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1

I love women. Young. Old. Tall or short. From the nerdy, bookish types to the sultry bombshells—I’m not picky. Give me thin lengthy figures or curvy with something to grab on to . . . name it and I’ve touched, talked to, kissed, and fucked all varieties. Philosophers say everyone on earth has a gift, something unique to them. My gift . . . I understand women. Parker Ellis is my name, and I am one lucky son of a bitch.

Still, putting your gift to work for you is the ultimate prize. Working day in and day out at a job you genuinely love isn’t the norm. Quite the opposite. I’ve made it my life’s goal to never work a day in my life that I’m not doing something I love. And I adore women. All women.

I’ve found that women are complex creatures, not easily figured out, and no two are alike. Which is the reason I created International Guy Inc. in the first place. There are an endless number of women in the world needing a confident, strong, detail-oriented type of man’s help. A man like me.

I call myself the Dream Maker.

You want something outta life and have the money to back that dream? Let’s discuss it. For the right price, anything is possible, and I’m the guy who’s going to help you get it.

At International Guy, we cater to the client’s needs. No request is too demanding or too strange. As long as it’s not illegal . . . we’re in.

Let’s start with my team. They say it takes a village to raise a child; well for International Guy, it takes me and two others. Bogart “Bo” Montgomery and Royce Sterling. I’ve known these gentlemen since freshman year at Harvard, and we’ve been the trifecta of badassery ever since.

I knew early on in my formative years that I wanted to make something of myself. My father taught me if I wanted to be big in business and have more than we had, I’d better do well in school. He was a bartender and my mother a librarian; I definitely wanted more. It’s not as though I wanted for a lot in the way of love or support from my mother and father. I grew up right, was well fed, had clothes on my back and shoes on my feet, but we weren’t rolling in the dough either. Extras were few and far between.

I grew up just outside of Boston proper, where the Red Sox reigned supreme and the Patriots could do no wrong. Our house was made of brick and was warm and tiny. Minuscule. Two bedrooms. My brother and I shared a room our entire lives. Ma said it made us closer. Not sure that was true, because the second my big bro graduated high school, he enlisted. He’s been career military ever since. We’re as close as two brothers can be while a continent away.

Unlike the relationship I have with Bo and Royce. Those two guys I’d lay down my life for and vice versa. Our bond was born of hard work, solidarity, and true friendship. In our case, the trick to having lifelong friends is wanting the same things, at the same time.

Women.

Money.

Power.

There’s a set of rules the three of us have in our friendship and in our business: We never lose sight of one another’s best interests, honesty first, and never fuck the same woman. Ever.

We’re going on five years in business and closing more high-profile clientele every day. Our business model is simple. Divide and conquer. Come together when needed. If a particular client has something specific that suits me or my partners’ expertise, we send out the right man for the job.

For example, Bo is our resident Lovemaker. Not only do most clients fall ass-over-tits in love with him, he helps them find love. His expertise in wooing the opposite sex is unmatched. Royce and I can hold our own, but nothing compares to Bogart. He’s got his skills on lock. If a client needs to up her sex appeal, we call in Bo. If she needs arm candy to impress someone or seal a business deal . . . the same. Bo’s a chameleon; he can be whatever a woman needs.

Then there’s Royce, the Moneymaker. Everything that man touches turns to gold. He sees things in numbers, financial climate changes, the stock market, global enterprise, and everything in between as though he’s reading his ABC’s. Roy has made us all very rich men at a very young age. He’s the main reason we were able to build our business so quickly while being less than a decade out of college. If a client has money problems, concerns about shifts in the tide of their business model, we send in Roy.

Me? I’m a little bit of all three rolled into one. Except I’m the only one who can read women. Figure out what makes them tick, their true need behind the request for our services. A woman may call to have us act in a love-coach capacity, but in reality, she already has a man she’s interested in and needs something to happen. It could be helping her make herself visible to the one she admires. Perhaps catch his eye. Or she could have confidence issues. Then again, she may just need help finding a man. Getting to the heart of what a woman truly wants is my job.

When Bo, Royce, and I set out to start a business after we completed our degrees at Harvard together, we all anted up. At the time, my contribution was the business plan, concept, and theme. The three of us agreed that gave me 1 extra percent over my buddies. That means I own 34 percent to their 33 apiece. Which makes me the boss. I run the day-to-day operations and travel almost as much as they do; I’m the initial contact for every client. Over the past five years, we’ve become a well-oiled machine. There isn’t anything like being master of your own destiny, and the three of us have found that in International Guy.
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The neon-green lights pointing down from each awning surrounding my pops’s bar give the sidewalk an eerie, plasma-type glow as I walk around the building to the front. I’ve asked him time and time again to change the lighting, but he’s dead set on it. Says it gives the place intrigue. Lucky’s doesn’t need intrigue. It’s been around for fifty years with a solid local following in the neighborhood. From telltale businessmen who come in suits and ties to the local blue collars wearing their Red Sox caps. This place is a home away from home for me and has been since I was old enough to walk. Growing up, Pops brought me here every day after school. He’d have me sit my ass on a stool and he’d spend the afternoon telling me about life while I did my homework until Mom got off work.

Once I was capable of helping out, he had me washing glasses, cleaning tabletops, sweeping sidewalks, and taking out the trash to chip in. I never minded helping out, especially since he’d knock me a bit of spending money that I’d blow on one skirt or another.

Besides his family, this bar means everything to my father. Which is why it was the first thing I purchased when International Guy started showing a profit. The day I had enough money to buy out the original owner of Lucky’s and sign it over to my father will go down as one of the happiest moments of my life. I’ll never forget that day as long as I live. My pops has always been a proud man, but not one day in my life did he seem more proud of me than the day I handed over the deed, free and clear, to his dream.

His pride had nothing to do with what I’d given him either. It was because I’d done what I set out to do. I graduated high school valedictorian and baseball star, continued on with a full scholarship to Harvard, got my bachelor’s degree with honors, and built my business, then used the good I had to give back. To my pops. The man I look up to and will look up to until the day one of us takes our last breath. He could have said no and turned me down, but he took what was given to him with honor and love. That’s the man he taught me to be.

Now, me and the guys end our cases at Lucky’s over cold pints and peanuts, or on an especially good day, a heavy dose of vodka and fish and chips. Depends on the day and the case. Tonight, I’m bringing them the big dog, which is why I scheduled the meet here. The most lucrative client we’ve had yet. This job will pay for a month’s worth of client services and more in one agreement. However, it comes with a price of its own. Full access. Not something we’re used to offering.

I shiver as I tug on the wrought iron–spindle handle and pull back the thick wooden door to Lucky’s. The place is already hopping, and it’s only seven on a Tuesday night. I scan the room, taking in the dark-mahogany beams, high-back booths along the side wall with stained-glass separators, and the variety of rounds in the center. During the general evening hours, Lucky’s serves a small variety of pub grub, which works well when knocking back a few brews or watching the Red Sox or the Pats play.

Pops is at the bar, his ever-present flannel shirt on, blue this time with a white thermal underneath. A towel hangs over his shoulder. He lifts his head as I walk in, a grin plastered to his face. At fifty-five, he looks damn good for his age. Sprinkles of salt and pepper lick at the edges of his hairline. A bright-white smile beams at me, the same one that’s kept customers coming back for some of my dad’s sage wisdom. Bartenders are often used as therapists. Dad has always joked that he chose the wrong profession.

I wave and head over to the back table where my guys always sit. Since Pops took over ownership of the bar, he’s kept one table open at all times for family members only. It’s where Pops takes a load off, or Mom sits and reads when she wants to be near him but not in his way. And it’s where me and my “brothers from other mothers” sit to decompress after a long week or a hard case.

“Yo, Park, how’s it hanging, brother?” Bo calls out as I approach. He’s wearing his favorite black leather jacket over a fitted tee and dark jeans with a pair of motorcycle boots.

“To my knees, how do you think?” I shoot back.

Royce stands, his chocolate skin shining in the overhead lighting. He holds out a hand, a black onyx cuff link peeking out from the sleeve of his tailored suit. “Brother.” His smile is wide and bright white.

I shake his hand and clap him on the back in greeting.

Just as I sit, Pops comes over and sets down a pint. “Sculpin IPA from Ballast Point, out of San Diego. Bringing in something new for the boys to try. Not local but damn good, if you ask me. Let me know how it goes.”

“Will do. Thanks, Pops.”

“You got it. Boys? Another?” He gestures to the guys’ drinks.

“I’m good, Pops.” Bo sips on his still-half-full beer.

“Thanks. I’ll take another whiskey neat, sir,” Royce responds.

Pops offers a chin lift before moving on to his other tables.

“So who’s this hush-hush big client you wanted to meet about?” Bo asks, getting right down to it.

I take a swallow of the chilled beer, letting the citrus notes roll over my tongue. I lick my lips and sigh, releasing the rush of the day and feeling the comfort of home settle deep in my bones. “Got a call from an heiress today.”

Bo spins his bottle around in a circle. “Say what?”

“Took a call earlier today from Sophie Rolland.”

Royce whistles sharply. “Damn. The Sophie Rolland?”

I nod and suck back more of the crisp IPA.

“Who the hell is Sophie Rolland?” Bo scowls. The guy has a harsh edge that drives the ladies wild, but it can be tiresome for the rest of us if he isn’t kept in the loop.

Royce cocks a sharp black eyebrow and focuses on our partner. “Sophie Rolland is the heir to the Rolland Group empire. They own the largest perfume company in all of France. Worth billions last I read. I’d need to do a little current research to confirm exact numbers.”

“And how does this affect us?” Bo jumps in.

“Rolland Senior died suddenly from a heart attack,” I state flatly. I didn’t know the man, so I’m not altogether saddened by the news.

“No?” Royce’s eyes widen, and he lifts his whiskey up toward the ceiling. “Salud,” he murmurs, and tosses the rest back in one go. His Adam’s apple bobs with the effort. “Ho-lee smokes.”

There’s my baller. I shake my head and grin. “Yep.”

“What am I missing? Someone care to clue a guy in?” Bo grumbles, getting visibly irritated with us.

“Sophie Rolland is the new woman in charge.” I sip my beer, waiting for him to catch up.

“And she doesn’t know her perfumes from a flower and her asshole?” Bo guesses.

Roy and I burst out laughing.

“Not exactly. Apparently, scent is her thing. Family trait passed down. The art of being a CEO, running a business, and looking the part . . . now that she fails at beautifully.” I raise my glass toward Roy, and he smiles.

“I see. And who best to do the job of getting her ready to take the helm of the company after her father’s passing?” Royce offers smartly.

“Ah, now I’m with you.” Bo grins.

Pops puts down a new drink for Royce and another bottle for Bo, obviously thinking ahead. “How’s the IPA?”

“Great. Fresh taste, crisp. I like it. Think it will do well here.”

Pops slaps the table. “That’s what I’m talking about! Thanks, son.” He hustles off to serve other patrons.

“What’s the bid?” Bo asks.

The bid is what we refer to as the amount the client initially offers for our services. They come in with a first number, which we usually consider and up it where appropriate. This one came in high right from the start.

“Quarter to a half mil, depending on how long she needs us.” I throw this out there casually, though my insides are moving at the speed of light with nervous energy. “She also pays for everything: flights, meals, any outside consultants, makeover, etc.”

Both men go dead silent. We can hear one another breathe in the small booth.

Royce being Royce speaks first. “Who you thinking of sending in? What’s the need?”

“For that kind of money out the gate, we all go in. You work with her on finances and company intel when the time comes. Bo will work his magic on her wardrobe and sex appeal. I’ll go in for confidence and business savvy.”

Bo plucks at the short brown hairs of his goatee-mustache combo. His hair is currently cropped short at the sides and layered on top, whereas my sandy-brown hair has long, loose layers that I comb back with a little gel. Women are always complimenting me on my hair, and I love the way they hold on to it, tugging at the roots while I go down on them.

I swallow more beer, waiting for his thoughts. Bo pulls out his phone and types in something. He squints and swipes at the screen. “Yeah, girl’s pretty, but a plain Jane. Most of the pics of her are when she was younger, a teenager. Says here she’s only twenty-four, just out of college.”

“Yeah, and not only is she grieving for the one and only parent she grew up with, but she’s now got the burden of taking over the company.” I glance over his shoulder, taking in the image of our client. She’s long and lean, standing by her father’s side at a press conference. She’s wearing a simple black dress, no makeup, and her hair is parted down the middle, straight and flat on both sides of her face. Underneath all that plainness is a knockout. I’m certain of it, and from the way Bo is tilting his head and assessing her the way he does his models for his photos, he knows it too. Together, we’ll find a way to bring it out of her.

“She could just put the CFO in charge.” Royce taps the top of his glass with his index finger.

“Yeah, but I got the feeling, talking to her, that she’s always intended to take over the family business, and now, more than ever, she wants to show the world who she is. She’s the perfect client: enough money to choke a horse, true beauty hidden underneath dowdy threads, and a wildly successful business. She just needs us to help her get there.”

I put my fist out to the center of the table. “What do you say? Do we take on Paris or what?”

“Is that where we’re going?” Royce asks.

“Yep.” I grin.

Bo lifts his fist and touches mine. “For that kind of money, we’ll take on anything.” He laughs.

“Why not? I’ve been thinking about getting that Porsche 911 convertible. This client will get me that much closer to my silver baby.” Royce kisses his fist.

I roll my eyes, and Bo groans. “You and your cars, man. Fist up, if you’re in.”

Royce lifts his hand, and the three of us bump fists.

“To Paris,” I say.

“To Paris,” they repeat.
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Paris is lovely in the spring. That’s not just a saying. It’s God’s honest truth. Cherry blossoms are blooming, the Seine River is teeming with boats scudding along, and women everywhere are wearing dresses and skirts. My favorite. God, I love a pair of bare legs. It’s like a smorgasbord of creamy skin just waiting to be kissed and caressed as far as the eye can see.

“The Eiffel Tower, man. It’s right fuckin’ there!” Bo points out the window of the company limo that picked us up at our hotel.

Sophie Rolland has not skimped on the amenities or service. Her company is putting us up in a five-star hotel, where each of us has been given a full live-in-style suite, complete with refrigerators prepacked with food and kitchens stocked with household items for our extended stay. With service like this, it’ll be tough to get Bo to leave. We’re all bachelors by nature, but Bo is on a whole different level. I at least enjoy going home, spending time in my own apartment, chilling with my pops, and grabbing a pickup game of baseball with other business contacts I have. Bo could happily travel the globe with no home to speak of. He has an apartment in my same complex, but he’s rarely in it.

“It’s a lot smaller than I thought it would be.” Royce stares out the opposite window.

I glance out the darkened windows through the middle portion of the limo. “Looks pretty big to me. Sturdy. Solid. Basically, what I imagined it would be like. The French are great at making artistic structures. Like our Statue of Liberty and Christ the Redeemer in Brazil.”

Bo frowns. “They made the Christ in Rio?”

“Yeah. Learned about it in my international communications class. Wait . . . you took that class with me, dude.”

Bo smiles wickedly. “I may have spent more of that class paying attention to Melissa Thompson, and how long it would take me to get in her panties, than the details behind modern statues.”

Royce lifts his hand to his mouth and chuckles.

“Too bad you wasted all that time. I banged Melissa within the first two weeks of class. Had her as one of my top five repeats all sophomore year.”

Bo’s gaze slashes to mine. “Shit! That’s why she never let me in there? Girl was one of the only women to ever seem disinterested. Hurt my confidence.” He pouts, and it makes sense why women fall all over themselves for him. I even feel compelled to make him smile right now. He continues, “Thanks for that. You could have mentioned you were hitting it.”

I shake my head. “It was far too much fun watching you put the moves on her all semester and fail. Consider it my gift of humility to you, brother.”

Bo makes a sound between a groan and a scoff. “Humility. Pshhht.”

The car makes an abrupt stop in front of a large building. We exit the car and are met by a thin speck of a woman with a short brown bob hairstyle and a genuine smile.

“Mr. Ellis?” she asks the three of us.

I raise my hand and step toward her. “Bonjour.”

Her pale cheeks pinken as she leans in and air-kisses both of my cheeks. “I’m Stephanie Moennard, Ms. Rolland’s assistant, and I will be handling all your needs during your stay.”

I wrap an arm around her shoulders and dip my head. “All of our needs?” I wink, and the cheeks go from pink to a fiery red. I squeeze her shoulder and then turn her toward the guys. “This is Bogart Montgomery and Royce Sterling.”

“A pleasure. Yes, well, come this way. Ms. Rolland is very eager to make your acquaintance.”

She leads us up a set of stairs to a glass elevator. We ride it to the eighth floor, where we’re taken through a handful of hallways. She knocks on a door that looks like it could have been over five hundred years old, the gnarled wood creaking with the effort she uses to push it open.

The three of us follow her into a surprisingly large office space. A mousy brunette ends her call, stands, and comes around her desk. She’s wearing a plain black sheath dress that could have easily been purchased at a bargain-basement, off-the-rack sale, and it shows in the boxy ill fit. As she approaches, her heel catches in the Persian rug below, and her arms swing wildly as she loses her balance.

With catlike reflexes, I grab her arm and pull her against my chest before she can fall. I wrap one arm around her small waist to keep her upright.

She gasps, a puff of air leaving her delicate pout. A pair of chocolate-brown eyes stare guilelessly at me through insanely thick, long black lashes. Her chin is rounded and perfectly complements her long, thin nose. Sophie Rolland is wearing not a speck of makeup, and still, her skin glows a light bronze. Her long brown hair is parted down the center in a very unattractive, lifeless style. Even so, any man who looks closely can see she’s an absolute diamond in the rough.

I grin, curl my hand against her nape, into her thick hair, and use my thumb to lift her face toward mine. She glances away shyly. An unbelievable, delectable aroma weaves around her as I hold her. Leaning toward her neck, I rub my nose along the skin there, inhaling deeply, capturing the heart of her scent. I hum against her flesh, letting my appreciation of her smell seep deep into her consciousness.

Women need to know that no matter what they wear, how they apply their makeup or do their hair, there is something special about them with the power to capture a man’s attention. Consider me locked up, because her scent is driving me insane. My mouth waters as I deny myself a taste of her sweet-smelling skin and pull away. She sighs and opens her eyes, blinking almost sleepily.

Royce coughs from behind me, and Bo clears his throat, but I don’t turn around or let her go. She’s important; this moment is important. It sets the tone for the rest of our time together, and I have a feeling that with very little time, this woman and I are going to become far more than business acquaintances. I’d bet my bank account on it. In the meantime, there is work to be done.

I grip Sophie close, letting her feel my body plastered against hers from chest to knee before sealing the deal. “Ma chérie, you might quite possibly be the most precious little thing I’ve ever had the pleasure of working with. I can’t wait to show you what a work of art you are.”
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Sophie steps back and wrings her hands out as though they’re wet. I smirk. Perhaps other areas of her are wet right now, but definitely not her hands.

“Um, thank you. Mr. Ellis, I presume?” She air-kisses one cheek and then the other. “And these men are?”

Bo swaggers forward. Instead of taking her hand, or air-kissing her as the French do in greeting, he lifts a hand to pluck at his bearded chin and circles around Ms. Rolland, assessing her. Bo scrutinizes her body and clothing through the eyes of a gifted photographer, a true artist, inside and outside of his private photography studio.

