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Chapter One
 
“That’s it! I’m going to get a pair of cats, some sensible shoes, and dedicate my life to saving the whales.”
Mina shoved a file across her desk, catching the corner of her out-box. A stack of grant proposals on the corner trembled at the violence of her action. She watched for a breathless moment as it shivered, and when it toppled over to explode in a shower of oversized confetti her shoulders slumped in defeat. It was official. The whole world was out to get her.
“Whales aren’t so bad.”  Across the room a dark waterfall of hair parted momentarily to show a bird-bright, black eye and a twist of a smile.  “And you already wear sensible shoes.”
Chance brought the women together years ago, but friendship kept them close.  They were a strange pair—Mina in her flowing dresses and, yes, sensible shoes, and Ivy Fielding, the museum’s resident goth—but from the start they’d understood each other.  When Mina appeared on her doorstep in the early hours of Saturday morning Ivy opened her door with no questions and an unlimited supply of Kleenex and ice cream. Today, though, she was enjoying the third day of an “I-told-you-so” binge and Mina was fed up.
“You’re a fine one to talk. You never wear anything but those Frankenstein boots.” Mina glared at her friend and kneeled gingerly to gather up the scattered papers. “And you already have two cats.” She stifled a groan as she stood.  She was sore in places she didn’t even know she had.  It had been days since she sneaked away from Marco Genovese, but her body complained often enough that the memory of what caused those aches and pains was never far away. It amazed her, after years where sex never crossed her mind, now she couldn’t stop thinking about it. Not that she’d ever admit that to anyone. 
Ivy opened her mouth but whatever she intended to say was cut off.  Both women jumped as the door slammed open, the tiny space suddenly filled with energy radiating from a wiry whip of a man. 
Andrew Peabody was the head of the anthropological collections department at the Oppen Institute.  The Oppen wasn’t as large as other collections in the area, but it spanned 500 years and four continents and had earned him a reputation as a skilled conservationist.  His love of history and culture was infectious and Mina attributed her fascination with the subjects to her years working with him since she’d earned a position as his intern during her sophomore year.  At sixty-five he had the energy of a man half his age, racing off to the far corners of the globe at a moment’s notice, but this was unusual even for him.  All five feet and six inches of him practically vibrated with excitement.
“Mina!  Why didn’t you tell me?” he demanded.  His fuzzy eyebrows drew together in a ferocious frown and Mina’s stomach dropped.  She shot a quick look at Ivy who shook her head and shrugged.  Whatever had him worked up was a mystery to her as well.  The only thing Mina could think of was her break up with Ethan, but she never expected this kind of response. True, it had taken Andrew months to forgive her for getting engaged—throwing her career away, he called it—but shouldn’t he be happy she wasn’t getting married?  And how could he know already?  She expected to have at least a week to work up the nerve to break the news. She really needed his support if she was going to get back into the University’s anthropology program, and she’d put up with any lecture he wanted to give her, but she really hoped he wasn’t here to add another voice to  the chorus of “Ethan’s a Jolly Good Bastard” that Ivy’d been singing all weekend.
“Tell you what, Dr. Peabody?”  Mina tried to smooth the wrinkles out of the grant applications where she’d clutched them in surprise. She piled them neatly on her desk, erasing any evidence of the earlier chaos. She was proud of her work—she’d written more successful grant proposals than any other staff member in years—but academically she couldn’t compete with the other employees of the Institute.  In the current climate there were Ph. D.’s working as exhibit technicians; her measly B.A. shouldn’t even get her in the door.  When she’d announced her engagement everyone assumed she’d be leaving so her position could be filled by a real anthropologist. Honestly, she almost had.  A shiver ran through her at the thought. Thankfully she’d been unwilling to take that last step, or now she’d be alone and unemployed. With all that confusing the issue, the last thing she wanted was for her mentor to think she wasn’t taking her work seriously enough. 
Apparently, that wasn’t the problem.
“Such modesty!” Andrew’s expression cleared and he turned a paternal smile on her, beaming with pride. “The Genovese Collection, of course!” When no one responded he continued. “I know. I know. It isn’t as significant as the Guarnacci collection, but then nothing truly is, is it? And it isn’t entirely Etruscan, either, so we won’t be able to display everything in an appropriately developmental chronology, but some of the pieces have never been exhibited.  Never!  Those items are probably worthy of an exhibit of their own. And then there are the bronzes!  And two cinerary urns! For you to have been able to convince Mr. Genovese to allow the items to be studied and displayed… well, it’s remarkable!  Truly remarkable!” The little man positively bubbled with enthusiasm and Mina returned his smile weakly. 
The Genovese Collection?  Ivy’s eyes were huge as she mouthed the words and Mina shook her head dumbly. This must be some kind of terrible joke.
“I don’t know what to say.”  At least that was the absolute truth.  Someone had put her in a terrible position and she had a sinking feeling she knew exactly who it was. The question was why. “Marco and I,” she stopped herself when Ivy’s eyes got even bigger. “Mr. Genovese and I haven’t exactly discussed any details.  I never expected him to contact you,” she swallowed, her mouth dry, “directly.”
You never expected to hear from him at all, you mean.  Mina tried to ignore the little voice in her head without success.  This is what you get for messing around with a man like Marco Genovese.
She had known better from the beginning, she just hadn’t wanted to accept the truth. Again. She was so stupid about men. She should never have gone home with him. The only place she could expect in Marco Genovese’s life was a temporary position as bed warmer. When dawn came and the alcohol had worn off it was obvious, so, she pretended to be asleep, and when he left for his morning run, she ran too. As far and as fast as she could.    
Coward. The little voice in her head refused to shut up.
Yes, I’m a coward but that’s not the point! Mina viciously stomped on the voice in her head. The point is Marco Genovese should be more honorable than this.  Dragging her boss into things—endangering what little career she had left—it was unconscionable.  Why, this was just bullying!  The next time she saw him she’d tell him exactly…
“I’m surprised to hear that, Miss Hemingway.” A dangerous voice cut through the chatter in her head and sent a chill down her spine. “I thought when I spoke to you Friday I made it very clear that we’d address these things… again… later.” 
Again… later… the words sent a frisson of excitement through Mina’s body as she remembered the last time she’d heard them. Her eyes flew to the door, praying she was wrong, but, no. The world was still out to get her. There, lounging against the doorframe like he owned the place, stood Marco Genovese. His presence dominated the small space and Mina could feel her pulse speed up in response to his proximity.  He wore a charcoal gray suit and a black silk shirt, each perfectly tailored piece worth a small fortune, and he did not look happy.
 “Mi-ister Genovese,” Mina stumbled over his name.  “What a surprise.”  She swallowed hard and tried to calm herself.  There had to be a perfectly reasonable explanation for him being there.
 She just couldn’t figure out what it was.
His expression was blank, his dark eyes inscrutable as they met hers, but for some reason she would swear he was blindingly, blisteringly angry. Not that he had any reason to be.  I mean, yes, she left without saying anything.  Snuck out, actually, but he couldn’t have expected her to stay.  That would’ve been crazy.
Wouldn’t it?
Dr. Peabody’s excitement made him impervious to the undercurrents in the tiny office, but Ivy’s eyes were threatening to fall out of her head. She flicked a finger at Mina to get her attention and Mina shook her head tightly, silently begging her not to ask any questions.  Ivy slowly nodded in understanding.  The look her friend shot her guaranteed she was going to have some serious explaining to do, but she didn’t care. She’d explain until she was blue in the face as long as she could get out of the next ten minutes with her professional reputation intact.
She pasted a smile on her face.
“A very welcome surprise, of course.” Mina’s voice cracked and she hurried on to cover it. “I cannot tell you how pleased I am that you’ve decided to allow the Oppen Institute to arrange for the display of your collection.”
Hell, she thought a little wildly, I don’t think admitting that I didn’t even know you HAD a collection would go over very well.  Mina was a terrible liar but she learned how to play politics with Ethan and his cronies. As long as you didn’t come right out and insult them people didn’t pay attention to what you actually said they just heard what they wanted, which made skating by the truth good enough for most people.
Somehow she doubted Marco Genovese was most people.
“Your pleasure is my pleasure.”  His voice was low and sensual and she shivered in the warm room remembering words whispered in the dark…  Touch yourself.  Take your pleasure.  Your pleasure is my pleasure… Mina swallowed thickly and he continued.  “When I arrived this morning I told Dr. Peabody how much faith I had in your abilities, and he informed me that of course his very best student would be available to curate the display.”  He held her gaze, challenging her to argue. “I must say I was very relieved.  You have no idea the disappointment I’ve faced since arriving in Miami.” Mina couldn’t help but wince. “It’s good to know I’ll be in your very capable hands.”
Definitely not most people.
Mina’s capable hands were shaking.  She couldn’t believe he wanted her to curate the display. She’d never managed anything that large. An exhibit? Sure.  Two?  Maybe.  But an entire collection?  No way.  Dr. Peabody expected her reaction, though, and jumped in to save her.
“Of course she’ll have a team to help her,” he said, smiling broadly, and patting her shoulder soothingly, “but as you requested she will be the curator in charge.  She will have the final say in all of the arrangements, and will be your main point of contact with the museum.” He turned his proud smile on Mina.  “From the time they first joined the Oppen, Mina and Ivy have been my hardest workers.  Between the two of them I’m positive that you’ll have everything exactly the way you want it.”
Ivy gasped when her name was included and Mina’s eyes flew to hers.  A collection like this could make Ivy’s career.  She’d been working through the ranks, repairing, organizing, archiving… anything and everything that was asked of her.  She’d never put anything ahead of her work. She’d gotten her doctorate at twenty-eight, and it was clear that she was going to make a name for herself one day.  The Genovese Collection, though, would make sure that day came sooner rather than later.
Mina shook her head, stunned.  She had no idea what Marco was playing at, but if there was any chance he actually intended to allow his family’s artifacts to be cataloged and displayed, Mina had no choice but to play along, if only for Ivy’s sake.
She looked at the man dominating the room and shivered again.  Just for Ivy’s sake, she thought.  I’m not going to let him make a fool of me, though.
“I’m flattered,” she said, meeting Marco’s eyes with a challenge of her own, “and I’d love to manage this exhibit for you, but I must point out that there are other people—more qualified people—who could fulfill your needs better than I can.”
Mina watched closely to see if he recognized her underlying meaning, and she wasn’t disappointed. Marco Genovese was many things, but slow on the uptake was not one of them. He cocked an eyebrow at her, his face a study of patience and polite interest.
“Perhaps there are more experienced people available,” he said blandly, “but it was your passion for the subject, your willingness to stretch your boundaries, that I believe makes you the perfect candidate for this position.”
Mina’s cheeks burned.  Her lack of experience was what landed her in Marco Genovese’s bed in the first place, and he’d definitely spent the majority of that night stretching her boundaries. 
“Your confidence is overwhelming,” she said through clenched teeth.  “I promise: Dr. Fielding, Dr. Peabody, and I will do everything we can to make sure that you are satisfied with the exhibit.”  Ivy smiled, her face actually peeking out from behind her curtain of hair. Dr. Peabody beamed with pride, nodding and making little noises of agreement, and Mina knew she was well and truly stuck.  She couldn’t back out now, even if she wanted to.
Not that you want to, a little voice said. Her night with Marco Genovese had been everything she could ask for—excitement and passion and romantic murmurings in the dark. Those incredible fingers slid over every inch of her body, exploring slowly—so slowly—that she thought they must be finding the nooks and crannies in her soul.  Marco learned the spots that made her whimper in ecstasy, and the rhythms that made her scream as she orgasmed over, and over, until she collapsed like a rag doll in his arms.  Even then he didn’t stop. He petted her and kissed her, whispering mysterious nothings in the rolling accents of his native tongue until sleep claimed them.  It was everything she’d ever dreamed of, but the knowledge that it was temporary—it could be taken from her at any time—was more than she could bear.  It was better to end it on her terms; so, she did.
