
  
    
      
    
  


  


  


  


  BIG BAD WOLFE


  


  ELLE DOOLITTLE


  


  [image: ]



  


  


  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. The author makes no claims to, but instead acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of the word marks mentioned in this work of fiction.


  


  Copyright © 2015 by Elle Doolittle


  


  BIG BAD WOLFE by Elle Doolittle


  All rights reserved. Published in the United States of America by Swoon Romance. Swoon Romance and its related logo are registered trademarks of Georgia McBride Media Group, LLC.


  No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.


  


  Published by Swoon Romance


  Cover designed by Najlaqamberdesigns.com


  Cover copyright © 2015 by Swoon Romance


  [image: ]



  


  


  


  


  


  For everyone who gave me the courage to write.



  


  


  


  


  


  BIG BAD WOLFE


  


  ELLE DOOLITTLE


  


  Chapter One


  


  


  “Ah, good you’re here.” Sarah lifted her face from the cradle of her hands to study her grandfather. Standing as he was, feet crossed at the ankles, shoulder leaning against the door jam, he looked surprisingly chipper for a man about to shut his business down. Maybe he’s been sneaking into the emergency Scotch again.


  “Hey, Gramps.” An indulgent smile lifted the corners of her lips as she watched him practically vibrate with energy.


  “Everyone is gathering in the conference room in five minutes, don’t be late.” He turned and nearly skipped down the hall. Wait, was he whistling? Ralph Maxwell did not whistle.


  Not the Scotch then.


  Maybe Frank slipped him something for his nerves. She wouldn’t put it past the talent agent to innocently offer some pharmaceutical assistance. On a day like today, she was surprised the whole office wasn’t medicated.


  Shaking free of the thoughts of what Frank could have gotten his hands on and tricked her grandfather into taking, she figured she had better head to the conference room as well. No use sitting here stewing over something that was out of her control.


  “What’s up with Ralph?” Marcy asked as soon as she entered the hall. Apparently the old man’s odd behavior hadn’t escaped her coworker’s notice either.


  “Noticed it, too?”


  “Yeah. You would think that he would be a little less … upbeat today, of all days.”


  Sarah nodded.


  “Frank,” they said in unison, knowing if anything unusual was going on the man wasn’t too far away and more often than not directly involved.


  “You called, my lovelies?” Frank appeared out of nowhere.


  “What did you do this time?” Marcy asked her on again, off again lover, prompting him to hold his hand to his chest in mock affront.


  “I don’t believe I know what you mean, Marcy.” Sarah watched in amazement as he leaned into the other woman. “What you would like me to do?”


  “Now’s not the time,” Marcy huffed. “Have you seen Ralph today?”


  “Yes.”


  “And?”


  The man looked genuinely confused. “And what?”


  “You didn’t notice anything off?” Marcy stopped walking and was now tapping her foot impatiently on the carpet.


  “Well, of course, but I thought the old man had gotten into the Scotch again.”


  Sarah stood for a moment watching the two of them stare each other down. The tension in the air was becoming palpable. And strangely fascinating. She felt heat race from her chest to her cheeks and knew she was blushing. Things were obviously about to be on again and she didn’t want to witness their romantic reunion.


  “All right guys, now that we have that settled, can we get in there?” She pointed to the large wall clock at the end of the hall. “Wouldn’t want to be late.”


  The two sobered up with one more heated look and she couldn’t decide if it was anger or passion that zinged between them.


  “You’re right,” Marcy said. “Let’s get in there.”


  The rest of the walk down the hall was made in silence as the implications of the meeting that was about to start settled in for the three of them. As much as Marcy and Frank liked to have fun and goof off, they had worked hard for the agency over the years. The two of them had been the first to take her under their wings when she joined the ranks right out of college. They didn’t care that she was the boss’s granddaughter and didn’t put up with those who said she only got the job as Accounts Director because of that connection.


  The fact was Sarah was ridiculously good at what she did. She had a way of making things happen that astounded most of those who took the time to see beyond her last name. Those first few years when they had the clientele to still be competitive, she had given them all she had and how did they repay her? By finding a new agency with a bigger name as soon as their contracts expired. She shouldn’t take their desertion personally, and that it was only business, but she lived for her job. It was the only thing that she had besides her grandfather.


  When the three of them entered the conference room, Ralph was seated at the head of the long table waiting patiently for them. He smiled brightly as he gestured for them all to enter and take a seat. Sarah shot a narrow-eyed look at Frank, who just shrugged and shook his head. He really didn’t have anything to do with the drastic mood change in her grandfather. Feeling uneasy, she took the seat closest to her last living relative, assessing him for signs of a stroke or mental illness. Something had to explain his behavior.


  “You can stop looking at me like I’ve gone off the deep end, Sarah.” Her eyes shot up to meet his and she noticed for the first time the mischievous sparkle that had slowly died over the past few years. What was going on? Sarah licked her suddenly dry lips. His smile was reassuring before focusing on the others in the room, her nervous gaze following his. Oh God, this could be really bad. While she had been studying her grandfather, she hadn’t noticed the three remaining staff members slip into the room.


  “As all of you know, things have been steadily declining over the past few years here at Maxwell, Williams, and Blake. And as Greg in accounting has reminded me, yet again this morning, the agency is nearly out of money.”


  Where he was going with all of this?


  “I know that most of you believe that I called you in here today to bestow upon you my parting words, a sparkling reference, and your last paychecks. I thought the same thing until late last night.” Ralph held up a hand effectively silencing the oncoming uproar. “Last night my last ditch effort to pull us out of the mud came through and if you are all willing to stick out the next few months with me I can assure you that we will be back and better than ever.”


  “But how?” The question came from Betty, the only remaining receptionist.


  “A very old friend of mine owed me a favor and his grandson has agreed to pay it back for him.” Now Sarah was really confused. She heard nothing of this before now. Usually her grandfather confided in her when it came to the business.


  “I can tell you’re all confused how this will help us out of the little bind we’ve found ourselves in, but I would really like him to explain things.” Ralph looked down at his watch. “He should be here any minute.”


  She was about to ask her grandfather just what was going on when a knock on the door stopped her.


  “Ah, here he is now.” Ralph rounded the table with more pep than one would expect in a seventy-five-year-old man. When he pulled open the door, she felt the hair on the back of her neck stand on end. “As I can see by the looks on your faces, to most of you this man needs no introduction but spare an old man his manners. Everyone, this is Falon Wolfe.”


  The slow inspection that started at the tips of a pair of obviously expensive leather shoes stopped somewhere in the vicinity of the third button from his belt. She felt her stomach drop as she looked into the face of a man she thought she would never see again. Never wanted to see again.


  Memories—mortifying, ridiculous memories—rushed back and she felt her face flush. She tore her gaze away from cataloging how good the last nine years had been to him. What was he doing here? Her stomach dropped as it filled with razor-winged butterflies. Dear Lord, she was going to be sick.


  She could only sit and watch Falon shake her grandfather’s hand and smile charmingly at the rest of her coworkers. The same confident walk she remembered from years ago carried him across the room with the same predatory grace that could hypnotize a girl into losing articles of clothing. She shook herself. Well it wasn’t going to work on her. Not this time. No matter how the liquid pooling in her belly and the sudden acceleration of her heart rate tried to convince her differently.


  “Yowza—what a hunk,” Marcy whispered. She couldn’t contain the reflexive snort at her friend’s words. If she only knew. Catching Marcy’s questioning eyes, she felt that men like Falon Wolfe were probably right up her alley.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  Falon stood at the head of the long table taking in the motley mix before him. Six pairs of eyes looked back at him expectantly as he tried to remember how he had let his grandfather talk him into this mess. He said that he owed Ralph Maxwell some sort of favor and the man’s business was failing. His grandfather’s persistent heckling that Falon needed to remember what it was like to do something nice for another human being was the only true driving force behind his agreement to take on this job. That, and to get the man to stop looking so guilty. The past was the past. He had moved on and the old man needed to learn to do the same.


  He was doing this job nearly pro bono at that! If that wasn’t nice, he didn’t know what was. And maybe he didn’t, but what did it matter? He hadn’t gotten where he was today by being nice to every person he ran into in the business of business. Most of the time, these people needed a firm hand. That was his specialty. One last look around the room gave him the sinking sense this was one of those cases.


  “Good morning, everyone.” He smiled at their expectant faces. “I’m sure you’re all aware why I am here. It’s no secret that I am the best at what I do, and that’s taking companies on the downward spiral and turning them around to be profitable again. That’s just what I plan to do here. And if you will all bear with me over the next few weeks as I familiarize myself with the way things work here, and how I can best get Maxwell, Williams, and Blake back to the forefront of the talent industry, I promise to do everything in my power to make sure we’re a success.”


  “And how, exactly, do you plan to do that?” He zeroed in on the little redhead who boldly held his gaze. His eyes narrowed. There was always one determined to rock the boat. “I’ve seen what you have done with other companies, Mr. Wolfe, are you planning on using the same tactics here?”


  “I am willing to do anything to make this agency a success again.” He paused just long enough to make her uneasy. “Aren’t you?”


  “Absolutely.”


  He watched as a slow, mischievous smile raced across her lips and something tugged at his memory. He shook off the sensation when she began speaking again.


  “I would give almost anything for this company to be what it once was, Mr. Wolfe. Almost anything. But I would say that I would draw the line with what you did with Browning, Inc., Faraway LTD, and a list of other companies that you pulled from the gutter.”


  He was struck speechless, which was a wonder in and of itself, as she practically sneered the end of her little speech. Air quoting to add a bit of drama. He could only stare at the woman in utter amazement. Who did she think she was? Anger began to uncurl in his gut. They had called him in to save their asses and she was criticizing his business strategies?


  “What did he do at those places?” the woman sitting next to the little imp asked. She answered her coworker without taking her eyes off him, and he couldn’t help noticing the fire burning in their tawny depths. If he didn’t know any better, he would say this was personal.


  “He dismantled them completely. Restructured and rehired nearly every position with the exception of those in charge.” Her smile grew. “Isn’t that right, Mr. Wolfe?”


  The room erupted. He was unaware five people could make so much noise. Letting them take a moment to work it out of their system, he glared at the little troublemaker. His eyes promised that if it came to it, she would be the first to go. He turned to Ralph Maxwell, who was staring at her in disbelief. Apparently this wasn’t normal behavior. Shaking it off, he decided that enough was enough.


  “People. People, please.” He raised his voice only enough to gain their attention. “What your coworker here has so kindly pointed out is true. Ah, let me finish. It is true that after examining several companies and their business strategies I made the call to restructure. That isn’t to say that it will happen here. It isn’t a secret, I wasn’t hiding it, and your employer here is well aware of my track record. As I am sure most of you are. I am the best at what I do for a reason, and you’ll have to trust me to make the right calls for Maxwell, Williams, and Blake, or this will never work.”


  He let his eyes fall on the little troublemaker again and felt an odd sense of disappointment mixed with the satisfaction that he had successfully cowed her. For some reason, a part of him was hoping she would have a little more fight in her. Looking down at her lowered head, he fought his instinct to reach out and tilt her head to meet his eyes. He wanted to know what was going on behind those amber orbs and that thought, more than anything, had him turning his attention back to the rest of the room. He wasn’t there to probe the depths of one mouthy redhead’s mind; he was there to get the agency back on track and get the hell out of dodge.


  “All right, Mr. Maxwell here has been kind enough to lend me an office that is no longer in use. I will be setting up shop there until I have assured that this agency is stable again and headed in the right direction. I will be making rounds over the next few days to get to know what each of your jobs entails and developing a strategy from there of how we can be more efficient.”


  He wasn’t sure, but intermixed with the sound of chair wheels on the carpet he thought he heard a snort coming from the direction of the red-haired minx. His lips twitched and he had to fight the unexpected grin that threatened to surface. Telling himself he was only mildly thrilled by the idea of the challenge of taming her, and not the way she looked in that tight pencil skirt.


  “Thank you so much for doing this.” Ralph Maxwell’s voice drew his attention from watching her sway out of the room. “I know that you don’t normally work with companies such as mine and that you’re doing this as a favor for your grandfather, but I just want you to know how grateful we are.”


  Looking down at the old man, Falon allowed himself to feel a margin of sympathy for him. Ralph Maxwell was a dinosaur in a world where you needed to remain cutting edge or risk losing it all. The man had to be in his mid-seventies and Falon couldn’t fathom why he was still in the business instead of selling out long ago. It was poor business sense and if there was one thing that broke through his icy resolve, it was poor business. Why hadn’t the man passed the company on to his children to run?


  “There will be a lot of work that needs to be done to save the place, Mr. Maxwell. If I’m going to get your company back up to par, you are going to have to be willing to make the changes necessary.” He couldn’t give in to the questions circling in his mind. He learned early on to never get personally involved with a client. It only led to emotional entanglements that he could ill afford.


  “Yes, of course.” The older man extended an arm for Falon to lead the way. “Let’s get you settled into your office and we’ll get things started.”


  Waiting for Ralph to exit the conference room, Falon caught himself looking for signs of the imp from the meeting. Not that he was interested in what she was doing. No, he wanted to make sure that he steered clear of her. At least for the next ten minutes or so.


  Shaking his head at the path his thoughts seemed to have wandered down, Falon walked beside Ralph in the direction of the various offices the building held. Looking through the glass walls that separated each room from the hall, he noticed that they all had a large window overlooking what must be the street and the park beyond that. Not bad digs for a company on the outs. Lucky for Ralph Maxwell, he purchased the building nearly fifty years ago and didn’t have loan payments to contend with. At least that was one point in his favor.


  The idea of leasing the extra space while the agency found its footing flitted around his thoughts and he made a mental note to look into the profit margins of leasing office space. Keeping his eyes on the glass walls to his left, Falon nearly tripped over what he would later convince himself was a wrinkle in the rug. Surely the sight of a compact, lithe body topped with cascading red curls hadn’t been the reason his body refused to follow his brain’s instructions to keep moving.


  Watching her march around the office gesturing wildly while the woman who was seated next to her earlier looked on in horrified amusement, he couldn’t help but think what a pity it was to have all of those lush curves and slender lines attached to such a mouth. Not that her mouth didn’t appear perfect when closed, he mused as she stopped her rant long enough for her friend to get a few words in. The problem was, it didn’t stay closed for long.


  “I apologize for her behavior earlier,” Ralph said. The man had obviously doubled back for him when he realized Falon had been struck dumb by the strange combination of lust and morbid curiosity that was now pumping through his system. Not that the old man knew what he was struggling with. Well, he hoped not.


  “I take it this isn’t normal behavior?” He pointed to the obviously outraged woman on the other side of the glass.


  “Not at all, Sarah is usually the only level head in the place.” Ralph chuckled. “Most people drawn to this business are nearly as high-maintenance as the clients they represent.”


  “And Sarah would be?”


  “Accounts director, strictly behind the scenes.” He watched the old man watch Sarah through the glass with a familiar softness to his features that pricked his curiosity. “I will say that she was in rare form today.”


  Rare form indeed. Falon watched as she threw her head back and laughed at whatever her friend was saying. That nagging pull on his memory returned with a vengeance stirring up thoughts of warm sheets and entwined limbs.


  Whoa. Where had that come from? Clearing his throat and forcing his brain onto the task at hand, he figured he better get down to business before he embarrassed himself in front of a man who obviously had some connection to the firecracker.


  “Right. So my office?” He needed to get himself behind a closed door and out of temptation’s way as soon as possible.


  “Oh yes, right over here.”


  Of all the offices, it would be the one right next door to the current object of his lustful imagination. Only a thin wall separated him from the woman that got his blood pumping in more ways than one. He could only hope the annoyance won out because he wasn’t sure how long he could last if he actually found her personality marginally appealing. Lord knows marginally appealing was what he traditionally aimed for. It was easier to leave them when he could barely stand them.


  “Something wrong with the office?” Ralph asked looking around the bare space.


  “No. Nothing wrong.”


  He hadn’t realized he had been grimacing and schooled his features into his typical mask of bland indifference as he walked further into the room. No use letting the old man know he was hot for this accounts director. Ralph nodded and left the room, closing the door quietly behind him. Stifling a groan, he slumped in the desk chair and threw an arm over his eyes. He could safely add yet another thing to the list of reasons he shouldn’t have taken this job.


  


  Chapter Two


  


  


  Sarah stared at her blank computer screen. She couldn’t believe she actually said those things. Out loud. In a room full of people she had to see on a daily basis. It had been four hours and she could still feel her face burn every time she thought how she went off on Falon in front of everyone. It was so unlike her, but the surprise of seeing him walk through the door and straight into her life for the next few months had pushed her over the edge. So really, it was all his fault.


  Oh, God. What must he think?


  Sarah buried her face in her hands. At least he didn’t seem to recognize her. She didn’t know what she would do if he came storming through her office door demanding an explanation. She didn’t have one. Not for this morning and definitely not for what happened nine years ago. Even though she wasn’t the only one to blame for that night, she still felt guilty. Yet another incident Falon Wolfe had made her act completely out of character.


  The sudden staccato knock on her door had her heart attempting an escape through her throat.


  “Hey girl, Frank and I were wondering …”


  She looked up when Marcy’s voice cut off. “You were wondering?”


  “You okay?”


  “You and Frank were wondering if I was okay?”


  “No. We were wondering if you wanted to get some lunch with us.” Marcy waved a hand at her. “Coming in here finding you like this has me wondering if you’re okay.”


  She looked down at herself and felt the millionth blush of the day coming on. She had kicked off her shoes hours ago while ranting Marcy’s ear off after the meeting that morning. In fact, they were still flung on opposite sides of the room. She’d gotten herself so worked up over the startling turn of events this morning she shed her usual conservative button-down. It was now a wrinkled heap on the corner of her desk. She sat before Marcy wearing only a thin camisole, a pencil skirt, and her shame.


  Marcy raised a questioning brow. “Lunch then?”


  “Uh—yeah.” Sarah bent and slipped on the closest shoe. “Just let me put myself back together.”


  “I’d nix the shirt,” Marcy said when she held the offending article of clothing up for closer examination. “The thing has more wrinkles than my great aunt Nancy.”


  “You don’t have an Aunt Nancy.” She placed the shirt back on the desk and picked up her purse.


  “It’s a euphemism kid, let’s go.”


  Marcy held out Sarah’s other shoe to her as they walked through the door. She struggled to put the pump on while keeping up with Marcy’s long-legged stride. Marcy stopped in her tracks causing Sarah to nearly slam into her as she hopped along behind. Finally sliding the stubborn shoe onto her foot, she felt the hairs on her neck stand to attention again. Great. Not bothering to look, she knew Falon was standing in the doorway to the office next to hers and knew his eyes were on her. Lowering her foot to the ground, she peeked over at him and didn’t miss the way he watched her actions. Like she was some strange bug yet to be cataloged by science. Double great.


  “Oh, Mr. Wolfe, we were just headed out for lunch.” Marcy’s voice was all honey. Sarah stared daggers at her backstabbing friend. Didn’t she spend twenty minutes this morning listening to her go into detail how Mr. Wolfe was pond scum? And here she was, inviting the man to lunch. Maybe it wasn’t too late to sneak back to her office and hide under the desk until five o’clock.


  “It’s Falon, please Ms. …”


  “Marcy.”


  Dear Lord, the woman was batting her eyes in a bad imitation of Scarlett O’Hara. Run girl, Falon Wolfe was no Rhett Butler.


  “Marcy. I would love to join you ladies.” He looked between the two of them. “If you would give me just a minute?”


  “What are you doing?” Sarah hissed at Marcy as soon as he was out of earshot.


  “Inviting the man to lunch.” She watched as the light bulb finally clicked on for Marcy. “Crap! I’m sorry Sarah, but you know my I’m a sucker for a handsome face and that Falon Wolfe is as hot as they come. What’s your problem with him anyway? This much anxiety can’t just be over the old man’s business.”


  She opened her mouth to say something but thought better of it. Marcy wasn’t exactly the best person to spill your personal secrets to and this one was a doozy. So she clamped her mouth shut and shook her head.


  “It doesn’t matter, he just rubs me the wrong way.”


  Which was a boldfaced lie. For all that Falon was a dog of gigantic proportions, the man could certainly rub a woman the right way. She felt herself blushing again and willed it to stop before Marcy made assumptions that were too close to the truth for her comfort.


  “Ready to go?” Falon appeared in the doorway to his office with a patient smile. It was like the man knew they were talking about him and loved every minute of it. Which was probably the truth. She felt her eyes narrow as she forced her gaze straight ahead.


  “Is Frank meeting us there?” she asked Marcy, who was suffering from the inability to take her eyes off of Falon.


  “Huh?” She visibly shook herself. “Oh, no he should be here any minute. You know Frank, perpetually late.”


  Sarah noticed the calculating gleam enter Falon’s eyes and thought it best to take some of the heat off of Frank’s inability to be on time.


  “Only when it comes to meeting up with us,” she said, shooting Falon a quick look. “Anything important he is usually on time.”


  “Speak for yourself, sugar.” Marcy crossed her arms over her ample chest as Frank finally started toward them from his office down the hall. Poor man didn’t even know he was in the doghouse yet. Sarah had a feeling he was about to find out. She rolled her eyes as Marcy linked her arm through Falon’s, forcing her and Frank to follow behind. As if the day couldn’t get any worse.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  Sitting at the high table in the little sports bar Frank had insisted they go to, Falon couldn’t help thinking he had walked right into the middle of something. Marcy had insisted he sit next to her and ever since the waitress took their drink orders he had been dodging her very blatant advances.


  He didn’t miss the dejected looks Frank kept shooting the brazen brunette either. Yep, definitely found myself smack dab in the middle of a lover’s spat. There was nothing comfortable about being the other man. Unless of course he went in knowing his role. Then he was always very comfortable. If judging by the death glare Sarah maintained, he wasn’t treading on consensual ground.


  “So, Frank, you’re an agent?” he asked, firmly removing Marcy’s curious hand from his thigh.


  “That’s right.” Frank eyed him suspiciously. Like he knew what Marcy was up to under the table and it was somehow Falon’s fault.


  “How do you like it?”


  “In the good times it’s wonderful. The best part is watching someone that you pulled from nonexistence become this supernova. The pride that fills you when your little protégé takes the world by the horns and conquers the universe that is show business, there’s nothing like it.”


  He could only nod. The other man came to life talking about his work. Falon shifted in his seat. He’d felt that way once. That passion. Now it was more cool calculation. The man’s love for his job was obvious and it made him more than a little uncomfortable. He was used to men like himself, men who were more interested in the bottom line than anything else.


  Lifting his water glass to his lips, he unknowingly left his obviously vulnerable lap unguarded. When Marcy’s hand swooped in and not so subtly planted itself a little bit north of its previous exploration, he couldn’t suppress his surprised jerk and nearly lost a mouthful of water through his nose.


  Shooting his gaze across the table to see if anyone noticed Manhandling Marcy’s actions, he met Sarah’s golden eyes and prayed his silent plea for her to call her friend off translated. When she narrowed her eyes and shifted that very effective death glare to her friend, he let out a breath. Thank God. He was pretty sure she wasn’t taking mercy on him, but Frank, who was looking less than chipper, but whatever got Marcy’s hands out of his lap would work for him.


  “If you’ll excuse me, guys,” Sarah finally spoke up. “I need to use the restroom. Marcy?”


  “Hmm?”


  “You coming?” He didn’t miss the impatience in her voice and apparently neither did the woman currently flexing her fingers on a very sensitive part of his body.


  “Fine,” Marcy huffed and slid off her chair. “I don’t know why you can’t go alone. You’re just perpetuating a misconception held by all men that women are incapable of doing a simple task like peeing without at least one friend for assistance.”


  He bit back a chuckle as her tirade about men’s views of women continued across the restaurant. Ralph Maxwell was right about people in this business being a little over the top. He was pretty sure Marcy took the cake in the drama queen department and could only imagine the discussion going on in the ladies’ room right now. If it was anything like this morning, the woman was getting an ear full from Sarah right about now. What he wouldn’t give to be a fly on the wall …


  “Sorry about her.” Frank’s quiet words drew his thoughts back to the table. “She’s just mad at me for last night and you’re the closest available male to … well you know.”


  “I take it her little jab about you being late has something to do with this as well?”


  Frank sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “Yeah, she had planned this big night based on a book she read. You know the one …”


  He held up a hand. “Say no more.”


  The other man laughed. “Long story short, I forgot about it and was running late and she got impatient. Then angry and now … now she’s getting even.”


  “She doesn’t strike me as the waiting type.”


  “That she is not.” Frank shook his head and took a drink of his soda. Falon shared a commiserating smile with him, and despite himself, found that he kind of liked the poor sod.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  “Just what do you think you’re doing?” Sarah rounded on Marcy as soon as she was sure they were alone in the restroom.


  “I don’t know what you mean.” Marcy leaned over a sink, examining her makeup in the mirror.


  “Oh, come off it. You’re mad at Frank for some reason I probably don’t want to know about, and you’re taking it out on poor Falon.”


  “Poor Falon? We’re you the one who just half an hour ago was likening the guy to the worst kind of dog and now he’s poor Falon?”


  She shifted her weight before catching herself. She wasn’t about to let Marcy turn this around on her.


  “Whatever he may be. No one deserves to be put in the middle of the games you play with Frank.”


