had a great neck and the way she arched it when she flipped her long, blonde hair over her shoulder… sweet Heaven, have mercy on his poor, unworthy soul. The simple act stirred more hormones in his body than staring at a Playboy centerfold had when he was sixteen. 
 

Jake was not ashamed of his reaction to this one woman. Not now. Not after two months of observing, planning, and wanting. At first, he'd been puzzled and slightly concerned. There was something about her that called to him on a primal level that he'd never imagined. She possessed an air of innocence and vulnerability that had him craving to play protective warrior to her image of sexy, confident princess. The bizarre part was that the protective instinct she invoked did not set off warning bells in his head. 
 

In fact, he liked it. 
 

He liked it so much that he was almost too damned aroused to care if the lady wanted a one night stand that would take a lifetime to recover from. It would, of course, be too bad for her if that was all she wanted. Because Jake was prepared. He had a contingency plan and he wasn't afraid to use it. After all, he'd gone without intimate female companionship for as long as he'd gone without drinking and, if he could handle almost five years of that, then he could handle playing the slow seduction game a little longer. 
 

Bottom line was that this was his campaign and he intended to see it through to completion. Night after night after night. 
 

Jake slowed his pace and ran his eyes up, then down the backside of his quarry, who was standing right where he wanted her. At her mailbox. He counted to himself: three, two,… one. 
.She glanced over her shoulder at him and—Jake groaned inwardly—her eyes, a deep blue color, rolled suggestively from the top of his damp hair to the tips of his boots and back up. A half smile hovered around her come-and-kiss-me-now-big-boy lips. She turned her back to him and pushed her key into the mailbox.
 

Jake halted behind her and, since she was in front of his mailbox, slid his hand around in front of her. "Pardon me." His voice was rough to his own ears.
 

Her head tilted to the side and she regarded him from the corner of her eyes. "Are you always this… eager to get your mail," she asked in a soft, husky voice. She made no move to slide out of his way. 
 

Jake stepped in closer until her back nearly touched his straining front. He bent his head close to her neck and whispered, "Only for the last two months." He shoved the key into the mailbox, turned it, then pulled the small metal door open. 
 

She did precisely what he expected, and wanted, her to do. She backed her tight body up and into him, then glanced down at the envelopes in his box. "Pretty postcard. Jacob." 
 

"Jake." He brought his other hand around to help pull mail out of the box and touched the mail in her hands. He moved an envelope to get a better look at her name. "You smell like peaches. Emily."
 

"Lee." She shifted her weight between her legs and just about destroyed his sanity. Her bottom rubbed—make that massaged—his throbbing ego. "And… thank you. Jake."
 

"No, sweetheart, thank you," he nearly groaned out loud. When he opened his eyes, she was looking up at him.
 

"Did you… get what you came for?"
 

His gaze dropped to her mouth. "Not by a long shot."
 

"Then you'll just have to keep trying." The smile she gave him would have melted Antarctica. "Excuse me. Jake."
 

He removed his mail and raised his arms to allow her to slip past him. "Certainly. Emily."
 

She turned on one heel and gazed up at him with that sultry look which made his blood hot and thick. "Have a nice evening. Jake." She slid away from him. Her heels tapped quietly against the marble floor.
 

Jake turned and watched her sway towards the stairs. Man o' man, the lady could move. "It can't get much nicer."
 

She didn't look back. Not once. She walked with the confidence of a woman who knew what she wanted and always got what she wanted. If at that particular moment she had crooked her finger at him and sent him a come-hither look, he would have been helpless to deny her.
 

Emily disappeared behind the stairwell door and Jake released the breath he hadn't known he'd been holding. He had to get his mind off the damned idea that had popped into his head. To run up to his place, grab a measuring cup, and knock on her door with the stupid line, "Can I borrow a cup of sugar?" 
 

If life and Emily—he couldn't call her Lee, it was a boy's name—did things the way his mind imagined, then Emily would grab him by his shirt and drag him into her place, throw him down on the floor, then jump him.
 

Some things in life were unjustly cruel. 
 

Possessing an overactive and intensely vivid imagination was one of them. 
 

Jake took a deep breath and turned his attention to his mail. A postcard from his mother. He flipped it over and scanned the cryptic thanks for the vacation, having a great time, and don't worry got you the loudest Hawaiian shirt ever made. 
 

His attention wavered from the postcard and drifted back to the stairwell. 
 