Or so she thought.
Dark eyes followed her every move.  His face was still a mask of polite interest, but his eyes were hard.  His presence at the museum made it clear that her terms hadn’t suited him, and he wasn’t a man accustomed to disappointment.  She could feel his eyes as they traveled over her, and her skin tingled in response. Her cheeks were flushed, her pulse fluttering in her throat, and she shifted in embarrassment as she felt her nipples harden under his gaze as if it was a physical touch.
Marco’s face barely changed, but Mina could see the satisfaction there.  He was pleased at her reaction, pleased that he could trigger such a response without ever raising a finger.
“I am so glad to hear you say so,” he said. “This project has consumed me over the past few days, and I am looking forward to proceeding as quickly as possible.”  He turned, breaking their gaze, and focused on Dr. Peabody.
“Dr. Peabody,” he said, “You mentioned that you had papers in your office that would be required to arrange for the transfer of items—release forms, catalog pages—do you think that you could bring those to me now?  I have a meeting this afternoon, but I would like to make as much progress as I can today. You never know when an opportunity is going to,” he paused, “slip away?”  He turned, back to Mina, expression dark and unreadable, and stared.  “That is the phrase, yes? Slip away?”
She couldn’t find her voice so she nodded instead. Marco smiled but it never reached his eyes.
“Good, good.” He turned back to Dr. Peabody. “Sometimes I think we should do all our communicating with actions.  Words mean so little to some people, and can lead to such misunderstandings.”
Mina trembled as she stood, remembering the last words she’d said to Marco before he climbed from bed.  He’d promised to arrange breakfast after his run, told her to sleep, that she’d need her rest. She laughed a little thinly, already feeling the panic brought by the light of day.  She pulled the blankets up to her chin, wild curls falling across her eyes, and nodded.  It’s so comfortable here.  I don’t think I’ll ever want to leave.  He rolled over her, pinning her blanket and all, and kissed her possessively.  Long moments later, both of them breathing raggedly, he’d answered. Good. Leaving isn’t on the agenda.
As soon as he’d left, though, her feet weren’t just cold, they were ice cubes.  She knew he was expecting her to stay, knew she’d all but promised that she would, but she couldn’t do it.  The power, the money, the passion… it was just too much for her to handle.
“Of course!  I’d be happy to get that paperwork started for you.  I have a packet that our new donors are given, and if you can give me ten minutes my assistant can collect all the other items we have prepared. You must understand that once we get into deliveries and security that there will be more specific materials that must be addressed, but Mina here will be able to talk you through any of that as it comes up.”  He paused, fingers tapping against his chin.  “Ivy?”  Ivy jumped and pulled her eyes away from Marco.
“Yes, Dr. Peabody?” She was already moving towards the door and it took every ounce of restraint for Mina not to grab her arm and stop her.  “Is there something you’d like me to take care of?”
“Yes, yes,” the little man was muttering, now, his mind speeding along at a mile a minute.  “I need  you to run down to the Development and Giving department and pick up the donor packet that they have, and then stop in the office of the Senior Archivist and let him know that we need all the release forms and transport restrictions for the more delicate items that will be coming.  Oh, and don’t forget to stop in…” His voice faded away as Ivy followed him down the hall, visions of Etruscan sugarplums dancing in their heads.
And just like that, she was alone with Marco Genovese.
The room was admittedly small, but with Marco standing there it felt miniscule. His broad shoulders blocked her view of the door, her only avenue of escape, and she looked everywhere but at his face, afraid of what she’d see there.
Or what she wouldn’t see.
She could feel the walls closing in on her.  She shifted from foot to foot nervously, waiting, waiting, waiting, but she wasn’t sure for what.
“You left without saying goodbye.”  Marco’s voice was flat, the words curiously distant.
“I thought it was better that way.” Her voice didn’t crack and she was grateful for that.  Her breathing was tight, her heart was racing.  She raised a hand to push a curl out of her face and was amazed that it wasn’t shaking like a leaf.  Long, muscular legs took a stride forward and cut the distance between them in half.
“You were,” he paused again and she forced herself to look at him, “mistaken.”
His calm infuriated her.  How dare he come in here, to her office, to her world, and pull this kind of stunt?  He might be used to all this King of the Universe crap, but she didn’t have to put up with it.
“The only mistake I made,” she said, anger putting an edge in her voice, “was going home with you in the first place.”  The look on his face changed minutely and she hurried on. “Don’t get me wrong.  I enjoyed myself.  I did.  I can honestly say I’ve never experienced anything like it before, but it was a mistake.  Rebound madness.  A one night stand.”
Everything in the room grew still.  She wasn’t even sure she was breathing.  Marco held her gaze for a moment that stretched into another and another, longer and longer until she was almost dizzy with it.  Then he stepped forward, crowding her back against her desk, the heat from him palpable even in the stuffy little room.
“Come to dinner with me.”
Mina sucked in a breath. Okay, she thought, her brain changing gears, not what I expected.
“I don’t think that would be a good idea,” she managed, wincing at the breathy quality of her voice.
“Oh, I think it would be a good idea,” Marco said, leaning forward a fraction and sending her pulse skyrocketing, “a very good idea.”  His eyes glittered with heat.  “You can’t tell me that you don’t want to—I can see it in your eyes, hear it in your breath.  I bet that if I were to lift your skirt I’d find you soaked and ready for me.”
Mina drew in another shaky breath, trying vainly to calm herself. One of his hands reached out, the long fingers that had given her such pleasure trailing down her side, lightly grazing her breast and then resting on her hip.  It stopped there, grasping at the lightweight material of her skirt.  He was right: wetness pooled between her legs as she remembered what those hands were capable of, and her nipples were tight in invitation, begging to be tugged and sucked.  She shifted away from him, desperate to put distance, even an inch, between them.
“This isn’t the place for this,” she tried.  “Dr. Peabody…”
“Fuck Dr. Peabody,” Marco snarled, sliding his hand possessively over her ass and pulling her tightly against him.  “I’m not above a little exhibitionism, and unless you want your dear Dr. Peabody to see you taking a little more than dictation…” he ground his hips against her, his erection hot and heavy against her stomach, “you’ll agree to come to dinner with me.”
Mina whimpered at his words, a flood of moisture soaking her panties.  Her eyes fluttered closed and she breathed in the scent of him, every inch of her body aching for him to touch her.
Marco was not going to take no for an answer, so Mina decided to accept the temporary defeat. “Okay,” she whispered, licking her dry lips, “I’ll come.”
Marco growled next to her ear, his breath sending goose bumps down her arms.  “I know you will.” His tongue darted out and traced the shell of her ear, causing her knees to buckle, but as soon as he made contact he withdrew. “I’ll pick you up at eight.” An instant later he was back across the office, nonchalantly examining the books on the shelves beside the door as Ivy and Dr. Peabody reappeared, babbling about papers and shipments and honorariums.   Mina turned to face her desk, leaning heavily against it as she struggled to gather the tattered remains of her control. 
 “Thank you for all your kind attentions,” Marco said, appearing as unruffled as ever.  “Miss Hemingway has graciously agreed to accompany me to dinner tonight, so I will take these documents with me and we will look over them this evening.”  He pushed himself away from the wall, reaching out to shake Dr. Peabody’s hand.
“Well then,” the older man said with enthusiasm, “I’ll leave you in her care.  I’m certain she will be able to address anything that comes up.”  He stepped over and patted Mina on the shoulder.  “Won’t you my dear?”
Mina smiled wanly and nodded.
“Absolutely,” she agreed, listening half-heartedly as Marco made his goodbyes.  His eyes landed on her and she could see the determination there behind a façade of civility.
What have I gotten myself into?
 
 


Chapter Two
 
“So, you’re telling me that the whole thing is nothing but a power play?  Some big scam to get even with you for running out on him?”
Mina flopped into an armchair covered in Finnish flowers.
“I don’t know, Ivy,” she sighed, head flopping back.  “What I do know is that it’s an unlikely coincidence.  It’s the only thing that makes sense. I mean, yeah, sure, he has a collection of Etruscan art and the Oppen is as good a place as any to exhibit it, but really?  Three days after a torrid romp in the sheets he appears in my office making ridiculous offers to make me Head Curator?  Me? You know that isn’t how it works—Hell, I’ll be lucky if Santiago doesn’t penny my door shut when he hears that his position as Head Curator has been given over to a lowly grant writer.”
Ivy pushed her chair back from the table, eyes intent.
“None of this makes sense—including the torrid romp, if you don’t mind my saying—if he’s trying to make you look bad,” she said. “This is a man who runs a multi-billion dollar corporation.  Coming in to the office singing your praises, agreeing to provide an exclusive collection to the museum as long as you are the one running the show… there’s just not enough downside to this scenario.” Mina could hear the wheels grinding away in Ivy’s head and smiled. She never could leave a puzzle alone.  “All he’s managed to do, other than get a dinner date with you, is make you look really good.  Dr. Peabody is so happy he’d have your name tattooed on his ass if you told him it would keep Mr. Genovese happy.”
Mina couldn’t help laughing at the image, but it didn’t last long.
“I know.  Right now I’m his golden girl, but if this exhibit goes south then I’m going to be looking a lot less like the Girl from Ipanema, and a lot more like Bea Arthur.”
Ivy grabbed her water bottle and took a long drink.  “We just have to make sure that we get all the contracts in place up front.  Once he’s committed—in writing—it won’t matter what happens between the two of you.  The exhibit will be protected, and that means your position at the Oppen should be safe, too.”
Mina blushed at the thought of what could happen between them, and Ivy gave her a stern little look.
“Now that there’s a plan in place for the exhibit, you need to explain—in a little more detail, thank you very much—about how all this happened in the first place.”
Nothing could budge Ivy once she got her teeth into something, so Mina didn’t try.
“It’s like I told you.  I was upset about Ethan, so I went down to Carlito’s with the idea of picking someone up and taking them home in front of all of Ethan’s co-workers.” Ivy’s heavily plucked eyebrows rose in surprise. Mina let out a groan of frustration, blonde curls flying everywhere. “I know, I know!  I don’t know what I was thinking.  It wasn’t like me at all, but I couldn’t help it.  I think I was insane.  All I could think of was how much I wanted to hurt him, or at the very least embarrass him, and you know what a bunch of backstabbing bitches he works with.”  Ivy nodded and Mina went on. “When Marco showed up it was like the Universe had sent me the ultimate weapon. I couldn’t imagine anything that would piss Ethan off more than me, his frigid little cast-off, getting it off with Mr. Italian Club Med who wouldn’t give him, or his company, the time of day.”
The anger in her voice surprised even her.  She thought she’d be able to let it go already but apparently Ethan’s betrayal cut deeper than she realized.
“I can see the want to hurt Ethan part,” Ivy said as she took another drink, “I can even see the screwing Marco Genovese part.” Mina raised her eyebrows in return and Ivy gave an unladylike snort.  “I may not have a boyfriend, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know a good-looking man when I see one.”
No one could argue with that.  Marco was definitely a good-looking man.
“What I don’t understand,” she said, “is why a pick-up in a bar ended up with him playing Fairy Godfather at the museum today.”
Ivy tucked a long, straight strand of hair behind her ear and set her bottle down.  She fixed Mina with the same look that deciphered two thousand year old petroglyphs, and Mina squirmed amidst the Marimekko.