  “I’m not—” The other woman cut off whatever she was about to say when she saw Sarah’s arched brow. “Fine, maybe I am, but he deserves it this time. I had a whole thing planned last night. I went out and got this hot leather corset and the cutest little whip—”


  “Stop!” Sarah cut her off before descriptions got out of hand. She so did not want to know what she and Frank were into in the bedroom department. She would never be able to go to lunch with them again. “Just behave for the next hour or so, okay?”


  Marcy nodded before returning her attention to the mirror to adjust her cleavage. When she was satisfied the ladies were positioned for optimal appeal, she spun back to Sarah with a sly smile.


  “Let me just tell you, from what I felt, it’s one lucky girl who gets the honor of landing that man.” Marcy’s eyes grew big and Sarah felt herself blush yet again. It had to be a record for her today.


  “Let’s just get back out there before they think we fell in.” She ground past her rigid jaw.


  What she really wanted to do was turn tail and run back to the agency. She wanted to scream. Rant that she knew all too well what it felt like to land Falon Wolfe. She hadn’t forgotten in the nine years she had tried to block him from her thoughts. No matter what she’d done, he still found his way into her dreams more nights than she was willing to admit to. Apparently, fate was having a good ol’ laugh at her expense to throw him in her path yet again. Thank God he didn’t seem to recognize her. Although, the more she thought about it, the more she wasn’t sure if that said something negative about her or him.


  Back at the table, Marcy made sure to slide into the seat next to Frank, leaving Sarah to cozy up to Falon. Sitting at the very edge of her chair, she couldn’t seem to relax. This close to him she could pick up on the subtle scent of his spicy cologne but it was the underlying scent of his skin, something dark and mysterious and oh so familiar that had her nearly falling off the chair.


  Every time the man adjusted his position she swore she could feel the bunching of her muscles in response to his heat. Her entire focus was on the man beside her she was oblivious to the conversation flowing around her. She snuck a peek at Falon as he threw his head back in laughter at something Frank had said. The sound of his deep laugh sent a delicious shiver down her spine and wondered if they would notice if she moved to another table. She was going to go crazy before lunch was over.


  “So, where did you go to school?” Frank’s question cut right through her escape plans. Uh-oh, things just went from uncomfortable to DEFCON 1 in seven little words. Sarah ignored the zing of awareness and scooted closer to the table and the conversation that could prove to be very embarrassing.


  “Northwestern for undergrad then on to Harvard Business,” Falon spoke around the waitress placing their meals in front of them. Sarah looked down at her salad dispassionately wondering where her appetite had gone.


  “No kidding,” Frank said around a mouthful of medium-rare cheeseburger. “Sarah here went to Northwestern, didn’t you?”


  She cringed when he pointed his dripping, pink burger in her direction. His quick movements caused lettuce and condiments to spill onto the table and Sarah to narrow her eyes at his unrepentant sloppiness. What did Marcy see in the man?


  “Really?” Falon turned the full force of his liquid brown eyes on her and she fought her impulse to squirm in her seat.


  “Y-yes.” The man had her stuttering like the girl she had been the first time she laid eyes on his chiseled features and square jaw. “I graduated five years ago with a degree in business management.”


  “No kidding.” He continued to study her and she got the feeling that he was trying to place her in the twisted road of his past. “You would have been a freshman my senior year.”


  She could only shrug and pick at her salad and avoid meeting his eyes. She was afraid that he would see that girl she had been that first year in college behind the hardened resolve life and forced upon her. She never wanted to be that vulnerable again.


  “It’s a big school, I’m not surprised we never ran into each other,” she mumbled before forcing a forkful of salad past her lips. God, but she remembered in vivid, glorious detail.


  “We were in the same program, we should have run into each other at some point.” She could still feel his quizzical gaze on her as he spoke. She forced herself to swallow. Might as well get the whole story out now and save herself the danger of him digging around in the past.


  “I was pre-law that year.”


  “Just that year? What changed?”


  She turned and looked him in the eyes. “My father was a pilot and proud of the fact. My parents were making the rounds picking up my brother and me for fall break. They had just left Boston with Eric when the storm hit. They never made it to Illinois.”


  She didn’t miss how quiet the table had gotten during her explanation. Frank and Marcy knew the story, they had been with the agency when her father had been involved and the memories were almost as painful for them as they were for her. Maxwell, Williams, and Blake was a family then, and they still were now. No matter how dysfunctional they may seem from the outside, those who were left at the agency were its backbone.


  “I’m … I’m sorry.” Falon’s voice was rough and she thought she detected genuine regret there. She shrugged and pushed back the pain of the memory of that phone call telling her that she lost three of the most important people in her life in an instant.


  “I changed my major my sophomore year. With my father and Eric gone, it was up to me to help Gramps with the agency.”


  “You’re Ralph’s granddaughter?” She could only smile at the startled realization in his voice.


  “So they tell me.” She felt the wistful smile form before she could stop it. “Someone had to take care of the old man, so after college I joined the agency and did my best to save a sinking ship.”


  


  Chapter Three


  


  


  Falon sat at his borrowed desk flipping through the last ten years of client history for the agency. Unable to focus let alone read through the pile of papers, he frowned. Something kept tugging at his memory as he replayed Sarah’s story. It sounded so familiar. It could be that it reflected his own past. Except where hers had a private plane his had a drunk driver and his parent’s ancient rusted-out Cadillac.


  When Sarah dropped the bomb about being Ralph Maxwell’s granddaughter, his mind immediately jumped to the conclusion that the failed business was a case of misplaced loyalties. He figured the old man placed his young granddaughter in such a pivotal position within the company as both an act of penance and blind faith in his only blood heir. He’d seen it before more times than he liked to admit.


  Four hours of searching for Sarah’s mishandling of the finer workings of the agency and the only thing he had to show for it was a growing headache and a grudging respect for the woman. The business had been slowly declining years before she was hired as the accounts director. If the paper trail was to be believed, she had actually turned things around in that first year. Looks like she put that Northwestern education to use. But whatever efforts she had made just hadn’t been enough as the next year things started to slip away again.


  Running a hand over his face, he tried to push the past back where it belonged. He was fifteen when the accident happened and three years later he vowed to never go back to the lifestyle he’d survived since. Sighing, he pushed back from the desk and loosened his tie. His jacket found a home across the back of the only other chair in the room hours ago during his first round of distractions. When he picked up the mug Frank had loaned him and found it empty, he decided a little caffeine fortification was in order if he was going to get through the next hour or so and actually get something accomplished.


  He walked down the hall to the small kitchen located across from the conference room. It was eerily quiet. He always found the sound of silence in a space that should be bustling with activity disturbing. Growing up on the wrong side of Chicago he had learned the dangers of an empty building the hard way. Frustrated with himself, he pushed the memories of an empty stomach and abandoned buildings back where they belonged. He knew coming back here would bring back thoughts of his past, but he hadn’t counted on them being so frequent. Shake it off Wolfe, it’s not like you’re not used to an empty room.


  His mug full of steaming coffee, Falon turned to head back to his office when the door burst open. Standing there in the thin tank top that nearly drove him insane at lunch was the last person he needed to see.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  Sarah stood there for a moment, one hand holding the door open while she carried her oversized coffee mug in the other. Tempting as it was to turn right around and go back to her office, she needed to get some work done, and coffee was a must for that. Lots and lots of coffee. The agency still had a few clients after all, and just because their future looked shaky that didn’t mean they were allowed to drop the ball. Retaining those few clients could mean life or death for Maxwell, Williams, and Blake and Sarah would be damned if she was going to go down without a fight. Hence the coffee refill. She did her best thinking hopped up on caffeine.


  What she hadn’t counted on was the very object of her distraction standing in the small kitchen looking a million times more appealing than the dark brew she could see curling steam in his face. Falon stood, coffee mug raised halfway to his sculpted lips looking like he belonged. He had ditched the tailored suit jacket and expensive tie since the last time she had seen him. His white shirtsleeves were rolled to his elbows exposing strong forearms and he had loosened the top two buttons of his shirt revealing just a hint of the magnificent chest Sarah knew was underneath.


  “Just need a refill,” she said when she could pick her jaw up off the floor.


  It wasn’t fair the man still had such an effect on her. Her mind knew how dangerous he was, but her body must not have gotten the message. When he raised his own mug and tilted his head in a mock salute, she felt her insides begin to melt. The play of muscles in the small movements left her mouth dry and her stomach quivering. Moving quickly she maneuvered past him to the coffee pot. Careful not to touch him for fear she would embarrass herself further and jump the man in the middle of the office kitchen. No. No, she would never.


  “Long day?” Falon’s deep voice caressed her. What was she saying no to again?


  “You could say that.” She added a liberal amount of sugar to her coffee. “We’re still a functioning agency with clients to see to. This situation just adds a little more to my plate.”


  When she turned around, his brows were drawn together in confused curiosity.


  “You care about this place.” It wasn’t a question, but she felt herself nodding anyway.


  “Just because it isn’t what I initially set out to do with my life doesn’t mean that I haven’t found satisfaction in my work.” She bristled under his regard.


  “I never said anything to the contrary.” He smirked at her. Now she remembered why she had been saying no.


  “If you’re done pointing out the obvious, I have some actual work to do.”


  She made to leave when his next words stopped her. “I didn’t mean to offend. I’ve been doing this a long time and it’s rare that I come across someone who actually cares about their job.”


  She spun to study the man who had haunted her dreams for nearly a decade. For the first time, she noticed the inner light that once shown from his luminous brown eyes had diminished. Instead of the warmth of promise that had once drawn her like a moth to flame there was now a cold, detached hardness. In that moment, she ached to know what changed him and feared to ask.


  “That’s sad.” Her voice came out huskier than she would have liked. Revealing her emotions to this man could prove a fatal mistake.


  “It is what it is.” He merely shrugged and took a drink from his now cooling coffee. “It has been my experience that only one thing matters out there and that’s the bottom line.”


  She studied him for a moment longer before nodding and opening the door. She couldn’t stop looking back over her shoulder at the cynical man he had become.


  “I’m not sure which is sadder, the idea that money is the end-all-be-all or that you may actually believe that.”


  She let her anger at his statements carry her back to her office. She didn’t care if she was being unreasonable. She embraced the anger. Let it burn away any reaction her uncooperative body was having to the man. It didn’t matter that he looked like sin on a stick or that he smelled like a girl’s olfactory fantasy come to life. She wasn’t going to keep thinking about stripping that well-fitting white shirt off his muscular chest and checking to see if he tasted as good as he smelled.


  No. She wasn’t. Starting now.


  The quick knock on her door had Sarah looking up from the client schedule she didn’t remember picking up. Her traitorous thoughts instantly went to Falon. The thought of him standing outside her closed door had her heart skipping a beat before attempting to pound its way out of her chest. So much for not reacting …


  “C-come in.” She shook her head at her inability to keep it together.


  “Hey girl.” Marcy poked her head into the room. “Frank and I are taking off for the night, you coming?”


  “I have some more to finish up before Ginny Green’s shoot tomorrow.”


  “All right, don’t stay here too late.”


  “I won’t.”


  Marcy hesitated but seemed to think better of whatever she was about to say before nodding and closing the door. She would put money on the other woman fighting the urge to tell her to go out and enjoy life. She could recall, verbatim, Marcy’s argument that Sarah was young and beautiful. That she should be out making new “friends” as Marcy had taken to calling the men she dreamed of hooking up with. She knew that her friend thought that she spent too much time behind a desk and not enough time looking for Mr. Right, or more specifically Mr. Right-Now.


  It wasn’t like she didn’t want a man in her life. She often thought about getting herself a boyfriend, someone to share things with. It just hadn’t happened yet. There was always the illusion of someone else that she held them up to and the sad fact was they didn’t measure up. Not even close. Sighing, she glanced through the glass wall that separated her office from the hallway and watched Falon’s liquid movements carry him to the neighboring office. As he disappeared from view, she didn’t want to think that perhaps she was ruined for other men.


  


  Three hours later Sarah still couldn’t concentrate fully on her work. She had managed to hammer out the rest of the details for Ginny Green’s next few weeks but beyond that she had to concede she was useless. And it was all Falon’s fault. Again.


  She couldn’t keep her mind from combining the Falon from her past with the isolated man he was today. A part of her wanted to push against that frigid reserve he had developed over the past decade. She wanted to see just what it would take to shatter that ice and reach the heat she remembered being such a part of the man that drew her so strongly so many years earlier.


  She shook her head and stood, not entirely successful in dislodging the idea of Falon’s heat. She had gotten too close to the flame before and been burned. Her mind knew it would be a colossal mistake, but her body couldn’t help sparking the memories of his touch that hadn’t diminished in nine years. Maybe she needed to take Marcy up on her offer to introduce her to someone. Anything to take the edge off. She ignored her body’s protest of the idea of anyone else’s touch but Falon’s. The reaction only firmed her resolved to call Marcy when she got home.


  She shut the door to her office behind her. Used to being the last one in the building, she didn’t think to check if anyone else was there so when she felt a tap on her shoulder she reacted without thought. Before her assailant could react, Sarah had him on the ground clutching an astoundingly sensitive piece of his anatomy rather tightly.


  “Holy—” The strangled word cut off in a groan and she relaxed.


  “Falon? What in the—” She looked down at the crumpled man in the dimness of the office lights and nearly laughed as he grimaced up at her.


  “I could say,” he said between painful pants, “the same … for you.”


  Sarah let out a chuckle at the pitiful look that crossed his face.


  “I’m not the one grabbing women in darkened office buildings.”


  “I didn’t grab you. I was going to see if you needed someone to walk out with you. It’s getting dark and Chicago isn’t exactly Disney Land.”


  She reached out a hand to help him to his feet.


  “That’s kind of you, but I can take care of myself.”


  “I can see that.” He smiled at the ridiculousness of the situation and she caught a hint of the old Falon, the one who could see humor in anything. Steeling herself against the urge to melt against him she stiffened her spine.


  “I take an annual self-defense class. Besides I’m probably the scariest thing out there in this neighborhood.”


  She watched in fascination as something dark passed through his liquid eyes. “You can never be too careful.”


  She could only snort at the natural response of a big man protecting his woman. Not that she was his woman. Or that she wanted to be.


  Turning toward the door before he could see her blush, she led the way out of the building. The doors automatically locked once the alarm system was activated so she continued down the street to the nearby parking garage.


  The whole time Falon walked silently beside her. Making her very self-conscious of the way the sticky summer heat made her hair curl at the ends. She wanted to lift the heavy mass off of her shoulders but didn’t want to show the man any weakness. That the idea of the sultry breeze dancing across her bare neck and shoulders seemed too intimate with him so near. Her nerves seemed supercharged when he was close making her feel more and more like that shy, quiet nineteen-year-old all over again.


  “I heard Frank talking about a club across town.” He broke the silence.


  “Marcy said something about them going out tomorrow.”


  “But not you?” She could feel him studying her.


  “But not me.”


  “Why?”


  Sarah spun on him. She could take Marcy judging her complete lack of a social life, but Falon was just too much.


  “Why does it matter to you? You’re here to help my grandfather’s company, not my love life.”


  She stood in the middle of the sidewalk with her hands planted firmly on her hips glaring at him. Begging him to let that smirk she could see forming bloom into a full-fledged smile. Almost as if he couldn’t help himself his lips spread into a wolfish smile.


  “Does your love life need help?” he said after a beat of silence.


  Sarah couldn’t be positive, but the sound that escaped her closely resembled a noise she overheard one of Frank’s nieces make when she was denied a treat. She couldn’t analyze her apparent regression to frustrated child. She was too mad. She nearly stomped her foot in true toddler meltdown fashion before turning on her heel and walking swiftly toward the parking garage once more.


  Falon’s low laughter followed her and she couldn’t suppress her next urge. When she extended an arm and gave him the universally understood hand gesture, he only laughed louder. Infuriating man.


  She reached the cool darkness of the parking structure when she heard his hurried footsteps behind her.


  “Sarah, wait.” Reaching out, he stopped her with a warm hand on her arm. “I’m sorry.”


  The laughter in his eyes had her raising a disbelieving brow.


  “Really, I am.” He held his arms up, palms facing her in a passive display of surrender. “I didn’t mean to upset you, but your buttons are so easy to press.”


  When he saw that she was about to rush off in a huff again, he put a hand back on her arm. “I’m not saying that’s a bad thing. It’s refreshing, especially in my world.”


  “In your world?” She tried to hold on to her anger, but the warmth of the palm on her arm was seeping into her, dissolving her will.


  “Short tempers aren’t exactly business smart.”


  She stiffened. “I do not have a short temper … normally.”


  It was his turn to raise a brow and she felt herself blush.


  “So are you going or not?”


  His sudden subject change had her scrambling to catch up. That’s right. They had been talking about Frank and Marcy’s plans before she blew up at him on the street. Just thinking about the scene she caused out there had another blush rising to her cheeks and she prayed the dim light of the parking structure would hide it.


  “I don’t know.” She was dodging and he knew it. “I have a lot to do the next few nights.”


  Falon only narrowed his eyes and motioned for her to lead the way to her car. She was surprised he let her off the hook so easily. She was prepared for him to try to talk her into joining the three of them at whatever crazy club Frank had discovered. She was almost positive he would be going with them tonight if his questioning indicated anything. What she didn’t understand was his interest in her going. Unless Marcy put him up to it. She wouldn’t put anything past Marcy when it came to getting her tail.


  “You know, I’m not accustomed to taking no for an answer,” Falon said, holding the car door open for her. Sarah put the keys in the ignition before looking up at him. Standing there looking down at her in the dim light made her overactive imagination kick into high gear. She could just imagine all the sweet ways he could get a woman to say no, then immediately take it back.


  She looked into his eyes with the sweetest smile she could muster. “There’s a first time for everything.”


  She tamped down her own sense of victory as she pulled the door out of his hand. She felt his eyes on her as she backed carefully out of the parking space but didn’t look in his direction. It wasn’t until she was heading down the ramp that she thought she heard his laughter over the car’s engine.


  


  Chapter Four


  


  


  Falon stood outside the brownstone in a neighborhood far removed from the one he grew up in. The Gold Coast was something of a legend where he was from and here he was staring up at the door of a quaint home wondering at the stupidity of his actions. It wasn’t that he envied the neighborhood anymore. He could buy the whole street now if he chose to.


  He had thought about doing it once. Just to prove that he could, but thought better of it. He hated Chicago. It was what brought him down here that had him questioning his sanity. Sarah.


  Whether or not she knew it, she issued a challenge back at the parking garage and he never backed down from a challenge. After watching her drive her little hybrid out of the structure, he returned to the office and found her home address in her file. Sneaky and underhanded, yes, but he had never said that he was beyond pushing the limits of acceptability. In fact, he thrived on it. Especially when it was something he wanted, and he wanted Sarah.


  It was more than just his inner drive to meet a challenge that had his body in a fever pitch every time he thought about her. There was something about her that seemed so familiar. When she stood over him in the dim light of the agency, he momentarily forgot about the pain her well-placed knee had caused a vital part of his anatomy. Looking up at her, he experienced an unexpected spark of longing so strong he was struck dumb.


  He had experienced attraction before, many times, but the feelings that rushed through his system while lying on that office floor went far beyond mere lust. He needed her. That was the only way to explain it. He needed her with a fierceness that made him uncomfortable. It made him feel out of control and he hated not being in control. So he would do the only thing he could. He would have her once, twice, as many times it would take to get her out of his system and at the end of his service to her grandfather’s agency he would bid her a farewell and get on with his life.


  But first he had to get her out of the house. Jogging up the steps, he ignored the sudden brightness that worked its way into his chest at the thought of seeing her again. Reasoning it has more to do with the way the woman looked in that form-fitting pencil skirt earlier than the actual idea of getting to know her, he knocked on the door completely in control. Or so he thought.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  Sarah was just putting the kettle on for tea when she heard the knock on the front door. Her hand still resting on the ancient kettle’s handle, she stood frozen for a moment as if not moving would magically make whoever her unwanted visitor was go away. She would bet money on it being a half-drunk Marcy coming to beg her to go out with them.


  When the knock came again, this time louder, she sighed. Tightening the belt of her ratty old robe, she walked down the narrow hallway to the front door. When she threw open the door, the few choice words she had worked up on the walk from the back of the house where the kitchen was located died on her lips. There, on her front steps, stood the last person in the greater Chicago area she expected to see.


  “What are you doing here?” She folded her arms around herself feeling self-conscious.


  “Mind if I come in?” Falon didn’t wait for an answer, just pushed past her.


  “And if I say no?” Sarah answered, automatically closing the door behind her.


  “I already told you,” he said, looking around her home. “I don’t take no for an answer.”


  When his eyes settled back on her, she felt herself fidgeting. She hadn’t planned on company and feeling rather out of sorts she immediately threw on comfort clothes when she got home a few hours ago. Standing in front of him in pajamas that were at least ten years old and a robe that looked like it had been dragged through Hell wasn’t exactly the impression she wanted to make on the man. Although why she was worried what he would think of her was beyond her. It wasn’t like she actually liked the man. Not anymore.


  “Nice … outfit.” The mischief in his eyes set her teeth on edge.


  “I wasn’t expecting company,” she said, lifting her nose in the air just as the kettle began to whistle. “If you’ll excuse me.”


  Dear Lord, when had she turned into her aunt Phyllis? Her mother’s sister wasn’t exactly known for her charm and she had just done a spot-on impression of the stuffed-shirt old windbag. Falon Wolfe was bringing out the best in her.


  She could hear him follow her into the kitchen. Going to the stove first, she turned off the burner under the kettle before placing it and a box of tea bags on her worn kitchen table. That table had been there as long as she could remember. She had eaten nearly every breakfast of her life at that table and remembered how almost every dent and scratch was made. Shrugging off the past, she turned back to the counter. Reaching into the cupboard she got down two teacups and placed them on the table.


  “Tea?” she asked, taking a seat. Falon raised a questioning brow before pulling back the chair opposite her.


  “I’ll drink, on one condition.”


  It was her turn to raise a brow as she watched him rummage through her tea selection. When he found his flavor of choice, his eyes shot back to hers and she was lost for a moment in their tea-colored depths. If she had to name the color, she would say they were a dead ringer for Earl Gray. Shaking away her deranged musings, she waited to hear his condition.


  “I’ll drink one cup of tea if you say you’ll go to the club with me tonight.”


  There was no way she could suppress her snort.


  “I was perfectly happy to drink my tea alone. I was just being polite.” She widened her eyes for effect. “You know where the door is.”


  “I don’t think you understand me.” Falon picked up the kettle and poured the steaming water of his bag of tea. “I’ll drink one cup if you go. I’ll make myself quite at home if you decide against it.”


  Sarah sputtered and nearly dropped the hot kettle full of water in her lap.


  “Excuse me?” Was the man crazy? “This is my house, I’ll call the cops if you even think for one moment to squat here.”


  “Squat?” Laughter danced behind his eyes and she had to tamp down the urge to throw the kettle at his handsome face. She watched in amazement as he leaned back in his chair placing his hands languidly behind his head and sighed. “I don’t think that you understand just how much power I have, Sarah Maxwell. It would save all those involved a lot of wasted time if you just said yes and drank your tea then went upstairs and put on a hot little number and went out with me tonight.”


  She was speechless. Literally at a loss for words, which in and of itself was a miracle of sorts. Either he had grown into the world’s most arrogant man, an idea that she was wont to believe, or he truly had the clout to back up his not so subtle threat. Taking a deep drink of her steaming tea to buy herself time, she figured she had one of two options here. She could follow through with her own threat and call the cops, give the neighborhood gossips fodder for the next month and possibly drag her reputation, and by extension the agency’s reputation, through the mud, or she could go and meet up with Marcy and Frank for a few drinks and catch a cab home.


  “I’ll go, but on one condition.” She placed her cup back on the table. “This isn’t a date.”


  She stared straight into his luminous eyes determined to wait him out. The humor and challenge she saw there nearly had her squirming in her seat. There was no way she wanted it to enter either of their minds that this was something that it wasn’t. She didn’t want to have her body building up expectations for the end of the night that she was basically forced into.


  “Deal.”


  


  


  ***


  


  


  A half hour later Sarah stood in front of her closet wondering if she could go back on her word. Falon could find something in her four-story brownstone to keep himself busy for the night. Looking at the poor selection of clothing hanging in her closet she wondered if she could find the collection of old board games that were stashed in the attic.


  “Need any help up there?” Falon yelled from the foot of the stairs. After finishing his own tea, he had rushed her through hers and herded her up the stairs to get changed. That was when she discovered her rather bland options. Remembering back to the things she had seen Marcy wear when going out, Sarah figured she had nothing to wear. That was as good excuse as any to stay in wasn’t it? Shaking her head and pushing the clothes back across the rod, she was sure that if she mentioned her lack of attire Falon would do something extravagant like arrange a hand delivered number from Neiman’s. She decided to save herself the embarrassment and kept digging.


  “Need any …” Sarah whipped around at the sound of Falon’s voice in the doorway of her room. She clutched the plush towel she had wrapped around herself after her quick shower to her chest.


  “What the …”


  “I knocked,” he said in his defense. She watched him visibly swallow as his gaze raked her exposed body. “I just came to see if you needed any input on what to wear. My vote’s for this one.”


  Sarah harrumphed and spun back to face her closet and its dismal offerings. Throwing a pencil skirt and a sequined top on the bed, she made to move to her dresser.


  “Is that the best you’ve got?” His voice came from directly behind her this time and she had to fight down the shiver of awareness that rocketed up her spine. His warm breath on her shoulder had her wanting to forget about going out for a completely different reason than her not having anything to wear.