Then you'll just have to keep trying, she'd said.
 

Jake tapped the mail thoughtfully against his palm. He probably wouldn't see her again until next Friday. 
 

He grinned and pushed off from the wall. 
 

Friday. Same time. Same place.
 

 
 

Lee managed to make it up the stairs, down the hall, and into her condo. She closed the door behind her and slumped back against it.
 

"Oh God," she groaned. "I am going to die."
 

Lee closed her eyes and let her sexually depraved mind take over. His chest was solid and, she swallowed past the dryness in her throat, male. His arms were warm, muscular, and—gulp—male. His thighs, which had pressed against the backs of her legs, had been long, lean, hard and—she sucked in a deep, shuddering breath—male. Her body quivered against the coolness of the door and she tried, unsuccessfully, to rid herself of the feel of his arousal pressing against her—
 

"Oh God. I am going insane."
 

Her body tingled and quivered with awareness. Faint traces of his shampoo had followed her up the two flights of stairs and tormented her every step. Images of his hands, with those long, capable fingers, touching her had her breasts straining to burst from her satin bra.
 

Lee heaved a deep soulful sigh. "The man has a voice of a libertine. A sexy, experienced libertine." She looked up at the ceiling. "He made me… oh God. Insane. I am insane."
 

How in the world was she going to make it through tonight, tomorrow, and the next day without seeing that cute butt of his in those faded jeans?
 

Lee pushed off from the door and kicked her shoes off. "Jeans which should be outlawed," she muttered into the empty living room. She tossed the mail onto the hallway table and picked up her shoes, then headed for the bedroom.
 

Lee dropped the shoes by the closet and slipped into the bathroom to start a hot, bubble bath. After today's mind numbing meetings and one incidental run-in with tall and drop dead gorgeous Jake, she needed to unwind before she gave in to her undernourished sexuality and knocked on every door in the complex looking for the scrumptious Jacob Grayden.
 

Lee peeled off her clothing and padded her way into the bathroom. She sank into the peach scented bubbles and stretched luxuriously. This was what she needed. 
 

Forget this quarter's spreadsheets. 
 

Forget profit margins. 
 

Forget negotiations for the opening of Stafford & Co.'s newest clothing store. 
 

Forget everything, but how good Jake would look without the cotton T-shirt covering his Adonis-like chest.
 

Lee re-piled her hair on top of her head and laid back against the tub. She gave in to the purely feminine grin which threatened to transform into giddy laughter.
 

"Oh, yeah. This is gonna be a good year." A bubble of laughter escaped her throat.
 

The phone rang and, with a smile curving her lips, Lee dried her hands and picked up the cordless she'd installed next to the tub. "Stafford here."
 

"Lee, darlin', I've been trying to reach you for hours."
 

"I've been in meetings all day. What's up, Marilyn?"
 

"I think we should try a flowery print for the—"
 

"Not for the show. I want everything kept in solids."
 

"But, Lee," Marilyn whined, "you never do any of the dresses in flowery prints. You don't even let them wear stripes. And flowers are supposed to be big this year. Didn't you see the Oscars? Everybody was wearing daisies in their hair or on their dresses or—"
 

"Marilyn," Lee snapped.
 

"Yes?" 
 

"No flowers."
 

"Not even for the—"
 

"No flowers," Lee stated with absolute authority. "The designs were created for solid colors."
 

"Oh, all right. But I still think you ought to use some flowers."
 

"On which ones?"
 

"The Spring dress," Marilyn said quickly. "Spring and flowers are synonymous. They go hand and hand together. They are—"
 

"No. Not on the dress." Lee pursed her lips and mentally reviewed the sketches for the Spring dresses. "For the April dress, use a scarf with… some purple flowers. The March one you can use a… use the gold chain belt we picked up in Dublin."
 

"The one with the clovers?"
 

"Yes. Make sure that the earrings match the golden hue in the chain. I don't want it to draw unnecessary attention away from the dress."
 

Marilyn scribbled furiously in the background. "The gold belt will go prefect with the green dress. What about the May and June dresses?"
 

"The June dress is to be done in white. No jewelry. Only a matching white scarf and tortoise shell sunglasses. Have the model wear the scarf draped over her hair. Her hair should be set. Make her look like she should be on the California coast in the late fifties driving a big old Buick convertible." Lee tapped her nails on the tub. "Make the sandals Roman and… give her a white sweater. Drape the sweater over her shoulders and have one button done at the neck."
 