“That’s the sixty-four thousand dollar question, you know?  I admit it: I left without saying goodbye, but, so what?  That’s not a crime.  Men run out after one-night stands all the time.”
Ivy didn’t say anything, so Mina went on.
“What did he expect?  Here he comes all sexy and Italian, touching me and kissing me and telling me he’s been waiting for me…  I swear, if I’d been a little more drunk we’d probably have had sex before we even left the bar!”
Ivy jerked up at that.  “He took advantage of you because you were drunk?  That’s terrible!  I didn’t realize…”
Mina held up a hand and headed off the rampaging Fury disguised as her best friend.
“No, no, it wasn’t like that.  I was tipsy, but I knew what I was doing.  And he didn’t force anything; it was just kind of crazy.  I mean, one minute I was explaining that Ethan was screwing someone else because I was frigid, and the next he’d managed to drag those fingers of his over half a dozen spots and turned me into a puddle of goo.  Not even goo… it was like my insides were melting out between my legs—I’ve never been so turned on in my life, and I still don’t know how he did it! I had zero control.  Zero!  Four years with Ethan and I never felt like that, and with him, what?  Fifteen minutes and I’m agreeing to go home with him?  It was insane.”
Confusion replaced anger on Ivy’s face.
“Let me see if I understand this.  You wanted to pick someone up.  You went to Ethan’s favorite bar to do it so you could maximize the gossip potential.  Marco Genovese came in, let you pick him up, took you home with him, made you come your brains out, and in the morning when he expected you to stay, you snuck out without so much as ‘goodbye.’ Then, he tracks you down at work and instead of telling you off for running out on him, he offers you the opportunity of a lifetime, possibly making your career. The career, may I remind you, that you tossed away when you decided to marry the son-of-a-bitch who started this fun house ride by cheating on you?” She threw her hands up in the air.  “Of course--it’s all so clear to me now! How dare he be so nice to you?”
Mina flushed.  “When you say it like that it sounds stupid, but you have to understand.  I had to leave.  I had to.”
Ivy pushed away from the table, shaking her head.
“I understand,” she said.  “I understand that you’ve spent four years being an emotional punching bag for that asshole Ethan, and when a real man comes along, someone capable of getting through that wall you’ve built up around yourself, you’re so scared of making another mistake you don’t realize it might just be the best thing that could happen to you.”
She walked around the corner of the table and stood in front of Mina.
“Be honest.  If I told you a story about a guy picking up a girl in a bar—someone who really liked him—who, after a night of hot and heavy action, crept away in the early morning without a word, what would you think?”
Mina scooted to the edge of the seat, and buried her face in her hands.
“I’d think he was a right bastard who deserved to have his ass kicked.”
Ivy patted her arm.  “Right.  So now we know where you are.  What about Marco Genovese?  Do you think this exhibit deal is really some complicated method of getting even?”
Mina looked at it from every angle she could.  Would Marco really go to such lengths to get even?  Yes.  Would he be this underhanded about it?  Fear warred with logic for a minute, but logic won out. Marco might be ruthless, but if he wanted to destroy someone’s career, he’d be much more direct about it.  If he wanted to make you suffer, you’d suffer and know exactly who was causing it and why.
“I don’t think so.  I can’t know for certain, but honestly, it doesn’t seem like his style.”
Ivy looked thoughtful for a moment.
“How much does he know about you? Did he know that you didn’t finish your degree because you were getting married?” 
He knows more than he should, Mina thought. 
“He told me he’d asked about me after the party Ethan’s office threw.  And he obviously knows enough to show up in our office, so yes, he probably knows about my questionable academic decisions. I don’t see what that has to do with anything.” It was a touchy subject for Mina, one she and Ivy had argued about more than enough in the past.  “It isn’t like he’s sending me back to school. I’m telling you, this isn’t just some noble gesture on his part. He’s holding this exhibit, and your career, and Dr. Peabody’s career over my head, either because he wants to punish me for walking out on him, or because he wants me back in his bed.  Either way I’m screwed.”
She flopped back into the chair with a defiant look on her face, trying not to think about what being screwed by Marco Genovese might entail.
Ivy cocked her head to one side and wondered.  It wasn’t like Mina to over-react.  If she had to guess, she’d say Mr. Marco Genovese had gotten a lot farther under her friend’s skin than she was willing to admit. There was no point in pushing it, though.  Only time would tell.
“Well, since you put it that way I only have one thing left to say.” Ivy let her hair fall back down over her face to hide her smile, as she walked out of their living room.
Mina looked after her warily.  “And what is that, perchance?”
Ivy stopped at the door to her bedroom and turned.  A little bright eye peeped out and Mina knew she was in trouble.
“It’s ten after seven and you have less than an hour to get ready for dinner.”  She grinned at the look of panic that spread across Mina’s face as she bolted up out of her chair. “I have a kick-ass little black dress if you’d like to borrow it.”
 
 
 


Chapter Three
 
“I believe that covers it.”
Mina slid the last contract into its file with trembling hands and prayed for the evening to end.  Dinner had been excruciating; the food was excellent, the wine luxurious, the service exquisite, and Mina? Mina was in hell. 
Marco had arrived at Ivy’s house in the outskirts of Miami precisely at eight.  He presented her with a file that was at least an inch thick full of pictures and photocopies of documents pertaining to the Genovese collection.  For fifteen long minutes Mina had stood in her borrowed finery—tight black with more buckles than a Pilgrim convention—without Marco saying so much as, “Hello.”  Well, at least not to her.  With Ivy he was charm itself.
“Excellent,” Marco said, refilling the wine glasses.  “You have been most,” he paused as if searching for the word, “diligent.”  His eyes skimmed over her, never meeting her gaze.  Mina felt two spots of color burn high on her cheekbones.  This is ridiculous, she thought angrily.  He’s acting like nothing happened between us.  She grabbed her glass from him and downed a hasty gulp.  She didn’t know what she’d expected, but this wasn’t it.
You knew what you expected, the voice in her head whispered.  You expected him to have his hand up your skirt before the appetizer course was over.  You’re just disappointed that he’s been all business.  You must not have made as much of an impression on him as you thought.
Mina’s hand shook a little more as she thought about Marco tracing his fingers along the inside of her thigh, sliding higher and higher, and she put her glass down with a snap.
“Is everything alright?” He inquired his face blandly polite. “You seem a trifle distressed.”
“Everything is fine,” she said.  “And I am not distressed.  It’s just a little warm in here.”  A corkscrew curl had escaped the knot she’d wrestled her hair into with Ivy’s assistance and she brushed it out of her face. Marco’s gaze traveled over her skin and she felt like she was burning up.
“Since we’ve covered all of the requirements from the museum’s end, is there anything else that you would like to discuss?  Any other concerns you might have?”  She smiled so widely her cheeks hurt, but she’d be damned if she let him see how nervous she was. “Once the contracts are in place, everything else usually follows like clockwork, but I want to make sure you’re satisfied with the arrangements.”
Marco’s eyes finally met hers, holding her gaze for a long, silent moment.
“Contracts are very important,” he said finally.  “Verbal agreements are too easy to break.”
Mina winced at the hardness in his tone.
And here it comes, she thought. At least he already signed the contracts for the museum.  Even if he decided to throw her off the project, Ivy and Dr. Peabody should be fine.
“Verbal agreements only work between equals,” Mina said, hoping the subtext was clear enough to make him back off.  She wasn’t going to allow this man, no matter how good he was in bed, to dictate her behavior. “There has to be trust before the parties involved can accept things at face value.”
Mina watched the handsome face across the table darken, and she knew she’d offended him somehow.
 “Trust is hard to come by.  But then, some people simply throw trust away.” His lip twisted in a ghost of a sneer. “Apparently preferring to take what they can get and then cut their losses.”
Mina couldn’t believe him—making it out like she’d taken advantage of him. Honestly! Like she could have made him do a damned thing he didn’t want to do.  She leaned across the table and pointed a finger at him.
“Hang on a second. It wasn’t like that!”  Marco raised an exquisitely arched eyebrow but said nothing.  “You want to talk about this, fine, but let’s stop pretending this is about anything but your hurt pride. You’re angry.  I get that.  I left without saying goodbye. I shouldn’t have, and I’m sorry.”  Marco’s shoulders relaxed a little and she could see the beginnings of a satisfied look on his face.  That would never do. “But, let me make one thing clear.  You told me to stay; I did not agree.  I did not promise to stick around.  I might have implied, or inferred, or whatever the proper term is, but I never promised anything. It was a one night stand.  Nothing more.”
Marco went still, and Mina pulled back from where she’d leaned in to whisper angrily at him.  His eyes glittered in the light of the candles flickering on the table, and she felt a moment’s panic as she realized just who she was confronting.  This isn’t how this evening was supposed to go, she thought wildly. Oh please, her subconscious snorted, this is exactly where you wanted this evening to go.
“Maybe that’s what you tell yourself,” Marco said with a curt inclination of his head.  “Maybe you need that distance.  But I don’t like it when others try to dictate rules to me, and I did make promises that night.”  He leaned forward and Mina felt the pull of him, the attraction as taut as piano wire strung between them. “Promises I fully intend to keep.”
“Pro-o-mises?” Mina’s voice cracked. What was he talking about?  She didn’t remember any promises.  He talked—oh how he talked!—describing things he wanted to do to her, places he wanted to show her, dizzying possibilities, yes, but not promises.
“Don’t tell me you don’t remember, Mina mia,” Marco said, a playful disappointment coloring his voice before it deepened again, “because I remember every word—every whisper, every plea.”
His voice was weaving a spell around her and Mina had to break it.  She grabbed her glass and swallowed a huge mouthful of the fruity, tannin-laden wine, barely tasting it.  Her legs were trembling under the table, and she could feel her body betraying her.  Her heart raced and her breath quickened, and she ached with a longing for the pleasure Marco had wrung from her.
“Tell me you don’t think about that night,” he said, almost as if he could read her mind. His hand rested, dark against the white tablecloth, and Mina’s eyes were drawn to it, watching the patterns he drew on the smooth surface, remembering how those same fingers drew tracer-fire laced patterns on her skin. He lowered his voice, “Tell me that right this minute you aren’t wet from the idea of me bending you over this table right now and taking you.  Don’t try to lie, either,” his lips twisted in a mockery of a smile, “I can practically smell you—your need, and your desire.  It’s as plain as the nose on your beautiful face.”
Mina whimpered as images of him doing just that raced through her mind, liquid heat pooling between her legs.
“I told you before, very plainly if I remember correctly, that I regretted letting you go that first night we met.”  A look of polite disinterest covered his face, but his voice gave him away.  “I could have pushed—pried you away from that limpet you called your fiancé—but you would have always blamed yourself and I didn’t want that.”
Mina nodded absently, his words too true to deny.  He was right; if she’d cheated on Ethan she’d never have been able to live with herself.  It was almost disturbing that Marco understood her so clearly, so quickly.
“But now,” a smile began to show, “you have no ties, no obligations.  There is no one standing between me and what I want.”  The smile became predatory, white teeth gleaming in the low light.  “I want you, Mina mia, and I intend to have you.”
Mina tried to feel offended—his arrogance was astounding—but she couldn’t.  Ivy was right: she was the one who took what she wanted and then walked away.  Marco still wanted her, for whatever reason, and it was only her own insecurity standing in their way. 
“So this exhibit,” she said, forcing moisture into her mouth, “is what? Leverage?  Something to keep me in line?” Mina didn’t want to hear the answer, but she had to ask.