  “Sorry to disappoint, but I don’t exactly think of night clubs when I go shopping.”


  “That much is obvious.” He leaned closer, causing his dark scent to swirl around her. Crowding her so he could shuffle through her closet himself, Falon made quick work of her daily work attire. Obviously unsatisfied he kept digging until he came across a nearly forgotten garment bag hanging in the back of the closet.


  Finally, he stepped around her only to pull the item from the closet and unzip it quickly exposing a relic from a shopping trip Marcy forced her to take a few months ago. She had tried the electric blue dress on and felt simultaneously sexy and uncomfortable. She had never worn anything like it. The short, skintight dress appeared to have a modest neckline until she had turned around revealing the entirety of her exposed back. She watched in muted horror as Falon’s eyes lit up and he thrust the garment into her hands.


  “This one.”


  Great. She looked down at the scrap of blue then back up at the infuriating man in front of her.


  “Can I have a minute to get dressed or would you like to supervise my underwear selection too?” As soon as the words were out she realized her mistake. What she hadn’t expected was the flare of heat that blazed in his eyes. When he took a step toward her, she felt her mouth go dry and retreated a step.


  “Door’s that way.” She nodded its direction. Her voice sounded husky to her own ears, and she was under no illusion that Falon had missed its harsh tones. After a tense moment, Falon seemed to pull himself together. With a barely discernible nod, he was out the door before she could react.


  Glaring down at the dress, Sarah momentarily thought about throwing on the rattiest pair of sweats she owned and teasing a few knots into her hair for good measure. Wouldn’t Falon flip his lid if she came sauntering down the stairs looking like a bag lady? Just as she was reaching for her holey Northwestern sweats another thought struck. While she was sure he would be upset about sweats, he would probably force her to play hostess all night. Looking back down at the dress, she had a better punishment in mind for the man who thought he could control her.


  Twenty minutes later she was standing in front of the full-length mirror she kept in the corner of her room, examining her handy work. While she didn’t normally dress for sex appeal, it didn’t mean that she didn’t know how to make the most of her petite, curvy frame. Turning to the side once more, she took satisfaction in the way the tight dress molded to the curve of her hip and displayed the trimness of her waist. The smoky shadow and freshly tousled hair rounded out the sex kitten look she was going for.


  All she needed now were those do-me heels Marcy talked her into buying along with the dress. If she remembered right, she stashed them under the bed. Finding them still in the bag from the store, she nearly let out a yelp of joy. Slipping the patent leather peep-toe stilettos on her feet Sarah felt more powerful than she had in a very long time. Looking back in the mirror she thought maybe there was something to Marcy’s theory of sexual politics. Heading out of the room with one last look at her reflection, Sarah reveled in her newly awakened sexual power. She planned to use it to her advantage that night.


  Falon was waiting for her at the bottom of the stairs. She paused on the landing to watch him pace. His powerful legs carried him with a grace that shouldn’t have been possible for a man his size. She couldn’t help but follow the line of his broad shoulders under the black dress shirt and down the muscular arms encased in the form-fitting sleeves he had rolled up to the elbow. Her eyes landed on the sleek line of the leather belt that circled his trim waist when she realized he had stopped moving. Her eyes shot to his and she stood frozen as her heart beat wildly in her chest and her insides melted under the onslaught of heat simmering in the Earl Gray depths of his eyes.


  She only took a moment to second-guess her plan before squaring her shoulders and pasting what she hoped was a seductive smile on her lips. She was going to get Falon to loosen his control if it was the last thing she did.


  “Does this meet your approval?” she asked, doing a quick turn on the landing.


  Stopping with her exposed back to him she peeked over her shoulder and raised a brow. She nearly lost her composure at the slack-jawed look on his face at her display. After a moment, he pulled himself together and cleared his throat.


  “It’ll do.” Was it her imagination or was his voice rougher than usual?


  Smiling to herself, Sarah continued down the stairs to stop directly in front of him. Even with the four-inch heels she still had to crane her neck to look into his eyes. He seemed to have banked the fire to a low smolder that Sarah felt the sudden urge to unleash. Wouldn’t it do him some good to be denied something he wanted so badly? She wouldn’t like that the idea of driving him crazy held its own appeal. She wanted to give him a taste of what she had been experiencing the past nine years.


  “Ready?” she whispered, maintaining eye contact. Her tongue reflexively licked her dry lips as her stomach leaped into her throat. She was determined she wouldn’t be the first to back down. The air seemed to change as he looked down at her. She could nearly feel the tension simmering between them and thought that if either of them moved, just a fraction of an inch in the direction of the other, all bets were off. She was sure they would never make it out of the house.


  “Right.” Falon took a step back and the overwhelming feelings were gone in a flash. For the first time, Sarah was grateful for his control. While she wanted to see him crazy with desire, she wanted to be in control when it happened. He extended an arm for her to precede him out the door and she was careful to brush by him close enough yet not touch him. The whole point of this night was to tease him mercilessly, not to end up in bed with him. At least that’s what she kept telling herself.


  Walking down the front steps, she couldn’t help noticing that he was also keeping a distance between them. She smiled when the idea that perhaps he wasn’t as controlled as he thought crossed her mind. This may be easier than she thought. Sliding into the sleek car he led her to, Sarah tried to formulate a plan of attack. She needed to do this and still keep her wits about her which if judging by the earlier sparks flying between them, she was going to have to dig deep for a fortitude she wasn’t sure she possessed.


  


  Chapter Five


  


  


  The flashing lights from the dance floor lit up the artificial smoke floating around the club obscuring Falon’s view of Sarah yet again. He had to talk himself out of fighting his way through the sea of bodies and pulling her from whatever man’s arms she was now in. Gritting his teeth, he choked down the last of his drink, tempted to ask for another.


  When he found that little blue dress in the back of her closet, he knew she would look great in it. What he hadn’t planned on was her looking like every man’s wet dream. And that’s the exact thought that slammed into his brain the moment he spotted her on the landing of the stairs. He wanted to take them three at a time and carry her Cro-Magnon style back up to her room and show her the best way he knew how just how much that dress affected him.


  It was the calculating look that entered her eyes that stopped him from taking that first step. Her sudden willingness to go along with him suddenly made sense in that moment she turned on the landing showcasing the sexy backless dress. She was trying to push him. In that moment, Falon realized the game just got a little more interesting. If she thought she could tease him out of his control, she had another thing coming. Altering his plans to simply seduce the fiery little redhead he would now do so and prove to her just how strong his control truly was. And a part of that plan was to keep his ass planted on the bar stool instead of punching the next man who looked in Sarah’s direction.


  “Another drink?” Frank shouted over the house music blasting into the building. That was another thing grating on his nerves. When Frank told him about the club he had pictured a low-key affair not this barely legal grind session that seemed to be taking place on the dance floor.


  Frank didn’t seem the type to frequent a place like this. When Falon had questioned him about it after Marcy dragged a reluctant looking Sarah from his side, he learned that this place was her idea. Apparently Frank was desperate to get back in Marcy’s good graces and inviting Falon and Sarah had been a part of his plan. He supposed he couldn’t fault the man for it, but it would have been nice to have a little warning.


  “Drink?” Frank shouted again.


  “No.” Falon shook his head raising his voice to be heard over the bone-shattering bass. “I’m driving.”


  “You’re a brave man. I have a three drink minimum to handle a place like this.”


  “I can see why.” He joined Frank in a laugh over the rather odd-looking couple making out right in front of them. Dear Lord, was that a leash attached to that girl’s neck? Falon shook his head in amazement.


  When the lights flared again, he couldn’t help searching the writhing bodies once more for a sign of Sarah. He scanned the bodies he could see and didn’t see a trace of her red hair and that mouthwatering blue dress. A flash of her walking down the stairs toward him wrapped lovingly in electric blue, all that pale, flawless skin exposed and her toes peeking out of those sexy shoes. He had been a goner.


  “Don’t worry, Marcy will take care of her.” He was shocked at the perceptiveness of the man he thought was a little oblivious to those outside his little world. Frank obviously picked up on his shock because he nodded in the direction of the ladies’ room where he spotted a vision in electric blue. “I used to react the same way when Marcy first started dragging me to places like this. After the third or fourth time, I nearly collapsed dancing every dance with that crazy woman. She told me that if I wanted to come along I needed to chill out or go home. I chose to stay and drink myself into a nice state of fuzziness while she had her fun. Easy solution and I quickly saw she just wanted to unwind and go crazy.”


  Frank gave him a searching look. “At the end of the night, she always goes home with me.”


  “And that pertains to Sarah how?” Falon shifted in his seat. He was not worried about Sarah going home with someone else. He wasn’t. Frank’s knowing smile told him that he hadn’t been too good at hiding his worry. The other man merely shrugged and took a long pull from his bottle of beer.


  “You tell me.” He followed the direction of Frank’s beer when he tilted the brown bottle in the direction of the ladies’ room.


  He instantly bristled at the sight of yet another random man standing far too close to Sarah. Didn’t the man see how uncomfortable he was making her? Even from this distance he could see her stiff body language. He slid off the bar stool and walked briskly in their direction before he realized what he was doing. Even though he knew it was impossible, he could have sworn he heard Frank laughing in his wake.


  He only had the chance to take maybe five steps before Sarah surprised him for the millionth time. He watched as Mystery Man leaned in to whisper something in her ear. His blood boiled when he saw the other man’s hand getting way too familiar with the curves hidden under Sarah’s little blue dress. Cursing himself for not picking something else for her to wear, he felt his jaw drop as she stiffened further. Before he knew what was coming, Mr. Grabby found himself on the floor in a very familiar position. After picking his jaw up from the sticky floor, Falon made his way to Sarah’s side and looked down at the man clutching himself on the floor. He would have pitied the guy if he hadn’t just had his grease ball hands all over Sarah.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  “I’d say nice shot, but having very recently experienced that kind of pain … I can’t bring myself to do so.”


  Falon’s voice so close to her ear snapped Sarah out of the rage that took over the instant Mr. McGrabby Hands laid a finger on her. When he had stopped to chat with her and Marcy, she took an instant dislike to the way he had eyeballed her like she was a piece of meat. He made her skin crawl when he moved in closer to ask her to dance and decided then was the time to feel her up.


  Looking down at him moaning on the floor, she fought a smile. Maybe he would think twice next time. On second thought, judging by the steady stream of curses now flowing from the prone man’s lips, she doubted it. She was about to teach the man another lesson at the mercy of her do-me heels when a hand on her arm stopped her.


  “Allow me,” Falon growled in her ear. She turned and looked into his eyes and was surprised by the ferocity she found there. His eyes were like chips of amber, cold and angry. She could only nod when faced with such intensity.


  Falon bent down and lifted the other man by the collar of his shirt. She didn’t miss the rigid control of his movements. He was furious and doing his best to control his reaction.


  “You stupid b—” Grabby didn’t get a chance to finish his statement before Falon landed a quick-as-lightning elbow to his gut. He grabbed the other man’s arm before turning back to her. She stood frozen in awe. Dear Lord, what was happening? Was Falon really playing the role of savior?


  “Stay. Right. Here.” He ground out between his teeth. His jaw was tense and she realized that some of his anger was directed at her. Not a knight in shining armor then. She could only stare after him as he roughly led the man in the direction of the front doors.


  “That was hot,” Marcy said coming up beside her again now that the drama was over. She could only look at Marcy like she was crazy as the woman practically panted over what she just witnessed. “The way he went all caveman on that fella. So. Hot. I wish Frank would do something like that, sure would spice things up if you get my drift.”


  Sarah had to admit it was kind of exciting watching Falon pick that man up off the ground. The rigid set of his shoulders and the way the muscles bunched in his square jaw as he attempted to grind his teeth into dust was flattering. Mildly. It was mildly flattering. She didn’t need a man running to her rescue. She had been taking care of herself for a long time now and she didn’t plan on stopping anytime soon because Falon Wolfe got it in his head that she was helpless. Watching him cut through the crowd she vowed to let him know exactly where he could put his misogynistic attitude.


  “We’re done here,” Falon growled when he reached her side. She looked over at Marcy for assistance with Falon only to find the woman practically fanning herself. No help there then.


  When Falon began to lead her in the direction of the doors much like he had McGrabby, she dug in her heels. There was no way she was going to let him dictate when her night was over. It didn’t matter that she had spent the last hour wishing she were anywhere but sandwiched between Marcy and the wall of writhing bodies on the dance floor.


  The whole point of the night was to get him riled up and every time she had caught sight of him he looked as cool as ever nursing a drink and scanning the crowd. She felt defeated when Marcy dragged her to the ladies’ room. Then the whole ass-grabbing incident happened and now here she was facing the wall of Falon’s ice-cold control yet again. She pulled back on her arm. She wasn’t going give up without a fight.


  When he spun around to see what the holdup was the music changed, giving her a wonderful idea. She let a sly, secretive smile pull at the corners of her lips as she stepped closer to his broad chest. Stopping only a fraction of an inch from touching him, she took satisfaction when his nostrils flared and his body stiffened further. Not as in control as he would like to think it would seem. Tilting her head back to meet his eyes, she leaned in a little further.


  “Dance with me,” she whispered as close to his ear as their height difference and his stiff posture would allow. She wasn’t sure he heard her and was about to issue her request a little louder when he suddenly started pulling her in the opposite direction, straight to the slowly swaying bodies on the dance floor.


  When Falon pulled her body close to his, she began to question the intelligence of this plan. Her rebellious body thrilled at the chest to knee contact with the hard contours of his. She found herself fighting a losing battle to mold herself further into his embrace. The feel of his body against hers felt so right that she had to shake her head to dislodge the rioting images of just how right his body was. When he placed his warm hand on the exposed small of her back, Sarah was sure he could feel her heart hammering to escape the prison of her ribcage.


  Unsure what to do with her arms Sarah placed them on his broad shoulders. Sure, she had suggested they dance but she hadn’t planned on it feeling like high school prom all over again. She was trying to blow his mind and all she could come up with was adolescent awkward. He ran a hand up her spin and stopped it between her should blades effectively trapping her in his arms and forcing her closer. Apparently he skipped the awkward phase. With no other option, she linked her arms around his neck and held on as he began to gracefully sway them around the floor.


  After a moment of silence, Falon slowly dipped his head as if to nuzzle her neck. Sarah’s treacherous body responded like the wanton creature it was turning out to be, and she found herself tilting her head in anticipation.


  “Just what the hell do you think you’re up to?” His harsh whisper shattered any delicious idea of him nibbling his way up her neck to her awaiting lips. Startled out of her body’s overheated reaction to his closeness, she could only look up at him in mute confusion.


  “Don’t give me that deer-in-the-headlights look. I know what you’re up to and it’s not going to work.” He stared at her for a moment before begrudgingly adding, “No matter how sexy you look.”


  He thought she was sexy? She’d had the idea that he liked the way she looked tonight, but his behavior at the club had given her doubts. Narrowing her eyes, she looked back up at the man who spoke so fiercely yet held onto her like she was a precious treasure that he was worried would break if he held on to tightly.


  “I don’t believe I know what you’re talking about.” She smirked at his shocked expression. Did he really believe that a few harsh words in her ear and she would spill her guts? The man had a serious problem underestimating her and she was not above using that to her advantage. He growled in response and the guttural, masculine sound pushed her desire from a slow simmer to a raging boil. Maybe there was something to this caveman thing after all.


  After three tense minutes of Falon’s body slowly sliding against hers, she nearly jumped at the offer of drinks. He made sure to keep a hand securely on the small of her back and she didn’t know whether it was just gentlemanly behavior or if the man was deliberately trying to drive her crazy with lust. The quicksilver gleam of mischief in his eyes had her betting on the latter. She definitely needed that drink. The stronger, the better.


  Slamming back the shot of tequila she ordered the second Falon excused himself to use the restroom, she shuddered as the heat of the alcohol burned through her system. A few more of these and her over-sensitive body wouldn’t be able to feel anything, let alone the urgent need to be in Falon’s arms, sans clothes.


  “Whoa, slow down there,” Marcy said as she shook her head at the bartender when she tried to order another shot. “I thought you didn’t drink.”


  “I don’t.”


  “Then what’s the occasion?” Marcy asked looking her over.


  “It’s a long story,” Sarah answered, leaning heavily on the bar. Apparently someone who doesn’t drink shouldn’t take two straight shots of top shelf tequila and expect to walk away unscathed. She felt Marcy’s eyes on her and fought the need to fidget. The woman had a way of putting her on the spot and forcing the truth from her. Sometimes she hated that about her.


  “He’s the one isn’t he.” Not a question. Marcy’s statement had her whipping her head up. A move she instantly regretted as it caused the whole room to tip precariously to one side. Stabilizing herself with a death grip on the bar, she narrowed her eyes.


  “I don’t know what you’re—”


  “Oh save it. I know all about the guy who hurt you in college.” Holding up a stalling hand when Marcy saw she was about to argue she continued. “You didn’t have to say anything. I may not know the details but I know the signs and you, my dear, have them all.”


  She had signs? What was that supposed to mean? Either the tequila was interfering with her thought process or Marcy was speaking in code. Probably fifty-fifty, she mused as the room tried to pirouette again.


  “I don’t know what he did, or when, but you need to be careful that he doesn’t do it again. Falon Wolfe may be the hottest thing to walk into our agency in a long time, but I’ll be damned if I’ll let him walk all over you.”


  Sarah felt her chest tighten. She knew that Marcy thought of her as a friend, but she didn’t think the other woman cared that much.


  “Don’t worry about me Marcy, I’m just going to teach him a lesson.”


  Marcy studied her with worried eyes for a moment before giving her a reluctant nod.


  “Just promise me you’ll be careful.”


  “Always.”


  “And I want the details.” Marcy winked and suddenly the mood was light again.


  “Not tonight,” Sarah answered as she spotted Falon weaving his way toward them again. She watched as nearly every woman paused to watch him walk past and warmth spread in her chest at the thought of him being there with her. As soon as she thought it, she banished the idea. He wasn’t there with her. They weren’t together. Her head was convinced but when he gave her that slow seductive smile of his, she had a hard time convincing her overactive libido.


  She could only sit on her bar stool and keep a firm hold on the bar’s surface as she watching his trim body approach. She felt a goofy grin pull at her lips but she was helpless to stop it, the man was too damn handsome for his own good. When he stopped directly in front of her, she noticed his sexy grin had morphed into a look of concern.


  “You okay?” he asked.


  “Tequila,” Marcy answered for her. Sarah realized it was a good thing because with Falon so close, her mouth had suddenly turned into a desert.


  He studied her for a moment before nodding. “I think it’s time I got you home.”


  “What? But I thought …” Her words were cut off by his stern look.


  “Sorry to cut the night short but I think someone needs to go home and sleep the liquor off.”


  She felt herself bristle at the way he was taking charge, talking about her like she wasn’t sitting right in front of him. She wasn’t a child damn it, and she stood to give him an earful when the room chose to spin once again. Lesson of the night: heels and tequila don’t mix.


  “You guys have a good night,” Falon said over his shoulder as he half led, half carried her out of the club. How humiliating.


  “I can walk too you know,” she mumbled as she tried to wrench her arm away from his strong but gentle hold.


  “And have that pretty little face of yours meet pavement? Not on your life.”


  He thought she was pretty? Not the time Sarah. She was supposed to be making him wild with lust not feel like her babysitter.


  “Not now Sarah,” he said as if guessing her intentions. “You can pick up whatever game you’re playing tomorrow. Right now you need to get home, take some aspirin, and get in bed or risk a hell of a headache.”


  Falon unlocked the passenger door and gently deposited her inside. When had they reached the car? Maybe she really was out of it. But admitting to it would be admitting that he was right and she just wasn’t ready for that kind of confession. Leaning back against the headrest, she watched Falon cross the front of the car through narrowed, sleepy eyes.


  “For the love of all that is holy, whatever you do, do not throw up in this car,” he said as soon as he slipped behind the wheel. “I love this car and that is one smell I’ll never get out of the leather.”


  At any other time, she would have had the presence of mind to be offended by his assumption that she was about to toss her cookies on his expensive leather interior. Working up a scathing remark seemed like too much work and Sarah settled back further in her seat. Besides, for some reason she couldn’t get her sluggish brain beyond the fact that the spicy, masculine scent she could only identify as Falon was quickly filling the small space within the car.


  “This baby’s like cast iron,” she said, lazily patting her tummy which let loose a gurgle in protest.


  Falon snorted as he backed out of the parking space. “We’ll see about that.”


  She must have fallen asleep, or passed out, or whatever it is that tequila makes a body that never consumes alcohol do because the next thing she knew, Falon was leaning over her telling her it was time to go inside now. Licking her suddenly dry lips with a tongue that felt two sizes too big, she tried to concentrate on his fuzzy features. Did he just say he was going to take her to bed? Seducing Falon was easier than she thought.


  “Come on Sarah,” he huffed, pulling her from the car. “I meant what I said about throwing up in my car.”


  Sarah couldn’t suppress her fit of giggles as he slung her arm around his neck. “Why so serious,” she said through pursed lips, which only made her laugh harder. An action she instantly regretted when the rolling in her stomach increased effectively silencing her.


  “Come on, let’s get you inside before you make a mess,” he said before scooping her off the ground. Later she would blame it on the drunken haze that stopped all reason from entering her brain, but as soon as she felt the hard planes of his chest against her Sarah curled up closer to his warmth and let out a contented sigh. A girl could get used to this.


  Falon hesitated for a moment before quickly walking up the stairs. When he reached the door, he let her down gently and held her until she regained her suddenly precarious balance.


  “Keys,” he said gruffly when she didn’t automatically move to unlock the door. She was too busy enjoying his nearness to register anything else around her.


  “Oh, right.” She dug into the small clutch purse she didn’t remember claiming back from the coat check at the club. Falon must have remembered to grab it on his mad rush to get her home. When she successfully located the keys, which proved harder than it really should have with such limited space to search, Sarah held them up in victory and nearly sent them flying over the railing and into the bushes beside the stairs.


  “Allow me.” He snatched the keys from her loose grip and gently led her inside. Switching on the entryway light he directed her to the stairs. “Go get yourself in bed. I’ll be right up with a glass of water.”


  She could only stand there, swaying slightly, and look at him. Was he saying that she thought he was?


  “Do you need help with the stairs?” His look of concern shook her out of her thoughts and she gave a quick shake of her head, which sent the room spinning slightly, before slowly tackling the stairs. Thoughts of what she should do once she reached her bedroom circled in her head. If Falon meant to spend the night with her, she was going to make it a night he would never forget.


  


  Chapter Six


  


  


  Falon sat at his desk feeling miserable and Sarah Maxwell was solely to blame. After watching her shakily climb the stairs the night before he made a quick search of her kitchen cupboards for a glass. After filling it he stopped by her first-floor bathroom for a few aspirin he was sure she was determined she wouldn’t need but he would insist she take. What was the woman thinking drinking that much tequila? According to Marcy, Sarah only indulged in the rare glass of wine so it was no wonder the expensive and highly potent liquor knocked her on her ass.


  Shaking his head as he took the stairs two at a time, he was working up the steam to give the stubborn woman an earful for her behavior tonight. The thought had him stopping dead in his tracks. What was it to him if she had too much to drink and felt miserable the next day? Shaking off the sudden protective instinct Sarah invoked in him, he vowed to keep things in perspective. She was just another woman in another city that he would be walking away from in a matter of weeks. It was none of his concern what she did or didn’t do to her body.


  When he pushed open her half-closed door and found Sarah passed out across her bed, sexy little blue dress still wrapped lovingly around her curves, he had to repeat that thought over and over again. With a resigned sigh, he placed the glass and two small white pills on the bedside table. He carefully removed those sexy shoes and tried not to think about bending and nibbling the arches of her feet until she woke, ready for him to nibble his way up her body. He shook his head to clear the images her tiny, delicate feet invoked.


  With more force than necessary, Falon yanked back the colorful comforter that was spread across her king-size bed. What a little woman would need with that much bed he didn’t know, and as he slid her slender legs under the covers flashes of just what she could use the bed for raced across his mind. Yanking the covers up to her chin, he quickly left the room. Double-checking the front door locked from the inside, he shut it and climbed into his car before he turned around and made a fool of himself. He was in no state of mind to join Sarah in her bed that night, not to mention she was dead to the world.


  That night, in his lonely hotel bed, Falon had a dream he hadn’t had in nearly ten years. He was back in his college dorm room when the door suddenly opens and a warm body slides in next to him on the narrow bed. Thin arms reach for him and then he’s drowning in the hottest kiss he has ever experienced. The sudden feel of warm, naked flesh against his bare chest caused him to fly into a frenzy as he ripped his boxers off and pulled the woman under him.


  His hands explored her compact curves that were designed to drive men wild. His breathing grew labored and he had to know who was pushing him so close to insanity, so in a flash of movement before her tongue could break his will Falon pulled back. Instead of the vague outline of features he had experienced in his previous dream, when he pulled back it was Sarah under him looking at him with such desire and longing he couldn’t hold himself back any longer.


  Just as he bent to fiercely claim her mouth, he was wrenched awake by his alarm. Lying there panting covered in sweat and with a tent in the sheet boy scouts could camp under, Falon acknowledged he had come dangerously close to having his first wet dream since discovering his foster father’s Playboy stash.


  Sitting in his office just feet from Sarah with the memory of last night’s dream still fresh in his mind had him on edge. His nerve endings felt raw and just the thought of her bare breasts pressing against his chest had him shifting his seat in an attempt to alleviate the pressure.