"Ooh," Marilyn crooned. "That'll look good. What about May?"
 

"What color did you pick for May?"
 

"A soft blue."
 

"Hmm." Lee lifted her leg and rested it on the side of the tub. "Lace small daisies in her hair. Go with the May Day theme. No shoes or stockings. Barefoot. And put the bell anklet on her."
 

"How about a ribbon around her throat or—"
 

"That'll work. I'll drop by tomorrow at lunch time. Set up the May dress and I'll take a look at it." Lee paused thoughtfully. "Make it subtle and innocent, Marilyn. These are day dresses. Make them innocent enough for a church social, but keep them—"
 

"I know, I know. Keep them sensual enough to hint at the molten femininity which stirs underneath."
 

Lee chuckled. "Now, you're catching on."
 

"I ought to be after ten years of listening to your fashion dribble."
 

"Ah, sweet Marilyn, it's that very dribble which has made us a fortune."
 

Marilyn snorted. "That and you're catering to the highest possible denominator. Which reminds me. The invitations have been sent out. Are there any other last minute arrangements?"
 

"No. You've done a great job."
 

Marilyn gasped. "Was that a… compliment? For me?"
 

"Yeah. For you."
 

"Lawdy, when did the ice queen melt?"
 

"The moment she clapped eyes on her neighbor." The moment it was out of her mouth, Lee cursed fluently. Of all the people in the world to mention her sudden bout of serious lust to, she had to tell Marilyn. Just great. Just dandy. Now, Lee would never hear the end of it.
 

"Neighbor? Oh, what's this. Have you been holding out on me? We're supposed to be best friends and you haven't told me about the neighbor? What's his name? How tall is he? I bet he looks like a bad boy. I can't picture you with a guy in a suit. Unless that guy is Stuart, but you don't like Stuart. Did Stuart move into your building? So, what does he look like? Come on, you can't keep me in suspense. I deserve to know what type of—"
 

"Marilyn."
 

"What?"
 

"Shut up."
 

"Well, isn't that just fine. I spend the last ten years of my life working with you, for you, and trying to set you up with a decent sort of guy and you tell me to shut up. Honey, I ain't gonna shut up."
 

"I know," Lee mumbled while Marilyn continued to blather.
 

"You don't know what you're missing. I know you wanted to save yourself for the right man, but Lee, honey, sweetie, lemon drop, apple dumplin'… men are a part of life. You can't have a full life without, at least once, sampling what they have to offer and some of them… oh, lordy, have they got wares to offer. Take the new delivery boy—and I use the term boy loosely—for instance. He's got great pects, a cute butt, and eyes that match my bedroom. By the way, I called and arranged for the deliveries to be dropped off at my place so Chuckie and I can—" 
 

"Marilyn."
 

"And he makes the cutest noises when he—"
 

"Marilyn!"
 

"It's absolutely adorable. What?"
 

Lee exhaled a sharp breath.
 

Marilyn chuckled. "You gonna tell me what I want to know or should I tell you what great things I've taught Chuckie to do with his hands?"
 

"Did you realize that I'm in the tub?"
 

"Oh yeah, figured that out when you picked up the phone. Heard the water splashing."
 

"It's growing cold."
 

"Only because you're stalling," Marilyn said with a great deal of amusement. "Give in, honey. Either you tell me or I drive over tonight and pry it out of you."
 

And Marilyn would. Marilyn was one of those rare creatures in this world who was not put off by Lee's curt nature. As far as Marilyn was concerned, when Lee said 'No', it meant 'Talk me into it'.
 

So Lee gave in. "He's tall, six feet something. Chestnut brown hair with streaks of gold and blond. His eyes are a strange mix of blue, gold, and green; which makes them appear gray. His chin, jaw, and smile make me believe that when he sees something he wants, he gets it."
 

"Teeth?"
 

"He's got some."
 

"Just some?"
 

Lee smiled. "Okay, he's got a full set and they are pearly white. His smile is a mix between angelic choir boy and Beelzebub. His—"
 

"Who?"
 

"The Devil."
 

"Oh. Go on."
 

"Thank you. His shoulders are wide and broad. Ever hear the saying that the clothes make the man?"
 

"Yeah."
 

"Well, this man makes the clothes." Lee slid her leg back into the water.
 

"Hmm. What was he wearing?"
 