“Long, elegant stems. Shit for shoes.” His face contorts into an expression of disgust. “Dress is at least two sizes too big. I’d say you’re a four to six, not an eight to ten. Am I right?” he asks nonchalantly, still circling. I can almost see the wheels in his head turning with the need to create beauty and capture it through the lens of his camera.

Sophie frowns. “I’m not sure what you’re referring to.” Probably because he referred to American sizes, and she’d wear European sizes.

Bo ignores her and focuses solely on her body. “Hair is lush, but could use some serious layers, maybe even a few golden highlights to give it some luster. Makeup is a must. Do you normally go without makeup?” He stops in front of her, cups her cheek, and evaluates her face, moving it from side to side. Her body trembles at his touch. Not surprising. Bo has that effect on women.

He continues. “Great skin. Beautiful bone structure too. I know women who would kill for this baby-soft face. Could use a brow wax. You wax everywhere else?”

Her eyes widen, and she stumbles back a few paces until her ass hits the desk and she’s out of his reach. “Oomph.” She puts a hand to her chest, over her heart. “Mon Dieu!”

I make my way over to her side and press my ass to the desk next to hers. “Don’t fret. Remember, part of what you’re paying for is full service. Bo here is a master at giving women business and sex appeal through clothing, hair, makeup, whatever is needed. What he’s capable of is pure art, and more importantly, you will feel as beautiful as a priceless painting.”

“You think I need a makeover?” She runs her delicate fingers along the column of her neck. Such a sexy, understated move, but she doesn’t even realize it. It’s my job to bring this side out in her more often.

“Well that depends. Do you want to look the part of a successful, in-charge CEO, or just do the job? Part of being successful in business is leading by example. Show your employees and contacts that you are a serious force to be reckoned with. My team and I are going to make that a reality. Starting with your physical appearance. What you wear and how you look when you show up to work shows your colleagues that you consider them important enough to make an effort. Once we’ve given you those tools, we’re going to teach you how to live it . . . become what you want to be.”

She nods. “What do I need to do? I’m not sure how this works. When I hired you, I knew I needed help. I felt lost, uncertain of the task ahead. I’m not even sure what I need at this point.” Her tone is insecure, and it breaks my heart. Every woman deserves to feel strong and settled in her role.

I lift her hand, raise it to my lips, and place a soft kiss on the back. A rosy hue suffuses her cheeks. So pretty.

“First, you let Bo here work on your outer appeal. Then Royce will work with you on firming up your presence in the boardroom, assisting with any business blunders, and meeting with your executive team to determine where the internal operations of the business stand. Last thing you need while you’re taking over is in-house mutiny. Your staff, and most importantly your board members, are going to want answers on how you plan to run the business. Everyone needs to feel your confidence in not only maintaining status quo, but also being a change agent.”

“I got you, girl.” Royce tucks his hands in his pockets and lifts his chin.

Sophie inhales fully and swallows before clearing her throat. “I’m worried I won’t be enough. My father built this company and ran it singlehandedly for thirty years. I was supposed to come in after college, take a lower-level executive position, and learn the business organically. Now”—she shakes her head—“I’m not sure I’m ready.”

“Do you want to run this company?” It’s the quarter-of-a-million-dollar question, seeing as that’s how much she’s paying International Guy to make it happen.

Her eyes flash to mine. I can see sadness layered with a hint of hope in them. “It’s always been my dream.”

“Then we’re going to make that dream come true. One step at a time.”

Sophie’s belly growls, and I laugh before hooking an arm around her waist, urging her to stand.

“First, lunch. Then we’ll have Royce meet with your chief financial officer and your chief operating officer while we shop with Bo for your new wardrobe.”

She licks her pretty pink lips, which makes my dick perk up at attention. The simple act of her tongue making an appearance and I’m already getting hard for her. There is definitely more to this woman than she presents to the world. I won’t stop until I bring every ounce of her out of this boring and bland shell.

“And what will you be doing through all of this?” Her decadent sugar-and-spice scent wraps around my senses as she nudges closer.

I offer her my most devilish smile, pick up her hand, and thread our fingers together. “I’ll be holding your hand, ma chérie . . . the entire way.”
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After lunch, we head straight to Avenue Montaigne, where my research pinpoints a veritable feast of high-end fashion designers such as Gucci, Christian Dior, and my personal favorite . . . Jimmy Choo.

I hold open the glass door for Sophie and Bo.

“We’re starting with shoes?” Sophie’s French accent makes everything she says sound like pure sex. I could listen to her speak for hours on end.

I loop my arm around her shoulders and scan the shelves until I find exactly what I’m looking for: a fucking-hot pair of red three-inch stilettos. The shoe has a classic pointy toe and graphic lines, including a section where a strap of leather gracefully wraps around the ankle and ties into a feminine bow at the top of the foot.

“One thing I know about women is the first step toward change always starts with a sexy-as-sin pair of heels.”

She looks at the shoe thoughtfully. “It’s very pretty, but it’s not exactly practical at the office.”

I grin. “No, it isn’t, which is exactly what we want.” I invade her space, pressing my chest against hers and whispering in her ear. “Just imagine how it will feel to have every man want you and every woman want to be you. That’s what International Guy is going to do for you.”

She shivers as I let my chin just graze her jawline before backing away.

“Um, I’ll try it on.” She blinks innocently and bites down on her bottom lip.

Yeah, she’s starting to feel the heat building between us. It’s only a matter of time. I pegged it the second I heard her voice. I knew I wanted to hear that sultry lilt whispering filthy French nothings into my ear. Soon I’ll have her eating out of my hand and digging the spikes of these fuck-me shoes into the tender skin of my ass. Except. She’s a client. It’s not like we have a rule about not mixing business with pleasure; we just haven’t had this much money or this big a client on the line. It wouldn’t be wise to go there with her.

I adjust my growing length, adding a little pressure to the poor guy. He hasn’t had any action in a few weeks, much to my dismay. Work has given me very little playtime lately, and you can’t play the field when you’re not at the ballpark.

“What’s your size, ma chérie?” I clear my throat and shake out my suit jacket, buttoning the front to hide any evidence of my burgeoning arousal.

“Thirty-eight, which in US sizing is a seven.”

“Lucky number seven.” I wink and lift the €630 shoe up toward the saleswoman. “Thirty-eight, merci.”

Sophie takes the shoe in her hand and turns it around as if she’s never seen anything like it. “The shoe is named Vanessa. Lovely name for a lovely shoe,” she remarks.

“Makes sense, because when you wear her, you’re going to feel like a different woman.”

She blushes and takes a seat while the clerk brings out her size.

“We’ll take these five pairs in a thirty-eight as well, precious.” Bo hands the attendant a handful of different heels. The woman preens under his attention.

I shake my head and focus on sweet Sophie. Kneeling down, I assist with the shoes. Once she’s got them both on, I offer my hand and lead her over to the mirror, taking a position at her back.

With my chin at her shoulder, I growl into her ear, “Your legs look long as fuck.”

Sophie shifts her foot in front of the mirror, evaluating each side. While I watch, she stands straighter, lengthening her neck. The meek, shy woman I met earlier disappears right before my eyes, and a strong, sexy-as-hell one takes her place.

I put my hands at her tiny waist, my lips just grazing her ear.

“Very few things in life can make a woman feel sexy like a brand-new pair of smokin’ hot stilettos.” As I watch Sophie bloom in front of my eyes, I’ve never been more certain of this fact. Women and shoes. Adam and Eve. Yin and yang. It’s all the same.

“I love them.” She smiles wide. That smile could knock men right out of their boots if it’s pointed in their direction. “What’s next?” She spins around, beaming.

“A new wardrobe, babe.” Bo waggles his eyebrows as the attendant lays out the other shoes for Sophie to try on.

She ends up purchasing all but one pair. Her driver places the bags in the trunk as I hold the limo door open for Sophie and Bo.

“Where to, Mr. Ellis?” the driver, François, queries.

“Christian Dior, my good man.”

I slide into the car next to Sophie, who’s wearing the new red heels. Her legs are crossed, but the shoes make them look a mile long. Damn distracting, all that smooth skin on display. I press my lips together and watch the scenery go by as Bo chats up our new client.

Client.

Client.

She’s my client, not the next woman to warm my bed. Though I would be lying if I didn’t admit to thinking about all the ways those legs could be manipulated in the sack.

Around my waist.

Spread wide open.

Up in the air.

A zillion different ways I’d like to bang Sophie Rolland enter my mind. I need to get laid. Preferably by a Frenchwoman with a penchant for dirty talk.

The car stops, and I bolt out as though the damn thing is on fire.

Bo follows, then holds his hand out to Sophie, helping her out of the car.

Our client.

I’m going to keep reminding myself of this fact until it’s beaten into my head. With previous clients, I didn’t have the desire to sink balls deep until they scream out my name with their scintillating French accent. Something about sweet Sophie, though, is working my libido, and I desperately need to get a handle on it.

Bo leads our girl into the store. You wouldn’t know it from the simple jeans, fitted T-shirt, and ever-present leather jacket, but clothing is Bo’s domain. He likes to joke that it’s from taking endless clothing off women that made him so good at knowing what to put on them. Whatever it is, he’s got the skills to take a dandelion and make her a rose by finding the right threads.

“We’ll start with dresses, skirts, and pants for the workplace.” He leads Sophie to a chair and has her take a seat before chatting with the sales associate.

Sophie twiddles her thumbs and bites her lip.

I sit next to her and take one of her hands between both of mine. Her breath hitches, but she relaxes back into the chair, some of her nervousness dissipating visibly at my touch. I like that response more than I want to let on, but I lock it away as something to mull over later. For now, I’m going to be whatever she needs to get comfortable as we turn her world upside down.

“Do you trust me, Sophie?”

“I barely know you.” Smart girl.

I squeeze her hand. “And yet, you’re sitting in a clothing store, gripping my hand like a life preserver and not fleeing.”

She licks her lips, looks down at her shoes and then back at me.

“Use your intuition. You hired me. We’re here. Everything is going to change . . . for the better. This time in your life is for you, ma chérie. It’s your time to shine. Show the world you’re nothing but golden.”

Sophie inhales and exhales slowly before nodding. “I trust you, Parker.”

I grin and pat her hand. “That’s good, Sophie. Real good. I’m going to teach you a lot about yourself, unearth things you never even dreamed were a part of you.”

“And how are you going to do all of this?” Her voice shakes when she speaks. It makes me want to wrap my arms around her, hold her close, and ensure her happiness—mind, body, and spirit.

I turn sideways in the chair and grab a lock of her hair between my first and middle fingers, pushing it behind her ear so I can cup her face unhindered. “One layer at a time. Starting with the ball-busting businesswoman and ending with the sex-on-stilts savvy woman.”

She laughs, lifting her hand up to her mouth.

I stop her hand before she can. “Don’t ever hide your smile. Mark my words, once I’m done with you, men everywhere will drop at your feet just to be the one to put that smile on your beautiful face.”

Sophie’s cheeks pinken, and she glances away shyly. God, I love a shy woman. Just ups the stakes, making the challenge of bringing out her other sides more fun.

Bo and the sales attendant come back.

“A room is ready.” Bo hooks a finger over his shoulder toward the back of the store.

“Lead the way.” I extend my arm and take Sophie’s hand. It’s warm and comforting in my palm.

As we walk to the changing area, she leans against my side. “I’m kind of excited to see what he’s picked out.”

I grin. “Me too.”

Bo takes Sophie’s other hand and pulls her into a room. I scan the area while he gets her set up with her first few outfits to try, telling her what to pair with what. I shake my head and venture back out to the racks where the ready-to-wear business attire is. Above a rack of suits is an image of an angel. A sexy-as-fuck angel. Blonde. Curves for days. Sex in a suit. My dick flickers to life once more at the ad campaign showing Skyler Paige, my all-time celebrity crush, dressed in a perfect Christian Dior suit.

I can’t help but stare at the blonde waves of hair tumbling down around her shoulders, a stark contrast to the midnight-black jacket. Her legs go on for days in a fitted pair of slacks, tapering in toward dainty ankles I’d like to nip and kiss. If I had a woman like Skyler under me, I’d tease her for days, make her moan in a variety of ways before I’d give her what she wanted, what only I could give her.

Fuck.

I shake off the lingering lustful thoughts of my dream girl and get back to the matter at hand. I can think of Skyler another time, when I’m in need of a little one-handed fantasy. I’ll think back to this image and use it to play sexy secretary to my alpha boss. Bend her over my desk and give her a raise.

Chuckling about my stupidity, I find a pair of cigarette-style black dress slacks and a matching blazer. The jacket has a wide black satin collar and a single button. The style will look magnificent on Sophie.

Turning around, I find the sales associate Bo was working with. “Can I have these two items in whatever size my friend chose for her?”

“Yes, of course.” She finds the appropriate sizes, and I follow her back to the dressing room as Sophie exits in a black leather pencil skirt and a white silk blouse. Paired with the red heels, she looks like a bad girl ready to kick some ass and take names.

I clap at the outfit. “Definitely.”

Bo surrounds Sophie, hand to his furry goatee. “We could take in the seam about half an inch here.” He runs his hands down her hips. “Show off your pert little ass more,” he says, and Sophie’s earlier blush turns to a ripe cherry-tomato hue.

I scowl. “She looks fucking perfect as is.” My voice sounds raw, like I just woke up, even though that was hours ago.

Bo backs off and lets a puff of air out of his mouth, assessing me before getting close and lowering his voice. “I’m sure you think so. You haven’t taken your eyes off her ass and legs since we met her. You calling dibs?”

Am I?

Instead of responding, I bristle, my skin feeling clammy and uncomfortable. “Just do your job and keep your hands off,” I grumble low between my teeth.

He backs away, hands up in surrender. He turns on one heel, going back to our client. “The outfit’s good. You feelin’ it, babe?”

She runs her hands down her own hips, and my dick stirs. “It’s different, but I like it.” She moves her hips from side to side, shimmying, getting the feel of the new threads.

“Let’s get you in a dress,” Bo suggests.

“No.” The one word leaves my lips, brooking no argument. I clear my throat. “The power suit.”

Bo purses his lips and then points to the changing room. “You’re the boss. Sophie, go on ahead.”

She steps off the platform and goes into the room. The second the door closes, Bo is all up in my grill. “You’re losing perspective, brother.” He points at my chest.

I slap his finger and arm away. “Not possible. I’m all in.”

He snorts. “Yeah, as in you want to get all in Ms. Frenchy.”

I scowl. “Fuck off.”

“Just calling it as I see it,” he says flippantly.

“You’re wrong.” I straighten my shoulders and make sure my suit jacket is firmly closed, hiding any potential view of my hardening cock. Seeing her ass cupped in black leather, bare legs for days paired with the red heels, instantly gave me a semi.

“Not likely. But we’ll play your game.” He clucks his tongue. “Your funeral, man . . . getting between a client’s legs.”

“Like you haven’t,” I grit under my breath, basically outing my desire to have her in those three words.

He crosses his big arms over one another. “Exactly. I have, many times. Shit idea. Every single time I think with my dick.”

“As opposed to any other time.”

Bo shakes his head and heads back toward Sophie’s room, spouting over his shoulder, “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
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Loaded to the gills with Dior, Gucci, Prada, and Valentino, we still have a couple of more stops to make. Sophie yawns, leaning heavily against my side in the back of the limo.

“You tired, ma chérie? Would you like to start fresh in the morning?”

She shakes her head. “No, but a glass of the sparkling wine would do wonders.” She gestures to the minibar.

I grin and clap my hands together. “My specialty.” A bottle of real French Champagne is being chilled in the small hideaway fridge. I pull it out and inspect the label as if I can read French. I can understand a lot of it, but definitely not read it.

Sophie giggles, playfully kicking up the heel of the leg she has crossed over the other. I want so badly to grab that leg and run my teeth along the creamy length, biting into what I can sense would be a spectacular pair of toned thighs. I’ve seen enough of them already since Bo made her change into one of the tighter-fitting work-appropriate sheaths he found at Gucci. If this dress is what he deems work appropriate, I’m fucked when I see her in one of the twenty cocktail dresses he fitted her for.

I shiver and shake off my wandering thoughts. There be dragons down that path. I pop the cork and pour the three of us glasses of the bubbly.

Sophie hums low in her throat at the first sip.

“Fuck!” I hiss, and cross my legs, trying to stave off the desire weaving through my chest, cutting a path directly to my cock.

This day has been sheer torture. I need a hot shower and some quality time with Righty, or maybe I’ll hit a local bar and find a willing participant to warm my hotel bed for the night. There’s got to be a good place to pick up women around here. Bo will know. I’ll ask him later, on the sly. With that man’s rotation of what he calls chicklets, he’s likely already researched the best place to pick up the ladies. Of course, I could just summon up the image of smokin’ hot Skyler Paige in her sexy secretary suit. Worst. Plan. Ever. Thinking about Skyler for even a fraction of a second. My dick has radar on those types of thoughts, and after Sophie’s legs and my celebrity crush zipping through my mind . . . I’m screwed. I grab some ice from the console and run a cube along the back of my neck to literally freeze away the lustful sensations taking over.

Sophie finishes her glass just as the driver stops in front of the flagship Galeries Lafayette on Boulevard Haussmann. According to Google, it’s one of the biggest department stores in Paris.

This time, the driver opens the door. Bo and I pound back our Champagne, and he finishes off with a seismic level-ten burp on the burp-o-meter.

He pounds his chest. “Damn. Had to be done.”

The stench wafts over, and I scramble out of the car. “You might want to air out the back,” I whisper to François, and glare at my friend.

“What?” He holds his hands out innocently.

I shake my head and grab Sophie’s hand.

“Be prepared,” Sophie mutters.

I cringe. “Why?”

“This store is a lot to take in. You could get lost in here.”

Bo holds open the door for both of us, and I can instantly see why she gave the warning. It’s as if we’ve walked into a different world. One of opulence and supreme love of all things gold. I stop in the center and look up. I can’t not. The entire ceiling is a dome made of colored glass. An open balcony showcasing the variety of floors and wares available for locals and tourists defines each level. Bo moves on ahead as I stare in awe.

“Wow,” I say, and hold on to Sophie’s arm to balance myself. It’s the same feeling I get when I enter a Catholic church. It’s magnificent and completely overdone. The art nouveau style pays an enormous amount of attention to detail. I can’t remember the last time I was in the presence of something so impressive. Awe ribbons through my body, as though I’m seeing something I know for certain I’m never, ever going to forget, nor would I want to. It’s incredible. Unlike anything I’ve seen before.

“Magnifique, n’est-ce pas?” Sophie remarks in French, and I can’t help my carnal reaction.

It’s instant. Insane. And direct.

Fire burns a path through my body. Excitement, lust, and desire roar in my ears as I cup both of her cheeks, capturing her by surprise while she’s looking up at the beautiful dome-shaped glass ceiling above. The moment my palms reach her cheeks, I move in. No thought, just action.

Leaving the consequences at the door, I press my mouth to hers and kiss her.

I kiss away her surprise.

I kiss away her thoughts.

I kiss away my resolve.

I just kiss her. For a long time. So long that her body is reacting to mine, her arms curving around my back, fingers digging into my shoulder blades through my suit. I don’t care. Nothing matters but sharing this moment with the beautiful woman at my side. Her mouth opens, and I dip my tongue in, just teasing hers with mine. She tastes of dry Champagne and smells divine. Her sugar-and-spice scent curls around my head, forcing me to take more, delve deeper. Sophie gasps and clings to me as I kiss her, her body a heavy weight against my chest as if she’s given all of herself to this single kiss.