Marco snorted.  “I somehow doubt that even the Crown Jewels would be enough to keep you in line.”  He shook his head.  “No, the exhibit is yours no matter what happens.  You had a promising future—a real talent—and you made one foolhardy choice that ruined those chances.  When your engagement fell through I decided you should have that chance again.  I couldn’t give you back the time you’d lost, but I could give you an opportunity.  If that opportunity happened to require that you spend time with me…  Well, let’s just say that I’d be a terrible businessman if I didn’t keep an eye on my own interests.”  He tilted his head to one side, watching her.
At least he’s honest, she thought. 
“What if I don’t want,” Mina stumbled, “what you want?” Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment—she couldn’t even say the words! How could he want someone who was so naïve?  So inexperienced?
A rumbling laugh caught her by surprise and she looked up quickly.
“I don’t think you know what you want,” he said, “but, tonight I am laying all of my cards on the table.”  He quirked an eyebrow at her, “That is how you say it, yes?”
“Yes,” she nodded.  She was light-headed from trying to follow his reasoning and remembering to breathe.
“The contracts are signed.  The exhibit is yours.  Your time, as of tomorrow, will be divided between the Oppen and my houses, both here in the U.S. and in Italy.  You will need to organize and catalog items from several different estates. If,” he met her eyes, “after the time we spend together you decide that you do not wish to further our relationship, you will be free to leave at any time.  I will never force you, but I will use every tool at my disposal to convince you that here,” he waved a hand to indicate the small space between them, “is both where you should be, and where you want to be.”
He leaned in suddenly, the rapid closing of distance taking Mina’s breath away.
“I promise.”
 
 


Chapter Four
 
“No, no, NO!  That has to be carried with the arrows pointing UP!  That’s why the label reads ‘This End Up!’”
Mina rubbed her forehead trying to ease the headache growing there.  A tropical storm was moving in from the Atlantic and she was desperately trying to get the last of the items from Marco’s Miami residence transported—intact—to the Oppen.  He only had a tiny fraction of the collection there, but it contained some of the smallest and most delicate pieces, and after hearing some of the horror stories Santiago Valdes had told her—broken burial urns, combined pottery fragments, and straightforward theft—she’d watched the moving team like a broody hen.  The Head Curator had surprised her with how supportive he’d been, giving her step by step instructions for every eventuality, and she was finally getting comfortable in her role as Curator of the Genovese Collection. 
She wasn’t so comfortable with the collection’s owner, but Marco had been noticeably absent for the past few days.  After announcing his intentions at dinner he’d turned around and immediately disappeared. He announced that he had to leave to attend meetings in North Carolina—some big property transfer in the Outer Banks—and was gone within a few hours. She almost missed him. 
Almost.
“Mina,” Ivy called as she came around the corner, white latex gloves jarring with her all black outfit, “I need you to sign off on these two items.  There’s an unmarked atmospherically sealed case, and an engraved bronze mirror that were separated from everything else.  I’m thinking these must be particular favorites.”
Mina followed her friend back down the long hallway, pausing momentarily outside Marco’s bedroom. She’d gotten over the view, and the opulent furnishings.  She stopped marveling at the glass cases that flanked the desk in his office.  She’d even managed to stop shaking every time she washed her hands and smelled the scent of his soap on her skin, but that bedroom door stopped her every time.
“You okay?” Ivy asked.  Her dark eyes were curious and Mina understood.  After that first day she hadn’t been interested in discussing the details of her dubious relationship.  All she’d told Ivy was that the exhibit was for real, and that Marco wasn’t as bad as she thought.
“I’m fine,” she said with a rueful laugh.  “I never realized that when Santiago was running around yelling about idiots, he had good reasons.”  She tilted her head.  “I don’t think I’ve been able to finish one thought today without having to stop everything to keep one of the movers from sitting on the crates, or tossing boxes into the truck.  My head is killing me.”
Ivy nodded knowingly.  Being a conservationist, she had often come back to their little office fuming because some schmuck handled metalwork without gloves, or hadn’t replaced the acid-free covers on paper items before transferring them from one room to another, forgetting that the sunlight that came through the museum’s windows was just as dangerous as the sunlight outside.
“Do you want to put off looking at that apartment this evening?”
Mina sighed.  That was another thing that was giving her a headache.  Ivy had made it clear that she was welcome to stay with her, but her little bungalow was overflowing with projects and research materials—there simply wasn’t room for Mina to stay long term.  She’d arranged to have her belongings removed from the condominium she’d shared with Ethan.  I should have used those movers for this job, she thought a little punchily.  I think they’d have done a better job. But she still had yet to find a place of her own. 
“No,” she said.  “If I keep putting it off I’ll never find an apartment. “  She straightened up and forced herself to smile.  “At least with the bonus I got from this job I’ll be able to be a little choosier.  It’s nice not to be stuck looking at studios.”
Ivy let her hair swing forward.  “I wondered about that.  Do you think Mr. Genovese realized that a bonus wasn’t typical for something like this?” Her voice was carefully neutral, but Mina knew exactly what she was getting at.
“I’m sure he knew exactly what was typical,” she said. “It’s probably another of his attempts at being supportive, and I’ve decided that if the Universe has decided that the way to help me get through my breakup with Ethan is by supplying help in the guise of Marco Genovese, I am not going to let my pride get in the way of getting on with my life.  Marco may not be around forever, but there’s no point in looking a gift horse in the mouth.”
“I am very pleased to hear you say that,” a masculine voice spoke up from the door, causing both women to jump.  “Opportunity comes in many forms, and one must be ready to grab it whenever it appears.”
Mina gasped and her eyes flew to the man in the doorway.  A week apart had softened the edges of her memory, and she was breathless in the face of just how impressive a figure Marco was.  He was wearing jeans today, something she’d never seen before, and she stared at his long denim-encased legs for a moment too long.  Ivy bumped her a little, intentionally jarring her back into the present, as she stepped forward to greet her second-hand benefactor.
“Mr. Genovese!  How nice to see you.  Successful trip I hope?”  Ivy’s parents were disgustingly wealthy and at times like these her ability to segue into the common language of polite nothings was very handy.
Marco gave a little bow and half smile.
“The trip was indeed successful, Dr. Fielding.  Thank you.  I see,” he waved a hand around, “that you have made quite a bit of progress as well.”
Ivy  nodded.  “Absolutely.  We’ve cataloged everything from your office, and from the safe in the living room.  I believe the crew is currently transporting the last items from the salon.  Oh, and I ate the last of your pesto,” she grinned and Marco laughed in surprise.
“I’m happy to see that your sense of priorities is in order,” he said.  “Good pesto should be valued above rubies.”  He gave a conspiratorial wink. “Or at least above pottery shards.”
Mina watched the play between them with more than a little envy.  She didn’t think she’d ever be comfortable enough with Marco to act like that.
“I didn’t know when to expect you back,” she said.  It came out sounding petulant and she flushed in embarrassment.  Marco stepped forward and took her hand.
“If I’d had a better timetable I would have made sure to keep you informed.  Sometimes these deals happen suddenly.  I will try to stay more connected in the future.”  He brushed a kiss across the back of her hand and Mina heard Ivy gasp.  She resisted the urge to yank her hand away.
“It wasn’t a problem.” She forced a smile and tried not to breathe a sigh of relief when he released her fingers. “I just would have preferred to be able to complete the work without disturbing your living arrangements.”  She nodded at the crates and boxes that still littered the living room. “I hope this isn’t too inconvenient.”
Marco’s eyes lingered a little too long on her lips as she spoke and Mina could feel her flush deepening.
“Your presence is anything but an inconvenience,” he said, his tone warm and caressing.  “I’m happy for you to be here for as long as you like.”  Mina couldn’t break her gaze away from his, the banked heat there sending a shiver up her spine.
They stood like that until Ivy cleared her throat.  Mina stepped back reflexively, trying to put as much distance as she could between her and Marco without looking like she was running away, but the smile that threatened to appear on his face showed that he knew exactly the effect he was having on her.
Ivy’s face was pink under her black hair and she shook her head once as if she didn’t believe what she was seeing.
“Ah,” she started and then stopped to clear her throat before trying again. “I’m going to go downstairs and see if the moving team has gotten the last load of cases secured.”  She threw a look at Mina. “You two can finish making whatever arrangements you need to.”  She turned and walked to the door, stopping for a moment.
“I’ll meet you downstairs at five, okay?”  She raised an eyebrow and Mina nodded in agreement.  “Yes, that should give us plenty of time to get there.  And thanks,” she pushed a curl out of her face.  “For everything.”  Ivy smiled—a rare sight—and headed out with another shake of her head.  Mina watched her friend wander down the long hallway and marveled at how lucky she was.  She knew she’d have to explain everything to her sometime, but for now she just thanked her lucky stars that Ivy was on her side.
Thank you for everything—for all your hard work,  for letting me stay with you, for helping me apartment hunt, and especially for not demanding an explanation of the sexual tension between me and the millionaire. 
Mina owed her big time.
“You have plans this evening?” Marco’s voice cut sharply through her thoughts, and if Mina didn’t know better she’d say he sounded upset.  Maybe he wanted you to himself, her inner voice teased and Mina muffled a snort.  Yeah, like I’m going to let that happen.
“Yes,” she said, giving him a fixed smile.  “Not to worry. As soon as we can get this last load of crates out of here we will be out of your hair.”
He took a step towards her and she fought her instinct to retreat.
“I told you,” he said, “there is no need to hurry.  As a matter of fact, I was hoping that I could persuade you to join me for dinner so you could update me on your progress.”
Mina swallowed.  Dinner?  So not a good idea…
“I’m sorry.” Her voice cracked and she flushed again. “I’m afraid that’s impossible.  Like I said, I already have plans this evening.  Perhaps we can arrange a meeting later in the week?”
Marco smiled and Mina felt her heart rate crank up another notch.
“But today is Friday! There is no later in the week. Unless you’d like to make plans for the weekend,” he took another step forward, “in which case I am entirely at your disposal.”
He was standing so close to her now—and he smelled so good, sounded so good—she was fighting every instinct she had not to either run screaming or fling herself at him.  She raised a trembling hand to her temple and brushed away an imaginary curl just to keep herself from grabbing him.
“I’m sorry,” she said, “So sorry, but really…  Ivy and I have to drive out, somewhere.”  She was babbling. “He’s expecting me.  You understand.”
Marco tilted his head slightly, a frown wrinkling his brow.
“He?”  He stepped forward again, reducing the space between them to nothing.  She could feel the heat of him through the lightweight knit of her cardigan.  “Who are you meeting, Mina?  Ethan?”
The words sounded slow and distorted, like they were floating towards her under water, and she struggled to understand.  The only thing that was clear was the frown on his face. 
“Ethan?” She parroted, and then realized what she’d said.  “Oh!  Ethan!  No, no… we’re looking at an apartment.  For me.” She shook her head emphatically.  “An Ethan-free apartment.” 
Marco didn’t move.
“I’ve been staying with Ivy.”  Mina didn’t know why she was explaining—it just seemed the thing to do.  “Since, well,” her cheeks were absolutely flaming with embarrassment now, “since you know.  The whole Ethan debacle.”
You remember. When my fiancé dumped me and then you screwed my brains out and I ran away from your place. THIS place. She fought down a hysterical bubble of laughter at the realization, and waited for a response. Finally Marco nodded and she let out a breath she didn’t know she’d been holding.
“I just can’t stay with her forever, so she’s helping me look for a place.  Of my own.” 
Hooded eyes stared at her for a long moment.  Mina shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other, waiting until he finally came to some internal decision.  Marco took a half step backwards and turned toward the bedroom door.  She watched the muscles in his shoulders shift and could see tension building in the line of his jaw until suddenly he turned, catching her staring.