"A plain white T-shirt which, I might add, made him look darker than sin. And faded Levi's which are—without a doubt—softer than a baby's bottom."
 

Marilyn groaned. "Go on. He's perfect, isn't he?"
 

"Marilyn, honey, darlin', apple dumplin'… he's more than perfect. He is perfection." Lee paused, then added quietly, "I, um, he made me… you know."
 

"What? He made you—"
 

"With his voice."
 

"Ohmigod. You don't mean that he…? With his…? Lee, he made you— Did he touch you?"
 

"No, not really." Lee sat up and pulled the phone away from the open window. She related the events at the mailbox, then whispered, "His voice did it. I was so close to… you know, that I nearly didn't make it to the stairwell. As soon as I did, I had to hold onto the banister. It was big, Marilyn. Very big."
 

"Ohmigod," Marilyn breathed. "You had an orgasm because of his voice? Ohmigod."
 

"Shh, not so loud. I don't want—"
 

"Don't worry, I'm alone. So what are you going to do about it? Go out with him? He's the one, isn't he? I mean, it's about time. You've been a virgin for far too long. You need to go out and have a wild and—"
 

Lee chewed on her bottom lip. "I don't know, Marilyn. I don't exactly have time for a wild fling or—"
 

"There are some things you learn to make time for. What's his name?"
 

"Jake."
 

"Jake what?"
 

"Oh no, I'm not telling you his last name. You'll have Booker check him out and I don't want Booker involved." Emily most certainly did not want Booker, the head of security for Stafford & Co., checking up on Jake. Especially, if she was considering a brief, but wild fling with Jake. And she was considering it. More like fantasizing about it. Nightly. Not to mention daily.
 

"Lee. You know as well as I that it only makes it easier on everyone involved if you give Booker what he wants. And," Marilyn added pointedly, "Booker will want to know his name. So you might as well tell me, because he's supposed to meet me in a little bit for pizza."
 

Emily rolled her eyes and decided to change the subject. "Pizza? You didn't invite me."
 

"I hadn't gotten around to it. Want to come over and have pizza with Booker and me?"
 

"What kind?"
 

Marilyn muttered a curse no woman should know let alone understand. "Just get your butt out of the tub and haul it on over. I'll make sure Booker picks up a small cheese for you."
 

"Don't forget the—"
 

"Black olives will be on half. Go on and get out of the tub. Pick up some drinks while you're at it. I'll meet you at the house." 
 

"Don't tell Booker about the, um, you know."
 

"Good grief, Lee. Just get out of the tub and haul your fanny on over here."
 

 
 






CHAPTER TWO
 

The slice of pizza was halfway into Booker's mouth when Marilyn, who more than resembled a taller version of Vivien Leigh and spoke with a sugar sweet, Georgia accent reminiscent of Scarlet O'Hara, made her announcement.
 

"Lee had an orgasm today."
 

Lee's eyes widened and she dropped her pizza.
 

Booker dropped his pizza.
 

Splat! Both slices hit the table at the same time and Marilyn grinned like the wicked Cheshire cat she was. 
 

"I am going to kill you. It will be a slow, painful death. I'll begin by bending your fingernails backwards and—"
 

"An orgasm," Booker choked out.
 

Marilyn gnawed on her pizza. Her green eyes gleamed and she wiggled her eyebrows at Lee.
 

Booker's dark brown eyes did not gleam. His entire body, which was six and a half feet of solid used-to-be-a-Marine physique, tensed and he looked ready to bolt for the door. "I, um, am happy for you, Lee. I didn't realize that you had, um, never had an orgasm before. Congratulations."
 

Lee tried her best to fade into the background. "Thank you, Booker."
 

Marilyn finished chewing and wiped her mouth with a paper towel. "It's the first time I've ever heard of anyone having an orgasm because—"
 

"Marilyn."
 

"Of a—"
 

"Marilyn!"
 

"Man's voice," Marilyn finished, undaunted.
 

Lee threw her napkin down on the table. "Dammit, woman, you promised you wouldn't tell him."
 

"I did not. You asked me not to tell him, but I never said I wouldn't."
 

"What man?"
 

Lee glared at Marilyn. "I don't know why I even bother to tell you secrets. You just turn around and blab it to anyone who will listen."
 

"What man?"
 

"I do not," Marilyn shot back defensively. "I never told anyone about you being a virgin."
 

"Oh, that's just great. Why don't you just throw open the windows and shout to the world… Hey everyone, listen up! Emily Katherine Stafford is twenty-eight years old and still a virgin."
 