Regretfully I pull away, nibbling a little bit at her succulent bottom lip and setting her firmly on her feet. Her eyes are still closed, her mouth just barely open. With just my fingers, I caress the side of her face.

“Come back to me, ma chérie.” I chuckle, and finally she opens her eyes and blinks as though I’ve just awakened her from a lovely dream.

“Kiss drunk.” I curl my hand around her chin and pet her swollen bottom lip with my thumb. “You gonna be okay?”

She nods dumbly.

I can’t help but laugh again. “Sorry about that. Got lost in the moment. A spectacular sight like this needed a kiss tied to it. You always remember a first kiss. Don’t you agree?”

Sophie blushes. “Oui. Merci. It was a very good memory indeed.”

“Now that’s what I’m talkin’ about.” I hook my arm around her shoulders. “Pretty sure Bo moved on to the jeans section.” I gesture my other arm forward.

She frowns. “I don’t wear a lot of jeans.”

“SoSo, there are five things I know about how to make a woman feel sexy. You have to trust me.”

“SoSo?” She questions the nickname I’ve just given her. I didn’t plan on it, but I feel connected to this woman. Comfortable around her. Obviously comfortable enough to give her a personal nickname and kiss her in the middle of a department store. Not my usual MO to be sure.

I decide to berate myself later for the kiss, but not for the nickname. She is definitely a SoSo.

“Keep up,” I chastise, ignoring her question. “Five things I know about women that are guaranteed to make you feel sexy.”

“Okay, Mr. Ellis, enlighten me. I am your willing student.”

Willing being the operative word, but I choke that one back in order to get to business.

“Today, you already experienced number one and number two.”

“The shoes?”

I snap my fingers. “Bingo. A pair of smokin’ hot stilettos. Tell me you don’t feel sexier wearing those shoes. And don’t lie; you’ve been staring at them nonstop all day.”

“As have you.” She cocks one eyebrow.

I bite down on my bottom lip, wanting to kiss her again. The coy little vixen.

“Not even going to lie. You look hot, but what I want to know is, do you feel hot in them?”

She purses her lips and continues to walk, leading the two of us up an escalator to the second level. “Oui.”

“Okay, and the second foolproof item for making a woman feel sexy is either an LBD or a black power suit.”

Sophie frowns. “LBD?”

Forgot about the language barrier. “Little black dress.”

She nods.

“In your case, a little black power suit. Something to give you confidence, hide any insecurities you might have standing in the boardroom and/or going up against your father’s investors. Well, now your investors.”

“I did like the suit.”

For €4,000, who wouldn’t? Of course, I don’t say that, because money is not something she lacks, nor should she feel shitty about what her family has worked hard to achieve. Still, four g’s is a lot of cash to blow on one suit. Necessary in the world she was born into, but still hard to swallow. In the past, we’ve worked with some rich clients, but none of the caliber or pedigree of Sophie Rolland. This job is a major coup for International Guy Inc., and hopefully, the first step to the next level. If I don’t fuck it up, say, by kissing our client in the center of a department store in the heart of Paris.

Because I like being connected to her physically, I take her hand. I spy the jeans section, and Bo is already pulling down several pairs. He’s absolutely in the zone. I can only hope he’d moved on far enough to miss the kiss earlier.

“Hey guys, got these pairs for you to try on, Sophie. Different styles for different events and shoes. You’ve got your boot cut, skinny leg, wide leg, and slim fit.”

He hands the lot to Sophie and points to the dressing room.

“Thanks, Bo. You’re really quite good at this.”

“I should be. My mother’s been a fashion designer all my life. I knew how to sew a button on a pair of cargoes before I knew how to hit a baseball.” Bo shrugs. “Only boy of a single parent, with three girlie-ass sisters and a fashionista for a mother. What can I say. It stuck with me.” He winks and gestures for her to get going.

The moment she’s out of earshot, I swear I’m back in the junior high school locker room, talking with my buds about getting to first base with an on-again, off-again girlfriend.

“Lip-locking in department stores?” Bo raises both of his eyebrows and grins cockily. “Classy.”

I frown and brace my hands on my waist, knowing he speaks the truth. It was not my best moment. Instead of disagreeing with him or shooting something offensive back in my defense—because I really don’t have anything—I settle on, “Shut up.”

He laughs, comes over to me, and claps me on the shoulder in support. “Bro, if you want to hit that, hit it. Just make sure you don’t fuck it up for the rest of us, businesswise. You’re slick, dude; just make it work. Cool?”

I sigh and run my fingers through my hair, suddenly feeling bone-tired. We spent seven hours flying from Boston to Paris on a red-eye, dropped off our bags, freshened up, and left first thing to meet our client. I think a bit of jet lag is taking its toll.

“Thanks, man. I’ll work it out.”

He waggles his eyebrows like a creeper. “I’ll bet you will.” He rolls his hips in a circular motion, mimicking a sexual act.

I punch his shoulder as Sophie walks out in a skintight pair of 7 For All Mankind jeans. My heart fucking stops beating, and my dick hardens instantly.

“Oh . . . hot damn.” Bo whistles and circles around Sophie as I stare at her pert little ass in the best-fitting jeans known to mankind. Praise the 7 brand gods, for they know how to dress women’s bodies. “The slim fit. Perfect, honey. Like numb nuts back there, you’re going to have the men swallowing their tongues when you take on the town with a pair of your girls.”

She flings her hair over one shoulder and looks at me through the mirror she’s standing in front of. My gaze is on her perfect fucking ass.

“Vous aimez?”

“Amen to you. Yeah, that!” I cock my head to the side and inspect her long legs. The denim cups her ass and hugs her thighs and calves to utter perfection. A better pair of jeans could not be found. No way. Nohow.

Sophie giggles, and it makes my heart start pounding out a staccato beat in my chest.

“I said . . . do you like? Not amen.” More laughing.

“Oh, yeah.” I walk up to stand behind her, curl my fingers around her hips, and press my hard cock against the soft flesh of her ass. The sandy brown of my hair looks lighter next to her darker color. The bright blue of my eyes is piercing as I take in all that is her fine body. I grind down on my teeth and thrust against her a bit harder.

She gasps, sucking in a breath, her brown eyes growing darker, pupils dilating. I grip her hips more fully, ensuring she can feel me completely against her ass. “I think you can appreciate the evidence of how very much I like seeing your body encased in these jeans.” I give her another shallow grind, and she releases the breath she must have been holding and licks her lips.

Fuck. Now I want to kiss her again.

I swallow, dig my fingers into her hips, and try to get back on topic. Moving my lips to her ear, I hold there, waiting for her to lock her gaze with mine in the mirror.

“Now tell me, sweet Sophie, do you feel sexy in these jeans?”

She shudders in my arms.

“This is number three of my sure things. A pair of skintight jeans that show off all your assets. And by God, these do wonders for your . . . assets.” I slide my hands down and cup each ass cheek. Her body arches, her breasts jutting forward in offering.

If we were at the hotel alone, I’d have my hands on far more than her ass. One hand would be down the front of these jeans, working her clit, and the other, cupping her tit. I’d shove the jeans down her long legs, bend her over the arm of the couch, the vanity, the breakfast table, and take her from behind, hard and fast. I can tell she’s thinking about it too. She sighs, presses back against my cock, and bites down on her bottom lip.

“Parker, it’s unfair to have you this close, your gorgeous body hard against mine, the beauty of your face and form in my vision. I can hardly breathe as it is when looking at your chiseled jaw and stunning smile, and to have it so close, all that is you, pressing into me . . .” She shakes her head dazedly.

Yes, sweet Sophie is quickly turning into something else. Admitting how hot she is for me is an awesome step forward. Not that I didn’t expect it. I’m not stupid. If my parents hadn’t graced me with great genetics I wouldn’t be as good at my job. I’ve been told countless times by women that I’m good-looking. Regardless of what anyone says, a handsome face, cut muscles I work hard to keep, and respect for the opposite sex can get you far in life.

I step back unsteadily, and she slumps forward.

“I think we’ve had enough for today. Pick this up tomorrow after we meet with Royce and your team?” I clasp my hands in front of my groin because I’m out of fucking control.

Sophie Rolland is sweet and a great kisser, with a lean, fit body. I’m dying to bone the shit out of her.

Space.

What we need right now is space from one another. Space for me to get my libido under control so that I can do my job.

“Go ahead and change, babe, we’ll wait for you,” Bo suggests.

Bo.

Once again, I’ve forgotten the guy is even here. Seeing Sophie in those jeans, her body just begging to be peeled out of them, rubbing my cock against her pert ass . . . I lost it. Totally fucking lost myself for the second time in a public place.

Bo shakes out his leather jacket and puts his hands in the pockets. “You, my main man, are gonzo. When was the last time you got laid?”

“Seriously?” I growl.

“Dead. Fucking. Serious. You need to get laid. I have not seen you wrapped up in a woman like this in a long fucking time. As in, back in the day when you were gaga over Kayla McCormick. Fuckin’ bitch that she is.” He makes a face like he’s about to puke.

“You’re really bringing up my ex? It’s been years, Bo. Years.”

“Yeah, years since I’ve seen you lose it over a girl.”

“This is nothing.”

“No, it’s something. Maybe not exactly like Kayla, but dude . . . I’m thinking you could bust a nut if you don’t bury the snake and soon.”

My entire body feels too heavy, his words weighing on me like two-ton weights.

“What I need is for you to shut the hell up. And maybe a cold IPA, a hot shower, and a burger and fries. How’s about you manage that shit for me so I can cool my jets. Yeah?”

He chuckles and pulls his phone out of his pocket. “I got you, bro. No big. We’ll get you settled with all of that and maybe even find you a chicklet.”

“Ugh! No chicklets!” I pull on my hair and cry out to the glass ceiling above.

“You okay?” Sophie lays a warm hand on my forearm.

I nod my head. “Yeah, I think I’m a bit jet-lagged. You decide on the jeans?”

She smiles shyly and looks down at her feet, then back up at me. “I’m buying two pairs of the ones you liked but in different colors.”

“Atta girl, SoSo. Let’s get you checked out.”

She walks in front of me, and I can’t help but stare at her ass. It doesn’t look as good in the dress as it did in the jeans, but damn close.

What the hell is wrong with me?

Sure, I know it’s been a while since I’ve gotten my dick wet, but this is “out there” behavior, even for me. Sophie’s sweet. Definitely not my normal type. Usually I shoot for the good-time gal. The one that immediately leaves after sex, or allows me to make her breakfast and then leaves. That girl understands the score. That girl isn’t sweet. She’s a woman who knows what she wants and gets it. I’m typically the lucky fuck who’s the beneficiary of a sexually liberated woman. If she shares her body with me, I treat it and her well. No exceptions.

What I do not do is charm clients toward an end goal of wrapping their legs around my waist and burying my cock so deep inside of them I forget my own name. Sophie does that to me, and it’s damn distracting.

Then again, maybe Bo is right. Maybe I need to take her to bed, but be honest. Women do not like to be lied to, and there can be a slippery slope where honesty is concerned. Tell too much and they’re offended. Tell too little and they feel betrayed.

I’m not sure where Sophie will fall. Which is the absolute exact reason why I’m not going to take it there . . . until we’re both confident we are aware of and accept the outcome. Long-distance relationships, intercontinental relationships, are not part of my plan. Never were, never will be.

Still, the attraction is there. I’m not the only one experiencing that pull. Had I been a different man, I could have followed sweet Sophie into the changing room and taken her up against the wall. She deserves more than a quick fuck. She deserves romance, flowers, and all the things I’m not prepared to give her.

Bo knocks my shoulder, reminding me I’ve been in la-la land thinking about this issue.

“Bro, don’t worry. It will all look crystal clear in the morning. As long as you’re not gnawing off your own arm to avoid waking up a wench, you’re A-OK. Yeah?” He smiles with full teeth on display.

I cough and chuckle at the same time. Leave it to Bo to put a little light into an otherwise confusing-as-hell situation. He’s right, though. Tomorrow, everything will come up daisies. Happiness is a choice. How you deal with your day starts the second you roll out of bed. And with God as my witness, I will wake up alone in bed.

Alone.
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My nose itches. No. Now it’s my right nipple. Wait, something is trailing light as a feather down my sternum, past my abs, and straight down to my hard . . .

I open my eyes and arch my hips up into the warm hand encircling my morning wood.

“Levier et briller. Stud.” A black-haired, gorgeous American woman butchers the French language when she attempts to say “rise and shine.” I may not be able to speak it fluently, but I paid enough attention in my high school French class to know she jacked that phrase to shreds. Not that it matters, because the woman has the palest blue eyes and a sassy come-hither look plastered on her face.

“Shit!” I flop my head back down on the pillow as Blue Eyes scratches her nails down my entire chest and through the hair at my groin. Her devilish hand encircles the root of my dick harder as she covers the tip with the heaven of her mouth.

“Fucking hell!” I tunnel my fingers through her long tresses to hold on to her nape while she swallows me down.

As she works my cock, I try to remember how I got into this rather welcome predicament. I vaguely remember agreeing to go out with Royce and Bo to have dinner and a couple of beers. They urged me to stay up later and get on the Parisian time clock so that I wouldn’t be slammed so hard by jet lag. Stupidly, I followed their advice, and now, here I am. Getting my dick sucked by a woman whose name I don’t even know. Not exactly the worst situation I’ve been in.

Flashes of last night weave into my conscious mind like a debauched X-rated B movie.

Laughing with the guys at a local pub down the street.

Pints flowing steadily.

The dark-haired goddess sitting in my lap.

Kissing her in the taxi.

Pressing her curves against the wall of my suite, hands all over one another.

Clothes falling like dominoes, scattering over the hotel floor as we make it to the room.

Taking her from behind.

Missionary.

Reverse cowgirl.

“Fuck, shit!” I cry out as she lays the hoover lockdown on my cock, physically pulling my release from my body. Now I recall why I gave her the nickname Goddess. Some of the best head I’ve ever had.

My release comes fast and furious. I ride her mouth like a bucking bronco. She takes it all in stride, never losing her grip or pace until I’m gone, shooting into her mouth and groaning loudly into the room. My breath comes in heavy, labored pants as I attempt to pull myself together.

When every last drop has been wrung out of me, she giggles, wipes her bottom lip with her thumb, and glides up my body like a sexy snake charmer. Neither of us has a stitch of clothing on. Her wet slit comes in contact with my bare abdomen, and I grit my teeth, trying to stave off another rising.

“Don’t get hard again. I don’t have time. I’ve got a master class today that I’m going to be late for as it is.”

“You’re in college?” I’m certain my eyes widen to the size of baby elephants. What the hell was I thinking? I’m turning thirty this year. “Please tell me you’re at least twenty.”

Blue Eyes laughs and nods. “Cool your jets. I’m twenty-four, stud. You asked me that last night, but you obviously don’t remember.” She shimmies her hips, waking up the beast once more. I thrust up against her as she leans forward and kisses me. I hold her close, kissing her back, enjoying her womanly curves pressed along every inch of my front. God, I love women. Soft, pliable, and they always smell divine. Of course, now she smells a little like me and a lot like sex. Still, there are undercurrents of her flowery scent that I inhale deeply while kissing down her jaw to her neck, pushing her up so I can get at her lush tits.

The naked goddess grips my head, running her fingers through my hair. “Okay, maybe one more round, but then we go our separate ways. I’ve got an on-again, off-again man back in the States.”

I smirk and bite down on the slick tip of her nipple before pulling off. “And I’ve got a hard cock ready to make you forget him for one more hour.” Kneeing her legs apart, I roll us both over and notice the handful of discarded condom wrappers on the end table. Safety first. Thank God! I spy one unopened and fist pump myself mentally for bringing a stash with me before grabbing the foil packet and ripping it open with my teeth.

Blue Eyes grabs the rubber and wiggles between us, rolling it down my eager length. She wraps her legs around my hips. “Gimmie,” she coos on a pout.

“First, Goddess, what’s your name?”

Her lips curl into a delicious smirk. “Does it really matter since we’re never going to see one another again?”

I purse my lips, run one hand down her delightful curves while pondering her question. In the end, it turns out she’s right.

“No, I guess it doesn’t,” I say, before centering my cock at her slit and slamming home. Her entire body arcs on a pleasured moan.

“God, yes! Make it hard!”

What kind of good-time guy would I be if I didn’t give the lady what she wants?

[image: image]

I open the door to my hotel suite. Blue eyes, long legs, and fucking-hot hair stops, presses a hand against my chest, and kisses me. Her tongue tangles with mine for a long couple of minutes until she hums low in her throat and pulls away.

“You rocked my world, stud. I’ll be feeling you between my legs all week. Thanks for that.”

I palm her ass in a bruising grip. “Have a nice life.” I peck her lips once more.

“You too!” She winks and saunters toward the elevator. I lean against the doorjamb, finally feeling more like myself. Bo was right. I needed to get laid like I currently need a gallon of water.

A throat clears down the hall, and I glance over to find Royce, his big form towering over the woman he’s standing shoulder to shoulder with. Our client.

Sophie.

I cringe, and my entire body goes straight as a board, suddenly scared shitless. A crazy reaction for me, because I haven’t exactly done anything wrong. And yet, an uncomfortable loathing sensation slithers along my spine, resting somewhere between my heart and my stupid, wandering dick.

Yesterday I kissed Sophie in the middle of a department store, fondled her ass, and made my attraction to her clear. The very next morning she catches me kissing my one-night stand goodbye at my hotel room door.

I’m a schmuck.

“Hey guys, I’m just about ready. Come on in.” I wave them over and avoid eye contact with Sophie at all costs.

Royce and Sophie both enter. Royce is dressed in a fly suit. The man knows how to rock a suit. Like Sophie, he pays some serious coin for his threads. Usually Armani or Tom Ford. I prefer variety in my wardrobe and a good tailor. Today’s attire: a pair of chinos, a Ralph Lauren sport coat in a dark gray with thin plaid striping, and a yellow-striped Ermenegildo Zegna tie over a crisp white dress shirt. No cuff links. Royce is the only one I know who always wears cuff links. Today he’s got his favorite black onyx ones on alongside his ever-present and stupidly expensive $6,000 Breitling watch.

I tug on the sport coat and button the single button. “Coffee, anyone?” I gesture to the coffee I’d made for nameless Blue Eyes and myself. That’s the moment I allow myself to truly make eye contact with Sophie . . . and she looks incredible. Absolutely knock-down, drag-out beautiful.

Dressed in one of the new skirt-and-blouse combos Bo picked out, she looks fierce and ready to take on the world. Her hair is in a slick ponytail, making her neck look delicate and swanlike. She’s got on a pair of Louboutins with a rounded toe, the signature red sole, and at least four inches in the stiletto. My dick would take notice if he hadn’t already been sucked and fucked and now needed a serious rest. Though my heart and mind are fully aware of how our client is blooming in front of my eyes.

“You look incredible, Sophie.” I smile softly, hoping I haven’t already ruined a budding friendship or our new business relationship.

Sophie’s cheeks pinken. “Merci. I have you and Bo to thank, of course.” Her eyes meet mine for a split second before she looks down and away.