  As much as that dream had made him want to get on with his plans to get Sarah into his bed, he couldn’t figure out how she earned the starring role in the dream that had haunted him for nine years. It had been his senior year in college when he first had the dream. There was a party on his floor and he’d had quite a bit to drink and stumbled his way to bed in the early hours of morning. He woke a few hours later sated and wondered if maybe the events had truly happened. He searched for the mystery woman who ignited such a response in him for weeks¸ desperate for a repeat performance, but could never find her. That’s when he decided his oversexed brain mixed with copious amounts of cheap beer had been the source of his greatest sexual experience. Sad. But true. And now Sarah has taken that spot which could only mean one thing. He had been too long without a woman, something that he needed to change as soon as possible.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  Sarah sat behind her desk and rubbed her aching temples. Every time she thought about her actions last night she winced as if they caused her more pain. What had she been thinking to go out and try to make Falon jealous? The man obviously had a heart of stone and a libido kept tightly in check. How was she supposed to seduce Falon if he was locked up tighter than Fort Knox? Deciding that these were thoughts for a few aspirin chased by a strong cup of coffee, she headed for the kitchen.


  “You look like hell.”


  “Good morning to you too,” she grumbled without looking up as she poured another heaping spoonful of sugar into her mug.


  “Please tell me it’s not just the tequila that gave you those lovely bags under your eyes.” She shot her a withering look as the other woman came further into the room. “Okay, just the tequila then.”


  Sarah felt Marcy studying her as she took a warming drink of her very sweet coffee. Wrinkling her nose as her stomach rolled in protest to the sugar invasion, she conceded she probably should have taken it light on the sweet stuff.


  “So, Falon really has nothing to do with this?” Marcy asked in disbelief as she made a show of examining Sarah’s rather unkempt appearance.


  “I … don’t think so,” she mumbled into her mug. When Marcy put her hands on her hips and took her do-I-need-to-kick-a-dude’s-ass stance, she figured she ought to clarify.


  “It’s not what you think,” she began while placing her mug on the counter where she eyed its contents longingly. All she wanted was a cup of coffee. Instead, she got the Marcy Monroe version of the Spanish Inquisition. She should have known better than to step foot out of her office today unless it was in the direction of the nearest exit.


  “The last thing I remember about last night is him telling me to go upstairs and he’d be right up with a glass of water.” She shrugged. “I woke up under the covers and fully clothed at about four this morning.”


  What she didn’t tell her friend was that Falon had obviously been in her room because on her nightstand sat a glass of tepid water and two aspirin. Nor did she tell her about the delicious dream that rocketed her into consciousness. They were filled with hot kisses and Falon’s talented hands. She suppressed the shudder of desire that shot through her. Some things were better kept to oneself, or at least between the participants in the dream. She wouldn’t mind finding out if Falon was as talented as his dream persona had been. She shook off the memories before things got embarrassing.


  “Anyway, I’m here now with a headache the size of a small country, a mouth that feels like it’s been stuffed with cotton balls, and I have to spend the next six hours with nothing but a flimsy wall separating me from a potentially embarrassing situation.” She huffed and picked her mug of cooling coffee back up.


  “Why would it be embarrassing?” Marcy asked, leaning her hip against the counter. Sarah forgot Marcy was tenacious when the situation called for it. Apparently this was one of those situations.


  “I got a little tipsy last night, remember?”


  “I would say a little more than tipsy.” Marcy snorted. “Why did you drink last night anyway?”


  She felt herself blush as she shifted from one foot to the other. Should she tell the woman what she was up to and risk Falon finding out? Could she really keep it to herself much longer? She eyes Marcy again. Maybe she could be of some help …


  “Okay, I’ll tell you,” she said, lowering her voice. “But you have to swear you won’t tell anyone. Not even Frank.”


  Something in her voice must have conveyed how urgent it was that whatever she had to say not get out because Marcy suddenly looked very serious. It was either that or the woman was just looking for a juicy tidbit of gossip. Even if she couldn’t share it with anyone else, Marcy loved being in the know. After a beat of silence, Marcy promised to keep her lips sealed and she let loose the whole twisted story of her past interaction with Falon—though she may have edited a few things, her surprise at discovering him here and her plan to break him free from the shell of his rigid control.


  Marcy stood silently through her whole story looking thoughtful. When Sarah finally ran out of words, she could only give her a helpless shrug. “I know it sounds crazy, but it drives me nuts that he has changed so much. You should have seen him back then, Marcy. If you think he’s hot now … Off. The. Charts.”


  “What do you want me to do?” Marcy’s question surprised her. She had planned on asking her for advice, but she didn’t think that Marcy would go out and offer it. But now was not the time to look a gift horse in the mouth.


  “After last night and the way Falon kept a lid on it, I don’t know what to do.” She looked at the other woman helplessly. She truly didn’t know what move to make next.


  Marcy threw her head back and laughed. “You actually think the man kept his cool last night?” More laughter. “My dear, sweet, Sarah. He was nearly crazy with jealousy! Why do you think he threw that guy out of the club?”


  “Because it was the nice thing to do?”


  “Would he honestly do the ‘nice’ thing?” Marcy snorted and she realized she was right. Falon would never go out of his way to be nice, at least not now anyway. The old Falon was a whole other story.


  “I suppose not,” she finally said to get Marcy to stop laughing.


  “From what Frank tells me, the man was practically chomping at the bit to hunt you down and rip you from the arms of whatever unlucky man had the pleasure of dancing with you.”


  “But we weren’t dancing with anyone.” They hadn’t been. Marcy had told her that she liked to drag Frank to places like the club they visited last night to build anticipation and make him feel manly, somehow. Sarah didn’t get it, but whatever worked for them.


  “I know that, and you know that. But he didn’t know that and let me tell you, Mr. Falon Wolfe was none too happy about the idea of another man laying hands on you.”


  “Okay, but how does that help me now? I still have the drunken incident to work around, remember?”


  Marcy waved her off. “Nothing a man can’t get over with a little teasing. Let me let you in on a little secret …”


  For the next twenty minutes, Sarah and Marcy hatched a plan to get Falon squirming in his well-tailored suits and hopefully got her one step closer to her goal. When she was leaving the kitchen, Marcy stopped her with a hand on her arm.


  “Tell me one thing,” Marcy said, looking slightly troubled.


  “Sure.” She was a little concerned about her friend’s change in mood. What if she went back on her word?


  “Are you going to sleep with him?” She was speechless for a moment. Was she going to sleep with him? She hadn’t thought about it. She knew she wanted him to wake up and stop acting like a robot. She also knew that deep down a part of her wanted to feel the way he made her feel one more time. So yeah, maybe she was.


  “I don’t know yet.”


  “Just be careful. I have a feeling this guy has the power to hurt you, and if things don’t go your way I don’t want to have to track him down and hurt him.”


  Sarah gave Marcy a shaky smile. The woman kept surprising her with how much she seemed to care. With a quick nod of understanding, she headed back in the direction of her office to attempt to get some work done. With the thoughts of Falon and what Marcy had suggested she do swirling around her head, she doubted she would get much done beyond staring at a blank computer screen.


  Five had rolled around before she knew it and she still hadn’t talked herself into anything Marcy had suggested. Just thinking about it caused her to blush. Shutting down her computer, she decided to leave it for another day. She couldn’t be that appealing today anyway. She felt like she had been rolled in grime and was almost positive her breath still carried traces of alcohol. Hot. Sarah ran her tongue over her fuzzy feeling teeth. What she really needed was a toothbrush and her bed.


  Distracted by warm thoughts of being minty fresh and thousand thread count sheets, Sarah wasn’t paying attention to where she was going. When she collided with the warm, solid mass that went by the name Falon Wolfe, she had to suppress a groan. When his arm wrapped around her waist to balance her, she nearly groaned for a completely different reason.


  “You all right?” His voice rumbled close to where her head rested against his chest.


  “Uh.” She pulled back before giving in to the temptation the hard planes of his chest presented broke what little willpower she had left. “Yeah, just a little distracted I suppose.”


  Falon fell silent causing her to look up in wonder. Suddenly she couldn’t catch her breath. He was standing so close and the heat of his hands, still held firmly on her waist, were the only things grounding her. The look in his eyes was purely predatory and she instantly felt the instinct to flee before he devoured her. So slowly she didn’t realize his intention, he moved them toward the glass walls dividing the offices from the hall. When her back came into contact with the cool surface, she hissed as the sensation of Falon’s heat to her front and the cold glass pressed to her back shocked her nerves to life.


  “There’s something I forgot to give you last night.” His voice was a low growl that triggered some base reaction in her deprived body to do somersaults. She did all she could to not melt into a puddle of need at his feet as she swallowed around the sudden dryness in her throat. She meant to ask what he had forgotten but couldn’t find her voice. Instead, she forced her gaze back to his smoldering eyes and could only hold on for the ride.


  A smirk curled the corner of Falon’s lips, breaking the spell he cast over her. She narrowed her eyes and opened her mouth to let him know just what she thought of that smirk when his mouth suddenly claimed hers. He effortlessly invaded every corner of her vulnerable lips in an onslaught that robbed her of her breath. He slipped his tongue between her lips that were still parted to deliver a scathing remark, and she lost all thought outside the way he made love to her mouth as he stepped closer, pinning her more tightly between the solid surface of his hard body and the glass behind her.


  Unable to stifle her moan of pleasure, she was suddenly propelled into motion. The taste of him on her tongue drove her beyond reason as she dug her fingers deep into his dark hair and pulled him closer. Lost in the pleasure of his body aligned with hers, she dueled with his tongue giving back as much sensation as he gave. She wasn’t sure if she remembered to breathe or if he was forcing his breath into her lungs. It didn’t matter as long as Falon kept doing that trick with his tongue.


  Remembering she had hands, she put them to good use exploring his strong back and shoulders. She ran them up his spine and felt a tinge of satisfaction as the movement elicited a shiver of desire. Falon deepened the kiss again and she could do nothing more than burrow her hands in his thick hair and hold on.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  Falon had wasted most of the day trying to push thoughts of Sarah from his mind. He couldn’t get the images of her from his dream to stop teasing him. Every time he blinked she was there, in some new provocative scene torturing him. He was going crazy. It was the only explanation. There was no way he could possibly want he that badly. Deciding he had burned enough energy in the farce of being productive, Falon called it a night and that’s when the object of his current unrelenting fantasies practically tackled him in the hallway. What was a man to do?


  The moment his lips connected with hers, he was lost. He had never spent much time thinking about the pleasure of kissing—there had been more important things to enjoy—but the feel of Sarah’s lips beneath his, the thrust of her tongue moving in time with his own had him seriously rethinking its merits, at least where this woman was concerned.


  The little sounds of pleasure she was making threatened to drive him wild. He was almost certain she was unaware of the mews and tiny growling pleas escaping their kiss. Pulling her closer to his body he couldn’t seem to get enough of the feel of her, the rightness of her in his arms. That thought shocked some control back into his seriously depleted willpower. He wasn’t doing this because he couldn’t stop himself. He was doing it because the woman turned him on. Simple as that, nothing deep, nothing lasting. He didn’t do lasting. When his hand started inching to the tempting swell of her breast, he knew he was in trouble.


  Slowly decelerating the kiss, he worked up the strength to pull away from her lush mouth. Seeing it swollen and wet from his kisses made him want to dip his head once more and say to hell with control. The hot-blooded man in him urged him to take her where they stood. Then again across his desk, and maybe on hers, and that’s what had him pulling back further. That unrestrained side of his nature was the very thing he didn’t need making decisions for him. Ever.


  Breathing deeply, he forced himself to take a step back. Banking the fire that undoubtedly burned in his eyes, he studied Sarah as the haze of passion faded and awareness once again took over. When those beautiful chocolate eyes narrowed, he relaxed in the knowledge that his mask of indifference worked. Inside he was burning for her, but he couldn’t act on impulse. He had to bank the fire. He still wanted her so badly he ached, but he would only have her on his terms.


  “Good night, Sarah,” he whispered through the reverence of the moment.


  Walking away from her flushed skin and the anger now simmering in her eyes was one of the hardest things he had done in a very long time, which only had him picking up the pace. He had to get a handle on this thing before he took that next step and he needed to do it fast. His body couldn’t take much more of this abuse. At least he had his dreams. Starting his car, he grimaced at the certainty of a cold shower once he reached his hotel.


  


  Chapter Seven


  


  


  Twelve hours later and she could still feel his kiss. It had been like a phantom haunting her all night and worming its way into her dreams. And what dreams they were. Sarah had woken in the middle of the night covered in sweat with an ache in her core that she was certain only Falon could cure. Dragging herself into work that day had been hell. She was tired, cranky, and more turned on than she ever remembered being, which only added to her frustration.


  Having to work side-by-side with the source of her current state wasn’t helping either. As soon as she set foot in the agency, Falon had confined them to her office to go over every account for the past five years. She found some satisfaction in the fact that it seemed she wasn’t the only on feeling a little surly this morning. Falon seemed to be made of stone today, his rigid control making his words clipped and his movements mechanical. Sarah was beginning to seriously dislike this new Falon as he grunted over her paperwork.


  He sat across from her with the cold detachment she was growing to hate while she burned from the inside out. Watching him work out of the corner of her eye, she wondered if this was the real Falon and the man she knew briefly nine years ago was the aberration. It would explain his mystifying ability to shut down emotionally at the first threat to his defenses. Shaking her head, she couldn’t bring herself to believe that for some reason. He thought that living in a self-imposed state of disconnect was for the best for some unknown reason. She wanted to prove to him he was much too virile to try and hide behind his wall of ice.


  Fidgeting yet again, she looked through the glass wall of her office only to be assaulted by the memory of last night’s kiss. Just looking at the glass she could feel its smooth, cool pressure along her back and bare legs, which only brought the sensation of Falon’s heated body pinning her to it. God, the feel of him pressed firmly, hip to head, the hard planes of his chest rubbing her breast causing her to go into a frenzy for more. A shiver snaked down her spine that had nothing to do with a chill and everything to do with the swelling warmth spreading through her middle.


  “Be right back.” She stood quickly, gripped by the sudden urge to get out of there before she did something stupid like leap over the desk and attack him in a brazen act of sexual frustration … or pour her heart out to the man.


  “Where are you going in such a god-awful hurry?” Marcy asked as soon as the door to the office closed behind her.


  “The kitchen, I need … ” What did she need? “Chocolate, lots and lots of chocolate.”


  She had read somewhere that chocolate had the same chemical effect as sex. She was willing to try anything to take the edge off before she embarrassed herself.


  “That bad, huh?” Marcy said through a laugh. Linking Sarah’s arm through her own, Sarah was helpless but to follow where the other woman led. “Come with me, I happen to have a secret stash squirreled away for when Frank really gets on my nerves.”


  “Oh thank God.” She sighed. “I was going crazy in there.”


  “You know what you really need is sitting back in your office pretending he doesn’t notice your every move.”


  She stopped in her tracks, causing Marcy to do the same or risk dislocating her shoulder.


  “I’m sorry, what did you say?” Maybe she really was going crazy.


  “I said that Falon is back there, in your office, practically panting after you,” Marcy said, giving a tug on her arm to get her moving again.


  “I don’t think so, Marcy.” She shook her head. “You don’t know him, how controlled he is.”


  “You don’t know him either,” Marcy answered, holding up a hand to ward off her rebuttal. “I know that you knew him, once, a long time ago, but everyone changes. Life has a tendency to do that to people. You may have known what he was like as a young man almost ready to enter the real world. But the Falon Wolfe in your office? Completely different animal from the boy you described from college.”


  Sarah thought about what Marcy said. She did have a point. He was just a boy all those years ago. His optimism and conquer-the-world attitude had appealed so much to the lost girl she had been then. He seemed so strong and capable of achieving whatever he set his mind to. Thinking about it now though, she realized that she never really knew who Falon was, just the idea of him she had formed in her mind and was half in love with all those years ago. Now, the idea of those characteristics being tempered by experience and strong resolve was infinitely more appealing. What a man Falon Wolfe had become. If only he could let himself free from the stranglehold he kept on his passions.


  “Just show me to the chocolate,” she said, following Marcy into her office.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  Falon couldn’t understand his body’s rebellious reaction to Sarah. That kiss last night felt the answer to all of his fantasies. Her instantaneous reaction had nearly driven him beyond the brink. Knowing she wanted him as badly as he burned for her was a novelty he found disturbing. Maybe he tightened the leash a little too much over the past year or so. Maybe he needed to blow off some excess … energy, to get things into focus before he did something stupid.


  The problem was that kiss didn’t just blow his nearly wet dreams out of the water, it was erotic, sensual, and most unsettling … it felt like coming home.


  Marshaling his composure, he decided to give in. Yes, he wanted her. Yes, he was going to have her. His body jumped at the idea of Sarah under him, over him, around him.


  “But only if you can control yourself,” he ground out through a clenched jaw. The message aimed in the vicinity of his now uncomfortably tight pants.


  “Am I interrupting something?” Sarah’s smoky voice had him nearly jumping out of his chair.


  “I’m sorry what?” he said looking straight ahead unwilling to turn toward the door.


  “Were you just on the phone? I thought I heard you talking.”


  Flooded with relief, he turned to answer her and felt his jaw detach on its journey to the floor. In the span of time it took her to do whatever it was she left to do and for him to have a pep talk with his equipment, she turned herself into yet another fantasy of his come true.


  “Uh—no. I just remembered I forgot something.” He tried to swallow past his heart that seemed to have taken up residence in his throat. Did her grandfather know his granddaughter was a sex goddess? Someone should tell the man.


  She shrugged negligently and walked back to the desk. Falon couldn’t pull his eyes from her as the black lace camisole she was wearing revealed peeks of skin with every movement. When she walked through a shaft of sunlight, he nearly lost his mind as it filtered through the top, highlighting what appeared to be a black lace bra.


  “Where were we?”


  He couldn’t take his eyes off her. When she turned from the computer monitor, probably looking for the answer to her question, and caught him staring considerably lower than her eyes, Falon was at a loss. First time for everything.


  “What did I …” Sarah looked down at herself and blushed.


  “Sorry about this,” she said, gesturing vaguely to two features he was having no trouble honing in on. “Marcy spilled her coffee on my jacket and I had nothing else to put on while it dried. Um … is this a problem?”


  “No,” he said too quickly, clearing his throat, simultaneously cursing and blessing Marcy for her apparent clumsiness. “Not a problem.”


  She studied him for a moment before nodding and turning back to the computer. “Were you done with last year’s invoices?”


  “Mostly.” He looked down at his watch. “I need to eat.”


  He wasn’t particularly hungry he just needed to get out of that office. Get things back in perspective.


  At the door, he turned back. “Well?”


  Sarah looked perplexed. “Well what?”


  “Aren’t you coming?”


  


  


  ***


  


  


  Sarah felt a little self-conscious leaving the building without her jacket. The lace top wasn’t exactly something you wore out to a business lunch. It wasn’t that the top she had on was particularly revealing, it just wasn’t what she usually wore outside the seclusion of her bedroom.


  She was going to kill Marcy.


  “Uh, where exactly are we going?” she asked, struggling to keep up with Falon’s long-legged stride as he talked quickly into his phone.


  “To get food,” he answered, opening her door before walking around the back of the car.


  “That I got,” she replied as soon as he took his seat beside her in the car. “But I want to know where. I’m not exactly dressed for public.”


  As he guided the car out of the parking structure, Falon looked over at her with a snort. “That I got.”


  She huffed as he turned her words back on her and turned to her window to watch the city race by. If he was going to be such an ass the why did he invite her along?


  After a few turns, he pulled the car to a stop in front of a bistro she recognized. It happened to be her favorite place to treat herself to after a particularly rough week. When he slid the car into park and left it running, she turned to him, confused.


  “You’ll wait here. I placed an order and was assured it would be ready.”


  “Already?” They had only left the office fifteen minutes ago.


  Falon smirked before pushing his door open. “I talk, sweetheart, and people listen. Something you should get yourself used to.”


  She sat in shock kicking herself for ever letting a man like Falon Wolfe kiss her. It didn’t matter if it was the best, toe-curling kiss she ever had. Or that she could still feel her blood pulsing through her veins at the idea of it happening again. The sooner, the better.


  No. Not going to happen. He was here for a job and that didn’t include her. No matter how her body protested at never being close to his heat again.


  The blast of warm, late summer air pulled her away from her body’s fantasies. Falon was back and carrying something that smelled delicious.


  “I took the liberty of ordering you the salade Nicoise,” he said, handing her the brown carryout bag. She nearly squealed when he blindly pulled into traffic. Apparently when he drove others moved.


  Silence and the tantalizing aroma of seared tuna and the steak Falon must have ordered for himself filled the car as he sped them back toward the office. She couldn’t help noticing he was broodier than what she had begun to expect of him while he guided their way through the congested city traffic. Wondering what was wrong but afraid of the answer, she tried to convince herself she really didn’t care. She was just tired of walking on eggshells around the guy.


  “What’s with you?” she asked as he pulled the car back in his spot.


  A withering stare and a patronizingly raised brow were the only answers he gave before climbing out of the car. Leaving her to follow or be tortured by the delicious smells coming from the bag sitting in her lap.


  Sighing, she climbed out of the car and followed. The beep of the alarm let her know he knew she would give in. Holding the bag filled with their lunches close to her chest, she quickened her pace to close the distance between them.


  “So you’re not going to tell me what’s going on with you?” she asked when she thought she was within earshot.


  “Correct,” he answered, holding the office door for her and she couldn’t help but glare up at him as she passed. The spark of amusement in his eyes had her nearly stomping her feet to the elevator. The man was so infuriating.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  Sarah glared at the offending stain on the front of her cream blazer. Marcy’s promise of getting the garment back to new was obviously a little over-reaching.


  Laughing at the farce the day had turned into, she grabbed the offending jacket while shutting down her computer. After enjoying a delicious, yet silent, lunch Falon had told her to print the rest of her reports and disappeared to presumably go over the new budget and online plan with Ralph.


  She had spent the last five hours alternately fighting to go find him and straining her ears for a hint of when he returned to his office so she could avoid him. She was being ridiculous and she knew it but couldn’t seem to rein in her body’s need. The third time she caught herself getting out of her chair at the slight hint of movement next door, she admitted to herself that she wanted him. By the fourth, she was determined to make him follow through on all the promises of that kiss.


  Turning out the light she took a deep breath in an attempt to calm her heart that fluttered in her chest like hummingbird wings. Looking toward the glowing pool of light spilling into the hall, she squared her shoulders. If she was going to do this, she needed to project calm she didn’t feel.


  Falon sat behind his desk typing furiously at the computer. Whatever he was doing held his attention so much she slipped into the room unnoticed.


  “You planning on staying here all night?” she asked and nearly laughed out loud when he jumped.


  “I thought I was the only one left in the building,” he answered, not taking his eyes off his work.


  “Looks like it’s just the two of us.”


  His head shot up at the sultry tone she worked most of the afternoon perfecting. Instinctively she wanted to cover herself as his eyes roved over her form-fitting skirt and lace top. It was ridiculous. She had been wearing the outfit all day, but it seemed to take on a seductive feel after dark and alone with a man who made her body liquid.


  “So it would seem.” She stood frozen as he stood and turned the monitor off. “Come over here, Sarah.”


  Her heart rate spiked and her stomach clenched in a need she didn’t understand at the command. She was helpless but to obey both her body’s need to feel him, and the demand in his voice.


  “What are you doing here?” he asked, taking hold of her waist as soon as she was within reach.


  Trembling with need, she took a shaky breath. “I think you know.”


  The ice in his eyes gave way to a flash of heat lightning so quickly she thought she imagined it.


  “I think you don’t fully understand what you’re asking.”


  She held his eyes for a moment before bolstering her courage.


  “I’m asking … ” She reached down, taking his wrist in her hand. “I’m asking that you act on the attraction that has shimmered in the air between us since you walked into the building.”


  With each word, she slowly moved his hand up her torso until his fingers brushed the underside of her breast. “Don’t tell me you haven’t been feeling it too.”


  It was a dare she was hoping he wouldn’t walk away from.


  He studied her for a moment, probably trying to gauge her seriousness. Sarah was burning so hot that she was one move away from ripping her shirt over her head in an attempt to get some relief. She must have let some of her intent show because his square jaw ticked with the effort of, what she hoped, holding himself back from mauling her.


  “On the desk,” he growled.


  “Excuse me?” Sarah’s words came in breathless bursts as the power of his statement washed over her.


  “On. The. Desk.” He released her and took a small step back, leaving the choice solely up to her.


  Taking a deep breath, she inched backward until she felt the cool edge against her thighs. Meeting his ice-chip gaze, she hopped as graceful as someone her size could onto the surface with a dare of her own simmering in her eyes. Resting her hands placidly at her sides, she raised a brow. Your move big boy.


  He gave a barely perceptible nod as if acknowledging her challenge before he closed the distance between them. He reached out and ran featherlight fingers down the column of her exposed throat. A tremor rocked her body at the contact and she fought to keep her eyes open and locked with his. She wanted to see the moment the heat took over.


  Leaning in slowly, Falon’s lips followed the path his fingers just traveled.


  “I want you to hold very, very still,” he whispered along her jaw line.


  She was helpless but to swallow and obey. At this point, she couldn’t move a muscle if the building were on fire.


  “Good girl.” He placed his warm hands on her thighs, and stepping back slightly, allowing the cool air surrounding them to register against the heat of her skin. In the back of her mind, she knew she should be offended. And she would be. As soon as he stopped slowly pushing her skirt up her legs.