“You could stay here.”  His eyes were fathomless, the infinite darkness holding her prisoner.
Mina stopped breathing, convinced she’d misunderstood. Stay there? With him? Was he insane?
“I beg your pardon?” She searched his face for some sign, some indication, of whether he was serious or not but his face gave nothing away.
“It’s a simple solution—I’m going to be traveling a lot over the next few months, and you’re going to have to travel with me to make arrangements for the parts of the collection that are located on different estates,” he slowly paced back along the length of the living room.  His face was guarded, but his eyes were bright. “Think of how much easier it would make your job if you were able to simply drop everything when you needed to—you wouldn’t have to make arrangements for payments, or services.  No muss, no fuss, no bother.”  He waited for her to object and when she didn’t immediately howl her indignation he proceeded, sounding more confident.  “There’s more than enough room—you can have your pick of the guest suites, there’s one on either end of the corridor—and I promise to be on my very… best… behavior.”  He was looming over her, and Mina could see the intensity in his face.  It was more than she could absorb; a wave of lightheadedness washed over her and she swayed on her feet.  Marco wrapped his arm around her, supporting her, in a flash and she leaned into him reflexively, his steadying hands the only things between her and the floor.
“I don’t know what to say.”  Her head was swimming with possibilities, and her body was humming with electricity as she felt his body strong and hard beside her.
“Say yes.” He rubbed his jaw along her temple. “When I arrived you were saying you weren’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth.”  His voice was soft and gentle, completely different from the Master of the Universe tone she’d mentally prepared herself for.  “Let me do this for you, Mina.”  He dropped his head and ghosted his lips over hers until she shuddered in his arms.  “For once, just give yourself a break.  Do what feels right.”
Mina was lost in sensation. Nothing had ever felt more right in her life—everything about this man was too perfect for words—and she found herself nodding in agreement.  For better or for worse she wanted him and he seemed to want her.  What harm could come of giving it a chance?
He could break your heart...  Mina shoved the door closed on her fear and mentally ripped up her plans for cats and sensible shoes, throwing caution to the wind.
“All right,” she said, taking a steadying breath.  “It’s a deal.” Then, on impulse, she reached up and pressed her lips against his, the first time she’d taken a leading role in their dance.
Shock registered on Marco’s face and Mina felt a jolt of satisfaction that she’d managed to surprise him.  Her satisfaction lasted mere seconds, though.  Marco spun her in his arms.  “Why did you do that?” He asked, almost angrily.
Mina looked up at him, startled by his reaction.  “I don’t know,” she stammered, “I guess I was just doing what felt right. Like you said.”  She didn’t know what else to say—there were no words, no reasons—just the desire to kiss him.
Passion blazed in Marco’s eyes and he pulled her closer.  “It felt right?”  He lowered his face until Mina could feel their breath mingling.  “Yes.”  She nodded slowly and his anger disappeared as quickly as it had arrived, chased away by a dazzling smile, and she caught her breath at how stunningly attractive he was.  “Good.”
Any space between them disappeared.  Mina heard a whimper and realized it came from her just before Marco’s lips claimed hers.  He feathered across her plump lower lip before sliding his tongue across it, tugging it gently until she opened to him.  He growled low in his throat as he explored her mouth, deepening the kiss, licking and sucking at her lips as if he’d consume her.
Mina was overwhelmed by the onslaught.  Her legs trembled and she clung to Marco’s broad shoulders, helpless to do anything but try to return his kiss.  Just as her legs threatened to give way he pulled back, and she could feel her heart beating in her kiss-swollen lips.  They stood there, both of them struggling to catch their breath, until she couldn’t bear it anymore.  She lowered her chin and tried to turn away, embarrassed, but Marco wouldn’t let her.
“You are embarrassed.” It wasn’t a question, and Mina didn’t answer.
A long finger reached under her chin and forced her to look at him.  Concern was clear on his face and she felt even worse about her impulsive kiss. 
“I am not embarrassed.”  Marco almost whispered the words and Mina shivered as she felt his breath caress her ear.  “I am very pleased that kissing me felt right.”
Mina’s heart was fluttering in her chest and she couldn’t help herself as she tilted her head, allowing him better access.  Marco planted a tiny kiss at the base of her ear, and another along her neck, until he finally dipped his tongue into the hollow at the base of her throat, sending goose bumps along her skin. She let out a little mew of dismay as he pulled away and he laughed under his breath.
“I believe your team is finished for today,” he said. Mina’s eyes flew open—she’d totally forgotten the movers! The exhibit!  She jerked to attention and Marco soothed her with gentle hands.
“Not to worry,” he said. “It is just the elevator.  Nothing more.”  He bent to feather another kiss along her neck but she pulled away. Mina’s mind was racing—had anyone seen her kissing her boss?  Would it get back to the museum?  To Dr. Peabody?  Marco shook his head as if he could read her mind.  “Relax.  Your reputation is safe with me.”
Mina wanted to believe him—wanted to throw herself into his arms and let him take care of everything—but she’d made that mistake before.  If she was going to enter into this relationship, if you could call it that, with Marco she would do it as an equal.
Or at least as equal as she could manage.
“I’m sure you’re right,” she said, hoping he recognized her sincerity.  “But I am still the boss on this job and I shouldn’t have let myself get,” she paused and smiled ruefully up at him, “carried away.”  A flash of heat crossed Marco’s face and she wondered if he, too, was imagining sweeping her into his arms and carrying her into his bedroom.  It was a tantalizing thought, but one that had to be put on hold.  For now.
Marco nodded at her and she would swear she saw pride in his gaze.  It was as if he knew she could be a good manager but she was proving it, even if she was being faced with unreasonable distraction.  Even more, he liked knowing he distracted her. He leaned forward, his voice smooth and seductive.
“Dinner?  Later?”  He asked.  Mina gave it a moment’s thought and nodded.  “Yes, I’d like that.  Shall I meet you here?”
Marco shook his head.  “No.  I have a few details to attend to.  I will pick you up.  Eight o’clock?”
Mina appreciated that he was asking instead of ordering, and smiled. Maybe this could work after all.  She gave him a brilliant smile.
“Sounds perfect.”
 


Chapter Five
 
This was never going to work.  How could she ever have thought he was anything but an insufferable, arrogant bastard.
“You did what?” Three tables of heads turned on a swivel to see what the outburst was about.  Mina grimaced in embarrassment, and lowered her voice to a hiss.  “You arranged to have my things moved? Now?”
Marco pushed back from the table, a glint of amusement in his eyes, and slowly nodded.
“You agreed to move in, I was just… helping.” Marco smiled lazily, enjoying her temper.
“Helping?” Mina yelped.  “This isn’t helping!  This is the opposite of helping.”  Images flashed through her mind: strangers boxing up her under things, laughing at the box labeled Ethan’s Stuff—BURN, and the thought of Ivy wondering whether she’d lost her mind—hell, she wondered if she’d lost her mind—and she shook her head, stunned at his nerve.
“Cara,” Marco leaned across the table and covered her hand with his, “calm down. It is done.  Your friend, Dr. Fielding, said she would take care of your personal items, and everything else was basically still packed.  It was simply a matter of man-power, and I am quite capable of providing that.” 
There was never any doubt of that. Mina rolled her eyes and sighed. “You talked to Ivy?” She knew the answer even as she asked the question.  Of course he’d talked to Ivy.  And Ivy, insane friend that she was, probably agreed to his plan in ten seconds flat. For some reason she thought Marco was good for her.
 Marco nodded. “Yes. I spoke to her while you were getting ready. I explained that you’d agreed to the new living arrangements and she was quite happy to be of assistance.  She said something about being happy someone was “taking care” of you for a change.”
He stroked lightly across the back of her hand, her fingers slim and delicate under his powerful palm.
“I’m happy to be taking care of you,” he said and Mina was surprised at the sincerity in his voice. She looked at him, really looked at him, and was surprised again by the caution in his eyes.  He enjoyed getting her worked up, but he looked like he was ready for her to bolt any second, and he couldn’t decide whether to give her space or throw her over his shoulder and carry her to the nearest bed.
A shiver ran up her spine as she imagined Marco’s caveman tactics, and interested eyes followed the goose bumps as they raced across her arm.
His voice was low and gravelly when he asked, “Are you cold?”
Mina couldn’t think of anything that was further from reality.  When Marco was around she felt like she was burning with fever, chills of excitement and desire racking her body, but never anything as mundane ascold.
“No.”
His eyes rested on her, an almost physical weight.
“Are you upset?”  His voice was so calm it took a moment for her to hear the steel in it.  She took a deep breath and looked at him.  There was no question about it—going home with him had been the most impulsive thing she’d done in years, maybe in her life.  There’d been no planning, no painstaking deliberation.  She hadn’t thought past her own body.  When her rational mind had resurfaced she had run—she still wanted to run—but curiosity kept her in place.  She didn’t completely trust him; she didn’t know him well enough for that.  But, she wanted him.  She wanted to be wanted by him.  She wanted what he had already given her—the passion, the moments where she believed she was the most beautiful creature in the world, the overwhelming feeling that she was what he most desired and he only had eyes for her—but the only way she was going to get it again was if she asked for it.  Marco had made it clear that he wanted her, but looking in his eyes Mina knew that the next move had to be hers.
She turned her hand under his so she could clasp his.  A twist of her wrist and her fingers slid between his, her pale oval nails shining against his dark skin.
“Not upset really.  I’m a little at a loss.”  Marco tightened his fingers around hers and a rueful smile quirked her lips.  “I usually have a plan—step by step, day by day—and everything goes the way it’s supposed to. When you step in and do things without explaining…  It’s unnerving to realize that I have no idea what to expect.  No control over how things are going to turn out.”
Marco kept his grip on her hand and she could feel the heat of him seeping into her skin.  She raised her eyes back to his and smiled again.
“If you’d told me a week ago that I’d be here with you…” her voice trailed off and Marco pulled her forward a little.
“Yes?” he prodded and she shook her head.  He wasn’t letting her get off that easily though.
“Tell me,” he insisted, and she let out a frustrated sigh.
 “I’d have said you were crazy.  It would never happen. You’d never notice me, not to mention actually want me, and even if you did it wouldn’t matter.  I was engaged. Ethan loved me. I had a plan, and everything was going to go just the way it was supposed to.”
Mina tucked her chin in embarrassment, the pain of admitting just how clueless she’d been hurting even more than the actual pain of losing Ethan.  Marco leaned across the table and lifted her chin until she had to look him in the eyes.
“And now?” He wasn’t going to make it easy for her.  She braced herself and shifted slightly until she could rub her cheek against his calloused fingertip.
“Now, I can’t imagine going back.”  She took a leap of faith.  “I don’t want to go back.”
Mina watched as heat flared in his eyes, pleasure flooding her at the proof that her words affected him, even if it wasn’t as strongly as he affected her.  Until Marco she hadn’t known she could feel these things, but all she had to do was to look at him and she felt her body heating, her pulse speeding up.  She wanted him with an intensity that staggered her, and her life had become focused around him and on him, to the exclusion of everything else.
“What do you want?” The words were simple, but his voice rasped across her senses, hunger lacing it, and her hand trembled in his.  After this there would be no going back.
“You.” She had to clear her throat to continue. “I just want you.”
“And the plan?” Marco watched her closely, and Mina swallowed thickly.
“Screw the plan.”