My heart sinks at her inability to look at me for longer than a few seconds. Like a dog with his tail between his legs, I take a few steps closer and glance over her shoulder to where Roy is making himself a cup of joe, making sure he’s not listening. Sophie’s lips flatten the closer I get.

“SoSo, I’m sorry about what you saw. I got drunk last night . . .”

She cuts me to the quick. “You owe me nothing.” Her words are a whisper but carry with them a sincerity I didn’t expect. I can’t tell if she’s mad and hiding it, putting on a brave front, or truly okay with what she saw.

Before my eyes, she stands taller, lifts her chin, and eases closer. “Parker, I do not expect anything from you. If we choose to act on our attraction to one another, we both must go into it knowing it is short lived. You live in America. I am never leaving France. I have a business to run. You have a business to run. That is far more important than—” She gestures between the two of us. “What is it you Americans say? A roll in the streets?”

I tilt my head back and laugh. Hard. I can’t help it. “A roll in the hay, or a roll between the sheets. Yes. I understand. I’m just happy you’re not . . .”

“Pissed on?” She messes up American colloquialisms once more.

“Pissed off. You don’t ever want to be pissed on.” I point my hips forward and pretend to pee on her, making a whizzing sound.

She jumps back and laughs out loud. The first time I’ve really heard her let loose. Sophie could light up a room with her beauty when she laughs. One day, she’s going to make the right man very happy. That man is just not me. Although I can’t say I don’t still have an undeniable attraction to her.

“So, then we’re okay? Really okay?” I reconfirm.

“Oui. Though I will allow you to buy me dinner to make up for leading me off.”

I hold back my laughter, covering my mouth with my fist. “Leading you on.” I shake my head, feeling lighter than I did when I saw her standing at the other end of the hall.

She frowns. “Americans speak very funny.”

I hook my arm around her shoulder. “You have no idea, but stick with me, kid, and you’ll be okay.”

“I plan to, Mr. Ellis.” She pats my abdomen in a friendly, supportive manner, and a strong wave of relief rushes over me, coating me with the happiness of a brand-new day. I knew when I woke up, today was going to be epic. Then again, I started my day with my cock between the lips of a goddess and will end my day feeding a sweet heiress.

Life definitely has a way of balancing things out.

Royce claps his hands and rubs them together. “We ready to get down to biz-ness?” He grins. “I’m ready to get my hands filthy dirty in your finances and executive holdings.”

“We have the limo waiting. Is Bo going to join us?” Sophie asks.

Royce grabs Sophie’s arm and places her hand in the crook of his elbow. “No, sweet thang; money is my gig. Bo wouldn’t know what to do with his own capital if I didn’t manage it for him. Besides, he’s got company this morning.” He grins and waggles his eyebrows at me.

What Royce really means is that Bo likes to sleep in, and if he has company of the female variety, he won’t roll out of his room until well after lunchtime.

“Park and I will handle the business aspect of things,” Royce confirms. “Bo will be back . . .”

“Tomorrow for your hair and makeup lessons,” I add, filling in the plan.

“I cannot wait.” Sophie beams.

Roy pats her hand. “That’s the right attitude.”
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“Sophie, look at this.” Royce sets a folder full of spreadsheets, graphs, and numbers on the desk in front of her. I yawn and settle back into the couch, responding to my email while keeping an ear tuned to what they’re working on.

Royce points to a set of numbers. “This is your cost-benefit analysis on the last three new products. You see this one?” Royce taps his finger on the paper in front of her. “It’s not performing as it should.” He grabs another folder. “And here’s the marketing plan for this product. The team is falling short on innovation, planning, and follow-through. Your father set aside a steep budget because this item has the potential to be your next top seller. It’s the perfect product.”

“Yes, I know. This does not make sense, though. It is a perfume line that crosses generations, ideal for teens, mothers, and grandmothers.”

Royce nods and adjusts his slim and sleek rimless glasses before handing her a sheet of paper, his eyes looking hard as steel through the lenses. “Check out this concept from one of your interns.”

“An intern?” She frowns and takes the sheet, scanning the document quickly. “Interns usually hand over their concepts to the team lead. If the lead likes it, the intern gets to work on the plan as part of the official product launch. It is a way to help bring light to the potential of our incoming youth. My father was an advocate for taking advantage of all resources, especially new innovators. Why was this not brought up? The concept is brilliant.” Her lips form into a flat white line.

Royce nods and crosses his arms. “I checked back, and that same manager has submitted this intern’s work, but changed the name on the top to his own. This one particular intern is responsible for the last two products being successful. Somehow, though, she’s getting zero recognition and has three disciplinary marks against her personnel record from that same supervisor. I think you need to bring her in and have a chat with her. Not only does she seem to have the best ideas out of your entire marketing department combined, but her last two concepts are the reason you’re making a mint on the other two products. For some reason, the last idea was not put into play, and the entire product line is failing.”

Sophie frowns, picks up the phone receiver, and presses a button. “Stephanie, can you please have Christine Benoit from the marketing department sent up to my office immediately? Merci.”

I smirk, enjoying that she’s making a very clear effort to speak everything in English for our benefit.

Roy leans forward. “I think you’re going to end up having to speak with one of your board members too. This particular marketing manager is the son of Louis Girard.”

Her expression falls into one of disdain. “This board member has given my family nothing but trouble since they invested in our company. My father hired on his son, Enzo, to extend an olive branch and show solidarity. And now it seems it is backfiring in our faces.” She sighs and props her head in her hand, her elbow resting on the desk. I can tell by the glazed, faraway look in her eyes she’s thinking of the best way to get out of this situation.

Royce flips through more documents and then frowns. “Well, it’s about to get tricky. I pulled Enzo’s personnel file, and he has seven complaints from seven different women for inappropriate sexual advances. He was given only a warning each time by the head of your personnel department. Looks like a Mr. Moreau is protecting the guy. A lot, based on what I’m seeing. What’s your policy on sexual harassment?”

“Very strict. One warning, one official disciplinary note, and if a third time occurs, they are fired.”

“And he’s had seven warnings in the past two years. Sophie, this guy is bad news.” He hands her the personnel file he’s reading from.

“Oui. Très mauvaise nouvelle en effet.”

I run back through my memory bank of high school French. She said something about bad news.

“Sounds to me like you know what you’re going to have to do,” I remark.

Sophie taps at her bottom lip. “It is not so simple as destroying him.”

I grin. “SoSo, I think you mean terminating him or giving him the ax.”

“Oui. That.”

“Why?”

Royce jumps in. “If this guy has had seven warnings, how many employees are not telling his buddy in human resources about their experience? I’d bet my Breitling watch there is a horde of women in this company who have been on the receiving end of his bad behavior, just not bringing it to light out of fear.”

She inhales long and slow. “His father is on the board and very vocal. I am going to have to figure out the best way to handle this.”

I stand up and make it over to stand behind her. I put my hands on her shoulders and massage them until she loosens up and the tightness I see marring her face eases away.

The buzzer on her phone rings, and her assistant’s voice pipes through.

“Ms. Benoit is waiting to see you.”

“Send her in,” Sophie calls out. I head back to the couch. Royce continues pawing through her financials and files as Sophie stands to meet her employee at the door.

A timid young woman enters. She’s an absolute sprite. Tiny and beautiful. Her hair is in a braid down her back, the ends touching her ass. She’s wearing a nice pair of high-waisted navy slacks and a white cropped blazer. Simple beauty.

Sophie holds out her hand. “It is lovely to meet you, Ms. Benoit; I am Sophie Rolland.” She addresses her in English, which I appreciate.

“These are my associates, Mr. Ellis and Mr. Sterling, from an American firm I have hired. They will be sitting in on our discussion.”

The intern follows her lead, speaking in perfect English and sitting across from her. “Good to meet you all. May I ask what this meeting is about? I must say I was rather surprised to be called into the president’s office.” One of the woman’s legs jitters beneath her where she sits, nerves already taking hold.

It reminds me of how I once felt being called into the principal’s office back in grammar school. Except I was there for looking up the skirt of one of my classmates. I guess even then I was eager to figure out the difference between boys and girls.

“Ms. Benoit, I understand that you have been submitting your marketing plans to your team lead, Mr. Girard?”

Her jaw goes visibly hard, lips tightening at the corners.

“Yes.”

“And two of your plans have helped the product line immensely,” Sophie continues, direct and professional.

“You know those were mine?” Christine’s eyes widen in shock.

“Thanks to the efforts of my researcher over there.” She raises her hand toward Royce. He winks at the client. Flirt.

I hold back a grimace. He’s not interested in Sophie. She’s not his type. He likes his women with serious junk in the trunk and far more than a handful up top. Caucasian, African American, Hispanic, Asian, Pacific Islander—the ethnicity doesn’t matter to my man Roy. It’s all about the curves. Kind of like the song “Baby Got Back” by Sir Mix-a-Lot.

Christine twiddles her fingers, and Sophie clocks the movement. “I also know that the same manager is passing off your work and ideas as his own and has made an inappropriate sexual advance toward you.”

Her staff member coughs and looks away, a heavy scowl marring her pretty face.

“You can speak freely with me, Ms. Benoit. I am not my father, and I do not hold steady to the old edict.”

“Well, you made it sound like it has only been one advance.”

“Has it not?” Sophie frowns and her eyes narrow.

Christine straightens her spine and clenches her hands so hard I can see her knuckles turning white. “He has made more advances than I have fingers and toes. At one point, I kneed him in the genitals when he cornered me late after work.”

Sophie’s entire face pales, and her lips form a nasty snarl. “He has laid his hands on you?”

Christine nods and looks away.

“Touched you more than once?”

Another nod.

“Where exactly?” Sophie’s words come out calm and collected, but I can tell by her demeanor and the way she’s holding both her hands in fists that she’s anything but relaxed.

Christine sucks in a breath, glances my way and then in Royce’s direction.

“Would you feel more comfortable if we left?” I stand up from my seated position on the couch.

She shakes her head. “No. I am just . . . embarrassed.”

“You have nothing to be embarrassed about. We’re here to help, but we need to know everything in order to make a good case against him. His father is on the board of directors.”

Christine makes a gagging sound. “I know. That is why I knew he would never get in trouble even though I have told Mr. Moreau every time he made a pass at me and all of the times he has fondled me.”

“Fondled?” Royce grates through his teeth.

Oh shit. One thing you do not do where Royce is concerned is touch women in a manner they don’t appreciate. His mother was a domestic abuse survivor, and he does not stand for women being physically hurt or touched without consent.

“Roy . . . ,” I warn.

“Christine.” Sophie uses her first name for the first time. Smart. Get on a personal level with the woman. “How did he touch you?”

The intern swallows and waves a hand over the general vicinity of her chest. “Here. And I have lost count of how many times he has grabbed my derriere. The only time it was really bad was when he cornered me, like I said, but I took care of that by kneeing him in the balls.”

“And you told these things to Mr. Moreau?”

“Every time.”

“Christine.” Sophie stands abruptly, and her employee follows. “Thank you for your time. I appreciate your honesty. My office will follow up with you. Your commitment to this company and your innovative ideas have not gone unnoticed. Within the next two weeks, you will be receiving a formal offer to join our staff. I need to spend a bit more time getting up to speed, all things considered,” Sophie says, referring to her father’s recent passing.

“Merci, merci, madame. I never dreamed—”

“Never stop dreaming.” Sophie cuts her off with a smile. “My assistant will be in touch soon to discuss your title, pay, and benefits package.”

“Thank you. Merci!” Christine stands and leaves the office, a brilliant smile painted across her face.

“Good work.” I stand next to Sophie, grab her hand, and kiss the tops of her fingers. “I’m proud of you.”

“Yeah, you sounded to me like the woman in charge,” Royce adds.

“Thank you, gentlemen.” She pats my hand. “I obviously have a lot more work to do.” Her face a mask of fierce determination, she picks up the phone. “Stephanie, get Mr. Moreau in my office in the next thirty minutes. A half hour after that, I want Mr. Girard waiting.”

I grin. “Rack ’em up!”

“Knock ’em down!” Royce finishes.

Sophie places her hands on her hips, looking a lot like a superhero. She’s fired up, and I love every second of seeing her come into her own before our eyes.
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“Mr. Moreau, please take a seat.” Sophie gestures to the couch opposite the chair she’s standing behind.

If I had to guess, I’d say the older gentleman is in his early fifties. He’s dressed to impress, with his suit, close-cropped, neat hairstyle, rimless spectacles, and a pair of expensive shoes that shine like a newly minted penny.

The man unbuttons his jacket, sits back on the couch, crosses one leg over his knee, and places a hand on top of it. The puffed-up position of his body language would have one assuming that he were the king of the castle. “To what do I owe the pleasure, ma chérie Sophie?”

I cringe at the term of endearment. Sophie didn’t mention she was close to the head of personnel, nor did she act as though she were saddened by the news of what they’d discovered. Sophie was downright angry at the news, livid even. I watch as she narrows her eyes and places her hands on the back of the chair across from Moreau. She holds a position of power, standing taller while he sits. Good girl.

For the last thirty minutes Royce and I had coached her on how to handle the situation when it comes to a high-level employee and her options. The two of us went over how he could respond, what her choices were, and how they could affect her and her company. We also confirmed company policies and discussed the best way to deal with a scumbag like Moreau. Once we were done, she’d firmed her chin, straightened her spine, and told us that she was ready.

As I watch from my seat on the couch across the room, I can see that she truly is.

“I am not your darling. You will address me as Ms. Rolland or not at all.”

The man bristles and sits up. “Please, excuse me if I have overstepped.”

“You have.” Her tone is matter-of-fact, and I want to cheer her on, but instead stay silent as she gives this guy the what for.

“Forgive me.” His jaw tightens as if it’s painful for him to say.

She nods abruptly. “I have brought you here today because it has come to my attention that one of our staff has received not one, not two, but seven different complaints of sexual misconduct.”

He frowns. “Not possible. He would have been fired after three.”

Sophie purses her lips and walks over to her desk, where Girard’s file is. She hands it to Moreau.

A twitch of his lips shows his irritation at being called out. “This is the son of one of our most esteemed board members. I assumed your father, and now you, would want to excuse Mr. Girard due to his standing in this company.”

Sophie tips her head back and laughs.

Moreau’s face turns a beet red as he watches Sophie’s response. His mouth twists into an ugly scowl. “You find this funny?”

Her head snaps down, and a fiery, righteous woman stands before us. “Mr. Girard has seven complaints. Seven.”

“They were not from the same woman. I took the liberty of accounting for that fact. After each of those warnings, none of those women had a complaint again except Ms. Benoit. He has a wandering eye and a penchant for crassness. Should he be punished for that or taught a lesson?” His manner is droll.

“You are making excuses for him?” she shoots back.

Win for Sophie.

Jesus, this man is a tool. Dirtbags like him give men in powerful positions a bad rap. As a man who runs a company, and a man who loves and respects women, I’d like to take him out to a dark alley and show him what a real man thinks of his morals and philosophies. Teach the scum a lesson he wouldn’t soon forget.

Moreau coughs and stands. “Is it not my job to protect the company from a scandal? I hardly think one offense deserves the backlash that will come from Mr. Girard’s father.”

Wrong. One harassment charge can bleed a company dry.

“That is not for you to decide. You, Mr. Moreau, are supposed to do your job!” Sophie’s voice rises, but she’s not quite yelling. God, she’s amazing.

“I did do my job.”

“By giving Mr. Girard tacit permission to ruthlessly harass the females in this company? And one woman in particular, who has given a verbal statement that she was harassed and fondled multiple times. None of which you recorded in Girard’s file.”

He blusters and walks around the table to where Sophie is standing. Royce steps up next to her, not saying a word, arms crossed over his chest. He looks very imposing. When a six-foot-four, built man is staring you down, and you’re almost a foot shorter—definitely a waif compared to Royce’s buff state—you back off. Quick.

Moreau paces the other direction, and I relax against the couch but don’t take my eyes off them.

“Repeatedly you neglected to report cases of sexual harassment,” Sophie continues.

“If you are referring to the intern, Ms. Benoit, she had it coming. He clarified the entire thing to me. Said she was always flirting and making passes at him, then acting affronted when he responded.”

Total and utter bullshit. He’s fishing, and it makes my skin crawl to think a man like this is the head of HR.

“And did you interview her? And watch what you say; I have already spoken with Ms. Benoit,” Sophie continues as my internal disgust for this slug ratchets up a hundred degrees.

His eyes widen momentarily, then an emotionless mask falls into place.

“Yes, I did, on multiple occasions. I explained to her that it was all just a misunderstanding. Besides, she does not even work here in an official capacity. Who should we believe? The board member’s son, who has worked here for a few years, or the just-out-of-college, immature intern? I think the answer is obvious.” He waves a hand in the air in a gesture of dismissal. “And your father would too.”

“Did you bring this situation to my father’s attention when he was alive? It has been going on for two years, based on the timeline of the complaints.”

Moreau frowns, lifts up his head, and puffs his chest in a false display of bravado. “I did not have to. Your father let me lead as I saw fit. I knew how he would have handled the situation, and it would have been exactly as I have done.”

“You are wrong. My father created the harassment policy. He had only a single child. A woman. He would never want me harassed in a workplace and absolutely would not stand for any woman being treated like an object, especially in his company. He respected women, all women. He treated each of his employees with gratitude and respect for the work they did, regardless of their gender.”

Damn straight. I want to high-five her across the room. I glance at Roy, and by the small smile alone, he too is proud of her.

“What is it you want me to say, ma chérie? We are at an impasse, for your father is no longer here to settle this disagreement.”

And that’s when I see the stunning businesswoman claw her way to the surface. It’s beautiful to behold the way Sophie stands straight, firms her jaw, and cocks her head.

“That is the second time you have called me darling. I am not your darling. I am your boss. I own this company and am responsible for all of the people within it. That means when someone is not doing their job, based on the policies we have set in place to keep people safe, tough decisions must be made. And as such, I am sorry to tell you, Mr. Moreau, but you are relieved of your position with the Rolland Group.”

The man takes a couple of steps back, and one of his hands covers his abdomen as though he’s lost his breath. Probably did, from the proverbial punch to the gut.

“You cannot mean it?”

“Oh, but I do, Mr. Moreau. You are fired, effective immediately. Your severance package will be issued by accounting in the next forty-eight hours.”

Royce steps up and curls his hand around the man’s bicep. “I’ll escort you to get your personal belongings.” His voice is like a thunderclap, deep and definite.

“This is absurd! I have worked for this company for twenty years. Hired personally by your father. You cannot do this to me!”

Sophie crosses her arms over her chest. “Actually, I can, and I have. Please do not make this any harder by making a scene. Mr. Sterling will escort you to your desk, where you can pick up your things and leave. I will have a package mailed to you regarding your severance. Thank you for your years of service. I wish you well, Mr. Moreau.”

“You are going to regret this decision! I will make sure of it!” he hollers as Roy leads him to the door.

“I doubt that very much.” She smiles sweetly. It’s like getting punched in the face by Rainbow Brite or a magical Disney princess.

“Come on; get a move on, or I’ll drag you. You do not want me to wrinkle my suit.” Roy’s voice is a panther-like growl. “If that happens, there will be hell to pay.” Royce pushes the irate man out the door and closes it behind him.

Sophie sucks in a huge breath of air. Her shoulders slump, and I watch her face crumple as the tears fall down her cheeks.

I pull her into my arms and hold her close, petting her hair. “You did so well, sweet Sophie. Amazing. I’m proud of you.”