  Letting her head fall back and her eyes close, she focused her on the sensation of his slightly rough fingers running along the skin of her upper thighs. Who knew such a simple touch could devastate her body?


  “Brace your hands behind you.” His voice was darker now, threatening in a way that had her wanting to squirm just to see what he would do if she moved.


  Breath labored, she did as she was told and placed her hands on the desk behind her. Leaving her body prone and open to his devouring eyes she could feel working their way slowing down her body. Falon’s slight intake of breath told her that he had just discovered the miniscule black panties that she kept hidden under her cream skirt. She fought a smile as his touch returned with more force.


  She thought she was going to die if he didn’t do something soon. The slow play of his palms on the outside of her thighs was slowing driving her mad. When his hungry mouth returned to lay claim to her collarbone, she couldn’t hold in her whimper of pleasure. This slow seduction of her body was a torture that she hoped he would never stop.


  By the time his mouth reached the upper slope of her breast, she was a quivering ball of need centered in the pulsing heat of her core.


  “Not a muscle,” he growled as a hand worked its way up her curves to take her needy body in its grasp.


  Finally.


  Soon the feel of his thumb dancing slow circles around her wonton, lace-covered breast wasn’t enough. She needed to feel him. His skin on her aching dips and hollows. His mouth traveled to the other, leaving behind it a trail of stinging nips and soothing kisses. Sarah could hear her breath sawing in and out of her lungs when Falon finally showed her some mercy by wrenching her top from her body.


  His hands danced across her naked torso inspiring moans she had lost all will to fight. Anything to keep his hands on her and his mouth slowing working its way where she needed him the most. When he brushed the barrier of lace out of his way and took her needy breast in his mouth, she purred her approval while arching her back offering herself to him completely.


  The small circles his other hand had been tracing on her thigh moved higher until they were brushing the edge of her panties. A murmur of distress and want broke from her lips as she angled her hips in an attempt to get him where she wanted.


  “Not a muscle,” he warned and stopped the movement of his hand and kissed across the valley of her breasts to give the other the same through attention as the first.


  His warm breath against her wet skin pushed her closer to that cliff he had been steadily pushing her toward. Afraid he would leave her stranded in the desert of need his hands led her into, Sarah took control of her rebellious hips and prepared to wait him out. But God, it was killing her.


  When she thought just the sensation of his lips, tongue, and teeth on her would push her over the edge, his hand found the aching center of her need, instantly sending her soaring to the stars. He took no mercy and used his very talented hand to push her so high she feared she would never come back down. Increasing the speed and pressure of his fingers, he brought her to the brink of sanity and back again.


  He stayed with her until the last of the spasms left her body and reality slowly came back into focus. His hot kisses along her collarbone and firm hands on her hips let her know she hadn’t been hallucinating. She was really lying on her back on his desk, spread out like a wonton feast ready for him to devour.


  Falon Wolfe had really given her the best orgasm of her life and she was still half-clothed.


  His labored breathing proved he wasn’t totally unaffected by the experience as well. When she could feel her limbs again, she attempted to loosen his tie but he intercepted her uncoordinated finger. Using her wayward hand, he pulled her into a sitting position. There was a white-hot desire blazing in his eyes yet he didn’t make a move to touch her. He only stood, taking in her disheveled, blissfully languid appearance.


  “Good night, Sarah.” His hoarse whisper took a moment to register through the orgasm fog surrounding her brain and by then it was too late. He bent and kissed the side of her neck once more before crossing the room.


  


  Chapter Eight


  


  


  It was two o’clock on Saturday and Sarah was unrepentantly still in her robe and pajamas. She had been replaying the events of Wednesday night’s desk encounter since the cloud of lust burst when Falon quietly closed the office door leaving her alone and confused. It wasn’t until she was slinking out of the building into the night that the fact he never kissed her registered. He had made love to her body, expertly, but he hadn’t made love to her. Not really.


  He had made sure that damned control of his stayed firmly in place even while he took her to such soaring heights. Sarah hated that omnipresent control. There had to be a way to get him to relinquish it.


  She closed her eyes as a particularly explosive memory of that night brought her body to tingling awareness. While she wanted to see him as lost in the moment as herself, she was beginning to think that she would take him any way she could. That wouldn’t do. She didn’t want him want him. She just wanted him to remember the man he used to be.


  Control wasn’t everything and for some reason he had forgotten to live. When he left Chicago in a few weeks, she wanted him to take that with him. And she knew he would be leaving. Falon Wolfe didn’t let the dust settle for too long.


  She knew what she was up against the moment she stepped into his office. The problem was he had left her with a craving she was helpless to appease until he said the word. Somehow she thought he had done that on purpose, establishing who calls the shots in the little game they found themselves playing.


  They had danced around each other over the past couple of days. She would take one step forward, he would take two back. Always out of reach. Always cool. While she was slowly being driven nuts by lust. If he was trying to teach her a lesson, Sarah wasn’t appreciating his method of teaching.


  The buzz of the doorbell made her start. Thoughts of him on her doorstep with bedroom eyes and a can of whipped cream had her heart stumbling over itself in excitement.


  “Sarah? Are you home?” Marcy’s voice boomed from the entryway leaving her libido to pout in the corner.


  “Kitchen.”


  “Are you ready … ” Marcy stopped short when she saw Sarah’s rather impressive state of laziness. “Who died?”


  “What? Can’t a girl lounge around her own house in ancient pajamas without a tragedy?”


  “Well yeah, for the normal people.”


  She arched a brow at her friend standing shocked in the doorway. “And that would make me …”


  “Impressively overpunctual.” Marcy smiled. “Are you going to get ready or do you plan on displaying this in all its glory to the citizens of Chicago?”


  “Give me fifteen minutes.” She sighed and went to make sure she didn’t scare the hardened population of the greater Chicago area.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  “What was all that about anyway?” Marcy asked while Sarah locked up.


  “Mental preparedness.”


  “Meaning?”


  “Meaning, my panties have been on fire for three days and the man with the … equipment to put it out has been invited to our weekly dinner.”


  Sarah didn’t mean to snap but apparently this level of horny made her a smidgen cranky.


  “I see.” She could practically hear the smirk in her friend’s reply.


  “Not now,” she nearly growled. This thing with Falon was turning her into an animal. “You invited him. Whatever made you decide that was a good idea I’ll never know—”


  “The steam rising from your panties gave me the idea. Not all of us are blind.”


  “But you did.” She continued as if she didn’t hear Marcy’s lewd comment. “And now you are responsible for whatever mess you have created.”


  “What mess?” Marcy asked sweetly.


  “The smoldering puddle of need I leave Mr. Falon Wolfe in by the end of the evening.”


  Marcy threw her head back in laughter and Sarah felt the first real smile in the last three days part her lips. Two could play at this game.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  Falon checked the time on his watch for what felt like the hundredth time. He wasn’t sure if he was checking because he was regretting accepting the dinner invitation or out of impatience to see Sarah.


  He hadn’t touched her in nearly thirty-six hours and the lack of contact was affecting him more than he cared to admit. He told himself it was because he was being extra cautious with her. She called to him in an elemental way that left him with an uncomfortable ache in his chest he didn’t care to examine too closely.


  “What time did you say they would be here?” he asked Frank. Again.


  “Marcy said they should be here by seven-thirty.”


  Frank shifted in his seat like he was nervous. When he checked his own watch, Falon got the feeling he was missing something. What was going on?


  But before he could question him, Frank sat straighter, his gaze focused over Falon’s shoulder. “Here they come.”


  When he turned, Falon wished the other man would have warned him. He struggled not to choke on his tongue, which felt suddenly too large for his mouth. If he thought the dress he forced Sarah to wear the other night was sexy, it didn’t hold a candle to the number she had on tonight. Cream lace hugged her curves from mid-thigh to breasts. Her shoulders were left bare by the strapless dress causing his once dry mouth to flood. Any minute now he was bound to do a passable impression of that randy cartoon wolf, bugging eyes and all.


  “Holy hell,” he said.


  “You can say that again.” Frank sounded almost as awestruck as Falon was sure he did.


  Forcing his eyes from all that lace and creamy skin he could see why. Marcy went all out for the evening as well in a midnight blue dress so tight he wasn’t sure how she was going to manage to sit. Not distracted for long, his eyes focused back on Sarah and the halo of red curls that framed her gingersnap bedroom eyes. Male pride rumbled through him when he realized he had put that look there. She wanted him. Now if only he could control himself long enough to give them both what they wanted. And Lord, how he wanted.


  “Gentlemen,” Marcy greeted them. “Please, don’t get up.”


  The wicked look she gave Frank said it all. She knew it would be rather embarrassing for them if they managed to get to their feet.


  “Have we kept you waiting long?” she asked as she slid into the seat next to Frank.


  “Didn’t notice,” Frank answered, not taking his eyes off of the brunette bombshell to his left.


  Falon felt Sarah take her place next to him like a physical caress. His body drew to attention making him shift in his seat to find some relief. He had until the end of dinner to get himself under control. Another cold shower just wasn’t going to do the trick tonight. Not with Sarah wrapped so deliciously in that innocent-looking lace.


  Someone clearing their throat pulled him from the wicked plans he had for her. “I’m sorry what?”


  “What would you like to drink, sir?” their rather annoyed looking waiter asked.


  “Whisky. On the rocks.” He had been so lost in his thoughts he hadn’t noticed the man’s approach or the others ordering. “Better make that a double.” He was going to need it.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  Sarah was going worship the ground Marcy walked on if tonight went as planned. She hadn’t been sure about the dress, but she had assured her that it was just the thing to get Falon’s tongue wagging. She had been right. Sarah had practically seen it roll out of the man’s mouth when he spotted them across the restaurant.


  Sliding into the seat next to his, she felt the awareness arc between them like a living thing. It was a needy beast demanding they fulfill it.


  “So do you think you can turn the agency around?” Frank’s question drew her attention away from the many, many ways she planned on being fulfilled in the next few hours.


  “Absolutely,” Falon answered after swallowing half his drink. “You have a solid, if not small, client base. Now that I have all the behind-the-scenes details handled I’ll be moving on to creating a new face for the agency. Something to carry it into the future.”


  She listened as he outlined the new marketing strategy and media campaign he had in the works for Maxwell, Williams, and Blake. He truly did have some wonderful ideas. Not that she was surprised, he didn’t get where he was today without being good at what he did. But studying him she could tell there was a difference between being good at something and having a passion for it. She wasn’t sure he had a passion for anything.


  “What do you say about going dancing?” Marcy asked the table.


  Sarah nearly snickered when Falon’s firm jaw ticked. He must be remembering the last time they all had gone out dancing.


  “I’m in,” she piped up just as the waiter was delivering their entrees. She saw the night ending in a very different way from the last.


  The men shared a long-suffering look like they were being asked to sit in on a quilting circle before they both agreed to Marcy’s plan. Catching Sarah’s eye, the other woman winked. Everything was going according to plan.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  After dinner, they walked to the club just around the corner that Marcy swore was one of the best in the city. It was considerably lower-key than the last place Sarah was dragged. She had to give her credit for that. And for picking a place close by. She wasn’t sure she would have survived being confined to Falon’s car alone with him for any period of time.


  “Let’s dance,” Marcy shouted over the house music as soon as they were in the door.


  Sarah looked to Falon before shaking her head. “I think we’ll sit this one out.”


  She shooed Marcy and Frank away while Falon searched for an open place to sit. Apparently finding one, he led her by a firm grip on her elbow to a pair of tall stools tucked close to a small round table. Signaling one of the scantily clad waitresses—perhaps not that low-key after all—he ordered them both a drink before turning to study her.


  “Not much for dancing?” he asked after letting the silence stretch.


  She shrugged. “I guess not.”


  “Then why come?”


  “I thought it would be fun. Marcy thinks I should get out more. Experience life.”


  “You haven’t been? Experiencing life?”


  She was silent for a moment. She wanted him to understand her, but she was afraid of opening up too much to him. He had the potential to shatter her.


  “I suppose I haven’t.”


  He just looked at her, silently demanding she continue.


  “After the accident. And losing my family, I sort of started playing it safe. I stopped taking risks I wouldn’t have balked at before their plane went down. I stopped going out. Focused on my schoolwork and afterward the agency. Everything sort of filled the places reserved for those spontaneous moments in life.”


  He was silent for a moment and a part of her felt he understood. What did he lose to make him so reserved?


  “There was no one in your life to share that with?”


  “What like a boyfriend? No, not really.” Unsure again how much she should share she hesitated.


  “Not really?”


  “There was … someone, but he barely knew I existed let alone wanted to hear about what a sob-story my life had turned into.”


  “When was this? In college?” She could only nod. Shit, had she given too much away?


  “It was a long time ago. I haven’t dated since the crash. Can we leave it at that?”


  It was the truth. What happened that night couldn’t be construed as a date in anyone’s book. Sarah had been feeling the loneliness of the loss of her family and had gone looking for Jim, her RA. He had told her that if she ever needed to talk he was always available.


  She hadn’t known Falon was the only one in the room when she quietly slipped inside. Apparently he had just gotten in from a party down the hall and had a little too much to drink. She thought he was asleep until he called her name from across the gloom of the room. It was the first time she had ever heard it on his lips and her young heart skipped a beat at the idea of the man she thought herself in love with calling out to her in the night.


  Decision made, she crossed the room to his bed, his name a whisper on her lips. When she sat on the edge of the bed, he sighed and reached for her. What happened next was the most exciting, erotic experience of her young life. It wasn’t until the next day when she woke before dawn and slipped back to her room she began to second-guess her choice. The following weeks sealed her regrets.


  “Dance with me,” Falon whispered close to her ear. When he pulled back, she saw the concern turning beneath the icy topaz of his eyes. How long had she been lost in the past?


  Swallowing, she slid off her seat.


  The music changed, slowing the pace as he led her by the hand to the dance floor. The feel of the hard planes of his body pressed to hers planted her feet firmly back in the present. It didn’t matter what happened all those years ago. What mattered were the strong band of Falon’s arms around her and the press of the heat of his arousal against her belly.


  Moving with a slow sensuality that had both of them taking shallow breaths, neither said a word. They let their bodies do the talking, teasing their senses with the promise of sweaty skin and hot kisses.


  His hand traced the delicate line of her spine, causing a shiver of desire to race through her body and settle low in her belly. Tangling his fingers in her hair, he pulled her head back and looked deep into her eyes. Before his mouth took hers in a searing kiss, Sarah could have sworn it was fire, not ice, dancing in the golden light of his eyes. When he finally let her up for air, she couldn’t remember why it mattered.


  “We’re leaving.” He pushed out between harsh breaths, nipping the lobe of her ear before pulling her from the dance floor.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  He didn’t say a word as he sped them with white-knuckled control back to her brownstone. Sarah was glad he didn’t give her time to think about her actions when he slammed the car into park and practically pulled her from the car.


  “What exactly—”


  “Not a word, Sarah.” He interrupted her question, holding his hand out impatiently. “Keys?”


  Producing them from the bottom of her purse, she watched as he unlocked the door. She was lost, swept up in the wave of his impatience and eager to know exactly what it meant.


  “You’ve pushed me, Sarah,” he growled, turning to her in the dark entryway. “I think that it’s time you learned that I don’t like being tested.”


  Sarah tried to swallow around her heart that suddenly took up residence in her throat. When he took a menacing step toward her the thought that she should be frightened registered in the back of her mind before a wave of lust washed it away. Who would have thought the caveman posturing would be such a turn on? She silently thanked him when he took a firm hold of her arms. They were the only things keeping her standing as her knees turned to useless piles of Jell-O.


  “I want you to be fully aware.” He paused to kiss an exposed shoulder. “What’s about to happen, and trust me it will happen, is just as it appears to be.” He kissed the sensitive skin of the other shoulder. “Two people, giving in to the pull of their bodies. Nothing more.”


  His mouth was on her throat now, nibbling its way to her jaw line. Doing delicious things to her heart rate. If he would just … move a little to the … yes, right there. She let a moan slip past her lips as he discovered the sensitive spot just below her ear.


  He pulled back to blow warm air across the freshly kissed skin causing warmth to fill her empty spaces. “If you wanted this to happen all you had to do was speak up. I don’t like games, Sarah. I don’t like games and I don’t like people poking around at my reasons. This is going to happen but on my conditions. Can you handle that?”


  Right now, she couldn’t handle if he stopped. Sarah gave him a jerky nod and he released her arms to frame her face. “Glad we understand each other.”


  When his mouth met hers, she forgot all about her struggle against his formidable control. She could only focus on the hollow ache that longed for him to fill it and the way he expertly laid siege to her mouth.


  If he wanted tonight to be just about the sex that was fine, she was more than happy to play along. He could think that it was just his body he was sharing with her, but deep down she believed that when someone gave themselves to another they left a piece of them there. It was a connection Falon had refused to acknowledge for years, hiding behind the ice that encapsulated his life.


  As Sarah returned his kiss with a hunger all her own, she vowed that tonight’s inferno would be the first of many to test those walls.


  She couldn’t withstand his seduction of her senses. He surrounded her, filled her lungs like her aching body longed to be filled. When he backed her into the nearby wall, she didn’t think to protest. Instead, she used it as leverage to wrap a leg around his hip. Bringing his rigid length into direct contact with the neediest part of her.


  She couldn’t go on much longer like this, wrapped in delicate lace. Layers of clothing a barrier between her hands and what she really wanted to feel. Her hands on him, his on her, it didn’t matter, she craved skin.


  As if reading her mind, he ran a palm down the thigh hooked around his waist. Stopping at the knee he hiked it a little higher while rocking his hips into hers setting off sparks throughout her sensitized body. When he lifted her other leg, she instinctively anchored her ankles around his lean waist. The movement brought her chest flat against the strong wall of his, causing her to purr in approval. He caught the sound with his mouth as he walked them up the stairs.


  Never missing a step or breaking the kiss, he masterfully navigated the darkened hallway stopping just outside her bedroom door. Letting her slide down his body, the move rubbing her sensitive nipples against his chest, he released her mouth.


  “Last chance.” His voice rumbled low in his chest causing a quiver lower in her anatomy.


  “Not on your life,” she panted, twisting the knob sending them tumbling into the room.


  He backed her into the middle of the room and Sarah had to fight a groan. This wasn’t where she wanted to be. She wanted to be rolling around with him on the bed, not two feet from where he stopped her.


  “Close your eyes.” He held her unsure gaze. “Close them, Sarah.”


  The smooth seduction in his voice had her eyes languidly falling shut. She had no resistance to the way she was making her body feel with little more than a whispered command. His fingers ghosted across her cheekbone before tracing the lines of her lips.


  “Beautiful.” When his hand fell away and the movement of air indicated he had stepped away from her side, she felt a sense of panic. What if he changed his mind? Afraid to move and break the spell he was weaving around them, she attempted to calm her frantic breathing and focus on the sound of his movements.


  All her hard work to calm down was undone by the rustle of clothing and the soft thud of shoes falling to the carpet. Images of his elegant fingers working the buttons free down the front of his shirt, him slowly peeling the white silk from his muscular chest and arms before sliding off his shoes. His muscles flexing as he released his belt from the loops, all without taking his predatory eyes from her body. Soon the only thing she could hear was the erratic tattoo her heart beat against her ribs.


  The warm heat of his body behind her was startling. She hadn’t heard him move. She felt a finger trace the back of her dress, just barely making contact with her skin. If it was his mission to slowly drive her insane, he was succeeding.


  Slowly lowering her zipper he brushed her hair aside, leaning over her shoulder his breath whispered across her skin. “I want you to feel, Sarah. Just feel.”


  


  


  ***


  


  


  Falon was going crazy. He hadn’t planned on the sizzling heat to nearly consume him. That was why he made her close her eyes. He couldn’t watch the fires burning there that begged him to lose himself in her heat.


  When he told her he only wanted her to feel, he had only been speaking half the truth. The fact was he wanted her to live. He had a feeling she hadn’t been truly living since the accident that robbed her of her family. He wanted to make her feel so alive she ached with it, couldn’t hold it in and fell to pieces in his arms.


  Lazily following the zipper of her dress down the ridges of her spine, he forced himself to resist the urge to follow those fingers with his tongue and lips. What was she doing to him? He had a method and sticking to that method ensured they would both get pleasure. Yet one small touch at the small of her back and he wanted to force her to the floor and plunge into her depths. Not letting her up until she knew to whom she belonged.


  He watched the lace puddle at her feet and pushed his impulses to the back of his mind. For a moment he enjoyed the woman in front of him. She was quivering with need, breath coming in shallow pants that pushed her delectable breast out with each intake of precious oxygen.


  He wanted to taste her. But not yet, he wanted it too much.


  “Step out of your shoes.” His voice sounded hoarse, proof of her effect on him.


  When she obeyed, he took her hand and led her to the bed. Her eyes were still firmly closed and he could tell the simple contact was having its intended results. Her body was hyperaware of his without her sense of sight.


  Kneeling between her slightly parted knees, he slowly began to kiss his way down her shaking body. Hands fisted on the mattress at her sides to resist touching. It wasn’t time for that. First he would taste her.


  The change in her breathing let him know she was aware of his intentions as he kissed and licked around her navel. The quaking muscles under his mouth let him know she wasn’t going to be stopping him.


  Hooking his thumbs under the thin material of her panties, he lowered then removed them. He sat frozen for a moment, transfixed by the sight before him. Sarah sat on the edge of the mattress, head thrown back, and eyes screwed shut in anticipation. Her breath sawed through her lungs causing her breasts to quake and his gut to clench. He wanted her too much, but there was no turning back now. His body wouldn’t let him. So he would remain as detached as possible while enjoying the heat he could feel pouring off of her in waves.


  Starting at her left knee, he began to trail tiny nips and soothing kisses up her inner thigh. Her legs relaxed and her knees spread wider offering to him the sweetest gift. Not pausing, he took her with his mouth and tongue, pulling sweet cries and whimpered protests from her.


  When he felt her body tighten, he slowed his rhythm, bring her back from the edge he didn’t want her to go over. Not yet. Not until he was deep inside. Pulling himself away from her heat, he retraced his journey back up her body, pausing to pay homage to her needy breasts before rolling her to the center of the bed.


  He slowly began to reignite her lust, expertly tempering his touch to her responses, finding her sweet spots and exploiting them. It was only when she lay beneath him, tossing her head from side to side in abandon did he sheath himself and give her the release her body was begging for.


  Seated to the hilt, he looked down on Sarah still writhing beneath him, eyes closed now in passion and not by his command, begging him in sexy mews to finish what he started. God she was beautiful. Pulling back slowly, he refused to give credence to the heat unfurling in his chest at the sight of her draining all of the pleasure she could from the moment. From him.


  Quickly entering her again, he claimed her mouth in a kiss that drew in her cries of pleasure. He kept up his onslaught until he felt her teeter over the pinnacle before allowing his own release.


  Slowly bringing her back down, he didn’t want to think about the implications of what just happened. It wasn’t in the plan.


  


  Chapter Nine


  


  


  Sarah slowly opened her eyes as the waves of pleasure died down to a gentle humming. Her bones felt like liquid and her body electrically charged. Falon was still deep inside her and in her state she couldn’t deny she liked the feeling of him there, inside her, surrounding her, a part of her.


  It felt like coming home and that scared the life out of her. Falon Wolfe wasn’t supposed to feel safe. He was the reason she spent three years of college holed up in her dorm studying and not having a social life. He was the reason why no man ever seemed worth the effort. If she were being completely honest with herself—which she wasn’t—he was the reason why, next to the loss of her parents and brother, there was a gaping hole in her heart.


  When he rolled to her side, she immediately missed the weight of him, the feel of his skin against her own had been a tactile experience she hadn’t known existed. Falon had pushed from her a pleasure she hadn’t known was in her. And yet. And yet, he held himself back. She could feel it. While he played her body like a finely tuned instrument, discovering erogenous zones she had thought impossible he had been rigidly in control of his responses.


  Oh, she had no doubt that he enjoyed himself. His labored breathing was testament to that fact. He just didn’t let himself fall into the sensations that he forced her to accept. Why? What was he hiding? More importantly, what was he afraid of?


  Her body started to cool and her breathing evened out and still she didn’t move to cover her naked body. She didn’t want to risk startling Falon. He was like a wild animal. Any sudden movements and he would disappear into the darkness.


  When she felt his body shift on the mattress, she thought their time was up. He was sure to make some excuse and vanish. The back of his hand down her arm startled her.


  “Come with me,” he whispered as the mattress shifted under his weight. Sitting up she tracked his dark form as he disappeared into her bathroom. Seconds later the sounds of the shower filled the room. Anticipation filled her. It would seem their night was just beginning.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  The hot water felt like heaven against her sensitive skin, but it was Falon slowly spreading fragrant bubbles across her body that was turning her muscles into mush. She gave in and followed the temptation of his naked body covered in nothing but cascades of water and curling steam.


  When he passed the oversized sponge across her collarbone, she stopped him with a hand over his. “My turn.”


  Meeting his eyes, she noticed he looked stunned and a little frightened and she wondered if this had ever happened in his compartmentalized lovemaking before. Would he allow her to pay back some of the pleasure he had given her? He released a shuddering breath and removed his hand, leaving her holding the sponge to her skin.


  “Close your eyes,” she whispered, hoping he would play along. He studied her for a moment before reluctantly letting his lids fall. The firm set of his jaw told her that she was very close to pushing things too far.