"What man," Booker practically shouted.
 

Lee and Marilyn ignored him.
 

"I think it's sweet the way you're saving yourself for Mister Right and his magic voice."
 

Lee rolled her eyes. "I am not waiting for Mister Right. I do not need a Mister Right. I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself and, for your information, I never said Jake was the right man. I merely said that his voice pushed me over the edge and made me… on the stairs."
 

"On the stairs? With just his voice?"
 

"What are you afraid of, Lee? I heard the way you described him on the phone. You sounded like you were this close," Marilyn held her forefinger and thumb a hair's breadth apart, "to being madly and hopelessly in lust."
 

"Ha! Me? In lust? With Jake? Preposterous. I am the last person on this Earth to ever fall in lust with a man whose name I only found today, Marilyn. I don't know anything personal about him. All I know is that he has a body to die for and a voice which is… pure sin," Lee finished lamely. 
 

How could she get it across to them that there wasn't a place in her life for a Mister Right? That Mister Right wanted more than Lee could give. He would expect her to spend more time with him than her company. He would try and… control her. That's what all men wanted. Control. 
 

Well, she wasn't called Lee-The Barracuda-Stafford for nothing. She didn't need to stand on the shoulders of any man in order to get what she wanted. Lee had built her own company, played hardball with the big boys, and… she wasn't about to give up her life for some man.
 

That was for damn sure. Lee had worked too hard to get where she was today to let some man come into her life and order her out of the boardroom and into the kitchen. 
 

"Just his voice." Booker whistled appreciatively. "Didn't think it was possible."
 

"Pure sin?" Marilyn arched a well shaped brow. "Just what I said. Madly and hopelessly in lust."
 

"I am not," Lee replied.
 

"Was there just one," Booker asked with extreme interest.
 

Lee looked at him. "I'm not sure. It went on and on."
 

"You didn't tell me that," Marilyn said.
 

"I didn't think you needed to know how long it lasted," Lee shot back.
 

"How long did it last?"
 

Lee dropped back into her chair. She picked at the black olives on her pizza. "I didn't time it."
 

"Give me a guess-timate," Marilyn begged.
 

"Oh please, Marilyn. It transcended time," Lee drawled sarcastically.
 

Booker whistled again.
 

Marilyn paused in the act of drinking her beer. "Smart ass."
 

"And he didn't touch you," Booker asked.
 

Lee shook her head. "Nothing that could be described as intimate."
 

Booker drummed his fingers on the table and looked from Lee to Marilyn. "Have you met him?"
 

"Nope," Marilyn answered.
 

"I see." He turned his attention back to Lee. "Are you gonna go out with him?"
 

"I'm not sure. I haven't decided yet."
 

"She means he hasn't asked her. She'll go out with him if he asks." Marilyn smirked knowingly. "He's the one she's been waiting for."
 

"How do you know that," Lee snapped. "I don't even know that. He could be some sort of sex crazed maniac."
 

"If he were a sex crazed maniac," Marilyn drawled, "I would have met him by now. They flock to my doorstep in the hordes."
 

"Ain't that the truth." Booker resumed devouring his pizza. "What's the guy's name?"
 

"Booker, I know you only want to protect me, but I'd feel better if you—"
 

Booker wiped his mouth. "Sure thing, baby doll. I'll have my boys check him out for you."
 

"Lee, if you don't tell him, I will." Marilyn held up a hand as Lee started to protest. "Honey, it's for your own good. Wouldn't you rather know if the guy's a sex crazed maniac before you fall for him rather than afterwards? I'm speaking from experience on this. I know you're capable of taking care of yourself, but both Booker and I would feel better if we knew this Jake character's background." 
 

Booker nodded, his dark face serious. "Listen to her, baby doll. We're only looking out for your best interests." He leaned over and brushed callused knuckles along her cheek. "I promised myself a long time ago that I'd rather die than see you get hurt. And I'm too young to die."
 

"Both of you are absolutely horrible," Lee muttered without heat. "I make you tons and tons of money and you feel obligated to protect me from an innocent date which I haven't even been asked out on."
 

Booker gave her his government certified, lethal grin. "What's his name, baby doll?"
 

"Horrible. Absolutely horrible. Let's get one thing straight, you two. If, and I mean if, Jake asks me out and I accept, you two are not to interfere. Is that understood?"
 