She sniffs into my dress shirt, her body hitching with sobs. “Y-you a-are?”

I nod and kiss her temple, leaving my mouth there so she can feel my words while hearing them. “Yes. So. Damn. Proud. You took charge of the situation, stood up for what was right, and set an example for how you want your company run. Then you enforced the policy. All you, SoSo.”

Her arms lock around my waist as she rests her ear against my chest. She’s so warm and small in my arms. I could hold her for a century. Do anything to protect her from harm. In a very short time, I’ve come to care for Sophie, and I can’t, for the life of me, explain it.

“There really could be no other outcome for him.” I want this to sink in for her. “He didn’t deserve to stay on. He broke the rules of the company and protected a man who was harassing women. For years. There is never a time where that’s going to be okay. You did the right thing. Do you feel as though you did?” I need to know where her head is.

She nods. “Yes. It was still hard. I have never fired anyone before.”

I weave my hands through the locks of hair dangling from her ponytail. It’s soft and silky, exactly how a woman’s hair should feel running through a man’s fingers.

“You’re going to have to do a lot of things you don’t like when running a company of this size. You have thousands of employees to consider in the decisions you make, each of them with lives, homes, bills to pay. And that should come with the ability to go to work and feel safe. You ensured that for them today. Now you just have to deal with Mr. Girard.”

“Stephanie sent me a text a bit ago stating that he called in sick to work today. It will have to wait.”

“All the better. You need some downtime to process. How about I take you to that dinner I promised you?”

Sophie leans her chin against my sternum, her pretty brown eyes glassy and sad.

I cradle her face and wipe her tears with my thumbs. “It’s going to be okay. All of this will get easier.”

“Thank you. For being here. For helping me learn how to do this.”

Against my better judgment, I lean forward and press my lips to hers. I’m kissing another woman the same day as the last one.

What’s wrong with me?

I pull away before the desire to deepen the kiss overwhelms me. “Dinner?”

Sophie smiles lightly. “Yes. Dinner. And wine. Lots and lots of wine.”
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“When you said you would take me to dinner, I had no idea it would be at the world-famous Jules Verne Restaurant in the Eiffel Tower.” Sophie squeezes my hand as an attendant leads us through a secret entrance for restaurant goers.

We’re in the belly of the beast, surrounded by iron bars and rivets galore as we wait our turn to go into the private elevator that slowly takes you from the ground level up 380 feet to where the restaurant resides.

“This way, Messieurs-dames.” The attendant, who is smartly dressed in an all-black suit, gestures to the open elevator.

It’s compact and cozy, the entire back wall glass. The sun is just setting over the horizon as we ease our way up the country’s most iconic monument.

“This is incredible!” Sophie gasps, leaning against my side.

I frown. “Have you not been to the Eiffel Tower before?”

“No, I have, but I was a child then. We visited on a school outing, and of course, I have seen it from below, walked the path, but have not experienced it as an adult.”

I hook an arm around her waist. “I’m glad we’re doing it together.”

“More first-time memories?”

She remembered. “Yes. And with a beautiful woman by my side, one I’ll never forget.”

“Then we should kiss, non?” She turns, flattens her chest against mine, and wraps her arms around my neck. “First times should always be marked with a kiss.”

I bend forward and cup her soft cheek.

She lifts up onto her toes, bringing her lips a scant inch from mine. “Do not think about it. Just do it.”

’Nuff said. I lay my lips over hers and take her lips in a slow, meaningful kiss. She opens her mouth instantly, inviting me in. I accept the invitation, licking deep and devouring her. Her sugar-and-spice scent swirls around me, coating me in heaven. Her tongue dances with mine as I turn her head left, then right, going deeper, wanting more. Our kiss becomes heated, bodies pressing against one another, trying to get closer. I need skin . . . her skin.

I run my hand from her cheek down her neck, and cup her breast through the silk of her dress, and then farther down until I encounter the hem. In no time at all I’ve got a lock on a velvet-smooth swath of Sophie thigh. I push her forward against the glass and grind against her front as I suck her tongue.

She moans into my mouth right as the lift stops and the bell dings, announcing we’ve made it to our destination. It takes serious effort to leave the beauty of her mouth and body, but I peel myself away, and she slides her hands down her dress, making herself presentable once again. It’s so easy for women. They can just breathe through their desire and attraction. They don’t have a hockey stick tenting their pants when they’re excited. Flushed cheeks can be explained away by heat or hormones. Men can’t do the same when they’ve got an erection the size of the damn tower itself!

I button my suit jacket over my erection and guide her in front of me as the attendant takes our names and looks up the reservation I made this morning when we got to Rolland Group Inc. I was lucky to score a reservation, but apparently midweek is easier when you’re planning on spending several hundred euros a plate.

We’re seated in a position that’s perfect for two and right next to the floor-to-ceiling windows, which give us a spectacular view of Paris at dusk.

“Did you know that Chef Hugues de Saint Vincent will be making our meals tonight? He is a culinary genius.” Sophie smiles wide, and I vow to do more to put that smile on her face.

“Is he now?”

“Oui. I have heard nothing but amazing things from my father. He ate here many times when I was away at university. He loved his country and anything overtly French. He promised me he would bring me here one day upon my return. Alas, that was not to be.” She looks out the window, a sorrowful expression taking over her earlier joy.

I place my hand over hers on the table. “Then we shall toast to Mr. Rolland and have a splendid meal in his honor.”

Sophie nods and smiles softly. “I would like that.”

The sommelier comes to our table and offers us the first of six wine pairings we’ll be having with our courses tonight. The first is a crisp white that has a complex French name but tastes like a sauvignon blanc from New Zealand.

We enjoy the first pairing while appreciating the view as the sky lights up in pinks and darkening purples. Lights throughout the city start to flicker on in faraway chateaus and row houses, like lightning bugs across a green plain back home in Massachusetts.

We are brought the second pairing and a small appetizer that includes a sea bream in a sorrel-herb sauce. The second Sophie takes a bite, she moans, and my dick takes notice, stirring once more. He should be tuckered out after the overnight romp I had with Blue Eyes, yet Sophie makes me—and him—take notice. I adjust my pants, trying to find a bit more room, making sure the white tablecloth hides anything vulgar from popping up.

“Tell me about yourself, SoSo. What’s it like to be a French heiress?”

She takes a sip of her wine and purses her lips.

“Not as interesting as you might think. I have spent the last six years at university getting my bachelor’s then my master’s in business. Prior to that, it was school and extracurricular activities such as language and piano lessons. My father was strict about being able to speak fluently the primary languages used in business.”

“Really? How many languages do you speak?”

She lifts a hand. “English obviously.” She ticks off one finger. “Italian, Spanish, and German, and a bit of Japanese but not much. I am afraid that the Asian languages are difficult for me to grasp.”

I blink dumbly. “You speak five languages.”

“Like I said, almost six if you include French, and one day, I will have a better handle on the Asian languages.”

“Sophie, you blow me away.” I laugh and suck back the rest of my wine. When she does the same, our trusty sommelier brings the next tasty wine from another French region. It’s buttery and layered with citrus notes, reminding me of a California chardonnay.

“If I may ask, where’s your mother in all this?” I pinch off a piece of a roll and pop it into my mouth. I groan when the rosemary-infused oil from the bread hits my taste buds. So. Damn. Good.

Sophie waits for me to get over my bread mouth-gasm before speaking. “My mother died during childbirth. I never knew her, but my father loved her dearly. Never remarried after her. I think when you find the one you are meant to be with, it does not matter how long you have them. You will always want no one but them. At least that is what my father always said.”

“Wow. I think he had a good point, though. My parents were high school sweethearts. Got married right away and had my brother, Paul, then two years later, me. They’ve been happily married for going on thirty-six years. They married when they were only nineteen. Pops, to this day, swears that I’ll know when I’ve met the one I was meant to settle down with. Said I’ll feel it deep in my bones and heart like a physical ache.”

“Do you believe that?” She swirls the golden wine around her glass.

I nod and lean back in my chair, the wine, not to mention the easy company, making me loose and relaxed. “No reason not to. He’s what I have to go by, and I’m a lot like my father.”

“And have you ever felt that sensation or ache before?”

I shake my head. “No. Then again, I worry that I’m not open to it. I’ve been so focused on building International Guy Incorporated with my partners for the last few years, all of my attention has been on that. Maybe I missed the proverbial one in passing?”

Sophie chuckles. “I do not think so. Like your father said: you will know it. I am open to that feeling happening, but like you, I need to focus on work. Keeping my father’s company alive and well. This is more important to me than anything else.”

I nibble on my bottom lip. “Makes sense. I imagine you’ll probably find the one at a business event in the future.” I grin.

Sophie raises her glass. “To finding love in the workplace or anyplace.” She chuckles.

I tap her glass with my own. “To finding love at the right time.”

Sophie frowns. “I do not think there is a right time for anything. It just is.”

For a long moment, I think about what she said and realize she’s right. “Touché.” I hold my glass up high once more. “To finding love that just is.”





6

The food is mouthwateringly good, our view outstanding; wine is flowing, and I’m having the best time with Sophie. I can’t remember the last time I laughed so much with a woman.

“You’re really a fun date.” I fork another delectable bite of duck confit in some insanely tasty sauce. At this point, I just eat what lands in front of me because every course and bite we’re served has been better than the last.

Sophie chuckles. “You are snickered!”

I howl with laughter and smack the table once, making a bunch of the glasses tinkle and rattle. None of them fall, thank God, or I’d turn into the most ill-mannered date she’s ever had. Though something about Sophie makes me believe she wouldn’t care much. This girl takes in stride everything that comes at her.

Is she inexperienced about business? Yes, but her instincts are on point. A little honing of her natural skills by Royce and me, and she’ll be golden. As far as her taste in clothes, she has left much to be desired. Especially since she lives in one of the fashion capitals of the world and can afford any designer without batting an eyelash. Still, I like that she’s quirky, eager to learn, and picks up things lightning fast.

“It’s snockered! Not snickered!” I laugh again, but try to rein it in.

She giggles and sips at her fourth pairing of wine. It’s a Chianti from Italy that goes lovely with the duck. So far, it seems as though with each pairing, the wine gets thicker and darker. Works for me. I love wine and food. Put them together and you’ve got quite the party.

“Tell me, sweet Sophie, what does a lovely young woman like you do for fun?”

She puts an elbow on the table and rests her head on her hand. “Read, watch American TV programs on Netflix.”

I let my mouth fall open in an overt display, expressing my shock. “You don’t!”

She nods. “I do. I love that show Leverage where a team of highly skilled thieves steal back things and give them to the poor. Like a modern-day Robin Hood.”

“I’ve seen it! I love that show. And there’s a Sophie in it!”

“And a Parker!” She squeals with delight.

“Oh my God! You’re right. Only Parker is the blonde girl who’s able to do all those acrobatics and squeeze through tight places.”

Sophie nods. “Oui, oui! I bet you could join their team. You are very handsome and look the part. Besides, I am sure you have some tracks up your sleeve!”

“It’s tricks up your sleeve, not tracks! Silly woman!”

She covers her mouth as she laughs fully, her cheeks becoming rosier the more wine she drinks.

“What do you do for fun back in the States?” She sips her wine, a crimson drop glistening on her bottom lip. If I were sitting next to her and not across from her, I’d lick that drop right off her plump lip. I bet she’d taste amazing mixed with wine. Finally she licks her lip, and I groan before running my hand through my hair.

The wine is warming my gut, and I find that I’ve not a care in the world while having dinner with Sophie. It doesn’t feel at all like a business dinner, even though she’s a client. Then again, I haven’t exactly acted all that professionally, if you consider kissing her and fondling her ass yesterday, and kissing her and copping a feel in the elevator. Sophie and I are headed in a far more tangled gray area of this relationship, and as much as I should put on the brakes, she told me the score earlier. If we choose to become lovers here in Paris, it’s going to be short lived. Her declaration, not mine. I’m 100 percent on board with that decision. And I can’t get the idea of spending a few nights between her thighs out of my mind.

“Um . . . Parker, where did you go?” She frowns.

I shake off the lusty thoughts. “Nowhere. Just thinking. Fun? Me?”

“Oui.”

“Back home, my father owns a pub called Lucky’s. The guys and I head there once or twice a week for dinner and drinks. We shoot the shit, play pool, that type of thing.”

“Sounds entertaining. You are close to these men, yes?”

I nod. “Yeah, they’re more than business partners. They’re my family. Like brothers to me.”

“That is important in a smaller company.”

“It is. We make it work. I run the day-to-day; they do a lot of jobs off-site, and for big clients like you”—I cock an eyebrow—“the three of us bring in the big guns.”

She snickers. “The big guns? I am imagining a western movie with cowboys and saloons!”

She gets me laughing again. “Nothing like that. It’s a figure of speech. It just means that when we’re all three on the job, the client is very important. And you are. To all of us.”

Her eyes seem to twinkle as the waiter brings another course. “Mon Dieu! You are going to fatten me up!”

I shake my head. “Not at all. You’re perfect. Now eat up. I think this is the next to last. Our entrée and then we have dessert.” I waggle my eyebrows at her to get a rise.

She doesn’t bite. Instead, she leans forward, licks her lips, and whispers, “I thought dessert was in your bed back at the hotel?”

My head doesn’t explode, but it sure feels like it does. That response was not at all what I was expecting. “Sophie, I’m not taking you to bed tonight, regardless of how much I want to.”

What. The. Fuck. Did. I. Just. Say?

Her lips form a little pout, and she sits back in her chair. “I do not understand. You want to; I want to. I am not a delicate flower, if that is what you are worried about.”

I grab her hand and hold it in both of mine. “Sophie, you’re more than a quick fuck.”

“But that woman this morning . . . she was good enough.”

I cut her off. “Sophie, as I mentioned, I’d been drinking. Profusely. Not to mention, I was a bit delirious with jet lag. Otherwise I definitely wouldn’t have taken her back to my room after I’d kissed you in the same day. To be honest, I’m a little embarrassed about the whole thing. I don’t even know the woman’s name.”

Her eyes widen. “You had sex with her, and you don’t know her name?”

I squeeze her hand and imagine I look properly chagrined, because I feel like an absolute douchecanoe. “Look, I’m not gonna lie and say I’ve never taken a woman home for a one-off. I have. More times than I can recall right now. But that’s not you. You’re a client and becoming a friend. Someone who deserves a little more wooing than a single dinner after a rough couple of days of work.”

She pulls her hand back and sets it in her lap. “Whatever you say.”

“Sophie Rolland . . . you’re golden, baby. And you need to be treated that way. Never let a man treat you less than as the rarest jewel. Okay?”

Instead of looking away as I suspect she might prefer, she focuses her gaze on my face. “You think I am worth more?”

I smile and take in all that she is. Rosy cheeks, chocolate-brown eyes, delicate, swanlike neck, and a mouth made for kissing. “Yes, I do. And I’m going to show you exactly what more looks like over the coming week.”

Her mouth twitches into a sexy smirk. “I cannot wait.”

I bite into my bottom lip. “Me either.”
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The next morning, Bo strolls into the salon as if he owns the place. He goes right up to the owner, pats him on the shoulder with one hand, shaking his hand with the other, before turning around and holding out an arm. “And this is the lady I spoke to you about. Ms. Sophie Rolland.”

Sophie walks with her head held high, far from the woman I met only a few short days ago. She air-kisses the man, who’s rocking a serious three-inch bouffant that somehow looks perfect on him. He’s clad in a lightweight pitch-black sweater with the sleeves pushed up and matching slacks. On his feet are a pair of black leather loafers and no socks. I know this because his dress slacks only go to the top of his ankle. Not exactly my gig, but it works for him.

“You are going to be my masterpiece, chérie. After I am done with you, your boyfriend will fall to his knees in worship.”

Sophie’s eyebrows furrow. “I do not have a boyfriend.”

The man grins crudely. “Ah, then you will after I am done! Sit, sit. Let me get my hands on you.”

I clap my hand over the thin man’s bony shoulder and squeeze just enough so that my intentions are known. “Dial it back, pal.” I glance at the sign on the door. It says “Dorian Petit Hair Designs” in a sleek, thin font. “Dorian, is it?”

He nods, staying perfectly still.

“Treat her like the lady she is, yeah?”

“Monsieur Montgomery has secured the finest services for our high-profile client. I shall give her that if you will let me get to work.” He shrugs off my hold, grabs a cape, flaps it out like he’s rallying a prized bull, and ties it around her neck to protect her clothing.

Bo grabs my arm and eases me to the corner. “You sit here. Don’t get involved. This is my territory. Trust my judgment.”

“He said he was going to put his hands on her.”

Bo nods and rubs at his chin. “Probably has to do that to cut her fucking hair. Relax! Jeez. Thought your night with Lady Big Tits and Hair would fix your little problem. You still gaga over our client?”

I sigh. “Not your business.”

“Fuck, you are. Whatever, man. Just get over yourself. I take care of her in my domain. In fact, why don’t you take a walk? Respond to some emails. Review one of the thirty-plus resumes that headhunter sent us for an assistant. Get you out from under all that paperwork and research for once. We’ve got the golden goose literally eating out of our hands. We’re set for now. Take a load off. I’ve got Sophie.” He points to the door. “Go.”

Fine. I lift my hands in a gesture of surrender. “I’ll go. I’ve got an errand to run anyway.”

“Great. Do that. While you’re at it, make a call to the headhunter. The twit’s calling me now. I’ve got zero opinion on who you hire. Just find someone.”

“Like it’s so simple to hire an assistant to help us in what we do. We’re not exactly the normal ‘run reports, type up interoffice memos’ routine. I’ve got to find someone who can be discreet. Buy women’s lingerie at the drop of a hat. Pick up the phone and ask a high-powered professional what her bra size is. Not to mention, have the ability and skill to do the heavy research on our clients before we meet with them. It’s not like I can easily take an ad out for that type of talent on Craigslist.”

“Which is why we agreed on the headhunter and his exorbitant fee. Just deal with it, man. I’ve got to talk about highlights and lowlights on Sophie’s hair. Can I go do my job?”

I punch him in the shoulder.

“Ouch! That hurts, man. Not here.” He points at his bicep. “But here.” He circles his heart and pouts dramatically.

“Shut up,” I groan.

Bo chuckles and shoves me toward the door. “Out. And don’t even think of coming back for another two hours at least. She won’t be done for a while.”

Without saying another word, I head out of the salon. The driver opens the door of the limo. “Where to, sir?”

“I need to go back to the Galeries Lafayette store. I’ve got a couple of things I need to get. Do you mind taking me and waiting? If not, I can call a cab.”

He shakes his head and gestures to get in. “Not at all. I am here to serve you and Ms. Rolland. I understand she will be busy for a long while. I am happy to drive you.”

“Merci beaucoup.”
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The Galeries is just as grand as it was the other day. It’s hard to believe that, only a couple of days ago, I was having my first kiss with Sophie in the center of this store. Regardless of my lack of judgment, I don’t regret what I did that day. It has not only opened a door to a new sexually aggressive side to Sophie but also made me realize that you can be attracted to someone sexually and want to be their friend just as much as get between their legs.

A true friend with benefits.