  The problem was she wanted to keep pushing him. She wanted him over the same cliff he took her to and she wanted to see him fall. She plain wanted the man.


  Running the soapy sponge across his broad chest, she watched the bubbles disappear down his rippling stomach. Watching them slip lower, she suddenly wanted to follow their trail. Trace it with her tongue.


  Dropping the sponge, she began to spread the soap with her hands. The feel of his muscles quivering under her touch empowered her to angle her fingers over his chest and down his abdomen. His breath hitched as her hands brushed lower, nearly touching the throbbing evidence of her effect on him.


  Her lips connected with the hard muscle of his shoulder and suddenly she found herself being held at arm’s length.


  “The water’s getting cold,” he said before twisting to shut off the shower.


  He stood dripping on the tile floor extending a towel to her. She blindly reached to the plush terry cloth while trying to catch up. What just happened? She was about to follow the treasure map of tiny soap bubbles down his body when he went from white hot to zero in less than a nanosecond.


  Falon barely took the time to dry himself before leaving her stranded in the wake of the storm they had been building. Wrapping the towel around her cooling body, she felt like she had run against a brick wall and the rejection she found there came with quite a sting.


  Taking a few minutes to gather her wits, she fully expected to find her bedroom empty. To say she was surprised to see Falon standing in nothing but a low-slung towel by the windows would be an understatement.


  She stood for a moment just taking him in. God he was a beautiful man. The light from the night sky barely outlined his broad shoulders and narrow waist. In that moment, it hit her. He was a fantasy. He was that thing every woman dreamed of holding onto for a fleeting moment. That thing that made them feel alive. A challenge that could never be won. Because Falon Wolfe was untouchable.


  In that moment, her heart ached for him. It must be lonely in his world of ice. But it wasn’t a world meant for her. He had proven that nine years earlier so she would stick to her plan to let a little warmth in and leave it up to the next woman to ignite those embers.


  “Aren’t you going to get into bed?” His smooth voice startled her.


  “Aren’t you?” she countered, voice cracking under the stress of her thoughts.


  “Just get in, Sarah.”


  When he didn’t turn, she decided to give both him and her pride a break. He was obviously done with her. The man couldn’t even turn from the window to talk to her. Not one for subtlety, among the many things he had taught her, she had learned that meekness got you nowhere. She couldn’t hold her peace for long.


  “I suppose you’ll be leaving then?” she asked, forcing as much bravado into her voice as possible.


  “If that’s what you want.”


  “Oh, so now you’re worried about what I want?” She could feel anger replacing her earlier hurt. Who did the great Falon Wolfe think he was anyway?


  “Not particularly.” He turned to study her. “Just wondering if I’ll be facing any threat of law enforcement.”


  Sarah stared at him in wide-eyed disbelief. What had happened to the man who commanded her body so sweetly just an hour earlier? Instead of that man, Falon stood across the room as welcoming as an arctic storm. His eyes took in every subtle nuance of her, assessing her reaction, projecting his next step. The man planned everything three moves in advance and it made her want to scream and throw something at him, anything to get him to respond with some spontaneity.


  “I see I have overstayed my welcome.”


  He began gathering his things with a clipped efficiency that undermined his cool façade. Sarah could only look on as he dressed quickly. When he slipped his feet into his shoes, he seemed to hesitate before approaching her on the bed.


  “Thank you, Sarah,” he whispered before brushing a fleeting kiss to her brow and disappearing. She couldn’t help drawing a picture of a lone wolf slinking away into the night as she watched his retreating form.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  For the second day in a row, Sarah found herself lounging around the house at an ungodly hour in ratty old pajamas. After Falon left, she had pulled the flannel around her body like a comfort blanket. It had taken over an hour to shut her mind off and force herself to sleep only to be plagued with dreams of hot kisses and callused caresses.


  Blowing the steam off her coffee, she had to face the fact that what was truly bothering her wasn’t the thrills of pleasure that still cascaded through her body at inexplicable moments. It was the emotions that ambushed her alone in the dark. The same old feelings she got nine years earlier whenever thoughts of Falon would take root.


  Dear Lord, she was falling for him … again. How was that possible? Sure the man was a living, breathing sex god but that didn’t mean that she actually liked him. She felt sorry for him. Missed the piece of him that had so attracted her younger self. She just wanted to know she hadn’t imagined the man she thought he was. She needed to know she wasn’t that gullible.


  She had to get a handle on this before it got out of control. It was about proving a point and that was it. She had to remember to keep her emotions out of the mix while forcing him to acknowledge his. Tall order.


  Perhaps she was going about this all wrong. While getting him into her bed had been great, mind-blowing really, maybe she needed to try a new tact. Could it be as simple as getting the man to talk to her? Taking another careful sip, she laughed at herself. Nothing was ever simple when it came to Falon Wolfe.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  Falon ran a hand over his face as he held his phone to his ear. Listening to his grandfather drone on about how glad he was Falon was helping out such an old friend and informing him he would be in the city next week and would like to get together set his teeth on edge. But at least he wasn’t apologizing, yet.


  The old man had called just as he had decided to go charging back to Sarah’s place and finish what she started in the shower. In a way, he was grateful because he saved him from making what was probably a big mistake.


  “Look, Falon.” His grandfather’s voice took on a gruffer tone causing his Italian accent to thicken. “I know you’ve said that you don’t want to hear this. And you would think an old man would have learned by now but I want you to know how terribly sorry I am. For everything.”


  “I can’t do this right now.” Falon sighed. When would the man stop? “I’ll see you in a week.”


  Disconnecting the call he was filled with an energy that felt too familiar, too raw. Too uncontrolled. He had to get out.


  He found himself in his car speeding across town in the direction of one red-haired temptation he should stay far, far away from. She made him feel and that was dangerous.


  Knocking on her door he could have sworn he heard muttered cursing before the panel was thrown open.


  “Wha—?”


  “Please tell me that’s coffee I smell.” He interrupted her and brushed past into the house. Leaving her to stand with one hand holding the door and the other picking up her retort from the floor.


  The door slammed behind him as he made himself at home in her kitchen searching for a mug.


  “To your left.” Sarah’s voice guided him.


  Opening the correct cupboard, he pulled down a pewter mug and filled it to the brim. Turning, he took his first real look at her. She stood leaning in the doorway, arms pulling her ratty robe protectively around her body. She looked nervous and homey and he never wanted her more.


  Something in his face must have tipped her off because she straightened from her feigned relaxed position.


  “What brings you here?” she asked, licking those lush lips that were just his a matter of hours ago. He couldn’t have stopped himself from stepping in her direction if she tried.


  “Come here.” His voice was low and harsh and he did nothing to disguise what he wanted.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  Sarah stood frozen for a moment stuck in the heat of his command. When she opened the door to find Falon on her steps, she wanted to slam it in his face. She couldn’t deal with him right now. Not with so much still up in the air. But here he was, stalking her across her kitchen looking like a hungry jungle cat ready to pounce.


  “What are you doing, Falon?” she managed to squeak out.


  “I would think that’s obvious.” He reached for her and she was under no illusion that he didn’t allow her to dodge it. He was enjoying the chase. Her breath hitched when she realized it was working for her too.


  “Seriously, Falon, what’s going on?” she asked when she had the safety of the table between them. When he left last night, he had been so cool. Looking at him across the scratched surface of the table she could see something burning behind his eyes that looked nothing like the fires of lust she had been expecting.


  “What happened?”


  He stopped his advance around the table and searched her face.


  “This was a mistake,” he ground out.


  “Was it?” She arched a brow. This was as good a time as any to test her new theory. “You came here for a reason. Talk to me.”


  He signed and for a moment she thought she had gotten through to him. She should have known it wouldn’t be that easy. It had taken years to build his walls and when he moved into her personal space, running his hands through her hair, Sarah admitted she should have known it would take more than a simple request to get him to talk.


  “There are so many more … interesting things … we could be doing.” He punctuated his statement with seductive kisses that just grazed the corners of her mouth. When he pulled back, the swirling fire she had seen when he arrived was replaced with the overpowering cool burn of his intentions. Intentions her shameless body remembered all too well and wasn’t even putting up the pretenses of fighting.


  “What do you say?” He was millimeters from her lips. So close he brushed them, forming each word and Sarah felt herself begin to melt into a girl puddle at his feet. He turned off all her inhibitions and it felt so good to let go she didn’t fight when he claimed her mouth in a kiss she could feel down to her toes.


  Pulling back from the kiss he released the tie of her robe. “As charming as this is.” He slid the garment over her shoulders. “I think I prefer seeing you with a little less on.”


  Arrogant man. She was going to tell him what she thought of his misogyny as soon as he stopped doing those delicious things to her breast. Holy Hannah Handbasket but the man had talented fingers.


  When he loosened the buttons of her pajama top and pushed the material out of his way, she figured they would get around to that talk later. Right now, she needed to feel more of his skin on her, in her.


  Pushing her body into his, she made her demands known. That’s what he reduced her to, a bundled of nerves demanding he appease them any way he wanted. How could one man turn her into such a base creature?


  As if sensing the danger in her urgency he gentled both the kiss and his caresses, leaving her panting, but not teetering on the sharp edge of release. Sarah felt her hands ball into fists at her sides. Damn the man and his control.


  “Don’t stop now,” she breathed against his lips.


  Taking a small satisfaction at the tremor that worked its way through his body as she lightly ran her hand over his chest. For whatever reason, he wasn’t as impenetrable today. Sensing an opening, she moved in. She pulled his mouth down to hers and forced all her will into the kiss. She wanted him to be as lost in her as she was in him.


  Falon allowed her to deepen the kiss and she reveled in the play of muscles beneath her hands as she explored his back. She needed to feel more than the slide of fabric over skin. When her hands made contact with the skin beneath the soft cotton of his shirt, she felt the energy shift. She had reached the end of the tight leash of his control and now he was reeling her back in.


  Taking control of the kiss and dominating her senses, he backed her up until her thighs made contact with the table. He took a firm hold of the nape of her neck and bent her over its surface. With his other hand, he spread the lapels of her pajama top, working his talented mouth over her heated skin.


  He lifted her so she was sprawled out on the table before him. Like a feast for his taking, she burned for him. When he pulled her hands together over her head, her breath hitched as she relinquished control to him. She couldn’t hold out against the onslaught of sensation he was flooding her with.


  Lying there, chest bared to his ministrations, Sarah released a groan she felt building in her toes. He systematically paid homage to her breasts. Bringing her a sliver away from release from just the sensation of his lips, tongue, and teeth on the sensitive puckered skin. Every movement he made was for the sole purpose to bring her body to screaming pleasure. By the time he worked his way to the elastic band of her bottoms she thought she would explode if he didn’t give her some release.


  “Please, Falon,” she begged as his tongue danced along the skin he was slowly revealing.


  “Now, now Sarah—” he pulled back and blew cool air across the skin he just dampened with his kisses “—there is pleasure in the anticipation.”


  She ran a leg up the back of his thigh and hitched it behind his firm backside, pulling him closer to where she needed him. “There is also pleasure in instant gratification.”


  He growled and took her mouth with his again. Tongue working in a controlled movement designed to heighten her awareness of the act it imitated while his hips pulsed against her in an uncontrollable motion as instinctive as breathing.


  Arching into the pressure of his arousal, her bare chest came into contact with the soft fabric that still covered his.


  “So impatient.” He laughed into her shoulder. “Suppose you have suffered enough?”


  Sarah couldn’t answer because somewhere in the time it took to ask his question, Falon’s hand found its way under the elastic of her bottoms and right to the center of her need. The pressure of his fingers sent her flying over the edge. Her nerves exploded under her skin like so many fireworks.


  He brought her down slowly. Talented fingers keeping her as a slow burn as she began to feel her body once more.


  “Why … are you … still wearing … so many clothes?” she asked when she could pull enough oxygen into her lungs. Her eyes were still closed in an attempt to savor as much of the fading sensations as she could so when Falon’s laughter bounced around the room and off of every deliciously sensitive nerve ending she nearly jumped off the table.


  “You’re really going to give me a run for my money,” he said before stripping her of her remaining clothes before pulling off his own.


  Still startled by the sudden uninhibited sound, Sarah missed the crinkle of the little foil packet. When she felt him hot and ready at her entrance, the passion Falon had kept smoldering roared to life. She cried out as he powerfully filled her. Never wanting the feel of him stretching her inner walls to end, she wrapped her legs around his waist and held on tightly.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  An hour and another bout of lovemaking later, Sarah found herself sprawled half across Falon’s fabulous body. He had somehow found the strength to carry her upstairs after bring them both to a shuddering release on the kitchen table. Once there he had brought her to heel again with his slow seduction of her body, completely drowning out that inner voice warning her to beware.


  When her breath evened out and her body began to cool, her nagging inner voice could no longer be silenced.


  “Falon?”


  “Mmm?” The rumble of his response reverberated through her and she closed her eyes against the impulse to forget her question and climb the rest of the way onto his body and take them both to that peak again.


  “Not that I’m complaining with the current chain of events, but what really brought you here?” She forced the question out and the hand that had been drawing lazy circles on her exposed hip stilled. She held her breath hoping he would tell her something instead of taking off.


  She kept her eyes on the fading light visible through the window and waited him out. When he let out a gusty sigh, she relaxed a little.


  “I received a call from my grandfather this afternoon.”


  “And that sent you running to my house for … coffee?”


  “Something like that.” He resumed the play on her naked hip. “We don’t exactly see eye-to-eye.”


  She didn’t say anything in hopes he would provide more details. When he stayed silent, she fought the urge to fidget.


  “What do you mean?” She couldn’t hold her curiosity back if she tried.


  “Let’s just say that we have conflicting views of the past.”


  “You’re going to have to give me something more than that.” She jabbed an ineffectual finger into his solid chest. “I did let you have a little more than coffee this afternoon.”


  While she hated to draw attention to her easy capitulation to his demands, she would use whatever ammunition she could to get him to talk.


  “When I was sixteen my parents were killed in a car accident.”


  “I’m so sorry.”


  “Yes, well it seems we have more in common than the desire to be naked in the other’s company.”


  Sarah fought the urge to pinch the skin beneath her palm. She was afraid to do anything that might distract him from his story.


  “That’s always nice to know …” She let the statement trail off.


  “But what does our respective nudity and orphan status have to do with my grandfather? CliffsNotes version … a relative couldn’t be located to take me in at the time of the accident. So I was placed in a foster home. Then another, and another until I graduated high school and left for Northwestern.”


  But how? She wanted to ask but was too caught up in fitting this new information into what she knew of him to utter a word. How could a man abandon his grandson to the foster system of Chicago? There had to be something she was missing. If the man was a friend of her grandfather’s, he couldn’t be that callous.


  “Anyway, he found me junior year. Apologized profusely. The past is the past. If only the old man would realize it.”


  She had a feeling the past was alive and well for them both, even if Falon was unwilling to admit it.


  


  Chapter Ten


  


  


  Sitting behind her desk hours later, she could still feel her skin tingling in the wake of his attention. Sarah knew she was grinning like an idiot but couldn’t stop the corner of her lips from lifting if she tried. After Falon told her about his past, she figured he would make some excuse and leave. She hadn’t been planning on him rolling her on her back and showing her how to enjoy the present.


  She felt a little uneasy about how he would react in the light of day. She had woken alone this morning and wasn’t sure if that was for the best or not. Last night she felt a connection grow between them, but what did he want from her now? She had a feeling that connections were strictly in the no-no column for Falon Wolfe.


  These thoughts were what kept her butt in her chair instead of marching next door and dragging him by his expensive silk tie into the ladies’ room for an afternoon quickie. She would leave the next step up to him. He probably would shut down again if she tried to take the lead again anyway.


  “Hey.” She nearly jumped out of her skin at the sound of Marcy’s voice.


  “Jeez!” she said, holding a hand over her racing heart and glared at her friend. “What the hell?”


  Marcy placed her hands on her hips. “What’s with you? It’s not like I snuck up on you.”


  “Right. Sorry. I guess I was just caught up in …”


  “In thoughts of tall, dark, and brooding next door?”


  She felt her face heat, a sure sign the other woman would pick up on. There was no use in denying anything.


  “He … may have stopped by last night.”


  “What?” Marcy let the door close behind her before taking a seat across from Sarah. “Did he stay the night?”


  “I’m not sure.” And that was what was bothering her the most. She wasn’t sure if he had waited until she had fallen asleep to sneak out of her bed. Or if he had waited until early morning to return to his hotel in order to keep up appearances. With Falon, she didn’t know where she stood.


  “How can you not be sure?” Marcy studied her for a moment. “I can’t believe he’s that bad.”


  She felt herself blush further and had a feeling that if she were outside it could be seen from space.


  “Just the opposite actually.” She sighed. “God, Marcy. I didn’t know it could feel so good.”


  “But?”


  But the man was so in control that it almost felt like making love to a machine, a very talented, very conscious machine. But he was someone too systematic to have been lost in the moment. She couldn’t bring herself to say these things. She could only shrug.


  “I don’t know.” And that was the crux of the problem. She didn’t know if he would ever be as lost as he made her feel. She wanted him to fall into her body and what she made him feel. And as desperate and needy as it sounded she wanted it all to mean something to him.


  “I get it,” Marcy said after a beat of silence.


  “Do you? Care to let me in on this little secret because I’m not sure I even understand it.”


  “You want him the way every woman wants a man.” She could only raise a brow at her friend. “Not that way. Yes, you want his hot bod. But you want him in the ways that matter. I get it. Trust me, I do.”


  She didn’t want to think about what her friend was implying. How could she want a man like Falon? Really want him? The image of waking up beside him suddenly assaulted her and she knew she was in deep trouble because Marcy just may be right.


  “I don’t think so, Marcy.”


  Marcy looked at her for a moment before giving a negligent shrug. “Whatever you say, cupcake. If you want Mr. Control to break, it sounds like you need to deploy drastic measures.”


  “Drastic how?”


  “Do you own anything in black lace?”


  


  


  ***


  


  


  Falon sat behind his borrowed desk getting nothing accomplished. Again. This idleness grated against his nerves and put him on edge and it was all her fault. After Sarah had fallen asleep last night, he had quickly pulled his clothes back on and left before he gave into the urge to curl his body around hers and sleep.


  Now he felt like a coward for slipping away under the cover of darkness. Damn it. He hadn’t signed on for this. When his body reacted to Sarah, he thought it was the perfect solution while in town. He thought that they both knew the score, but it seems along the way he somewhere slipped. Somehow that tiny woman had him thinking things he hadn’t entertained in years.


  He felt his teeth grind together as his jaw tensed once more. He could do this. He just had to remember his priorities. Do the job and move on. No connections, no emotions. They were dangerous, uncontrollable. It didn’t matter how sweet sinking into Sarah’s heat was or how beautiful she was colored by moonlight. Shit. When had he started waxing poetic?


  “Get it together, Wolfe.” He ran a hand down his face. “She’s just a woman. Like all the others.” For some reason, his words echoed hollow in the room. Maybe he should end it now before he did something he would regret. Like fall in love.


  He had to get out of there. Pushing back from the desk he left the office, his long strides carrying him toward the door. He would have made it out of the building if a brunette powerhouse hadn’t blocked his only escape.


  Hand on her shapely hips, Marcy looked ready to do battle. He felt his stomach drop.


  “Where do you think you’re going?”


  “Out,” he growled, motioning for her to step aside. He had no patience to waste on being polite. The woman merely arched a condescending brow before sliding to the side allowing him access to the door once more.


  As he passed, he couldn’t help thinking he saw a smug smile on her face. He was sure of it when her laughter followed him into the elevator. For the first time in nearly ten years, Falon entertained the idea of taking the afternoon off.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  “I can’t believe I’m actually doing this,” Sarah said under her breath as she watched the young hotel employee she shamelessly flirted with to let her into Falon’s room unlock the door.


  “S’unlocked.” Her unknowing partner in crime looked a little nervous. She smiled at him, hoping her nerves weren’t showing. It wouldn’t do to back out now. Not when she talked herself into going this far, made goo-goo eyes at a boy she wasn’t sure was of legal age, and stopped by that pricey lingerie shop on the way.


  She thanked the young man before tentatively entering the room. She was hoping Falon hadn’t returned yet. When Marcy called and told her he had left the office, she almost scrapped her plans, afraid he would be waiting behind the door. Looking around the empty room she realized a part of her was hoping he would be.


  “Now or never,” she said, looking around the sitting area before heading to the bedroom of the suite.


  Talking to Marcy this afternoon had made her realize that her heart needed to know she wasn’t just another notch in Falon’s bedpost. She needed to know she wasn’t the only one feeling the connection that sizzled between them. This was the last attempt she would make to reach beyond his walls of ice. If he didn’t respond, she would know there was nothing beyond the sexual heat between them.


  That she could deal with. It was not knowing and never going after what she wanted that would kill her. This thing with Falon had made her realize she had been giving up on what she wanted her entire adult life. She had altered her career when she lost her family because her grandfather had no one left but her. She felt she owed it to him to give up her dreams as she watched him deal with the crumbling loss of his only son.


  She didn’t regret her choice now. She loved working for the agency, but she wasn’t going to let the possibility of heartache keep her from her dreams any longer. And if she were going to be completely honest with herself Falon had been a dream of hers for far too long.


  Focusing on the task that brought her to breaking and entering, she unloaded her cache onto the bathroom counter. She had one shot to get the Iceman to open up and she prayed she was ready to accept the consequences.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  Falon slid the slim plastic card that served as a key into the slot in the door. He couldn’t believe he had skipped out of the office. Things were moving along ahead of schedule, but that was no excuse for his irresponsibility. He was missing a meeting with one of the agency’s biggest clients to come back here and wallow in the quagmire of his thoughts and self-pity. What the hell was wrong with him?


  The soft glow of candles didn’t register in his muddled brain until he had removed his suit coat and placed it over the back of a chair. That’s when he noticed hundreds of wicks dancing around the sitting area and leading into the bedroom. What was going on?


  A chill shivered down his spine and setting at the small of his back, he wasn’t sure if he should leave the room and call security or investigate. The delicate smell of honeysuckle—an aroma he would forever associate with Sarah—drifted from the bedroom, making up his mind. What was the little minx up to?


  He toed off his shoes and loosened his tie before slowly crossing the room. In the bedroom was a picture that would forever be seared in his memory. Sarah lay, sprawled across the bed he had been sleeping in for weeks. She wore nothing more than a few strategically placed scraps of black lace that he supposed passed as lingerie. They looked more like sensual barriers designed to drive a man beyond all reason. Just hiding her delicately tipped breasts and the heaven at the juncture of her thighs, he could commiserate with all those men driven to madness by a woman.


  He wasn’t sure his restraint could withstand the torment her supple body presented. A woman had never tested him as much as Sarah. She spoke to a primal part of him that he had worked so hard to suppress, bringing to the forefront the essence of a man he was afraid to be. Swallowing in an attempt to wet his suddenly dry mouth it took him a moment to gather his thoughts.


  “Sarah?” His voice came out a husky mess causing him to wince. He didn’t want her to affect him this much. He didn’t want the feeling of warmth that was unfurling in his chest as the fact that she had done all of this for him registered, amping up his arousal. She had planned this seduction of his senses, wanted him to find her like this, open for him to devour. The thought sent a lightning bolt of heat to the groin causing his already painful erection to harden further.


  He hadn’t realized he was moving until he stood directly over her. He watched in amazement as she regarded him with eyes made sleepy with arousal. Her tiny hand playing delicately with her collarbone stole his attention as the sensual movement made his teeth hurt with the urge to follow those fingers with his mouth, teeth, and tongue.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  Sarah lay on the bed looking up at Falon, feeling more powerful than she ever had in her life. When she heard the door open, she felt a flutter of nerve in her belly as fears flashed through her brain, the image of him laughing at her attempt at erotically seductive at the forefront.


  Then she saw him silhouetted in the door and all thoughts of fear fled as arousal hit her like a freight train. The idea of being on display for him was a stronger turn on than she expected. Seeing his eyes glitter in the candlelight as he took in the room then finally landed on the bed and more importantly her body wantonly spread across it.


  When he growled her name, she felt her womb clench in primitive response. She wanted this man and the fact that she was the reason his chest rose and fell in shallow breaths and she was the cause of the impressive tent growing behind his zipper emboldened her.


  She watched through lust-lowered lids as his nostrils flared and his gaze followed her hand along its slow journey across her collarbone. Watching him watch her had her skin tingling and a steady ache throbbing between her legs. She was trying desperately to keep her rebellious body in control when every fiber of her being was urging her to have his weight upon her.


  “Are you sure about this?” Falon’s glittering eyes never left her exposed body. “You know my rules, Sarah, I’m leaving in a few weeks, and nothing is going to change that.”


  She crawled to the edge of the bed and took hold of his tie. Two could play at this game, if he was going to try and distance himself from that was happening here she was going to make it as hard as she possibly could to do so. Reaching up and taking the end of his expensive silk tie in her hand, she began to slowly wrap it around her fist, drawing his face closer to hers. “Just shut up and kiss me.”


  She barely had time to finish her whispered command before he was taking siege of her mouth, claiming it as his own and branding her forever. She dove into the sensations headfirst fully prepared to drown in the ecstasy she knew he could bring her.


  Before she knew it, she was lying on her back ripping at his shirt in desperate need to feel his skin upon hers. His hands were tracing every inch of her as if trying to memorize her every dip and hollow while he frantically returned her kiss. Each thrust of his tongue had her hips bucking in an involuntary movement as old as time. Her body recognized its match and would settle for nothing less than his full invasion.