Marco signaled for the server, his movements concise, his intent obvious.  Within moments he’d settled their account and gathered Mina to him, leading her through the maze of linen covered islands, the faces and conversations existing only on the edges of their reality.  Mina focused on the broad expanse of back in front of her, watching the muscles move smoothly under the suiting, her imagination filling in the details of what his skin looked like beneath it all.  It took a few seconds for her to realize that he’d stopped before they’d reached the door, her mind distracted by her desire.
She tried to look around him to see why they’d stopped, but an iron arm held her back, preventing her from passing along side, and a strident voice cut through the haze in her brain.
“Where is she, Genovese?” Sharp and sneering, the voice was unpleasantly familiar.  Mina peered around Marco’s shoulder and groaned—Ethan. 
“I believe I said, ‘Leave.’” Marco’s words were so cold they dripped icicles, but Ethan wasn’t listening.
“Mina,” he said, angry that he couldn’t reach her, “I see you back there.  Come out here and face me.”
Mina couldn’t believe it.  Ethan was angry—with her. He must be drunk… or crazy...  she thought, before looking up at the savage face above her. Or suicidal.
Marco stood rigidly in front of her, his body blocking most of the aisle, but Mina refused to hide.  She patted the arm that held her and gently disengaged herself so she could move to stand beside him.  It was ridiculous. The three of them were close enough to the front of the restaurant that they were visible from all sides, and everyone was watching. Anger radiated off the man beside her and she patted his arm again, whether to soothe him or herself she wasn’t sure. She just hoped she could talk some sense into Ethan before Marco decided he wanted to kill him.
“I don’t know what you want, Ethan,” she said, her voice pitched low so it wouldn’t carry farther than the troublesome blond in front of her.  “But whatever it is can wait.  This is not the time or the place to have this conversation.”
Ethan took an unsteady step forward. His eyes were a little glassy and his face was red. Definitely drunk. “And just when would the proper time and place be, then?  At home?  No, I’m sorry. That won’t work since you moved all your belongings out while I was out of town.” He sounded so aggrieved, so put upon, that Mina snorted.
 “Well, of course I did!  What did you expect?”  Marco’s arm slipped around her waist again and he pulled her back against the hard length of his body.  Ethan’s eyes followed the movement, focusing on the hand that gripped her hip possessively, and Mina spoke again, trying to draw his attention away from Marco.  “There was no reason for me to stay.  You made that perfectly clear.”
She couldn’t keep the hurt out of her voice, and Ethan tut-tutted at her.  “Don’t be like that, Mina.  And what is he doing here?”  He turned unsteadily to Marco. “Did she come to you with a sob story about how badly she’d been treated? I’d have thought you’d know better than to believe something like that.  It was nothing—I was just having a little fun, and Miss Priss here has gone and blown it all out of proportion. As usual.” The sneer in his voice thickened, and an angry red mist floated across Mina’s vision causing her to forget about the audience around them.
“I blew it out of proportion?”  She raised a pale pink manicured finger and jabbed it at Ethan.  “If finding my fiancé screwing another woman in my bed isn’t a reason for me to be angry, I’d like to know what is.”
Ethan rolled his eyes and looked to Marco.  “See?  Completely out of proportion. She’s like those artifacts in the museum where she works.  Dry, dusty, and dull.” When Marco didn’t sympathize he turned his attention back to Mina.  “If you’re trying to make me jealous, then this,” he snickered as he waved a hand at the two of them, not believing for an instant that she had found comfort in the arms of the handsome Italian, “isn’t the way to go about it. You should at least have found someone more believable.”  He shook his head at Marco, “No offense, Mr. Genovese, I’m sure you’re accustomed to women throwing themselves at you, but, she really shouldn’t have involved you.  It’s utterly ridiculous, and I’m terribly sorry she’s dragged you into the middle of it. I know you wouldn’t be involved in a scheme like this if you actually knew what was going on.”
Mina couldn’t believe Ethan’s audacity.  She opened her mouth to tell him off, but he talked right over her, scolding her like a naughty child.
“Do you have any idea what kind of damage you could have done to Mr. Genovese’s reputation? How much damage you’ve done to my reputation?”  Ethan leaned forward in full lecture mode.  “I’ll admit it—I can partially understand your being upset, but your behavior the other night at Carlito’s got back to the office, and you and Mr. Genovese were the topic of several conversations.”  He raised his eyebrows and looked down his nose at her.  “Very distasteful conversations.”
Speech escaped her.  She couldn’t believe he was serious.  He fucked his assistant, called her horrible names, crushed her self-esteem, drove her to drink and debauchery, and she was distasteful?  He was unbelievable. 
It was all more than she could bear. Tears threatened to fall and she struggled to calm herself.  She would not give Ethan the pleasure of seeing her cry. Marco, still silent, seemed to sense her problem and pulled her forward, sliding her in front of him, allowing her to lean back against his strength, gently wrapping her in his arms. She took a deep breath and centered herself; Ethan was just pressing her buttons—again. She’d done nothing wrong, and no one, especially not an egotistical bastard like Ethan, could make Marco Genovese do anything he didn’t want to do.
“The only distasteful conversation concerning me is this one,” she finally said.  “You should leave.  I don’t want to fight, and you’re making a spectacle of yourself.”
She did want to fight, actually, but Ethan wasn’t worth it.  She wasn’t going to waste a single minute more than she had to on him.
“I don’t want to fight either,” he said, eyes narrowing as he watched Marco’s hands as they rubbed soothing little circles on Mina’s arms. Marco said nothing, just continued his lazy exploration of the skin beneath his fingers.  “But you’re the one making a spectacle. I wanted to give you a chance you reconsider your hasty decision to move out.  I know you’ve moved in with Ivy, but you can’t stay there indefinitely.  You need me, and I figure it’s only fair to let you change your mind, even if you’ve managed to cause a storm of trouble.”
Mina was contemplating the storm of trouble she’d like to cause when a deep voice emanated from the man holding her.
“You are even more of an imbecile than I originally thought, Masters,” Marco drawled lazily, contempt thickly accenting his words. “Considering the fact that my opinion of you was incredibly low to begin with, that is almost impressive.”
The insult shocked Ethan out of his typical smugness, and an ugly mottled red crept out of Ethan’s collar and up his neck.  “I don’t believe I was speaking to you, Genovese,” he glared at the man inexplicably holding his prize. “You can run back to your supermodel girlfriends, now.  This isn’t any business of yours. The jealousy thing isn’t working, and this is strictly between Mina and me.”
A predatory look crossed Marco’s face and Ethan instinctively stepped backwards. “Anything concerning Mina is my business, and there is nothing between you and her anymore.”
Marco slid his hands under Mina’s arms, splaying his fingers across her middle, making his claim clear.  He watched confusion bloom on the blond’s face, almost laughing when the penny dropped and Ethan finally realized this wasn’t an act
“You ungrateful bitch!” Ethan snarled as he saw the way Mina leaned into Marco, trust and welcome in every line of her body.  “How long have you been sleeping with him behind my back?”
In a split second Ethan found his venom spewing cut off as his shirt collar was gripped tightly in Marco’s angry fist, lifting him helplessly to his toes.
“You will never speak to her like that again.”  Mina shivered at the loss of heat from Marco’s body, and from the cold fury in his voice. Please don’t ever let him talk like that to me, she thought.
“And what are you going to do about it?” Ethan’s reply was pure bravado; Mina could see the color leaving his face.  “I knew you wanted her, ever since that event we hosted, but really… she’s a frigid bitch. She’s so cold she’d snap your dick off if you tried to fuck her.”
Marco’s hold on Ethan’s shirt collar tightened, and Mina heard a growl of anger escape his throat.
“You don’t get to say such things,” he twisted the fabric until it cut into Ethan’s flesh.  Mina could see the maître‘d wringing his hands, afraid to interfere and even more afraid not to.  “She never betrayed you—would never have considered it.  You can only blame yourself for your loss.”
He released Ethan suddenly, the smaller man crumpling to the floor in a graceless heap.  He stood over him, a sneer on his lips that spoke volumes.  “As for her being cold, I have found her to be anything but. She is responsive and passionate—a vision in her pleasure—and you? You are nothing.”
Mina stood there listening to Marco’s defense of her, and her heart racing. 
“Marco?” She spoke his name and his head snapped around to look at her.  “Sì , mia adorata?”  His eyes were black, anger and desire warring within them, and Mina’s breath caught in her throat at the intoxicating combination.
“Leave him,” she said.  She waved a hand at the manager hovering in the background.  “He’s not worth it.” 
A frustrated sound snarled in the space between them, Marco’s anger not wanting to let his enemy go without bloodshed.  Mina placed her hand carefully over his heart, its insistent pounding a drumbeat that echoed throughout her body. She looked up at him. “Let’s go home.  Please.”
Home.  With him.  Yes, she wanted to go home.
She stepped away from him, holding a trembling hand out to him in invitation. He ignored it, preferring to sweep her into an embrace that took the rest of her breath away.
“Anything for you,” he said, dropping a searing kiss on her lips.  They stood there like that, lost in each other for a long moment until a choking noise from Ethan brought them back to their senses.  Marco loosened his grip enough that he could take a final threatening step towards the man on the floor.
“I do not want to see your face again. Ever.  If I hear that you have contacted her I will find you. If I hear that you’ve spoken ill of her I will destroy you.  Capisci?”  There was no mistaking the threat and the promise in Marco’s voice and Ethan nodded his understanding, his chin wobbling in pathetic effect.  “She is mine now. You would do well to remember it.”
Mina had never heard that note of possession in his voice before and a shudder rolled through her at his words. Her eyes traveled over the stark planes of his face, until a tightness in her chest reminded her to breathe.
Mine.  Mine now.
The words echoed in her ears. It didn’t matter how many other women had heard those words before.  It didn’t matter that he would never be an easy man to love.  He destroyed the protective barriers around her heart; he had claimed her and her heart agreed.
Marco heard the hitch in her breathing and swore softly, the words barely audible.  He pulled her along, the maneuvering of doors and cars mere ghosts of interference, his only goal to have her—his, only his, in his house, in his arms, in his bed.
 


Chapter Six
              
The night had turned cool, and Mina shivered as she fought the waves of desire that threatened to suffocate her and she reached a hand out to him. A lost look—full of longing—was on her face and his body tightened in need. He gripped the steering-wheel tighter, needing something concrete to keep him focused.
“Don’t,” Marco gritted out and her eyes flashed up at him in surprise.  She turned to him, swimming through layers of sensation—the breeze through the open windows, the heat of him, the tingling of her skin. “Marco?” She didn’t understand; she just wanted him.
“Dio Santo! Don’t look at me like that,” he said, eyes flickering between her and the road.  “I am at the edge of my control, and unless you want me to pull over and take you right now, you won’t tease.  There is only so much a man can take, Mina mia.”
She wasn’t teasing.  She wanted him badly—almost enough to agree to whatever impulse was riding him—but she heard the warning in his voice and knew enough to respect it.
Marco drove too fast, the expensive engine responding to his every demand, and Mina couldn’t help but draw parallels to how he managed to wring such a response from everything he touched.  She looked at him, his eyes glittering in the light from the dash, his jaw tight as he sped through town, and she ached to have that focus on her.
When they reached the building, Marco pulled a fob out of his pocket and summoned an express elevator, unwilling to wait for the regular one.
I guess I still won’t have had sex in an elevator, she thought a little wildly.
“Not now,” Marco said, a wolfish grin on his face as he pressed her against the cold wall of the elevator. “Maybe tomorrow.”
His hands traced lines of fire across her skin, until he cupped her face in them, lifting her lips for his kiss.
“Almost,” he touched her lips with his and she gasped at the sensation, “home.”  His mouth covered hers, his tongue demanding entrance.  He teased the tender flesh inside her lower lip, nipping at the surface, and then lightly gliding across it to soothe the sting.