It’s not exactly a relationship I’ve ever held in the past. Either I’m dating someone exclusively, which generally only lasts a couple of weeks before work gets in the way, or I’m not. Hence, the reason I didn’t lie when I told Sophie last night that I’ve had many one-night partners. In my business, you meet a lot of women. And I love everything about women. Especially fucking them. I wouldn’t be a twenty-nine-year-old single male if I didn’t like getting between a woman’s thighs . . . regularly. I just don’t usually commit to one particular female for longer than a few rounds. I definitely don’t call them a friend or plan to keep in contact with them once our arrangement is complete.

The thought of not keeping in contact with Sophie after we leave France sends a shiver of unease through my chest. I like Sophie. Genuinely enjoy talking to her and spending time with her. Plus, she’s beautiful and sexy as hell. Not that she knows it. But that’s part of what I’m here to do. Show her that she’s desirable. Help her achieve the confidence to manage all aspects of her life knowing that she’s worthy of it all. Running a multibillion-dollar company, going head-to-head with the big dogs at the executive table, learning and controlling the sensual and sexual sides of her femininity. Being free to explore new things. Remind her that she’s young and should be able to let loose once in a while. These are all things I hope to give her. If that also includes some serious rounds of fucking the daylights out of her . . . so be it. I am a man of my word, after all.

I grin and walk up to the MAC cosmetics counter and head right for the lipstick. The red and crimson blotches are calling to me like a homing beacon. I pick up one named Ruby and rub it along the top of my hand, imagining it on Sophie’s complexion. Not the right color. Farther down is a display that’s singled out. A matte black base with a metallic red chamber catches my eye.

“Viva Glam Red” the sign says.

I pull the tube out of the tester and rub it across my hand next to the first stripe. The outspoken red is luxurious and reminiscent of a glamour girl from the fifties. Perfect.

“Superbe couleur!” A very thin woman wearing all black approaches. Her blonde hair is cut into a pixie style that suits her slight stature. She’s wearing her own bold red lip color.

“Parlez-vous anglais?” I remember the basics from my schooling. Even with Sophie speaking French intermittently, I’m still not comfortable enough to hold a conversation with a stranger.

“Yes, of course. I said that is a great color.”

“I think it will look spectacular on the woman I’m buying it for.”

“That is very nice of you. And just so you know, all of the proceeds of that purchase go toward our MAC AIDS Fund to support the fight against HIV and AIDS.”

“Really?”

She nods. “Oui. I mean, yes.”

“Fantastic. I’ll take three, please.”

“Anything else?”

I shake my head. “No, thank you.”

The woman rings me up, and I’m on my way to lingerie. Time to find sweet Sophie something naughty and nice. Pulling out my phone, I bring up the number for Andre Canton, the headhunter we’ve hired.

The phone rings once before he answers. “Canton Global, Andre speaking.”

“Hey, Andre, Parker Ellis here. I’m returning your call.”

“Calls, you mean. I’ve got to admit, Mr. Ellis, you and your partners are hard men to get ahold of. I thought you might have forgotten that you hired my firm to find you the right executive assistant.”

I chuckle while taking the escalator up another level of the Galeries. I weave through shoppers and tourists oohing and aahing over the architecture and magnificence. I get what they’re feeling. It’s brain melting if you stare too long.

“Sorry about that. We’re away on business in France. I’m glad I caught you. Apparently, you have quite the list of possible candidates.”

“I do. I’ve sent over resumes. Have any of them seemed like a potential fit?”

I run my fingers through my hair, digging my nails into my scalp. “See, without sounding like an ass, I’ve only looked at a handful, none of which had what I’m looking for. What I’d like you to do is cut the list down to five potentials.”

“Only five?”

“Yes. We do not have time to sift through thirty-plus resumes of people who might work. What I need is for you to choose a person who is going to understand our unorthodox business practices and the unique nature of our work. Got a pen?”

“Yeah. Shoot.”

“Look for the following characteristics: Ability to travel domestically or internationally at the drop of a hat. Can handle three bosses who may have contradicting philosophies on how to do something. Will be unafraid to ask high-profile clientele extremely personal questions. Has hacking skills.”

“Hacking?” Andre interrupts.

“Maybe hacking is the wrong word. Excellent computer and research skills. We need a whiz kid at pulling together client profiles of some big names. How they get their information is for them to know and me to not be concerned with for now.”

“Oookay.” He doesn’t sound convinced, but I continue anyway.

“And able to work alone. You know, Andre, some weeks there will be no one in the office but our assistant. They have to be able to handle that, schedule meetings and conference calls, book all of our travel and accommodations, assist with budgeting and overall business administration.”

“So this person will have to be willing to relocate to Boston if chosen. You want the person at IG headquarters?”

“Yes. Absolutely. Sometimes we may take the assistant along or fly the assistant out just to cater to our client. The person who works for International Guy has to be able to take on a lot and grow with the team. The learning curve will be fierce because there is no one in that role, nor has there ever been. We’re creating this position as we go and planning to pay top dollar to fill it.”

“I’m getting the feeling you need a jack-of-all-trades.”

“Bingo!” I smile because that’s the perfect description, and I finally see the sign for Aubade lingerie. Once again, my dream girl is plastered all over the walls of this section of the store. Skyler freakin’ Paige. One image has her in a devastatingly sizzling black lace bra, panty, and garter set, her hand to her face, index finger curled at her luscious, plump lip. The woman oozes sex from her golden-brown eyes to the tips of her pink-painted toes. Jesus. Even her feet are pretty.

“Education requirement?” Andre’s voice blasts through my lascivious thoughts, circling me back to the matter at hand.

“None. This is not about how fast this person types or what Ivy League school they went to. I want an innovative, intelligent, out-of-the-box thinker, who’s good on their feet, open-minded, and not afraid to get their hands dirty or poke and prod into someone’s life online.”

“All right. Disregard the resumes. None of the ones I sent will do. This may take a little time.”

I finger a navy nightie with black lace trim that I know will look smashing on Sophie. I hold up the sizes and pick the one that will fit based on a guess alone.

“Time we’ve got,” I confirm.

“Okay, I’ll get back to you when I have more information. Can you please promise to return my calls within a reasonable amount of time, as in a few days, not a few weeks?”

I make a hissing sound through my teeth because the guy is right. I’ve been stringing him along like a bad night with a clinger you can’t shake off.

“Yeah, man. Sorry about that.”

“It’s all good. I’ll be in touch when I have something.”

We say our goodbyes as I spy a saucy pastel-pink silk shorts and spaghetti-strap tank set. Heat swirls along the general vicinity of my crotch at the image my mind creates of Sophie’s pale skin in this. After buying the lingerie, I take my two purchases to the gift wrapping area.

Wooing a woman always starts with a meal.

Then gifts.

Tonight, my SoSo is going to be pampered. I can no longer stop this attraction train from rolling into the station. Sophie made it clear she’s okay with a good time. The more I’m around her, the more I want her.
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François, the limo driver, holds open the door for me and I slide along the cool leather. My phone beeps, signaling a new text.

From: Lovemaker

To: Parker Ellis

Hair is done. She looks fly as fuck. We’re taking care of nails next door.

Every time I see the handle Lovemaker, I crack up. It’s what we have listed under his name in our company bios. Royce has Moneymaker for obvious reasons, and I’m the Dream Maker. The three of us came up with the names during a drunken night of poker back at Harvard, and they’ve stuck ever since. Surprisingly it’s been a good fit and definitely helps explain what we do to our current and future clients.

“Take us back to the salon, François.”

The driver nods.

When we arrive, I glance at the two buildings next to Dorian Petit Hair Design and head to the right. I open the glass door and am instantly hit with the smell of acrylic and nail polish.

A receptionist greets me. “Bonjour.”

“Bonjour. I’m looking for my friends. A brunette about yay big”—I hold my hand to where Sophie’s height would be on me—“and a large American wearing leather, sporting a beard and a cocky smile.”

She offers a smirk and points around the corner.

“Merci beaucoup.” The foreign language rolls off my tongue half-heartedly. When I speak French, it sounds nothing like the sultry lilt of Sophie’s voice. If I focus too much on the tone, how her lips move when I’m near, I could practically come in my boxers like a schoolboy wanking off to Playboy.

I hear her laugh before I see her. That laugh seeps into my heart and fills it up. I turn the corner and find Bo and Sophie with their feet ankle-deep in bowls of blue water and their asses in leather massage chairs. Each of them is holding a bubbling glass of Champagne.

Bo looks like a loon with his jeans rolled up, feet bare and being worked on by a slight Frenchwoman. His jacket is gone, and his tee is stretched to the max over his broad chest. I work out with the guys regularly. None of us are slouches in the gym. And seeing this manly man kicking back, getting his feet worked on, does not compute.

I stop in front of them and stare. “Dude . . . what are you doing?”

His expression contorts into one of confusion. “What does it look like I’m doing? Getting my feet taken care of. When was the last time you got your shit taken care of?” He acts as if this is a normal thing to ask a man.

“Um . . . never, because I’m not a chick.”

He makes a sound like a large balloon losing air out of a small hole. “Get your shoes and socks off, and get your ass in the chair. We’re taking care of this situation right now, man.”

I jerk my head back, and Sophie laughs, then sips at her Champagne, trying to pretend she’s not watching or listening, but she absolutely is.

“Not happening,” I mutter.

“What? You chicken? You afraid of a little TLC for your fugly feet?”

I scoff. “I do not have ugly feet. I take care of myself.” And I do. I clip my toenails weekly and scrub them down in the shower really well. Never had complaints from a female before.

Bo shakes his head. “You’re chicken.”

“Am not.”

“Then you’re scared.” He shrugs and sips at his drink.

“Brother . . . ,” I warn through clenched teeth.

“Get your ass in the chair. Try something new. Suck back a glass of Champagne. Live a little. Jeez. If our clients were this hard to convince, I’d be in a different line of work,” he grumbles.

An attendant opens the side of a chair, ushering me to the chair next to Bo. I shake my head and point to the one next to Sophie.

“Oh, fine. Be that way. I didn’t want to sit next to you anyway,” Bo responds smugly. “Just you wait . . . You’ll be thanking me, brother. Next up, you’ll be asking where I get manscaped.”

I pull off my shoes and socks and fold up my chinos neatly. Last thing I want is two-inch wrinkles running down my pant leg. “Not even in the realm of possibility,” I shoot back, and this time Sophie laughs out loud, her cheeks turning rosy, probably from the alcohol, a lot from the company. My guess is Bo’s had her laughing all morning.

“Do not tell me you don’t manscape.” Bo lifts one foot out of the water and sets it where the nail technician tells him.

“No, I don’t manscape. Like I said, I take care of my hygiene all on my own like most men.”

“You don’t wax or shave your junk?” he continues.

“You do?” I fire back, rather shocked. I mean, we’ve hit the showers together at the gym, but I don’t pay attention to my friends’ dicks. More like we just avoid looking down out of common decency for one another’s privacy, but now I’m going to have to make a point to check out his shit to see what all the hubbub is about.

Bo shakes his head and swallows down the rest of his glass of Champagne. “I’m gonna need another, darlin’.” He gestures to the technician. She beams and nods, taking his glass and heading to the back area, which I imagine must be the break room or kitchen.

My friend sits forward, rests his elbows on the arms of the chair, and curves a bit around Sophie to speak to me. “I’m all bare down there. And the ladies . . . go wild for it. Try it sometime. You won’t be sorry.” His gaze goes to Sophie, and he winks.

Fucker.

“Is that something you’d like, SoSo?” I lower my voice so that it’s only between the two of us.

She blinks slowly and nods. “Oui. Sounds sexy.”

“Well, I’m not doing it. So you can forget it.” Not doing it yet, I add mentally. I need to do a bit more research on what all this manscaping entails before I block it entirely.

“Bro, I’m telling you. There is nothing like taking a woman when you’re both free of hair. The connection is insaaaaaane.” He rolls his hips, humping the air. “Damn, I need to find me a chicklet tonight.”

I make a gagging sound. “Shut up, Bo. Sophie, ignore him. He’s a dirtbag.”

She giggles. “I like you, Bo. You are always honest.” She pats his hand good-naturedly.

“No other way to be, babe.” He winks at her, and her cheeks get pinker. Damn him. He needs to stop flirting with everything on legs and keep his libido and charm on lockdown. At least around Sophie. She doesn’t need to be caught up in his tangled web of lust and emotionless fucking.

“Back off,” I growl under my breath.

He grins wickedly. “I’m not making a play. But if I did, you’d be toast.”

I inhale a long, slow breath, letting it out even slower. Bo is baiting me just for the rise. It’s always been this way. He’s a jokester, but I still love the guy and know he wouldn’t go after someone I’ve shown an interest in. He absolutely would, however, razz me to kingdom come just for shits and giggles.

The bowl of water is full, and the technician tells me to put my feet in to soak. The jets are on, and I work my instep over them. The tension in my back, legs, and neck is being worked on by the chair, and the tension in my feet is being taken care of by the jets. Just sitting here, I find myself starting to relax and enjoy myself.

Sophie’s gal is running her hands up and down her legs, working the muscles. Sophie reaches out a hand and takes mine. I turn my head and truly look at her face for the first time. Her hair is cut in long, flippy layers around her face, the lengthy locks falling over her shoulders to the tops of her breasts. It’s parted down the middle, but the style and cut make it look more modern. She has a few ribbons of caramel streaks running through the strands, which add a richness to her hair she didn’t have before.

“Sophie, you look beautiful. Your hair is incredible. What do you think of it?”

She smiles huge, the way that will one day drop a proud man to a single knee just to see it every day for the rest of his life.

“I love it. Makes me feel strong, powerful. Is that normal?”

“It’s step number four in making you feel sexy. A new haircut and fresh style. Does wonders for a woman’s psyche, and it’s not too shabby on the male variety either. We enjoy a confident woman. Men will chase after that to hold it in their hands, make that woman theirs.”

“And you?”

I offer my most devilish smile and lean closer. “I’ll enjoy wrapping it around my fist while taking you from behind.”

She gasps, and her pupils dilate. My sweet girl likes that idea. Tonight, I’m going to seal it. I can’t go another day without getting inside her.

“Promises, promises.” She clucks her tongue, probably thinking back to last night when I denied her.

When we finished dinner last night, I rode home with her, walked to her door, and kissed the breath right out of her. What I didn’t do was take her up on the offer of a nightcap or anything else that was on the table. Now I’m regretting that decision, wishing I’d taken the edge off. Tonight is going to be something to put in the book of memories for sure.

Bo groans, taking me out of our little huddle. “You’re a goddess!” He sighs as the technician works the muscles of his legs.

Both Sophie and I look at one another and bust up laughing. I’m handed a Champagne flute, which I clink with Sophie’s. “To first times.” Like getting pedicures in Paris while sipping Champagne. Definitely not something I’ve ever imagined I’d be doing.

She cheers my glass and we take a sip. The bubbles tingle against my tongue, and I close my eyes and enjoy my first pedicure to its fullest, thinking about all the ways I’m going to enjoy my first time with Sophie even more.

[image: image]

To: Sophie Rolland

From: Parker Ellis

Wear the red spaghetti-strap dress and shoes. I’ll pick you up at 7 pm.

From: Sophie Rolland

To: Parker Ellis

Red must be your favorite color. See you then.

I grin, rereading the texts I sent earlier after I dropped Sophie off at work, leaving her in Royce’s capable hands. He had a horde of concerns regarding Rolland Laboratories, the scientific side to her business, which he said demanded their immediate attention. I figure I’ll follow up with Sophie or Roy later.

When money talks, you walk. Period. Royce doesn’t use the term immediately unless there’s a big problem. While he dealt with work, I dealt with plans for tonight: setting up our private dinner and a night of seduction with France’s most eligible heiress.

I push my phone back in my jacket pocket and knock on Sophie’s door. It’s a mini-mansion by Parisian standards. After some research, I found out it was her father’s estate and her primary residence her entire life. It would make sense that she’d want to stay here. I imagine it had to be hard, though, knowing the only family you had was never coming home. It dawned on me as a butler opened the door that she hadn’t spent a lot of time talking about her father or dealing with her grief. She’d flung herself headfirst into the business with very little time in between burying her old man and taking over at the helm of one massive ship.

The butler leads me into a receiving room and offers me a drink.

“Gin and tonic would be great.”

He nods and sets about making my drink while I take in the luxurious room. Red velvet couches with stained-wood trim sit across from one another. A vintage bar cart holds a wide variety of different-colored bottles of varying heights and tastes. A baby grand piano is off in the corner, facing a set of windows, which look out on the city with a perfect view of the Eiffel Tower lit up for the night.

Whoever designed this room had a taste for vintage antiques with a hint of conservatism and elegance. I like it. Reminds me of Sophie. Reserved until you get to know her. Absolutely elegant. Beautiful, and she has an old soul about her. The way she has picked up our lessons quickly and applied them immediately to her personal life and business speaks to her extreme intelligence and eagerness to succeed.

The butler hands me the drink.

“Where’s Sophie?”

“Ms. Rolland is in her private quarters. She will be with you momentarily. I have buzzed her, notifying her of your presence.”

I nod and put one hand in my pocket, rocking back on my heels until the butler leaves. The moment he does, I set about finding my sweet girl, fingering the lipstick tubes I have in my pocket.

Finding a hallway, I can immediately smell Sophie’s very recognizable sugar-and-spice scent, and I follow it down a long hallway to a set of double doors. One of them is cracked a couple of inches; her scent is the strongest here. I push open the door and find a large bedroom.

Dark cherrywood dressers flank each side of the room like giant sentinels guarding their charge. In the center is a king-size bed with wooden spindles at each corner. The wood is thicker at the base and twists up, thinning toward the top. Deep curves are set into the wood, giving it a swirled floral design that suits Sophie’s personality well. The bedspread is a deep purple with gold filigree accents, and at least a half dozen throw pillows lie against the headboard. Some with gold threads, others with flowers, even some with pom-poms and fringe. A bit of a nod to her girlie side.

A plush purple, gold, white, and burgundy Persian rug runs the distance of the room, giving the large space a cozier, more enchanted feel.

I hear a water faucet turn on at my left. The door is open about six inches, and I can see flashes of red through it. I press open the door and sip my drink as I watch Sophie fiddle with her hair.

“You’re gorgeous,” I say low, not hiding the awe and wonder spilling through me at seeing her so put together.

She jumps a few inches and relaxes, letting her shoulders settle back down when she realizes it’s just me.

“Turn toward me,” I command.

Sophie does, and I’m gifted with her beauty straight on. The dress is barely a slip of fabric that molds to every last one of her curves. There is no way she can be wearing any underwear or I’d know it. The exact reason I requested this particular dress. I let my eyes travel from her head down to her chest. Her small breasts are free of a bra, their little tips erect, pressing against the fabric in a carnal display of her femininity. Her waist is small, her legs insanely long and shimmery. I lick my lips, take a huge swallow of the gin and bubbly tonic, allowing it to cool down my instant need to take, pillage, and rut before I approach.

“You like?” One of her eyebrows rises with her query.

“I fucking love,” I growl, and take the two steps needed to smash her body to mine in a forceful, wanton grip.

She gasps the second our bodies touch, her arms wrapping around my neck in the process. I set down my drink, curl a hand around one hip, the other into her long, flowing waves, the layers teasing my fingers until I get a good hold. Tipping her head, I take her mouth in a blazing-hot kiss. She opens immediately, letting me in, needing me just as much. Sophie moans low in her throat, and my dick hardens painfully in my slacks. I lick deeper, tasting mint and smelling spice as I kiss her.