They nodded at her.
 

"Good. 'Cause I won't tolerate it. If I'm going to have a torrid affair with someone, I'll do it on my terms and no one else's. Is that understood?" 
 

"What's his name, baby doll?"
 

Lee sighed and knew they hadn't listen to a word she said. "Jacob Grayden."
 

 
 

"Emily Stafford." Jake wiped his hands on the bar towel. "She's got a body that can kill and a walk that'll keep you wondering long after she's left the room."
 

The other bartender and one-third owner of The Brigade Restaurant and Pub, Alex Waters, poured a beer for a customer. "What kind of wondering?"
 

Jake grinned and fixed himself a soda. "Silk or cotton."
 

"Silk or cotton what," Nick, Alex's younger brother and The Brigade's master chef, asked.
 

Jake and Alex turned to Nick and in unison answered, "Panties."
 

"Ah, that kind of wonderin'," Nick said.
 

"Don't worry, Nicki, you'll catch on one of these days."
 

Nick ignored his brother. "When are you going to bring her in here?"
 

"In here?" Jake laughed. "No thanks. I'll pass."
 

"Why not?" Alex handed change to a customer then turned to Jake. "What are you afraid of? That she'll like one of us better than you?"
 

"Well," Nick added, "she's bound to think we're a helluvalot better looking than Jake."
 

"True. He's probably afraid of a little competition."
 

"Yeah, but he could take care of that by seeing if Emily has a friend. Or two."
 

Alex threw a towel at Nick. "Thanks for thinking of me, Nicki."
 Nick caught the towel easily. "Anytime, old man."
 

"I'm only a year older than you."
 

"Yeah and you look it."
 

A pretzel flew through the air.
 

Nick caught it and popped it into his mouth. "Does she have any friends?"
 

Jake ran a distracted hand through his hair. "I don't know."
 

"A sister?"
 

Jake shrugged.
 

"What do you know about her?"
 

Jake had to fix a drink for a regular customer before he could answer Nick's question. "Not much. She lives in the same building as me. She drives a Jaguar. She has—"
 

"What color is the Jaguar?"
 

"Silver."
 

Alex nodded thoughtfully. "The interior?"
 

"Tan and leather."
 

Nick whistled. "New model or—"
 

"Old and in mint condition."
 

"She's got money," Alex announced. "What kind of job?"
 

"Not sure. Some sort of office job. She looks like the executive type."
 

"How old," Nick asked.
 

"Twenty-something."
 

"Twenty-something," Alex muttered to himself. "What kind of twenty-something? Slightly older than jail bait or… on the verge of sexual peak twenty-something?"
 

"When does that sexual peak thing start?"
 

Jake rubbed his jaw. "On the verge."
 

"That ought to be fun. Late twenties, Nicki."
 

Nick shook his head. "I thought it happened later than that. Early thirties."
 

"After much studying and countless hours of deliberation on the subject, I have concluded that the majority of women begin their journey to peakdom in the late twenties. They also can reach the peak at any age with my helpful instigation." Alex's smile was smug. "I have the power to—"
 

Nick fished a cube of ice out of his glass and hurled it at his brother. "Jake, you gonna ask her out?"
 

"I'd have to get a night off before I could ask her out."
 

"Why don't you invite her down here on Friday. I'll only need your help when we get slammed and, after Nicki closes the kitchen, you can sit back and find out if she's got any friends."
 

Jake looked from Alex to Nick. "You sure?"
 

Nick waved aside the question. "Yep. It's not like I've got a life outside of this place. It might be kind of nice to ponder… silk or—"
 

"Cotton," Jake and Alex said in unison. 
 

Alex touched his heart. "Cotton panties."
 

"The fabric of choice," Jake murmured.
 

Nick chuckled. "I guess that means I'll be stuck behind the bar with Sir Drop-A-Lot."
 

Jake grinned. "Yeah, I'll ask her."
 

"Soufflé boy."
 

Nick pointed a warning finger at his brother. "Don't bring up my soufflé."
 

Alex chuckled. "Nothing could bring up your soufflé now, pancake boy."
 

"Keep it up and you can just eat Spaghetti-O's out of the can for dinner."
 

Alex held up his hands defensively. "Just kidding."
 

Jake laughed. "What's for dinner, Nick?"
 

"Broccoli and cheese quiche for you." Nick got up from his bar stool. "Canned pasta for him."
 