The elevator chime rang, and Mina’s knees weakened as she realized they’d arrived.  The world spun in a dizzying arc as strong arms swung her up and carried her, through the hall, through the living areas, cutting through the darkness and homing in on the door—the door that had taunted her all week—and the bedroom beyond, the vision of it bringing back memories of all the pleasure that existed there before.
Whispered words washed across her in a constant stream, and she grabbed each on and held it tightly to her heart.
“Mine,” Marco said it for the thousandth time and Mina shuddered at the dark determination in his voice.
“Yours.”  The single word fell from her lips and she could feel its weight as it landed between them.
Mina’s senses were in overdrive.  She was aware of the warmth of Marco’s skin, the taut muscles of the arms holding her so easily, and the intoxicating scent of his cologne and that subtle spice that was just him. She was weak now—tired of standing alone—and she leaned on him, just as he wanted her to.  His grip relaxed and he shifted her slightly, allowing her weight to drag her down across the hard planes of his body.  His heart beat heavily beneath her cheek, his breath rasped in her ear, and she shivered in anticipation as she felt his arousal pressed tightly against her.
She rolled her head to one side, rubbing her cheek against his shoulder.  She was touching him, but she felt like she was so alone, so far from him, that she needed to wrap herself in him, or die trying.  Marco groaned in the darkness and she smiled, a terrible, feminine smile of satisfaction, before she slid her hands up, higher and higher, cupping his chin between trembling fingers so she could draw his face down to her.
Hot lips touched and clung, and Mina stood there, amazed by the intensity of something as simple as a kiss.  Marco didn’t plunge and plunder, instead his quicksilver tongue danced along, licking at her, nibbling, and finally tugging her plump lower lip until she opened herself completely to him.   
His breathing was heavy, his mouth searing her where it touched, leaving her moaning as it trailed along the sensitive skin of her neck until he latched on to the place where her fluttering pulse was visible.  Mina could feel his teeth as they dragged against her, knowing he was leaving his mark on her for everyone to see.
A whispered groan escaped her as he released her and she thought she heard a low laugh in the darkness. Their faces were barely visible in the dim bedroom, the streetlights too far below the windows that marched along the length of the room to cast more than incidental light, but she didn’t need the light.  She knew his face like she knew her own, and she knew the desire stamped on it mirrored hers.
“Marco,” she whispered against his neck, teasing the corded muscles there with her lips, nipping in an echo of his earlier possession, “I need you.  Please.  Make love to me.”
His body stiffened under her hands and she couldn’t stop a panicked thought—what if this had actually been an elaborate trick and he was going to pull away and laugh in her face.  Throw her out in the street with nothing, not even her pride, to keep her warm.    The agony lasted a split second and an eternity, and she was almost afraid to breathe, knowing that would mean the Rubicon would be passed.
She needn’t have worried.  Marco had no intention of letting her go back.
“Finally you come to your senses and admit it,” he said, satisfaction thick in his voice. “I was about to give up hope and take matters into my own hands.”
Mina couldn’t help herself.  “And just what would you have done if I hadn’t ‘come to my senses’?”
Black eyes glittered down at her in the low light. “I’d have tied you down to my bed and made you realize your mistake.” 
Her mouth was suddenly as dry as other parts of her body were wet.  “You wouldn’t,” she started, but Marco pulled her even tighter into his arms, his hands tight around her. “I will do whatever it takes.  Do not forget that.” There was no question in his voice, no hesitance in his words.  He would let nothing stand in the way of his getting what he wanted, and he wanted—for whatever reason—her.  The power in him attracted her like iron filings to a magnet.  She was drawn, sometimes against her will, into him and she was never going to be able to deny it.
He felt her shudder in his arms.  “You like that idea, though, don’t you Mina mia?” He asked.  “You like the idea of being tied down, helpless, my hands on your body, my lips on every inch of your skin.”
Terrible visions raced through her head—her stretched taut beneath him, his lips on her nipples, on her clit—and the idea of being completely at his mercy excited her more than she ever thought possible.  A mewling noise escaped her lips and she could feel a liquid longing pool low in her belly.
“Don’t tease,” she said, surprised at how rough and needy her voice sounded in the empty room.  It wasn’t right—he shouldn’t affect her so deeply, make her so wet and needy—but no one ever told Marco Genovese what he could or couldn’t do.
“Tease?” He asked.  “You think this is teasing?”  His fingers traced paths of fire along her arms and then stroked firmly down her sides, cupping her bottom when he reached it, only to release her so he could start all over again.
Mina pressed herself against him, desperate for contact.  “Ye-e-esss…” she hissed as he dragged the tips of his fingers across her rigid nipples. “ I need more.  Ple-ease.”  Her voice cracked as his hands lifted the hem of her skirt and exposed the tender flesh of her thighs. 
Marco stepped forward forcing Mina to step back towards the bed or lose her balance.  Another step and the hands had crept higher, each step accompanied by Marco’s uncovering of a new inch of territory, territory that he immediately claimed and conquered. 
The quiet whisper of a zipper was magnified a thousand times in the darkness and Mina felt her dress gape and slither off her shoulders, the material parting  to expose her overheated skin to the cool room. Insistent fingers crept inside the lacy edge of her bra and she shifted intentionally, sending the fabric floating to the floor.
“So beautiful.”  Marco lowered his head, peppering her bosom with kisses. His fingers worked her flesh, plucking and rolling her nipples between them until she couldn’t hold back the sounds of her pleasure.
“That’s it,” he murmured, his hand cupping a breast and squeezing it gently, “Your breasts are perfect.  Full and luscious,” he gave a low growl and dropped his mouth to her skin.  “They’re so sweet. I just have to taste them.”
Marco flicked his tongue against her nipple, catching it just hard enough to cause a gasp of surprise. He wrapped his lips around it, the heat of his mouth sending shockwaves through her as she shivered in his arms.  She could feel her heart pound, beating faster and faster, as he laved and suckled at her.  She couldn’t think, couldn’t speak, she could only focus on the incredible feelings Marco was unleashing.
She watched him, her eyes tiny slits, as he lavished her breasts with attention.  He caught her watching and smiled dangerously, taking a pebbled peak between his teeth and biting down.  Mina let out a little shriek, half of surprise and half pleasure, and Marco smiled again as he lightly kissed the tormented bud, soothing the sting and triggering another cascade of shivers that raced across her skin.
“You respond so perfectly to me.”  Marco’s words sent a warm feeling of pride to spread through her. “I can’t wait to see you spread out under me.”  The banked heat flared and Mina trembled under the onslaught.
“My legs are shaking,” she said with an embarrassed little laugh. She leaned into the strong column of Marco’s neck and buried her face against his skin, breathing in deeply, the scent of him both arousing and comforting.
“That’s good,” he whispered, holding her tightly, letting her lean on him for strength. “But I warn you—I don’t intend to let it stop there. My intention is to have your whole body shaking.”  Mina’s eyes flew to his face and he dropped a kiss on her surprised lips. Almost as if he’d put her under a spell, her entire body began to quiver, and when her legs threatened to buckle he guided her to the edge of the bed, dropping her softly across the cool coverlet before lowering himself to join her.
It was so different from the last time they’d been in this position.  Still fueled by passion, it was grounded in knowledge rather than mystery.  Desire burned between them, but it was tempered by experience. Mina wasn’t hungry for knowledge, she was hungry for him,—the whole of him—and she reveled in having him and being had by him.
Marco shifted down the bed, the hands that she’d been fascinated by from the beginning caressing her languidly, drifting across her skin, setting off tremors in her abdominal muscles and waves of goose bumps. She shifted towards him trying to get closer to his heat, but just as she’d feel the rough hair on his arm, or the calloused ridges on his fingertips they’d ghost away leaving her aching for me.
“Touch me,” she said.  She raised her arms to wrap around him, but Marco pushed them back down, trailing along lightly in a silent apology as he murmured, “Patience.  We have all the time in the world.”
Time dilated and Marco’s every movement took forever.  He touched and kissed her, a single possessive swipe of his tongue over a nipple, or into her navel… they added up to a tsunami of sensation, flooding her, making her feel like there was nothing to her but nerves.  Nerves that were on fire for him.
Mina moaned, a low vibration in her throat, and Marco moved lower.  Her pretty under things were nothing but a memory, stripped away and thrown across the room so he had better access to her, and she gasped as he stroked her slick folds.
“So wet,” he said, his fingers sliding easily over her, “I love that you get this way for me.  So excited, so hungry.” His finger dipped deeper, wrenching a cry from her, and she lifted her hips off the bed in a desperate attempt to get more contact.
Marco pulled his fingers away and Mina cried out again, this time in protest, only to have the sound stop dead in her throat when he replaced his fingers with his lips.  It wasn’t the first time she’d felt a man’s mouth on her—he’d made sure of that when they were together before—but without the buzz of alcohol buffering her nerves she felt as if he’d placed a live wire against her clit. 
“Too much,” she whimpered under him, “I can’t… oh God, please.” She was barely coherent, the intensity of the sensations driving her to the brink of sanity.  Marco lifted his head, his dark eyes intent on her, his hands gripping the tops of her thighs.  His fingers splayed across her hips, and his thumbs pulled her swollen folds apart, exposing her glistening depths to his gaze. Her nerves were stretched almost to the breaking point: his breath was hot, his lips soft, but his tongue was almost cruel as it lashed her tender skin, sliding over her, tracing the length of her slit, and then flicking insistently across her clit.  Mina watched him breathlessly, mesmerized by his single-minded seduction. She couldn’t pull her gaze from the dark head between her legs, as he advanced and retreated, again and again, until she thought she’d go crazy from the assault.
“Marco,” she moaned. She dragged her fingers through his hair, and she heard an answering growl from the man in question.  Rather than easing up, though, his ministrations intensified as he refused to allow her to come away from the ragged edge, never relenting in his pursuit of her pleasure.  She twisted futilely, trying to ease the pressure building under her skin, as he slipped one finger and then two into her heated depths.  He blew softly over her heated flesh and she felt him smile as the electric sensation jolted through her causing her to whimper and shiver. Finally, Mina’s hoarse pleas were silenced as Marco sucked the entirely of her clit into his mouth, stroking the hard hooded nub until her climax shattered around her.  He stayed with her, sucking and licking lightly until she unwrapped herself from around him, falling back on the coverlet in an exhausted heap.  He could feel her muscles trembling with aftershocks, and he stared up at her in the half-light, his eyes hot and possessive as they trailed over her.
“Oh Mina,” he murmured against her wet skin. “You are so beautiful.  You cannot know how I love seeing you like this.”
Mina watched in breathless silence as he raised up, looming over her.  Slowly he unbuttoned his shirt, shrugging out of it, his tanned skin almost disappearing in the gloom as the white material pooled silently around her. A glint and a metallic clink let her know he was unbuckling his belt, the whisper of fabric as his trousers slid to the floor her only warning before he moved back up her body, the naked heat of him a shocking contrast to the cool of the air-conditioned room. 
His erection pressed against her, hot and heavy, and she felt an answering heat curling low in her belly.  Her earlier orgasm seemed forever ago, and desire swept greedily through her.  Mina’s hands itched to touch him—to feel the soft furring of hair on his chest, to twist the little copper circles of his nipples—and she reached out blindly to find him in the darkness. Her fingers clutched at broad shoulders and she pulled him down to her.
“I want to touch you,” she whispered, hands exploring the muscular planes of his back.  “You feel so good. No one’s ever felt so good.”