  She let herself get lost in his expert hands for a moment, loving the feel of his lips and tongue tracing an erotic line from her lips down her jaw and throat. He was driving her crazy. When she finally ripped his shirt free of its buttons, forced it down his shoulders, and felt the shuddering response of his body to her touch, she pulled herself back to her senses.


  She needed to take charge of this situation before he so expertly reduced her to a puddle of need. Pulling the tie that miraculously stayed around his neck over his head she wiggled out from under him, despite his growled protest.


  “Ah, ah, ah,” she purred in response. “We’ve played by your rules long enough. It’s my turn.” She indicated that he lay on the bed. “Trust me.”


  She held her breath as she watched her words clear some of the lust from his eyes. She knew she ran the risk of him ending things now with her words, but she needed to know if he would let her take the lead. He studied her for a moment before nodding once and lying rigidly upon the mattress.


  Letting out a relieved sigh, she moved to straddle his hips and that impressive appendage that was straining to be released. Leaning down she let her lace-coved breasts rub his chest eliciting a hiss from them both.


  “Good boy,” she whispered into his ear as she grabbed his hands and placed them on either side of his head on the pillow. “Keep them there or I’ll have to get creative with this tie of yours.”


  She ran the silk tie down his chest to make her point and delighted as the rows of muscles there contracted at the contact. Following the cool fabric’s path with her lips, Sarah breathed him in. His warm, smooth skin under her fingers and mouth felt so right she nearly wept. As she moved lower, his stomach dipped in response to the abrasion of teeth and tongue. She couldn’t get enough of his taste.


  His breath hitched anew when she snapped the button of his wool slacks and her intentions were made clear. His hips instinctively rose in acknowledgment allowing her to move the fabric and his boxer briefs below his hips. When his erection sprang free, she could only sit back on her heels and admire before taking him in her palm. Fascinated by the texture of velvet over steel, she teased him with her fingers before placing kisses to the hollow of his hips, moving closer to her destination.


  She felt the bed shift and lifted her eyes to see his eyes screw shut tight in pleasure, holding the headboard like his life depended on it. Watching a bead of moisture form on the head of his erection, she supposed that it did. A secret smile danced across her lips before she lowered them and placed the first kiss to the straining flesh in her hand. Running her tongue along a bulging vein, she felt her own arousal heighten at his strangled groan. Taking him into her mouth was more sensual than she thought possible. She had never done this before but from the grinding of his hips and the grunts of pleasure she was certain she was doing something right.


  “Enough.” Suddenly his hands were around her waist and hauling her up his body. “If your intention was to drive me crazy you’ve succeeded.”


  Sarah was stunned by the unbanked heat she saw blazing in his eyes before he stole her breath in a kiss she was sure to recall well into old age. Falon made quick work of her minuscule lingerie and soon she felt his hands on all her needy places. Rebuilding the desire she had pushed back to bring him to the brink.


  Moaning into his mouth, she thrust her hips into his hand as he increased the pressure of his talented fingers. His other hand tangling in her hair anchoring her head so he could devour her. This is what she had been missing from their previous lovemaking, this sense of his urgency that if he didn’t have her he would cease to exist.


  She let herself get lost in the feelings he was creating, enjoying the ride up the mountain of sensations. She felt the pressure build and knew if she didn’t stop him she would fall over that edge and into the stars and she wanted to take him along.


  Breaking the kiss she pulled his hands back to the pillow. “Tut, tut. Do I need to make good on my threat,” she breathed against his heated skin.


  He sucked in a breath and looking about to issue his own challenge when his hands clenched into fists and he relaxed his arms. Sarah was momentarily stunned by his submission, but the pulsing of his need against her sensitive folds distracted her.


  Right … first things, first.


  She reached over his body and retrieved a foil packet from the nightstand. Using her teeth to tear it open, she quickly sheathed him before aligning their bodies. She hovered above him, his pulsing heat poised at her entrance waiting for him to open his eyes. When his gaze tangled with hers, she slowly lowered onto him, taking him to the hilt.


  She sat, unable to move, unable to take her eyes away from his while her body grew accustomed to his invasion. Something passed between them in that moment of quiet stillness. It was like something inside Falon cracked and seeped into her as she gave a piece of herself to him. The burning need and emotions in his eyes propelled her into motion as she slowly slid up his length then lowered again, pulling a gratifying growl she felt rumble deep in his chest.


  The next moments were a jumbled mix of unrestrained need and passion. Sarah flew to new heights while Falon placed himself in her hands, giving her the control of the moment and trusting she would be there with him every step of the climb and the inevitable fall into the stars. When they reached the peak, they came crashing down together in a symphony of breathless moans and satisfied hums.


  Falling onto his chest, she tried to catch her breath as she came to grips with the new world he had forced her to see. She was barely aware of him rolling her onto her side and kissing her brow. When he slid from the bed to dispose of the condom, she felt a shiver rack her body.


  “Don’t go anywhere,” Falon said, looking down at her with tenderness she never thought him capable of. Noticing her chill, he placed the comforter below her chin. “I need to go take care of the fire hazard you set up in the other room.”


  Too stunned, she could only absently nod. Somewhere during their mad rush to completion a piece slid into place. Her world had tipped on its axis and now she was faced with the reality she wasn’t sure she was ready for.


  


  Chapter Eleven


  


  


  Sarah lay on the pillow of Falon’s shoulder as he idly traced patterns on the bare skin of her back. She should feel sated, satisfied, but the only thing she was feeling in the wake of his loss of control was guilt. Sure her body was pleasantly humming with the aftermath of his skill, but her mind was circling around the fact that she just played the only man she ever loved.


  When he returned from blowing out the candles, he had taken her into his arms again. Playing her body in the sweetest torment as he brought her to the point where waves of sensation pulled them both under. The undertow pulled them both out into a sea of fireworks.


  Coming back to awareness to find herself snuggled up to his side, his hands tracing the lines of her body had nearly brought tears to her eyes. How could she have thought this wounded man cold? Reserved and protective of his heart, yes, but the man she could feel watching her with tendered resolve was not cold.


  “What are you thinking?” he whispered.


  Here goes nothing.


  “About you.”


  “Is that so?” He chuckled.


  She nodded into his warm chest, running a hand down his rather impressive stomach and smile. “About how I’ll never think of you as the Iceman again.”


  He froze and she thought she ruined the moment before she felt his knuckle under her chin bringing her eyes up to meet his.


  “You thought that?” he asked, searching her gaze.


  “At first, yes.” Sarah looked for a sign in his face that it was okay to continue. When she noticed his remained open to her, his eyes clear of the chill of indifference, she felt confident in continuing. “You seemed so different.”


  That caught his attention. His eyes sharpened and some of that calculation returned to cool his warm eyes.


  “Different from?”


  How much to tell him? She didn’t want to hide anything from him, not anymore, but she was afraid how it would look if she went forward with “from the last time you brought me to screaming orgasm.”


  “When I said that I didn’t know you in college that wasn’t exactly the truth.” When he pulled back a little, she hurried on. “I knew your roommate, Jim, pretty well. He helped me through the loss of my family.”


  And it was the night that I went looking for him that I found you and a little piece of myself, she didn’t say the words that balanced on the tip of her tongue.


  “Anyway, it wasn’t like you weren’t a living legend in out dorm or anything,” she tried for nonchalance but failed miserably.


  “We lived in the same building?”


  She nodded¸ unsure if he was upset about this revelation.


  “Same floor actually. Not surprised you don’t remember me, I didn’t exactly run in the same crowd.” She sighed. “Anyway, I had seen you around”—understatement—“and, like nearly every other girl I knew, had a mild crush on you.” Even bigger understatement.


  She tried to smile and failed. “This doesn’t make things weird now, does it?”


  “Weird? A little.” When she tried to wiggle out of his arms, he tightened his hold. “It’s weird that you were right there and I never noticed.”


  “Yes, well, you had other things to keep you busy,” she replied tartly, remembering the trail of hearts Falon left in his wake that year. Including hers.


  “I’ll admit to letting off a little extra steam my senior year,” he answered. Amusement at her obvious jealousy danced in his toffee eyes before being replaced with something darker.


  “What is it?” She was almost too afraid to ask. She didn’t want to watch him shut back down.


  “Just remembering … my grandfather asked me to take a position in his corporation that year. He said that he wanted to make up for the mistakes of his past and wanted me to take my rightful place in the company.” He released a bitter laugh. “I turned him down flat. I was so determined not to become a man like him.”


  “What kind of man is he?” She had been wondering since Falon first mentioned the man and couldn’t help asking.


  “A man who would disown his own flesh and blood for not living up to the pompous standards he sets.”


  The venom in his voice made her wince. There was yet another secret there and she wasn’t sure she wanted to know all of the details. Instead, she kissed a trail up the column of his throat delighting in the rough texture of his stubble as her lips found their way to his. She would worry about the implications of what he was saying later. Right now, she just wanted free his mind of everything but the feel of her skin on his.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  Her hair dripped onto the tiles of the bathroom floor as she rushed to silence her phone. Falon was still sleeping in the other room and she didn’t want to wake him just yet. She still needed to figure out what she was going to do. What had started as a challenge of her own perceptions of the young man Falon had been had grown into something that, frankly scared her shitless. She could see now that her actions weren’t solely to prove to him that he wasn’t this block of ice, but that she was proving to herself that she wasn’t that undesirable creature he had made her believe she was all those years ago.


  The fact was she had changed nearly as much as he had. She wasn’t that wide-eyed little girl half in love with a man she didn’t know anything about. Life had taught her a few valuable lessons and she had a feeling that the events of nine years ago weren’t as simple as they appeared.


  Glancing at the name flashing across the screen of her phone she figured answering now would save her hours of harassing calls. Not wanting to risk ruining it she turned it on speaker.


  “Hey.” She tried to keep her voice low.


  “Hey yourself.” Marcy’s voice bounced off the walls of the posh bathroom.


  “Shhh.” She huddled over the phone trying to block the noise with her body.


  “I take, by the volume of your voice, you’re not alone.”


  “Falon is sleeping in the other room.” She blushed while glaring at her friend through the phone. “What do you need at seven in the morning, Marcy?”


  “Oh, just enjoying a nice cup of coffee and a beautiful sunrise.”


  “Seriously, cut the crap, Marcy.”


  She heard her friend sigh into her phone. “Okay, I was just wondering if the mission was accomplished. Did you bring that man to his knees, begging you to put him out of his misery? Did you finally get the Big Bad Wolfe back for the way he treated you all those years ago?”


  She was about to answer when she heard the soft sound of fabric rustling. Afraid to look toward the half-open door she already knew the worst had happened. Swallowing hard, she forced herself to meet Falon’s arctic glare. From just the look, she knew he had heard every incriminating comment Marcy made.


  “What? Wolfe got your tongue?” Marcy’s joke fell flat.


  “I’ve got to go.” Sarah’s voice sounded hollow as she ended the call, her eyes never leaving the cold accusation aimed her way.


  “Falon, I can—”


  “It was all a game, then?” His harsh question made her wince. “What was it, Sarah? Did I turn you down for a date in college? Did you spend hours in your little box of a dorm room pining after a man you could never have?”


  “No, Falon. I—”


  “Enough.” The command rippled across her skin and she knew whatever tenacious relationship they forged the night before was over. “I don’t want to hear your excuses. Just know this, Sarah. I came here to do a job, and that job comes first. Doing you? That was just icing on the cake. I never intended to keep you. This was just a temporary thing, a way to burn off steam built up by dealing with idiots who can’t control their own finances.”


  With that parting shot, he left her shivering in the middle of a hotel bathroom feeling cheaper than she ever had in her life. He was right to be angry with her. This whole thing started with her wanting to prove to the both of them she was a woman worth wanting. She hadn’t planned on their emotions coming into play or breaking a man she thought infallible.


  Quietly she gathered her clothes, putting them on as quickly as possible. She knew attempting to talk to him now would be useless. She could only hope time would make him more receptive to what she had to say.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  Falon heard the door quietly click shut and threw his fist into the wall. The pain radiating up his arm barely registered over the tight ache in his chest. When he was pulled from sleep by the hushed sounds of Sarah’s voice from the bathroom, a few erotic thoughts pulled him from the mattress.


  He was fully prepared to make his dirtier fantasies come true while covering her body in soapy water when he heard another voice coming from the steam-clouded room. Not wanting to eavesdrop but unable to walk away once he heard his name mentioned, Falon stood in shock just inside the half-opened door. What he heard pulled him down from the high realizing he wanted to be with Sarah had given him. Hearing she had just played him for some petty college-age revenge burned a hole in his now vulnerable heart.


  It hadn’t been real. Not of what she said or did was been because she felt anything other than an obvious deep-seated anger directed at him. Falon reacted the only way he knew how. He cut her deeper than the wound she had delivered to him. As the words left his mouth, a part of him wanted to frantically draw them back and beg her to forgive him. As he watched her crumple under his verbal barrage, the satisfaction he usually felt when besting a foe was absent.


  Lying in the cooling bed that still smelled of Sarah and their lovemaking, he pushed his tenderness for her behind the cold wall of his resolve. She had used him, lied to him, she didn’t deserve his sympathy. He squeezed his eyes shut trying to dispel the image of her standing in the bathroom, dripping water onto the cold tiles, looking at him like he was crushing her world.


  Swearing, Falon sat on the edge of the mattress. It didn’t matter what she looked like in those moments when he lied and said she didn’t matter, that she was only icing on the cake. It was all a game to her anyway. None of it was real. The why did it feel like he was throwing away something so rare he may never find it again? Because, he let his stupid heart go and fall in love with the woman. He should have listened to his brain, but every time Sarah was near his heart spoke so much louder. It took letting her take control, trusting her to not let him fall to see how loud that voice was. And where did it leave him? Abso-fucking-lutely nowhere.


  He ignored his conscience as it reared its head, reminding him he had set out to use her as his own private plaything. But that was before. Before she worked her way under his skin and stole a part of him he would never get back. So maybe it was partly his hurt pride that made him jump to conclusions about the conversation he overheard but it didn’t change what Sarah had done. He could deal with a lot of shit from people but someone deliberately working their way beyond his walls to bring him down from the inside was unforgivable.


  He never should have let her get close. He should have kept her at the cold distance he kept every other woman, but there was something about her that had spoken to him. He wanted her to know him, his past. His deepest secrets, he wanted her to understand the man he had become. She was right when she said he had changed from the man she watched from afar nine years ago. For the first time, he wanted someone to understand the true motivation for those changes.


  Scrubbing a hand over his face, he glanced at the red glow of the clock. If he wasn’t going to sleep, he might as well get some work done. The sooner he could finish this job he never should have taken the sooner he could get out of Chicago. God, he should have never come back here.


  


  Chapter Twelve


  


  


  “What are you doing Sarah?”


  “Uh-working. I thought that would be pretty obvious,” she answered without looking up from her computer monitor.


  “That’s not what I meant.” Marcy moved further into the room. “So you’re just going to ignore it then?”


  “Ignore what?”


  “Oh, I don’t know, maybe the fact that Falon Wolfe walked out of here with Ginny Green attached to his arm like the blood sucking parasite she is.”


  Sarah had forgotten Ginny was stopping by the agency that morning to meet with Marcy. They were to go over the new strategies Falon had devised, to reassure Ginny she didn’t need to hunt for new representation. The blond got one look and Falon and had been all over him. She tittered and teased her way into convincing him to join her for lunch. Sarah watched them slink out of the building, the ache in her chest growing with each step Falon took away from her.


  “She’s your client, Marcy.” She moved her mouse around a bit, clicking on an empty space on the desktop. She wasn’t really working on anything. She was hiding. Hiding from the fact that Falon had broken a hole open in her chest she could still feel bleeding and from the fact that he didn’t seem to care.


  When she walked into the office this morning, he was already there. She stood frozen a few feet from the glass that separated him, watching him work. He looked slightly rumpled and it gave her hope that he had spent the night regretting the way they left things. He must have sensed her eyes on him because he moved his gaze from his work to her. The frigid indifference there killed what little hope she had he regretted his words.


  “Yes, she is my client.” Marcy broke through her pity party. “And as her agent I am the first person to know her character flaws. Trust me when I say Ginny Green is a predator. Once she sinks her claws into a man, he has no hope.”


  She tried not to wince at the picture Marcy was painting. Confident the other woman didn’t know Falon as well as she did, Sarah couldn’t help thinking Marcy couldn’t be more wrong. When she said as much, Marcy snorted in disbelief.


  “That girl has more man snaring skills than should be allowed. How are you so sure she won’t get her hooks into your man?”


  “He’s too cold to let a woman get anywhere near any bit of him that matters,” Sarah answered in a small voice, remembering the words Falon threw at her the night before. She had thought they had connected on a level even he couldn’t deny. She thought there was something special growing between them, but his declaration of her just being a bonus of the job sent those dreams scattering in the wind. He left her standing alone to pick up the shattered pieced of her heart, just like he did nine years earlier. When would she ever learn?


  “He made his choice. What do you expect me to be doing, sobbing to Olivia Newton-John singing Hopelessly Devoted To You while eating bonbons wishing he’d come back?”


  “You know, that’s the problem with you. You never fight for what you want.”


  Her eyes shot to her friend’s. “Are you saying I’m weak?”


  “No, honey. It takes someone stronger than most people to let their dreams go without a fight.” Marcy sighed. “What I’m saying is you’re not selfish enough to hang on to what you want. You love him, right? Then be selfish. Go after him. Pester him until he gives in and hears you out. Don’t let him walk away from you. Fight dammit. Or you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.”


  There was a palpable pain in Marcy’s voice that had her wondering if the other woman was speaking from experience. She studied her friend for a minute. Her usual go-to attitude was dimmed by some past pain that made her both ache for her and curious to hear the story.


  “I appreciate what you’re trying to do, Marcy. I really do, but there’s nothing to be done. I can’t force a man to love me who sees me as just another perk of the job.”


  “Is that what you want? For him to love you?”


  “Doesn’t every woman want the man they love to return the sentiment?”


  She sat up straighter in her chair as panic overtook her. She hadn’t meant to confess her feelings for the man. Her fearful eyes met Marcy’s understanding gaze, begging her to forget what she just said.


  “I see.” Marcy stood and looked down into Sarah’s desperate eyes. “I’m truly sorry for my role in this Sarah. You’ll never know how sorry I am for what was said and if I could take it all back I would. Just remember, we hurt the ones we love the most. When a man’s pride is wounded and his love rejected, he’ll try to pay that pain back.”


  She sat, staring into the empty space her friend had just left. She didn’t blame Marcy, not really. Last night when everything was still fresh she had railed at the woman for opening her big mouth and saying too much. When she calmed down and began to see things clearly, she realized she should be thanking Marcy. She was building something with Falon based on a lie and that wasn’t the way to start a relationship, not if she wanted it to last. She was grateful for Marcy for being the catalyst that brought everything to an end before she got in any further and Falon walked away from her at the end of his time in the city with nothing more than a ‘nice to know you’ and a brush of lips on her cheek. She had felt cheap the night before, but the thought of him ending things that way made her cringe.


  The truth was, Marcy opened her eyes to her own delusions. She had confused Falon’s lust for her with something lasting, something they could have built a life on. She had been kidding herself to think she could be strong enough to reach a man held under such tight control. The connection she felt was probably another tactic he used to get women into bed.


  He admitted to using her, yet had the audacity to accuse her of playing games. Wasn’t he as much to blame for the way things turned out as she was? At least she had actually become emotionally invested. She had fallen for the man and he was just in it for the hot sex. She let her anger at the man build. Anything was better than the sinking feeling of letting go of the only love she’ll ever know.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  Falon tried to relax as he sat across from Ginny. When the stunning woman approached him after their meeting, thinly veiled lust in her eyes, he tried to get his body to respond in the appropriate manner. Where normally he would take the lead, he found himself hesitating accepting the invitation to lunch. It wasn’t until he felt Sarah’s eyes on him that he agreed.


  Determined to get his head in the right place, far more south than it currently was, Falon studied the woman across from him. Her blond hair was pulled over one shoulder draping down her chest to tease her very substantial cleavage. She was perfectly made up, her sultry eyes popped and her sensual lips painted a perfect shade of red. Everything about her look and her attitude screamed sex. He felt nothing. Couldn’t even inspire a twitch in his favorite appendage when he noticed she wasn’t wearing a bra under that skintight dress.


  What kind of man was he? Ginny was beautiful. And willing. And … perky. And all he could think about was how she wasn’t Sarah.


  Shit.


  Shifting in his seat, he admitted to himself he was in the restaurant not because he was interested in what Ginny was obviously offering, but because he wanted to hurt Sarah. That thought grated almost painfully on his reemerged conscience. The damned thing hadn’t shut up since he threw his phone across his hotel room in the early hours of the morning. Sarah’s number flashing on the screen before it went dead.


  “How long are you in Chicago?” Ginny’s overly sweet voice broke into his thoughts.


  “I should be done here by the end of the week.”


  “So soon?” Ginny practically purred. “I should have dropped by the agency a lot sooner.”


  He felt her bare foot work up the inside of his leg. Clearing his throat, he shifted his body forcing her to drop her foot. Dear Lord, what was wrong with him? The woman was giving him the green light and all he could think about was how Sarah would feel if she found out about her advances.


  No. What Sarah thought didn’t matter anymore. Never should have mattered at all.


  Falon forced a wicked smile to his lips, hoping Ginny wouldn’t notice how strained the expression was. When an answering smirk slid into place and a calculating gleam entered her eyes he tried to relax, willing himself to get lost in the game of mutual seduction.


  “You have any plans for your last few days in town?” He willed himself to stay still when he felt her foot dance back up his leg.


  “Not anymore.”


  “One woman’s loss is my gain.” That predatory light returned to her eyes.


  The waiter’s reappearance saved Falon from having to respond to her obvious stake on his remaining time in Chicago. Why not spend it with the woman? She was stunning and obviously open for the kind of short-term relationship he was comfortable with. She wanted him, he was sure he would want her as soon as he recovered from the shock of last night. What red-blooded man wouldn’t want a woman like the one before him? So, why not?


  “So it would seem.” Falon sealed his fate. He would let Ginny wipe his mind and body clean of the memory of Sarah. Maybe then he would be rid of the burning ache in his chest. Rubbing at the center of the pain, he willed his control into place. He couldn’t keep letting Sarah influence him.


  He forced himself to follow the motions of his usual act. He was attentive through the meal. When they finished, he guided her out of the building with a hand at the small of her back. He even opened the car door for her. He knew she would interpret the actions as an acceptance to her proposition the moment he took his seat in the vehicle and her hand landed on his thigh.


  The entire drive back to the office he was silent. Willing his body to relax while hoping a part of him would stiffen up a bit. It wasn’t for lack of effort on Ginny’s part. She had been drawing progressively larger circles on his leg for five blocks. Each pass getting closer to that part of him that was embarrassingly unaffected.


  He had to bite back a sigh of relief when he pulled into the parking structure. Pulling into the first available spot he quickly turned off the car and made to get out. A hand on his lower stomach stopped him.


  “What’s the hurry?” Ginny asked, setting her hand into motion again. This time exploring his stomach and chest.


  “I have work to do.”


  “But I thought you would make some time.” She leaned in and took the lobe of his ear in her mouth to give it a little nip. “To play with me.”


  He pulled away and took her wandering hand in his. Bringing it to his lips, he was glad he mastered the art of covering his emotions long ago. Because the thought of playing with Ginny made him more nervous than he could ever remember being.


  “I’m working on a deadline. I thought you understood that.” Falon looked over at the woman in his car, almost daring her to challenge him. The fact that he was willing to end this before it even got started spoke volumes of his state of mind.


  Giving himself a mental shake, he gave her a cold smile and climbed out of the car. Not bothering to walk around it to open her door he waited for her to come to him. He didn’t want her to get too comfortable. Getting the hint, Ginny unfolded herself from the car and walked toward him, hips swinging, sex in her eyes. Falon nearly sighed.


  She snaked her arms around his neck, pressing her body against his, shoulder to hip. “I had a great time.” She pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth and stepped back, eyes drawn over his left shoulder. “Call me when you’re done here.”


  When Ginny disappeared behind the elevator doors, he turned and was confronted by a wall of anger rolling off Marcy. His eyes bounced from her glare to the woman standing next to her. Sarah looked pale. Pale and unable to meet his eyes. For a moment he thought she was sick and his gut clenched. Then he remembered Ginny looked over his shoulder. She knew the women were there and whatever she had seen on their faces had her kicking things up a notch. He had to hand it to the woman. She played a good game.


  Kicking himself for still being concerned about Sarah, he assumed his most condescending stance. Crossing his arms over his chest he looked down his nose at the women who brought his world crashing down. “Enjoy the show?”


  He watched Sarah squeeze her eyes tightly shut before forcing herself to look at him. Well, not directly at him. Some point beyond his right shoulder. His heart tripped over itself when he noticed her red-rimmed eyes. Had she been crying? Clenching his fists, he fought the instinct yelling at him to close the distance between them and comfort her. She brought this upon herself. She had lied, played him like the sorry fool he was beginning to believe he was.


  “Look here you son of a b—”


  “Marcy. Enough.” Sarah’s wane voice cut her friend off.


  “As much as I hate to agree, don’t you think you’ve done enough talking?” He sneered. If it weren’t for the woman, he would still be living in the blissful delusion that Sarah actually cared.