"Aw, Nicki, I really didn't mean it. The pancake was good. A bit flat, but— Ow!" A pretzel hit Alex between the eyes.
 

 
 

It was Thursday night and nearly a week later when Jake returned to his place to get the business account checkbook. On his way back to the truck, he swung by the mailroom to check his box and saw Emily entering the building. Her hair was piled on top of her head and secured with a clip which begged to be released. Her skirt was short and the exact shade of blue he remembered her eyes being.
 

In one hand, Emily held a dark brown leather briefcase while the other held a phone up to her ear. 
 

Jake shamelessly eavesdropped on her conversation.
 

"No. Reschedule the Peters meeting for Wednesday. I've got to deal with the board on Monday. If he doesn't like it then tell him he can—" Emily chuckled. It was a soft, husky, blood stirring sound. "I like that one. Do me a favor and jot it down for me. I may have to use it when I go up against Stuart. Did the fax from my broker arrive? What did it say? The gist." She nodded several times then dropped the briefcase into a chair. She arched her back and massaged the back of her neck. "Call his office and leave him a message. Yeah, he has voicemail there. The number is— Good. Tell him to call me at ten and we'll discuss the portfolio." Emily smiled at Jake and gave him a slow wink.
 

Jake couldn't help himself. He walked around her, set the notebook-sized checkbook next to her briefcase, then settled his hands on her slender shoulders.
 

Emily followed him with hooded eyes, but let him massage her shoulders. "Marilyn. Tell Booker to put a rush job on his project. I have a feeling… ooh, yeah, right there. What? No. Ah, yes. It's exactly like I told you the other night. No. Voice… mail. Oh, that feels too good. What? Sure, just a second." She lifted the phone away from her ear and held it up for him. "It's for you."
 

Jake pulled her back against him and, keeping one hand moving on her shoulder, took the phone. "Hello?"
 

"What are you doing to Lee," an amused female asked.
 

"Massaging her shoulders. She's very tight."
 

Emily moved and guided his thumb to the spot between her shoulder blades. "Yes. Ooh, yes. Right there."
 

"Where are you?"
 

"In the lobby."
 

"Oh," Emily moaned, "a little lower. Mmm, yes."
 

"Who are you?"
 

"Jake."
 

"Why are you massaging her tight shoulders?"
 

"Honestly?"
 

"Oh God, don't stop," Emily whispered.
 

"Preferably."
 

"Because she needs to loosen up some."
 

The female laughed. "Ain't that the truth. Do me a favor, Jake."
 

"Sure."
 

"Take her out and show her a nice time. The girl works too hard. Correction. She works me too hard."
 

Emily shivered and slumped against him.
 

Jake laughed softly. "I was just getting around to that. How about Friday night?" 
 

Paper rustled in the background. "She's got a meeting at five. Should be done with it by seven. Where are you taking her?"
 

"Are you her keeper?"
 

"Close enough. If I don't pencil it in the appointment book, she never makes it."
 

"In that case, the place is called The Brigade and the time is… whenever she gets there."
 

"Directions?"
 

Jake gave her the directions then said, "You're welcome to join her. The drinks are on me."
 

"In that case, we'll be there at eight."
 

"Great." Jake pressed the phone into Emily's hand. "Here you go, sweetheart."
 

"Hmm?" Emily pulled the phone up to her ear. "Hello, Marilyn. Hmm? Yes."
 

Jake leaned down and whispered in her ear, "I'll see you tomorrow, sweetheart."
 

Emily tilted her head to the side. "Did you get what you came for?"
 

Jake reached around her and picked up the checkbook. "What do you think?" He caught her free hand and, keeping his eyes on hers, raised her palm to his lips. "Until tomorrow."
 

"Until tomorrow," she murmured with a half smile gracing those lips which he needed to kiss. "Be good," she said into the phone.
 

Jake reluctantly released her hand and, mindful of ol' Johnny who was once again straining at the buttons, walked towards the door. He pushed open the glass door and heard her say behind him, "No, Marilyn. Booker is most definitely not invited."
 

If Jake had stayed a minute longer, he might have seen Emily drop like a dead weight into an overstuffed, beige armchair and whisper into the phone, "It happened again. And it was much, much bigger. I need a cigarette. I know I don't, but… Lord Almighty, he's gonna drive me to it. Do you think you can get Booker to come over and carry me up to my place? I don't think my legs are going to work for another hour or so."
 

* * *
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