Marco nuzzled the crook of her neck, placing little nipping kisses along her collarbone, and she felt him nudge her legs apart before settling his length against her.  His cock was pinned between them, pressed against her mound so she could feel the heavy throb of his heartbeat in its length.
 “No one?” His voice was deceptively mild, but Mina could hear his underlying challenge.  She shifted her hips, her pussy lips spreading just enough that he was pressed against her clit, and met his gaze.  Marco stared down at her and she licked her lips slowly as she rocked suggestively against him.  “No one.”
Mina felt the aching need pooling—she felt empty.  She needed him.  She felt like she’d crawl out of her skin if he didn’t do something, but he didn’t move.  She shifted again, rubbing her wetness against him in a silent invitation, but he held himself still, his hips just far enough from her that all she managed to do was tease herself.
The frustration was building and she groaned and moved under him, trying to find some way to increase the contact, to get him to move, but he refused to cooperate.
“Marco,” she was begging, twisting her hips in a desperate bid for attention, “please.  I need more.  Please.”
Finally he shifted, the broad blunt tip of his cock lodging between her aching pussy lips.  She waited, breath held, but he simply rocked shallowly, stretching her and then withdrawing, a heavenly inch or two, and then… nothing. 
“Do you want this,” he asked, and she almost screamed in frustration.  Of course she wanted this.  “Yes!  Yes, I want this.  Please, don’t make me wait anymore.”
He pushed his cock a little deeper and rotated his hips, wrenching a little cry from her before returning to his shallow teasing.  “If I give you what you want, are you going to run away again?”
Mina couldn’t believe it.  The bastard was blackmailing her by withholding sex.  “No!  I’m not going to run away again.  I promise.”  She looked at him, willing him to believe her and something he saw in her face must have convinced him, and she watched his hunger overrun his control.
“I will hold you to that,” he said finally, slowly rocking his hips deeper, each stroke conquering new territory.  Mina clutched at his back, dragging her nails across his skin leaving red welts in her wake.  Marco hissed as the sudden pain and snapped his hips forward, plunging his entire length into her, stealing her breath as he stretched her like she’d never been before. 
Mina knew she was lost.  There was no use fighting him, because she’d really only be fighting herself.  She wanted him, wanted what he could make her feel even if it was fleeting, and she wasn’t going to let this slip away.  She dragged her nails down Marco’s back again, reveling in the shortness of breath it caused, and raised up where she could kiss the column of his neck, nipping and sucking at whatever skin she could reach, trying to pull him deeper into her.
Marco’s eyes widened, surprised at her aggressive behavior, but it only drove him harder.   “You want me.”  It wasn’t a question but she still answered, her voice raw with need.  “So much.  Want you so much.” 
He could feel her pulsing around him as he pumped into her, the passion between them burning hotter than ever before.  He thrust slow and hard, every stroke filling her completely, and Mina was quickly losing control.  Nature was teaching her, urging her to things she’d never done before.  She gave her hips a little experimental roll and both of them moaned as her clit rubbed against Marco’s pelvis.
It felt so good having him buried inside her.  It was better than anything she could remember.  Marco lifted her, arching her back over his hands, and as she rolled her hips again he caught a tightly furled nipple in his mouth.  Mina felt like there was an electric current connecting her nipple and her clit, and she let out a wail as a second orgasm crashed over her. 
Marco held himself completely still as Mina came, her pussy fluttering and pulsing around him.  She ground her hips hard into his as she felt the earth shake around her.  She clung to Marco’s shoulders, shuddering against him, her hips still moving franticly as she rode out her orgasm.
She drew in a shuddering breath, the waves of pleasure receding slowly, only to be pulled tightly against Marco’s chest, her breasts flattened against him, her nipples super-sensitized as they rubbed against him. She heard him, as from a distance, as he whispered in her ear, “Hold on to me.  Tightly.”
With only that warning, Marco began to move in earnest.  His hands held her in an iron grasp as he drew nearly all the way out only to slam completely back in so she felt every inch of him pounding through her. Her head fell back, her neck arched until her blonde curls spread wildly behind her, her body bowed in pleasure.  Her nails bit into his shoulders leaving little half-moons as he fucked her through the spasms of her orgasm.
“Oh God,” she cried, as she felt him thrusting, pounding, giving her no chance to come down or catch her breath.  “I want you to come again.”  That dark voice cut through the haze in her brain, but surely what he was asking was impossible.
“I can’t,” she moaned as he shifted again, pushing and pulling through the sucking tightness of her pussy. 
“You can, and you will.”  Marco lifted her from the bed, pulling from her for as long as it took to flip her face-down into the comforter.  He raised her hips in line with his own, her body unresisting, until her shoulders and arms rested on a pillow below him, and he plunged his cock back into her depths.
This position was new to her but the surprise was quickly overcome by the sensation of Marco reaching even deeper than before, his cock hitting spots inside her that she’d never even known existed.  A groan of pleasure escaped her and Marco grunted in satisfaction.  He slammed into her, not giving her a chance to adjust.  He pressed one palm between her shoulders and pushed her down into the bed, his other hand tight on her hip as he rode her hard.  Mina could hear the slapping of skin on skin as he practically bounced off the curve of her ass. 
Mina had never experienced anything like it.  Even with Marco before, he hadn’t been this forceful, this insistent.  He was lost in her and it was intoxicating.
Marco slid his hand from her hip, around until his fingers found the point where they were joined.  He thrummed across her clit, catching it and worrying it until she felt her climax teetering just out of her reach.
“I’m going to make you come for me again,” he said, his words were matter-of-fact, but his voice was rough with passion. He rolled her clit between his fingers, once, twice, and then she screamed.
She was flying.  Nothing else could describe the feeling—she barely heard her own ragged breathing, or the slapping of skin as Marco continued to move.  He was so deep inside her that she could feel her pussy flexing and undulating along his length, until the contractions finally snapped his control.  He grabbed her hips with both hands, his grip was so tight he left bruises in his wake, and began to thrust as much as her body would allow.  She pulsed and constricted around him, and he plunged into her, over and over, through the sucking fist of her pussy, until he couldn’t hold back anymore.  His balls pulled up tight and he stiffened behind her, coming inside her with a strangled groan.
Marco leaned forward, curling around her back, and coaxed her gently until she shifted, bonelessly, onto her side.  She felt him slide from her oversensitive channel, but he didn’t roll away and fall into the sleep of the sated.  Instead he wrapped his arms tightly around her, pulling her backwards in the crumpled bed until her bottom rested against his now softening length.  With one hand he grabbed the duvet that had been shoved unceremoniously to the side during their mad coupling and pulled it over her, protecting her from the chill in the air.
Lying there in the darkness, Mina focused on the heart beating against her back.  It was strong and steady and as the moments passed it slowed into an almost hypnotic counterpoint to her breathing.  It was the most natural seeming thing in the world to have him wrapped around her, his strong arms holding her tightly, his legs entwined with hers, and when the little worried voice tried to whisper words of warning, she shut it up by wiggling once against Marco’s chest and feeling his arms tighten even more around her.
“Stop that,” he said, dropping a kiss at the nape of her neck, “or I won’t be held accountable for my actions.”
Mina blushed in the darkness as she realized the effect her movements were having on him.  The crazy thing was she wanted to roll her bottom against him, wanted to entice and excite him, even though she’d just been thoroughly fucked.
“I’m sorry.  I’ll stop.”  Her voice quavered and Marco dropped more kisses along her skin.  “Not stop—never stop cara—just relax for now.  Rest.  I was not… gentle, and I don’t want to hurt you.  You just drive me a little crazy; I can’t seem to control myself when I’m with you.”
The fear that had been nibbling at her faded.  He didn’t want her to stop. He wanted her—still wanted her.
“This isn’t just a fling is it?”  She sounded surprised, even to herself, and Marco answered with a low chuckle.  “No, Mina mia.  This is not just a fling.” 
Mina didn’t speak.  Didn’t know what to say.  Everything had changed—her whole world had shifted—but instead of feeling wrong, it all felt oddly right. 
“This changes things.”  Mina felt the arms around her tighten reflexively, and then relax, as if Marco were willing himself to be calm in the face of whatever she had to say.
“I don’t see how,” he argued quietly, “you wanted this.  You wanted me.  You still want me.” He plucked a nipple, eliciting a groan from her as it hardened under his fingers.  “You cannot run away from me this time.  I will not allow it.” 
His words washed over her, and she thrilled at the determination in his voice. 
“Oh I wasn’t thinking about running away,” she rolled slightly, shifting so she could bring her hand up to cup his whisker-rough jaw. “I was just realizing that we’re going to have to move all my clothes again.” Her eyes darkened and her lips parted as she leaned up to kiss him.  “It would be terribly inconvenient to have to go to the other end of the apartment to get dressed every morning.”
Understanding flared in Marco’s eyes and the look on his face left her breathless. 
“You’re assuming that if you stay here I will let you out of bed.” A long finger trailed hotly down her body, leaving her shivering in its wake, and she nodded.
“You’ll have to let me up,” she said, turning her face into his shoulder, hoping he wouldn’t see the blush staining her cheeks.  “If you don’t then I’ll never get to have sex in an elevator.”
Marco’s fingers stilled and for a moment there was nothing but silence.  Mina waited, certain that she’d crossed a line, but then a rumble started deep in his chest, rising and getting louder until his whole body was shaking with laughter as he held her.
“My God, you never cease to amaze me,” he said when his amusement had finally faded.  “No woman has ever kept me guessing the way you have.” 
Mina’s earlier embarrassment disappeared, replaced by a warm feeling of contentment as she realized that she could probably say anything to this man and he’d accept it, and her, and never think less of her for it. She smiled to herself and Marco raised an eyebrow in inquiry.  “What are you smiling at now, my little wanton? Is there another itch you would particularly like scratched?”
Mina sighed, knowing that Marco would rise to the challenge no matter what fantasy she came up with, but she shook her head—there was plenty of time to explore the physical freedom Marco promised.  Right now she was simply enjoying being with him.  “No, I’m just happy.”
Marco looked down at her, his eyes surprisingly gentle.  “I am very glad to hear that.”  He shifted them so they were wrapped around each other, caressing her until the motion lulled her to the edge of sleep.
“I dreamed of this the first night we were together,” he said softly, so as not to break the hypnotic spell of his fingers.  “I held you in the darkness and imagined how it would be holding you, making love to you every night.  To know that you’d be in my bed. Always.”
Always. The word caused Mina’s breath to hitch in her throat.
“Does the reality live up to your fantasy?” Her words were light, but her heart stopped in her chest as she waited for his answer.
“Absolutely.” There was no question in his voice and Mina released the breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding.  “This time you’re real.”
“That’s not always a good thing,” she whispered, needing to voice at least some of her fears.
“Having you with me is always a good thing.”  His voice brooked no argument and Mina snuggled tightly against him, hoping, for once, that she was wrong.
They lay like that, silently, until Mina felt herself slipping into the dark comfort of sleep, the only reality being  Marco’s arms around her, and the tethers of new love binding her tightly.
“Do you have a passport?” The words jarred her into half-wakefulness and she raised up on her elbows to look at him. “Yes.  Of course. Why?”
Marco nudged her back down on the bed, unhappy that she’d left his embrace. His voice was thick and sleepy. “You will need it if you’re to come home with me.” He patted her hip and yawned.  “Don’t worry about it.  I will take care of everything tomorrow.”
His hand slid up and rested possessively on her breast, his fingers curled around the weight of it, not willing to let her go even in sleep.
“You’re going to love Italy,” he murmured, a soft satisfied sound.  “And my family is going to love you.”
Mina’s eyes snapped open in the darkness.
His family?
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