When her body is practically a lifeless weight, I lift her up by her pert little ass and set her on the bathroom counter. Hell, I need the foot of space in order to get myself in check or I’ll be taking her over to that bed and laying her out now. We won’t even make it to the surprises I have in store for her. And that would be a helluva shame, because I know she’s going to feel like a princess this evening.

Her lust-drunk eyes open, pools of dark chocolate brown greeting me. I could stare into her eyes all night.

“I’ve got the last of the five things that will make you feel like the hottest woman alive.”

She chuckles and fingers my suit lapel. I’m wearing my most expensive suit for her tonight. A pitch-black Armani that Royce demanded I buy last season. “For those special occasions when you need to impress. You hear what I’m saying, brother,” he’d urged in that cool, I-know-my-shit way.

I pull out the three tubes of lipstick and hand her one, setting the others down. “The other two are backups. One for your purse, one for your makeup drawer, and another to leave in a place of your choice.”

“Lipstick? You bought me lipstick?” A fine little line appears between her eyebrows, and I lean forward and kiss it away while cupping her jaw.

“Not just any lipstick. The ultimate in glamour. Give it here.” I wiggle my fingers, requesting the tube. She slaps it into the palm of my hand.

Needing to be closer, I ease the fabric of her dress up higher and widen her legs so that I can fit in between them. Removing the cap, I spin the top until the deep-crimson tube is a few centimeters out of its shell. “Open your mouth like you’re going to take in a breath.”

Holding her chin, I take the tip of the lipstick and rub it across the lush bottom lip a few times, making sure it’s coated completely. Next, I curve it along the point of her upper lip and down the right side, then the left, repeating the process until the top matches the bottom perfectly.

Her mouth looks so goddamned fuckable, ringed in red. I suck in a harsh breath and let it out like a fire-breathing dragon. My dick goes from being semihard to rock hard in a few seconds flat. I swallow and try to compose myself, clearing my throat.

“Open your mouth again,” I breathe.

She responds immediately, and I grunt, wishing it were my dick I was about to put in that open mouth and not my finger. I inch my thumb into her mouth, the pad pressing down on her tongue. “Close around it.”

Of course, she does me one better and swirls her tongue around the digit, flicking it with her tongue. I groan and bite down on my own cheek hard enough to taste blood. I pull the digit out and show her the red ring around the base of my thumb. “Easy trick for getting lipstick off the inside of your lips so it doesn’t transfer onto your teeth.” I say the words but barely recognize the sandpaper-like quality of my voice. It’s something I learned from my mother, but admitting that truth lacks the sexy appeal I want to have with her right now.

Sophie grins, locks her legs around my waist, her heels digging into my ass. Then she leans back against the vanity, giving herself some room, and eases her hand between us, working my belt free.

“What are you doing?”

Her fingers are astonishingly fast. Before I can truly move, she’s got my button undone, the zip down, and her hand in my briefs, wrapped around my cock.

“Fuck,” I hiss between my teeth.

Her hand is heaven and hell all at once, stroking me, her thumb rubbing the drop that appears at the crown.

Out of nowhere, she becomes a sex-starved vixen. Sophie shoves at my chest, pushing me back far enough that she can slide off the vanity, never letting go of my cock, before she’s on her knees and her mouth is wrapped around my dick.

I brace one hand on the counter and one in her hair. She looks like a 1950s Hollywood bombshell with her long, flowing waves, deep-brown eyes, pale skin, and strawberry-red lips. Those lips are fucking magic around my cock, taking my length deep and gliding her lips along every inch. She pays extra attention to the sensitive patch of skin near the crown and rubs the flat of her tongue against it.

My entire body quakes. Flames lick at my skin, and I’m suddenly too goddamned hot in this monkey suit. Electricity coils at the base of my spine, and I can’t help thrusting into her heavenly mouth. She moans around my length, those red fucking lips killing me. One of her hands comes around my body and cups my ass, urging me to take her harder, go deeper.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” I choke out.

She bowls me over and takes my control from a ten to nothing in the span of a few words when she speaks filthy French to me.

“Prends-moi sauvagement. Tu sais que t’en as envie. Sers-toi de moi, Parker. Sers-toi de ma bouche pour ton plaisir.”

Basically, the equivalent of saying, “Take me hard. You know you want to. Use me, Parker. Use my mouth for your pleasure.”

And she doesn’t stop.

“Sophie, baby, if you don’t want to take me down your throat, you better pull off,” I warn, the base of my spine tingling while I thrust shallowly into her beautiful mouth.

Instead of stopping, she moans, wraps her hand around the base, and jerks me in perfect sync while sucking the living hell out of my cock.

I can’t help it. I grip behind her head and thrust into her mouth. Over and over she takes all of me until my body starts to tremble. A tension builds in my lower half, my balls drawing up, wanting in on the action. That familiar sizzle starts at the base of my dick right before I go off. Stream after stream of my release coats her tongue, and she swallows it down like a champ, wringing my dick, and sucking everything I’ve got left until there’s nothing more to give. I’m drained. Physically, emotionally, and mentally.

I bend down and tug her up into a hug, my dick soft and sated between us, throbbing against her belly.

“Shit, Sophie. Is there anything you can’t do?” I gasp in awe.

She giggles and kisses my neck. “Good suck job?”

I grin against her neck and lay a kiss there. “Baby, it’s a blow job.”

“But, I did not blow on you; I sucked you.” She smiles devilishly. “And licked you.” Her lips press against my jaw. “And I kissed you.” She licks my bottom lip, and I groan, taking her mouth, tasting a little of myself on her. Her normal spicy scent is mixed with my natural musk, and on her, it smells divine. Tastes even better. She could bottle that shit up, and I’d spray it on my body every fucking day.

“I feel the need to reciprocate.” I grind against her, my dick already taking notice.

“Already?” Her eyes widen, and she backs up.

“What can I say? You’re hot.”

She smiles wickedly while looking down at my cock. “I think that is a better way to blot the lipstick. Do you not agree?”

When I glance down at my cock, there’s a perfect red ring right at the base. “Shit.” I tighten my fists as my dick takes notice, slowly rising right before our eyes.

“I am hungry.” She backs up one step, then another, her heels clicking on the tile floor.

“I am too,” I grate through my teeth. My gaze zeros in on her body, and I’m thinking about nothing other than laying her flat and going to town between her legs. I lick my lips and prowl after her.

She lifts her hand and wags a finger at me. “No, no. You promised me a date. A real date. I have never had a man go all out for me before. I am looking forward to this.” Her lips form a small but meaningful pout.

At the sincerity in her words I stop where I am, tuck my cock back into my boxer briefs, and do up my pants.

“Fix your smudged lipstick. I can’t look at you like that all night and not think about you down on your knees.”

Her eyes widen, and a secret smile spreads across her lips. “Oui, Mr. Ellis.” Her hips sway as she walks past me back to the vanity.

I groan, pull at my hair, and look up at the ceiling. “It is going to be a long freakin’ night.”
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When François lets us out at the entrance of the area that leads to the Louvre, Sophie spins around in her sexy-as-sin heels, a bright smile on her face, her dress swaying delightfully in the breeze.

Thank Christ I made her put on a jacket, or we’d have a horde of horny men eyeballing her like salivating dogs in front of a thick steak. I don’t want any man’s eyes but mine on her luscious bare skin . . . not tonight.

Tonight is for us. For taking this friendship between us to a more physical level. We both know it isn’t going to last forever, and I, for one, want to soak up what we can. I have an inkling that Sophie is on board with that plan too. She definitely hasn’t said otherwise, and that’s omission enough for me. Besides, the insanely hot blow job she gave me earlier is still working my libido.

“You have brought me to the Louvre, Mr. Ellis. The most common of tourist destinations aside from the Eiffel Tower, which you have also taken me to.” Her corresponding giggle is adorable.

I grin and hook my arm around her waist, leading her through the stone archway and toward the pyramid-shaped glass structure.

“Well, one, I hadn’t been to the Louvre before today when I came to set up. And two, I highly doubt a private dinner surrounded by some of the most exquisite paintings in the world is your average, run-of-the-mill dinner date.”

“We are eating here?” Her eyes light up with excitement.

“Yep.”

I lead her toward the small line at the entrance of the glass building. At this time of night, the museum is near closing, which means very few will be able to get in, and most will be leaving. I’ve already ensured a private showing of the most adored paintings and sculptures, and also a small private dinner in a cornered-off section of the museum all to ourselves. Thank God the guys and I went to school with one of the curators, or I’d never be able to pull something like this off. Nor would I be able to afford it without taking a serious hit to the pocketbook. It didn’t hurt that once my friend found out who I was bringing today, he bent over backward to please a potential future donor of Sophie’s caliber. He hooked me up with a private chef who has a catering gig: full dinner and beverage service at the ready.

We take the escalators down two floors to the open area where you can choose to go to the special exhibitions, ticketing, or the entrance to the section that is the primary entrance of the museum. When I came earlier to check the place out and get a feel for the lay of the land, I found it odd that half of the museum was underground. There is also an entire network of stores, boutiques, food, and the metro under the Louvre. France has it going on when it comes to ingenuity.

Sophie clings to my hand as we skip ahead of the line and go to the attendant that my buddy, Mark, introduced me to. She waves us through with no problem. I watch people mill around, going up and down the massive marble stairs leading in opposite directions. The entire building is enormous and feels mazelike when you’re attempting to maneuver through it. Hence, the reason I came early. I know exactly where to go and how best to get there.

“Where to first?” Sophie asks, an excitement to her voice I haven’t yet heard, but enjoy very much.

“No questions about tonight, just about us.”

I place my hand on her back and usher her into a private elevator set into the wall. You need a special key to use it, which I have, because Mark gave it to me. We take the elevator up into a cornered-off section that isn’t yet open to the public. The new exhibit will feature the work of the late Georgia O’Keeffe, an artist from my neck of the woods.

Sophie’s heels clack on the marble floors until we turn a corner, and she gasps, her hands going to her mouth. Set in the center of the new exhibit is a table for two, Champagne already chilling on a stand near a decked-out table, complete with fresh flowers, candles, plates, and stemware. The chef and catering company I hired to cater our little festivity have outdone themselves. I’ll have to thank Mark for the hookup with a special donation to the museum from International Guy Inc.

As we enter, a man in a black suit with a white cloth over his arm greets us both and pulls out Sophie’s chair.

Sophie removes her jacket, placing it over the back of her chair, and takes her seat, as do I.

“Would you like some Champagne to start, along with your first course?” he asks.

I nod. “Please.”

Sophie looks around, her eyes wide and glowing with glee. “This is incredible. And the art . . . my goodness.”

“It’s an exhibit they haven’t opened to the public just yet. It goes live next week.” Lucky for me, I scored with my timing.

Her eyes narrow as she stares at one very famous painting of a white flower with a green center and background.

“These are paintings by Georgia O’Keeffe.” I gesture to the one she’s looking at.

“Oui! I thought I had seen this work before.”

“She’s best known for her flowers and New Mexico landscape paintings. She’s actually from the States and has been labeled the Mother of American Modernism. We lucked out on getting a private showing.”

The waiter pours our glasses and leaves us to our privacy.

“Grab your glass. Let’s take a closer look. But be careful. That painting over there”—I point to one of the most famous—“is on loan to the Louvre, but it was last sold for over forty-four million dollars.”

Her mouth drops open, and I’m reminded of the pretty red ring I have surrounding my dick. I inhale a long, slow breath and focus on the work. The muted track lighting above does a perfect job of highlighting the painting’s unique brushstrokes and color palette.

“This one is magnifique.” She whispers as if she’s so taken with it she’s afraid to speak too loud.

The bold oranges and reds practically jump off the canvas. I lean toward the gold placard to the left of the painting. “Oriental Poppies, 1928. Almost a hundred years old, yet they look so real.”

She hums, sips her Champagne, and moves on to the next, a New Mexico landscape. The deep royal blues and greens swell and roll with the hills and valleys in a faraway yet completely relatable way. It’s hard to comprehend that it’s not real.

I follow Sophie to another that’s of a bull’s skull. Her expression contorts into an unpleasant one.

“You don’t like the bull?”

“I do not like pictures of death,” she breathes.

All righty then. I’m not touching that with a ten-foot pole, especially so close after losing her father.

When she gets to a white seashell with a red background, she tilts her head to the side, shrugs, and moves on, nonplussed.

I chuckle. “Now what’s the matter with shells?”

“Nothing. A bit dull.” She wanders to the next painting, and her entire body becomes perfectly still.

The painting is another of O’Keeffe’s flowers, this one red, pink, and white. “Flower of Life II, painted in early 1920s,” I announce out loud while reading the placard. Sophie simply stares at the painting, lost in her own thoughts.

I press myself up against her back and wrap my free hand around her waist, bringing her flush against me. She sighs before leaning some of her weight more heavily along my chest. With my breath close to her ear, I whisper, “People say her art looks like genitalia, because she more often than not presented the sexual anatomy of the flower, found in the center. It was thought that she was saying something about her own gender. What do you think?” I let my mouth hover over her ear, then run my chin down the side of her neck, resting it against her shoulder.

Sophie shivers, and that slight tremor works through my body, sending pleasure messages to my brain and cock that I ignore for the time being. There is time for that later. Much later.

She doesn’t so much as glance away from the painting before her, completely enchanted by it. “It makes me think of sex. Beautiful, wanton, glorious sex.”

I kiss her bare shoulder, squeeze her body closer, wanting to bite into her flesh but choosing to keep myself in check. “I’m going to need another drink and a seat before we view the rest.”

She laughs and turns in my arms before placing a sweet kiss on my lips. “Thank you for bringing me here. This is already the best date I have ever had.”

“But it’s just barely begun, ma chérie.”

Her cheeks pinken every time I call her my sweetie. “Well, in case I forget to tell you later, I had the time of my life, chéri.”

I wrap my arms around her, holding the empty glass between my fingers. “Me too.”

She precedes me back to the table, where I refill her glass just as our waiter brings out the first course, which is a charcuterie board of meats and cheeses.

I pick up a cracker, place a piece of prosciutto on top, then spread a layer of goat cheese, followed by a cube of quince paste to give it that jammy flavor. I hand the first concoction to Sophie before making my own. Together we take a bite, and both of us end up moaning, after which we start cracking up, laughing at one another.

“All right, since we both know where this is going to end up at the end of the night, let’s talk about sex.” I grin and continue, wanting to build up the anticipation of the latter part of our evening. “Best place you’ve ever had it?”

Sophie purses her lips. “The French are pretty open with their sexuality.” She taps at her bottom lip thoughtfully. “I fear I am going to let you down. I would have to say my most risky would have to be in the pool at my house with my high school boyfriend.”

“Nice. I like it.” I waggle my brows.

She shakes her head, laughing. “Your turn.”

Yowza. Note to self: never ask a question that can be turned back on you.

“I’d have to say on a Ferris wheel at a carnival.”

Sophie’s shocked expression says it all. “Details. I must have details!” She chugs back a large swallow of her Champagne.

I snicker. “Okay, I was a freshman in college. I was gone for this girl, and we were hot and heavy. It was all about sex with her. She got off on doing the deed in a variety of interesting places. Turns out she was an exhibitionist and almost got me thrown in jail for public indecency!”

She laughs, covering her mouth. “Mon Dieu! I cannot even imagine the mechanics behind that.”

Leaning back in my chair, I puff out my chest dramatically. “Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”

I can only hold the position for a second before I end up in a fit of laughter once more, Sophie right behind me.

“My turn! What is your favorite sexual position?” She shimmies her shoulders, giving me an eyeful of jiggling breasts. Damn, I can’t wait to get my hands and mouth on them. Bite and torture her sweet little nips.

“Whew!” I shake my head, bringing it back to the question at hand. “Hmm.” I suck in a breath between my teeth. “I’m torn. Love taking a woman from behind, because the power I have to control her body is”—I pinch my fingers together and kiss the tips—“as you say . . . magnifique! Then again, I also love watching a woman’s face when I make her come. There’s something special about that and unique to each woman.”

“I agree. We should do both of those,” she admits with zero humor added to her tone.

Chuckling, I make us another concoction. This time, bread, cheese, and fruit paired together. The honeyed pear rolls over my tongue, combining with the triple-cream brie, and I groan. “So good. Damn!”

She nods. “Oui. And this is only the starter.”

After we spend a few more minutes of trying to top one another’s “best pairings,” the waiter brings our next two courses. A salad and our filet mignon with garlic mashed potatoes.

Eager to know the basics about Sophie, I go back to asking questions. “What’s your favorite color?”

“Would it sound silly to admit that it is pink?”

Pink. Soft, lovely, and all girl. I love it.

“No, SoSo, it suits you. Although we didn’t get you any pink that I can recall, so we’ll need to rectify that situation.” I pull out my phone right then and there. The girl loves pink; she should have some of it.

To: Lovemaker

From: Parker Ellis

Buy Sophie some pink blouses. It’s her favorite color.

“You did not have to do that!” She pats my hand, and I take her fingers and kiss each one of them.

Bo responds instantly.

To: Parker Ellis

From: Lovemaker

On it. Will have it taken care of tomorrow. Does she need anything else?

Lifting the phone, I show Sophie the screen.

She smiles and shakes her head. “I think you boys have done more than enough. Though I am still nervous about the board meeting this weekend, especially after what Royce found. Also, Mr. Girard will be back tomorrow, according to his supervisor. He has been out sick the last few days. Not sure I believe him. The time away has given me a good amount of time to prepare my case. His father is not going to be pleased.”

“It’s hard, but not all of these negatives are going to be controlling your regular day-to-day. What did Roy find that was so important today?”

“A serious issue with our chemicals. One of them we have been using regularly has been expired. The lead in that area took it upon himself to choose to save his budget and use the expired product anyway. That leaves us with several different risks. It could change the chemical makeup of the perfume, change how it reacts to the skin, a variety of different things. My scientists are angry; they did not sign up for working under these conditions. It is another loose end I am going to have to fix, and I am not looking forward to it.”

I scoot my chair over to the side of the table and lay my hand on her shoulder. “Hey . . . look at me.”

Her chocolate eyes lift to meet mine.

“You’re gonna get through this. Remember, you are the daughter of the great Jacques Rolland. He created this empire, and you, my sweet Sophie, are going to keep that legacy and make it even greater. Believe in yourself. You can do this. I know it, Royce knows it, Bo knows it, and your staff and board members are going to as well.”

She shakes her head and frowns. “I am just not sure. I have worked hard over the past couple of months since I lost my father, trying to be what the company needs, but these things keep coming up.”

“And you’ll deal with them one at a time. That’s all anyone can do. You are no different than any other chief executive officer. Don’t you see, Sophie, you’re already doing the job, honey.”

Her gaze narrows on our mostly eaten dinners before a slow smile starts to form, then turns into a huge, all-out, gummy grin.

“I am, am I not?”

“Yeah, ma chérie, you are, and very well I might add. Now tell me about how you plan to fix the expired chemical issue and what you’re going to do about the team lead.”

She goes into lengthy detail about what she and Royce discovered and what they agreed would be the best way to handle it. After hearing her plan, basically consisting of giving the lead a bad mark on his record, explaining the business practices, and ensuring quality product, I totally know she has this in the bag. Sophie has always been meant to lead; she’s her father’s daughter. Nothing will change that. The woman has been groomed to lead a company from the time she was born. She only lacked confidence and experience under her belt, all of which has come with time on the job and maybe a little coaxing from her expert team at International Guy.