  Marcy had the grace to look ashamed. For about half a second. Then her spine straightened and she opened her mouth to deliver what he was sure was a rather scathing remark.


  “Marcy. Just leave it.” Sarah sounded so defeated.


  “I’d listen to your friend.” Falon couldn’t keep his eyes from shooting to Sarah. “For all her faults she’s smart enough to recognize a lost cause when she sees one.”


  He watched as Marcy looked at her friend. She winced and bit back whatever words were fighting to work past her lips.


  As they walked past him, Sarah kept her distance like she feared getting too close. He felt his jaw clench as the thought of her being physically afraid of him toyed with his mind. She couldn’t think …


  “You’re a real bastard, you know that,” Marcy called over the hood of her car.


  Yeah. He knew.


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  


  If Sarah thought the scene in the parking garage was bad, she really should have taken sick days the rest of the week. Watching Ginny wiggle through the office every day to visit Falon was killing her. She felt physically ill every time she watched him place a talented hand on the small of her back and ushered her out the door.


  The happy couple had just left for another lunch date. Her stomach turned as she realized they probably weren’t eating. Well, food anyway.


  She lowered her head to rest on her crossed arms. She was lost. And she didn’t know what to do about it. A part of her wanted to rail at him until he listened. Understood that, yes, she did set out to get under his skin. But her intentions had been good. She only wanted him to remember what it was like to live with his heart. Instead, she had lost hers to the only man who had successfully frozen his.


  Another part of her, the part more prone to roll over and play dead, told her that she could talk until she was blue in the face and it wouldn’t make any difference. He was probably looking for a way to get rid of her anyway, and her little slipup in the bathroom was just the exit he needed. Look how fast he attached himself to Ginny.


  Sarah groaned. Maybe there was a nice hole somewhere she could go crawl in.


  “Come now, it cannot possibly be that bad.” The deep accented voice pulled her head from its resting place. Standing just inside her door was an extremely well dressed older man. He appeared around her grandfather’s age. And like him, he stood tall in his custom-tailored suit. His rich dark hair, snow white at the temples and the lines on his tanned skin were the only clues to his true age.


  “Can I help you?” She wondered if the man was an actor looking for Frank. She had never seen him before, but their prospective client list had picked up a little to the work Falon had done.


  “Yes, my name is Armand Cortinovis, am looking for someone actually.” The man’s Italian accent and charming smile had her relaxing. He had a great smile. Almost familiar. Maybe she had seen him in the agency before.


  “If you’re looking for Frank or Ralph, I believe they are out to lunch.” She found herself returning his smile, even if hers was a little sad. “Can I take a message?”


  The man stood studying her for a moment and the comfort of the moments before fled. “You’re her aren’t you?”


  She was startled. “Her who?”


  “The woman that has my grandson tied up in knots.” She had to remember not to let her jaw hang open. That was why his smile looked so familiar. Falon had flashed her the same grin whenever he was up to something. Studying the man closer, she noticed they shared the same liquid brown eyes. Only where Falon’s were now full of icy disdain this man’s were a story of regret.


  “I don’t think …”


  “Mind if I have a seat? I think there are a few things you need to know.” Not waiting for her to tell him it wouldn’t be a good idea, that he couldn’t possibly be more wrong where she and his grandson were concerned, he swept further into the room and claimed a chair across from her.


  “Don’t look so nervous. I promise what I have to say will help you to understand the man whose heart you hold.” He raised a staying hand when she made to argue that last fact. “Just listen and draw your own conclusions.”


  She nodded. Wondering what had the concern flashing in his eyes.


  “I’m sure Falon told you, or at least hinted at, his distaste for me. I cannot fault him for it as it is very well founded. You see, his mother fell in love with the son of my gardener. For a man such as myself, to have my only daughter choose a man who digs in the dirt, it was inconceivable to my ego.” He paused, pinching the bridge of his nose. “I let my ego push my daughter from my life. She had a choice, that man or her legacy.”


  “She chose love.” He looked deep into her eyes. “I can see that now, but then I was so lost in my own pride I cut them from my life. I acted as though they did not exist, lost track of them.” The regret filled those expressive eyes, the eyes so much like Falon’s. “I was in Italy when I heard about the accident. It had happened six months earlier and I knew nothing about having a grandson. Grief stricken, I didn’t return to America for another six months only to learn of Falon. He was lost in the system by then and there is only so much foreign money can buy.”


  “He said you contacted him at Northwestern.”


  His eyes lit up. “So he did open to you.”


  The statement caused her to issue a very unladylike snort and the smile returned to his face. “I think you are underestimating your position with my grandson. Life has dealt him some blows. He feels he cannot rely on anyone. A part of that is my fault. A part of it is the people who the state trusted to care for him after his parent’s death.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “After I cut his mother off, their life was hard. They did not have money, but they were rich in other ways an old man is only now beginning to understand. They had love. When they died that love was ripped from Falon and he was thrust into a world he wasn’t prepared for.” He looked so guilty she fought the urge to comfort him. “One home he was in, they should have never been trusted with children. Falon came home early one day and found the man trying to rape one of the girls in the house. He reacted, putting the man in the hospital.”


  “Oh my gosh.” Sarah raised a hand to her mouth. She knew Falon had pulled himself from poverty to become the success he was today, but she had no idea it was that bad.


  “He won’t talk about that day.” He shook his head sadly. “I had to access the closed police file for what little details I know. But I believe that day was the last straw, he was only seventeen and had to witness what lack of self-control can do to a man. That, coupled with what I did to his mother, it changed him.”


  “You can’t blame yourself.”


  “I can, and I do.” He rose from his seat. “My grandson has connected with you in a way I had been praying for, for years. You are in his heart. The question is Sarah Maxwell, what are you going to do about it?”


  She sat frozen watching him walk out of the room. At the door, he turned to study her once more. “There are many faults with the man he has become. He cannot see past his own resolve to see his life is to mean something more than the money that keeps him from the world he is running from. Money is never a replacement for love. This old man should know.”


  Then he was gone and Sarah was left to make sense of what he had told her. There was no way he could possibly be right. Right? From her understanding, the man barely knew Falon. How would he know if he … if she … God, just the idea that he might be right made her heart leap into her throat.


  A high-pitched tittering filled the outer office as the man in question stepped off the elevator, Ginny securely attached to his arm. His eyes clashed with her for only a moment before he focused on his companion. She wasn’t sure, but the look she saw in that second their eyes connected gave Sarah the confidence to enact one more mission.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  Falon had listened to Ginny begging him to take her away for the weekend the entire hour they spent at lunch. She wanted his last days in Chicago to be spent in utter—naked—seclusion with her. She had been regaling him with her sexcapades schedule when they stepped off the elevator and his eyes tangled with liquid topaz. He forced his gaze back to Ginny before he crossed the room and took Sarah in his arms. Making a fool of himself telling her how much he missed her eyes, her laugh, how their bodies fit. Missed her.


  Shaking off the sentiment, he smiled down at the woman on his arm. “I’ll call you.” He gave her a peck on the cheek and pulled his arm free. He let out a relieved sigh when the elevator doors slid shut.


  “She’s not the one for you, figlio.”


  Falon’s spine straightened. His grandfather was the last person he wanted to deal with today. “It’s none of your concern, Armand.” He turned to face the older man. “What are you doing here?”


  He knew part of his defensiveness was because Armand was right. Ginny wasn’t for him at all. And that suited him just fine. He didn’t want a woman to feel right. To fit into his life so well that he wasn’t sleeping nights without her. He was afraid the only woman he would ever truly want was now out of his reach.


  “I told you I would be in town this week.” The kind, knowing smile on his grandfather’s face made him bristle further. “Ralph and I have a tee time scheduled after lunch. I thought I would stop in early and see how you were.”


  “Now you’ve seen me.” He held his hand out to his sides. “As you can see I’m doing just fine.”


  “Planning a little vacation I hear?”


  “Again, not of your business.”


  Armand studied him for a moment before giving a slight nod. “Don’t make my mistakes. Your mother would not want you pushing away the ones you love.”


  “Don’t you think you’re the last person who would know what my mother would have wanted?” He felt his hands curl into fists. Taking a deep breath, he willed himself to calm down. Just in time for the elevator’s ding and the arrival of Ralph and Frank. “Looks like your golf partner has arrived.”


  The old man didn’t say anything more, just looked at him for a second, searching for something he wasn’t sure he would find before he went to greet his old friend. Breathing deeply, he had never been so glad it was a Friday in his life. At the end of the day, his job in this godforsaken city would be done and he could get on with his life. Shooting another glance through the glass at Sarah, he refused to acknowledge the emptiness of that life.


  


  


  ***


  


  


  Falon sat on the edge of the bed watching the city lights through the curtains he forgot to close when he got in earlier that night. The sweat on his skin was now dry, but the erection that was making itself painfully known hadn’t gone anywhere. The dream that pulled him from his sleep was different this time and he was trying to make sense of it all.


  It was still fully of erotic images and sensations he could still feel at the base of his spine. But this dream started differently. He had been lying in bed. He recognized the room he spent his senior year in, despites its best efforts to tilt off its axis. He remembered that night. It was the end of midterms and he had gotten amazingly drunk avoiding the decision to join his grandfather’s company or go out on his own.


  Lost in those thoughts, his dream self didn’t register someone was in the room until the door clicked quietly shut.


  “Jim?” Even his drunk, twenty-one-year-old self knew that voice. It was the girl Jim had pointed out to him when everyone had returned from break.


  “Sarah?”


  For a second nothing in the room moved. The suddenly she was at his side and he was reaching for her. Claiming her.


  From there the dream took its usual route to pure bliss. Falon scrubbed a hand down his face. It didn’t make sense. Yes, she had been taking the lead role of his nightly fantasy but this was the first time it went beyond a roll in the sheets. Tonight’s dream made his scalp prickle as if he were missing a major piece of the puzzle.


  A sharp knock on the door startled him out of his thoughts. Climbing naked from the bed he wondered who the hell would be stopping by at nearly two in the morning. The thought that it was Ginny stopped him in his tracks. Wouldn’t do to open the door in his current state. Doubling back he pulled on the gym shorts he kept by the bed for when room service delivered his breakfast.


  “Look Ginny—” The words died in his throat. The woman on the other side of the door definitely wasn’t Ginny. And with the dream still fresh in his mind he did the only thing he could.


  Moving too quickly for her to protest, he pulled Sarah to him by a hand at the base of her neck. He crushed his mouth to hers. Forced all of his frustration and anger into that kiss. At first she didn’t respond. She held herself rigidly, resisting his claim to her. Then finally, with a sigh, she slid her arms to his sides and returned the kiss nearly as brutal as his. He knew he was bruising her lips, but he didn’t care. She had to know how much he hated feeling this way. Hated feeling his world implode at her betrayal. Hated loving her so much that it mattered.


  Pulling her the rest of the way into the room, he forced her against the wall. Not caring about her clothes, he ripped and tore at the garments until her naked flesh was the only thing beneath his questing hands. Removing his lips from hers, he trailed a series of bites and licks down her neck. Reveling in her crooning. Feeding off of her lusty sighs as his hands and teeth brought her close to the edge.


  He took the breasts he dreamed about firmly in his hands. Weighing the flesh. When he drew one needy nipple between thumb and forefinger, she nearly bucked off the wall. Unable to resist, he took the other in his mouth. Suckling her in a rhythm that was driving them both higher. He knew the exact moment she began to fall over the edge. When she fell apart, he didn’t allow her to come back down. He was determined to show her everything.


  Lifting her, he was surprised she had the state of mind to wrap her legs around him. She put her face in the hollow space where his shoulder met his neck. Her uneven breathing against his heated skin tempted him to take her there against the wall. But he had plans for her.


  Palming her tempting ass, he walked them into the bathroom, straight to the shower he didn’t get to utilize the way he wanted the last time. She would pay for that. Turning on the spray with one hand, he never let her feet hit the floor. Once he was satisfied with the temperature, he shucked his shorts and walked them both into the spray.


  The feel of her slick body rubbing against his skin threatened to put an end to his control. Unhooking her ankles, he lowered her to her feet in front of him. Looking into her traitorous face, her eyes closed against the feelings he was pulling from her, he almost forgot what she had done.


  Releasing a low growl, he went to his knees and took her with his mouth without warning. Her startled scream and near instant climax only fueled him. He would make it so she could never be with another man without thinking of him. Holding him against Falon and finding him wanting. He wanted to ruin her for other men, just as she had ruined him for women.


  Energized by his thoughts, he held nothing back. Taking her tiny bundle of nerves, now swollen and begging for attention, into his mouth and gave a little nip. The spicy, sweet scent of her arousal drove him on. She bucked against him, pulling at his hair, wordlessly begging him for more. Happily, he obliged. Sinking a finger deep into her channel, he was lost in her sweet heat. Her inner muscles milked his finger begging him for more. Adding another finger, he pumped them in time to the rhythm of his tongue pulling every reaction from her possible. This time when she called out, her climax nearly brought her tumbling to the ground. He was sure if he hadn’t been holding her upright she would be a puddle on the shower floor.


  Bringing her back down slowly, he lapped up every drop of her release. Letting it explode on his tongue. She was the sweetest thing he ever tasted.


  When he was sure she was able to support herself, he stood and turned her to face the wall. Grabbing a washcloth and soap, he created a rich lather. Running the suds down her slim back, he paid close attention to the globes of her ass, pulling yet another needy moan from her throat. Reaching around to her front he ran the soapy cloth up her flat stomach causing her to drop her head between the arms she braced on the shower wall.


  Unable to resist, he nipped the tempting curve of her shoulder and dropped the cloth. With bare, soapy hands he palmed her breasts, working the tiny bubbles over her distended nipples. She arched her back, forcing that delectable ass into his aching erection. His hips bucked forward in an ancient answer completely out of his control.


  Releasing her, he quickly soaped his own body. He needed to be inside her. Now. Turning off the spray he lifted her off her feet once more. Not bothering to dry their bodies he carried her straight to the bed and dropped her in its center. Standing over her, he couldn’t help notice how beautiful she was. Her body wantonly spread across the mattress was flushed from his lovemaking. Her cheeks rosy with passion. When her golden eyes opened, they contained an emotion he wasn’t prepared to face. Instead he dove at her, taking her mouth in a savage kiss he knew would bring her back to the peaks of want. Working himself between her thighs, he pressed against the liquid center of her, groaning at the evidence of her desire. His cock jumped at the idea of plunging into that moist heat and he knew he couldn’t hold out any longer.


  Fumbling in the drawer of the nightstand, he quickly sheathed himself. Meeting her eyes once more, he held still, waiting for her to acknowledge what was about to happen. She answered his look with one as achingly unreadable as before. Taking her mouth again, he plunged into her core. Not holding back, he quickly set a brutal, pounding pace. She met his every thrust with an answering desire.


  Three times he brought her to the crest of release. And all three times he pulled back just before she tipped over the edge. Taking her back down only to build the tension again. Sweat was building between his shoulder blades as he kissed, sucked, and teased her body back up that peak. All the while maintaining a pace he was sure would kill them. He couldn’t hold out much longer.


  Reaching down, he lifted her hips to angle himself deeper with each thrust and let himself go. Pumping into her faster and harder than before, it was a matter of minutes before she was shattering around him, her inner walls pulling his own climax from his body. He threw his head back and groaned through the most powerful climax of his life.


  Riding wave after wave of pleasure, he barely caught himself in time to fall to the side instead of crushing her under his limp body. The last image he had before sleep claimed him was Sarah’s blissed out face as she came back down from the heights he had taken them to.


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  


  Sarah watched Falon as he slept. He was on his side, one arm draped over her. A possessive hand covered her breast. As she watched, she reflected on what just happened. She hadn’t come here for sex. Sitting at home, filling up another kettle for tea, she realized that his grandfather had been right. She couldn’t let him walk away without first explaining her side of the story. If he still wanted nothing to do with her after she said her piece, then she would accept it and try to move on.


  When he opened the door, another woman’s name on his lips and the tattered edges of his torment blazing in his eyes, she had felt her stomach drop. Then he had grabbed her, forcing his mouth onto hers in a kiss so achingly powerful she could still feel it down to her toes. From there she was lost in the sweet torture of his lovemaking.


  At first she didn’t understand it. But after he ripped the clothes from her body and brought her to a shuddering climax with this his hands and mouth on her breasts, she knew what he was up to. He wanted her to feel. Feel every ounce of what he was going through; the anger, frustration, and regret of what happened between them. The anger was simmering higher than the rest and that scared her.


  What scared her more was that she let her emotions slip free in those mindless moments. The few times he had met her eyes he quickly distracted them both. Like he didn’t want to face what he saw in her open gaze. Flinging a few choice phrases at herself, she drank in the sight of the man next to her.


  Releasing a mental sigh she admitted coming here had been a mistake. She’d been kidding herself if she thought he’d welcome her back into his life with open arms. The way he took her only a few hours before was testament to that. It wasn’t affection that had fueled each earth shattering thrust into her body, but a deep-seated anger she didn’t think she could work past.


  As carefully as she could, she removed his warm hand from her body and slid from the bed. There was no reason to stay and she’d rather avoid the awkwardness that would soon follow when Falon opened his eyes. She didn’t think she could handle the sparks of fire she had seen in his eyes as he took her body again. Not when she loved him this much. Enough to walk away, leaving him thinking he was right and the regret he felt was unfounded.


  Walking as quietly as she could, she searched the darkened room for her tattered clothing. Maybe he had left enough of it intact she could make it out of the hotel and back home with minimal embarrassment.


  “Underwear is by the door.”


  Sarah shrieked. “I didn’t expect—”


  “Me to wake up before you went slinking off?” He was now sitting up in the bed, the white sheet drawn to cover him to the hips. “Like I said, by the door.”


  “That’s not what I meant.” She bent and picked up the bit of lace. Catching his arched brow, she sighed. “Okay, maybe it was. But what do you expect me to do?”


  She spread her arms wide in frustration before she remembered she was naked. Wrapping them around her middle in an effort to feel less exposed, she waited for his answer.


  “How about an explanation as to why you decided to visit in the middle of the night?”


  He was right. He did deserve to know why she had invaded his privacy. Especially if he had been expecting another woman at the door. Which reminded her …


  “Just answer me one thing.” She pushed past the lump in her throat and waited for him to nod. “Did you sleep with her?”


  She wasn’t sure what she would do if he had. The idea of Ginny with her acrylic-nailed hands on Falon made her stomach turn and the ache in her chest to flare.


  “Would it matter if I did?” He leveled her with a cool look she could only interpret as meaning it didn’t matter to him if she cared he had been sleeping with Ginny.


  “Would it matter to you what I had to say if you have already moved on?” She watched in amazement as his nostrils flared. Perhaps she had gone a bit too far.


  “No,” he eventually ground out and she felt her stomach flip. “I haven’t slept with her.”


  She almost asked why but thought better of it. She was already walking a thin line with this man.


  “I know I’ve made a mess of things. And I know what you think you heard.” She held up a hand when he tried to interrupt. “What you heard while eavesdropping was only a part of the bigger picture and if you give me a chance I’ll try and make you understand. If when I’m finished you want nothing more to do with me I’ll leave.”


  Sarah began to pace as she tried to decide where to start. She knew she needed to come clean about what happened at Northwestern. She also knew the idea of bringing it up and him actually remembering scared the pants off her. Or would have if she were wearing any.


  Suddenly a ball of cotton hit her in the face. Reflex had her clutching the material; confusion had her looking over at Falon.


  “Put it on and spit it out.”


  Loosening her hold on the bundle revealed it was a man’s T-shirt. Falon’s T-shirt. Resisting the urge to hold it to her nose and breathe the scent of him in, she quickly slipped the worn cotton over her head. When the hem hit the tops of her thighs she looked back to him and caught a look of possession so fleeting she convinced herself it was wishful thinking.


  “Spit it out. Right.” She took a deep breath. “Okay … so when I told you I had admired you from a distance back in college. That wasn’t exactly the whole truth.”


  She realized she was playing with the hem of the shirt and smoothing it back over her thigh. She couldn’t dwell on the fact she caught Falon following the motions of her fingers. Nor could she focus on her body’s reaction to his eyes on her. He needed to hear her story and if afterward …


  No. She wouldn’t think about it.


  “You were saying?” His body was so tense, like he was bracing for the impact of her words. “You were about to tell me of another lie you told?”


  “No, it wasn’t—” Sarah prayed for the calm she would need to get through this. “Just let me finish.”


  “By all means.”


  She told him everything. About how she had been too shy to approach him in college. How she thought she was half in love with him. About the night she had wandered into his room looking for his roommate and her confidant only to find Falon there. How she had sunk away in the middle of the night afraid in the light of day he wouldn’t feel the same. About how she was obviously right because the very next day he proceeded to sleep his way through most of the university. She told him all about seeing him for the first time at the agency and longing to see the man who used to live behind those chocolate eyes.


  “I never set out to do anything more than get you to see beyond that wall of ice you built around yourself.” She sighed. “It seems silly now that I know you. The real you, not that silly boy I built up in my head all those years ago. I didn’t know what love was then.” She met his eyes. “I didn’t know who you were.”


  Falon sat motionless on the bed and she feared she said too much. When he didn’t say anything after a long moment, she went back to collecting her scattered belongings. She had given it her all and it just wasn’t enough. Refusing to let him see the tears she was fighting back, she turned her back to him and reached for the hem of the shirt he loaned her. Fully prepared to leave the garment behind she gave in to her first impulse, lowered her nose to her shoulder and inhaled deeply. His spicy scent filled her. Making her long for something she obviously never had. Never would have.


  Eyes squeezed tight she began to lift the shirt when a warm hand stopped her. “It looks good on you.” Falon’s soft voice in her ear was the sweetest sound she ever heard. Her eyes flew open wide going to his instantly. There was something different. His features softened, his eyes warmer than she had seen them in days. What was happening?


  “I’ll have it washed and returned to you,” she pushed through wooden lips. To her surprise, he just threw his head back and laughed the freest laugh she had ever heard pass his lips.


  “That’s not what I meant.” A smile curved his lips. “Where do you think you’re going?”


  “Wha—I.”


  “You can’t just tell me that you are the woman of my dreams and expect me to let you slip out my door into the night again.” Sarah felt her brow crinkle in her confusion. He reached up and smoothed the line with his finger. “Let me tell you a little story.”


  


  


  ***


  


  


  Falon couldn’t believe it. Everything she just told him. All of it opened his eyes to the pieces he had been missing. The reason he had been dreaming of Sarah wasn’t because he was insane with lust. It was because he remembered her, the feel of her skin. Her kisses. The way she moved beneath him. For some reason the first time he touched her it triggered the scattered events of a drunken night that spurred him on a one-man hunt for the one person who made him feel alive. But she didn’t know that. And the pain in her eyes while she told him he broke her heart, not once but twice, was almost his undoing.


  “One night,” he began. “A very drunk young man heard someone enter his room and call out a name that wasn’t his. He recognized the voice as belonging to a woman very recently brought to his attention and who captivated him. Even from afar.”


  He fought back a smile at Sarah’s sudden intake of breath. “Somewhere in his inebriated mind he summoned the force of mind to call to her and when she came to him he couldn’t resist touching her. Having her. He had wanted to capture that light burning within her for so long that when her lips met his he thanked every deity he could name and a few he made up.”


  He cupped her cheek and forced her to meet his eyes. “This woman. She sparked something in him that he had never felt. When he woke alone the next morning, his cynical mind convinced him he had just dreamed the woman and the feelings she invoked. The optimist the night before had awakened couldn’t leave it at that and set out to find that feeling again.”


  Smoothing a thumb over her cheek he wiped away a tear he wasn’t sure she knew she was crying. “After years not finding that feeling I let myself grow cold. Toward everyone. The first time I touched you, Sarah, wasn’t because I was overwhelmed with emotion. It was because I wanted you so badly I nearly lost control. It wasn’t until after spending time with you that I realized it was more than that. So much more.”


  He rested his forehead against hers. Pulling her trembling body closer to his own. “What are you saying?” Her voice was so small he wanted to kiss some fight back into her.


  Now for the hard part.


  “I suppose I was a little rash in jumping to conclusions,” he ground out and felt her stiffen in his arms. She looked up into his eyes. It was when the gleam of mischief danced in their golden depths he let out a bated breath.


  “Was that supposed to be an apology?” She stepped out of his arms and he glowered.


  “I nearly choked on those words.” He felt his lips twitch.


  “Well. I don’t know if that’ll do.” Watching her joke with him while her cheeks were still fresh with tears had to be the most beautiful thing he had seen that night; aside from her writhing beneath him. That thought gave him an idea.


  “Want to know how sorry I am?” He let his lips spread into a full grin at the wary look that crossed her face.


  Reaching behind her into the bathroom, he removed the belts to the two silk robes hanging by the door. She watched him with wide eyes as he took her hand. Turning it over he let the scraps of silk whisper into her open palm. She studied them for a minute and he worried his meaning would be lost. When her eyes shot to his again, they were filled with a look of love burning so strong it made his chest tight and his knees wobble. He knew he had gotten through to her.


  Infusing his grin with his wicked intent and letting his answering feeling flair in his eyes, he held out his wrists to her. He was giving her the one thing he had never given anyone else. Control. He was handing himself to the woman he loved, trusting she wouldn’t abuse his heart. He watched a wicked smile blossom on her lips before she pulled his shirt over her head and sashayed past him to kneel at the end of the bed.


  “Well, what are you waiting for?”


  Falon grinned. “Absolutely nothing.”
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