Overall, I can tell that our team has helped her. Tremendously. We’ve given her the confidence she needs, the business sense to dig deep, and the grit to follow through. On top of that, we’ve shown her one helluva sexy, take-no-prisoners woman who can hold her own in the boardroom, and for the love of God, in the bedroom. I can’t wait for that last one.

The last bite of my steak is so good, I lean back and groan, patting my abdomen. I take a long sip of the burgundy, which was served with the entrée, and wash it all down while staring at the beauty across from me. “You know, Sophie, I’m liking this getting-to-know-you conversation.”

“Why do you seem so surprised?”

I can feel a flush of embarrassment flood my cheeks, and I lean forward, wipe my mouth with my cloth napkin, and put it out there. “I’ve never really had a female friend before. The women I date, and I use that term lightly, I don’t usually spend a lot of time getting to know them.”

Her brows furrow. “And this is because . . .”

Twisting my lips, I push back into my chair and run my hand through my hair. “Hell, I guess I’ve always been worried they’d get the wrong idea. Expect a long-lasting commitment. I’ve never been ready for that before.”

She rubs her hands over her napkin, sets it on her plate, and picks up her own wine. “Perhaps it is not that you were not ready, it is that you have never met the woman you felt connected to in a deeper way.”

“I feel connected to you deeply.” I shoot off the response without any filter. Fuck. I don’t want her thinking something else . . . and I’m doing it again. Worrying about the outcome.

Sophie chuckles. “And I to you. However, we can both also feel this is far more about friendship”—her lips curve into a saucy “cat who’s eating her cream” expression—“with a little, or a lot, of raucous sex to fill the void.”

“Fill the void?” I query, wondering what she means.

“Without sounding like a street performer, I am very much looking forward to ending my small dry spell.”

“Street performer!” I shake with laughter. “You mean streetwalker. You need to watch a bit more of that Netflix!”

Her eyes widen when she realizes what she’s said, then offers up a cute pout. “This may be true.”

“Now, tell me about this dry spell. How long we talking, because the girl who went down on me tonight did not seem like she was out of practice.”

Sophie grins. “Liked that, did you?”

“SoSo, I’ve still got the red ring on my dick to prove it.”

She bites down on that red lip, and my cock takes notice, stirring once again. Jesus, I need to get inside her before I bust a nut.

Sophie plants her face into her hand. “Over a year.”

“Since you’ve had sex?”

“Oui. Triste mais vrai.”

“English, my sweet.”

“Sad but true.” She frowns.

“A year. We’re talking three hundred and sixty-five days without being taken for a ride?”

“Oui.” Her expression turns somber, and she traces her wineglass with her first finger.

How is it possible that this woman can go one week without being hit on, taken out, and definitely fucked to kingdom come? Regardless, I’m not going to allow it to continue a minute longer than it needs to.

I stand up abruptly, grab her hand, and pull her up to stand next to me.

“What is the matter?”

“We’re dealing with this shit, right now. Let’s go.”

I tug on her hand, and she races to keep up with me. I’m on a fucking mission, and nothing is going to stop me.

“Parker . . . what has gotten into you?” she gasps, catching her breath as I push the button to take the elevator back to the main level. I’m already typing in my phone for the driver to be ready.

“Sophie, quiet, or I may just take you up against the elevator wall. I am deadly serious.”

“In the Louvre? No,” she gasps.

“Oui! This dry spell of yours is going to end.”
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Sugar and spice fill my nostrils as I work my tongue down Sophie’s neck. I’ve got her pressed up against the inside of her front door, my hands squeezing her ass.

“I can’t get enough of your smell, sweet SoSo.” I bite down on the juncture of her neck and shoulder, desperately trying to capture her essence between my teeth.

Sophie moans, pushing my coat off my shoulders, where it falls to the floor. I had rid her of her jacket before she even got out of the limo. We got so carried away mauling one another in the car that François was the one who put up the privacy screen.

“S’il te plaît. Emmène-moi au lit,” Sophie mewls, running her nails down my back. Prickles of need ricochet from each of those ten points straight down to the tips of my toes.

I breathe against her clavicle and nudge my chin between the fabric of her dress and her chest. I curl a finger around one strap and tug it down her arm. Before long, she’s shrugged and the other strap is falling down her bicep.

“Pretty sure you said please and bed. The rest doesn’t fucking matter.” I lift one of her small breasts and cover as much of it as I can with my mouth, laving the tip with the flat of my tongue.

“Oui. Bed. Now.” She lets her dress fall down to her waist, where it clings.

I shift back far enough; I’ve got my hands on her hips and my eyes on her chest. “Beautiful, baby. Now offer those tits up to me.”

She arches up her bare breasts in offering, her back against the door, arms down by her sides, hands pressing against the wood for leverage. Her body undulates seductively as I run a single finger from the dip in her clavicle straight down between her breasts, stopping at her navel. I tease the indentation, poking my finger in and rubbing until her body shakes.

“Feel that in your clit, don’t you, SoSo.” I scratch my nail inside her navel until her body rocks, humping the air. “Yeah, you do,” I say smugly.

“Oui. Oui. S’il te plaît. Parker . . . S’il te plaît.”

“Not in any hurry, ma chérie. I plan to worship you. Shake off this dry spell and replace it with something that will last you a good while.”

“Parker. Do not torture me!” Sophie hisses, and closes her eyes when I take her nipple between my lips and suck. Her hands fly to my hair, and she holds me to her breast. She doesn’t need to; I plan to work her pretty nips until she’s so wet I can drink from her cunt.

Ignoring her, I pinch and pluck at her other breast. Her hands are restless against me until she realizes she too can play. And that’s when she goes for my belt. Like earlier, her hands are fast, and I’m distracted by her succulent tits, not realizing until it’s too late and she’s got me by the balls. Literally, her hands are cupping and squeezing my balls.

“SoSo, ease up, honey.” I try to move away, and she squeezes tighter, making a point. I jerk in her hand and press my length against her body, needing the friction.

“Take. Me. To. Bed. Now,” she growls, her even white teeth making an appearance. Each word might as well have been said with the stroke of a whip to the tip of my dick, because that’s where I felt her demand.

“Ask and you shall receive, ma chérie.” I tug her hand out of my pants, hook her around the legs, and lift her up in a princess hold. Her breasts jiggle enticingly as I stomp down the hall to her room.

Sophie does not waste this time. The second I lift her, her mouth is at my neck, sucking, licking, biting, driving me absolutely crazy. So crazy that when I get to her room, I kick the door closed and toss her on the bed like a sack of potatoes.

She chuckles, falling into the cloud of purple and gold pillows.

“Dress off.”

One of her eyebrows rises as I undo my pants and let them fall at my feet. I toe off each shoe, slip off my socks, and kick away my slacks, all while unbuttoning my shirt. She shimmies out of her dress, leaving her body completely bare. I was not wrong.

“You are golden, baby. Look at you. Spread out before me like the rarest treasure. Time to show you what you’re worth.”

I prowl toward her. She shifts her legs against one another, and it doesn’t take a genius to know she’s putting pressure on that little bundle of nerves I’m about to become acquainted with.

“Open your legs. I want to see every sexy inch of you.”

No qualms, no complaints, and no arguments. Sophie opens her legs, offering up the sweetest treasure.

I take a knee to the bed, hold her legs open by placing both of my hands on the insides of her thighs, and bend my head down. Her natural musk mixes with that sugar and spice I love, making me delirious. My dick becomes a steel pipe, sticking out and getting in my way. I ignore the beast, dip forward, and lick her center from anus to clit, where I take my time with a series of figure eights. Her legs attempt to close, but I won’t have any of it.

“Stay open while I make you wet, drive you crazy, and make you come harder than you have in a fucking year. Christ, SoSo.” I lick her seam and fuck her with my tongue, lapping up her honey. “No man has tasted this pretty pussy in a year. Damn shame!”

And that is God’s honest truth. She tastes like sugar, spice, and all things nice, the same way she smells. Divine. Inserting two fingers, I hook them deep, find her squirming spot, and go to town on her.

A slew of what I think is filthy French fills my ears as I fill my face with her sex.

“Parker, oui. Oui. Plus fort. Plus fort.”

“You want more and harder?”

She tilts her hips up. Best offer I’ve had all night. Curling my fingers around the cheeks of her tight ass, I plunge my tongue deep, as far as I can go, and taste the hidden jewel inside. She bucks, entwines her fingers in my hair, and rides my face. I can barely keep up with the wild bronco beneath me.

Within minutes of licking deep, sawing my fingers in and out of her soaking seam, she locks her legs around my head, arches her body, and cries out to God and the heavens above.

I lap her through it, kissing her cunt, helping her come down from what I know was the mother of all releases.

Once she’s gone completely soft, I kiss my way up her body, flick at each nipple before coming up and taking her mouth. I let her taste herself. “See how golden you are. Tastes like honey and sunshine.” She moans, locks her body around mine, shoves a hand between us, and jacks my dick.

This time I’m groaning and bucking into her hand, needing to be inside her . . . yesterday.

She moves to insert me, but I stay her hand. “Gotta get a condom, ma chérie.”

“You do not have to; I am safe and protected.”

“And I am too, but I might want to eat you again, and though I like sharing your taste with you, I don’t feel like tasting myself. You feel me?”

She chuckles and grips my dick, swirling her thumb around the tip. “I feel you.”

“Ha ha, now let go of the beast so I can glove up.”

Sophie stretches languidly as I back off, get my pants, and pull out the strip of condoms I put in there earlier.

“You were eager, I see.” She glances at the line of five foil packets I set on the bed next to her legs.

“Hopeful, maybe. Eager, definitely.” I slide my hand up her shapely calf and thigh to her breast, where I start twirling and plucking, bringing it to an even stiffer peak.

“Tellement bon,” she murmurs when I switch breasts, working the other nipple until they’re matching ripe strawberries.

Before I reach her mouth, docile Sophie turns tigress. With a strength I didn’t know she possessed in her toned, lithe body, she flips me over, so that I’m on my back and she’s straddling my hips.

“My turn to play.” She grins wickedly, swinging her long hair behind her.

“Have at it, ma chérie.” I lift my hands to behind my head and let her get her freak on.

She starts by kissing my jaw, neck, and rubbing my pectorals. Her fingers flutter between doing circles around my nipples and following the indentations of my abdominal muscles.

“You are so manly . . . the biggest muscles I have ever seen.” She trails her hands over my entire chest as though she’s truly seeing something new.

I grin. “Keep it up. You’re only making my ego swell.”

Her gaze falls to my cock. She wraps her hand around the root. “Is that what the Americans call this stiff prick? An ego?”

I chuckle, but then it turns into a groan when Sophie rubs her slick heat along my length, back and forth, tilting her hips with each gyration.

With searching fingers, I find a foil packet on the bed, rip it open with my teeth, and pull out the rubber. I hand it to her.

“Glove me, babe. I want inside.” My tone is demanding and firm.

She grins, sets the condom at my tip, and makes a show of rolling it down my length. I’m so hard for her I feel that move in my balls.

“Hop on.”

“Gladly,” she whispers, going up on her knees, centering her slit, and easing me in.

I grip her hips as the walls of her sex strangle my dick. “Fuck me, that year was worth the lock you’ve got on my cock, babe,” I growl, digging my fingers into her sides.

She mewls, tips her head back, and works her hips in a circle until her walls open up and let me in. Even after an orgasm, she’s tight as fuck. I thrust up as she comes down until she’s seated at the root. Her face is a mask of pleasure and pain. Wanting this to be good for her, I ease my thumb between her slippery flesh connected to mine and find her clit. There I add some much-needed pressure. The response is instant, and not just with the shocked expression on her face. Her legs tense, pussy locks down, and I roar with ecstasy.

“Move, Sophie, or I’m taking over,” I warn through clenched teeth.

“Oui. Mon Dieu. You are so big inside.”

I smile, loving her words. Her body is undulating on my cock, but her small movements are not enough. Not even close.

Knifing up to my knees, I mash our chests together; her legs wrap around my waist, her arms around my shoulders. I lift her up and slam her on my cock. Her neck arches, and a shiver ripples down my spine, landing at the base of my cock.

“Fuck yeah, gonna take you hard, Sophie. Hold on, baby. You’re going to feel me into next”—I lift her up again, and her nails dig into the flesh of my shoulder, piercing the way I like—“week.” I crash her back down. Over and over she bounces on my dick like a rag doll.

“Oh . . . going . . . Mon Dieu!” Her body clinches, everything becoming so goddamned tight, I can barely hold back.

As her orgasm crashes over her, I lay her back on the mattress, unlock one of her legs, and push it up toward her armpit, high and wide. My dick goes in another inch in this position, and I ride that new depth like I’ll never get another chance.

Sophie screams out a litany of French profanities but keeps coming. Her nails are digging so intensely into my back I have to grab her arms, entwine our fingers, and press them into the bed above her head. I keep taking her until my entire body gets hot, a blazing inferno. Sweat drips down my back, sliding down one of my ribs.

“Don’t. Want. To. Stop. Fucking. You,” I growl, pounding into her.

Sophie’s face contorts into an expression of blissful agony. Her mouth open, eyes closed tight.

“Love your cock,” she whispers. And that’s all I need to hear. The proverbial straw that breaks the camel’s back, or in this case, breaks the stallion banging the shit out of his mare.

My balls draw up painfully, ready to blow. I arch my back, press my hips down, smashing her clit with my pelvis, as the explosion detonates at the base of my spine and flowers out, destroying me with its splendor. I rut deep, plaster my chest against hers, curl my fingers under her shoulders, and hold strong. The release pours out of me, jetting into the condom. I’m so gone I don’t notice right away that Sophie clings to me, whispering sweetly in my ear as I jolt and shake against her. She’s taking all my weight as my body trembles one last time. I exhale all the pent-up tension I’d stored waiting to take this woman. Finally . . . relief.

Her fingers run up and down my back, soothingly. She’s kissing my temple, cheek, and forehead. Wherever her lips can reach. Eventually I’m breathing more naturally, my dick softening enough that I know I need to pull out. I press a hand between us and grip the condom to make sure it doesn’t slip.

I pull out, and she lets me go, her eyes at half-mast and her expression that of a woman who’s just had the ride of her life.

“Be right back.” I kiss her softly and head to the bathroom to take care of business.

When I come back, she’s under the covers with the other side pulled back in invitation. I slide in, wrap my arms around her, and press my soft dick against her bare ass. “You good, ma chérie?”

She yawns. “Never better.”

“Sleep. Tomorrow’s a new day.”
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The next morning at Rolland Group, I’m sitting on her couch as she stares down Mr. Girard.

“Do you understand the consequences of your actions, Mr. Girard?” Sophie’s voice is cool, calm, and completely in charge.

The pip-squeak, as I’ve taken to calling him in my mind, smirks. I swear, I will snap the punk like a twig with my bare hands if he keeps this nonchalance up. Fucker.

“I can see by your smile you do not understand, so I will lay it out for you in simpler terms. You have seven detailed complaints of sexual harassment. You have one woman claiming multiple occurrences of said harassment, which includes inappropriate touching of said female colleague. That is grounds for instant dismissal.”

The thin, blond-haired man, who obviously thinks his shit don’t stink, shakes his head and grins. Grins. I grind down on my back molars. I want so badly to punch that look off his face.

“You are not going to fire me,” he declares resolutely.

Sophie cants her head and stares daggers at the man. “No?”

“No. My father is on the board of directors. An investor in your company. You cannot do shit.” He stands and buttons his jacket in front of him.

Sophie’s hands curl into fists at her side.

Way to go, SoSo. Keep it in check. You’ve got this. I mentally cheer her on.

“I am sorry to say, Mr. Girard, but it is already done. You are relieved of your position here at Rolland Group. I did not trust you enough to get your personal belongings yourself, so they have been packed for you.” She gestures to the file box on the table in front of him.

“Espèce de salope!” He screeches you fucking bitch and lunges for Sophie. He has her slammed against the wall, a hand wrapped around her neck, squeezing. She has already taken two fists to her face before I’m able to wrench him off her.

He tries to go for her again as she slides down the wall, dazed, out of it.

“Motherfucker, I’m going to kill you!” I punch him so hard his head jerks back, and he stumbles, falling onto the side table, knocking over a lamp that crashes to the ground. I’m on him before he can get up. I slam his head down into the carpet. “You laid your hands on a woman, you piece of shit!” The door flies open, and I can see Royce’s shadow. A charged heat fills the air as he takes in Sophie across the room, bloody and fallen.

“Aw, fuck!” He charges into the room, another man on his heels.

“Park! Let him go, man,” Bo hollers.

I shake my head and punch the bastard again and am gratified with the sound of bone crunching as the skin of my knuckles tears open. I don’t care and pull my hand back for another go. All I see is red.

Someone grabs my arm and lugs me back. I smell leather and fresh pine. Bo.

“Not worth it, man. You’ve shown him the errors in his ways. Nose is broken, bro. He’ll be breathing through his mouth for a good long while.” He keeps his arms locked around my chest as I pant and snarl at the bloodied man curling into a fetal position and groaning.

“Not enough,” I sneer, kicking my legs out. “Wouldn’t mind him breathing through a tube instead.”

Bo smacks my chest hard enough to resonate and rubs a few circles, attempting to calm me down. “Feel you.” He claps my chest again and digs his fingers in over my heart. “I. Feel. You. Still, not worth the hassle.”

A sob tears through my bloodlust, and I turn my head sharply, looking for Sophie. “SoSo.”

Bo lets me go as I see Royce lift Sophie off the ground, arm around her back, and knees over his other arm in a cradle hold. He carries her to the couch and hugs her close, whispering and petting her hair.

“Baby girl, you’re going to be okay. It’s over now. Park took his pound of flesh. You got nuthin’ to worry about now, sweet thang,” he coos as her shoulders hitch, and she rubs her battered face against his neck.

I grind my teeth down as another man, older, in a navy suit with white hair and a deep, inset frown, enters the fray.

“What in the world is going on here? I get a call from your assistant to come all the way downtown to find my boy bleeding and curled in on himself. Someone better tell me right now what happened before I call the police,” he says, bristling.

Once more, Bo locks me down before I can charge at Girard Senior. “Your boy just assaulted Sophie!” I hiss.

His head jolts back, and his eyebrows furrow, his gaze going from his son curled up on the floor after the whopping I gave him, to Sophie, who’s now looking at him, her nose bleeding, lip swelling along with the area around her left eye. Seeing that pristine face swell brings an anger bolting through me so intense, I feel my toes lifting up, my fists tightening, and I’m ready to pound into the sad fuck on the floor once more.

“Cool it, bro. He’s already down and facing one helluva court battle,” Bo states.

“Excuse me? You are telling me my son attacked you. Why on earth would he do that?” His voice is flat and devoid of emotion.

Sophie slips her legs off Royce’s, and he helps her stand. Her neck has a reddened ring that will likely turn purple by nightfall. Her voice is scratchy when she speaks. “I fired him.”

“Why?” He charges toward her, and Roy stands in front of her, putting an arm out toward Girard Senior. Bo already has me on lockdown, both arms holding me still.

“You best get yo’ ass back another ten steps. This woman was just assaulted. You think she wants a man charging at her? No. I think not. Back. Off!” His voice is low and promising a bad time for any man who goes against his wishes.

Mr. Girard seems to understand and backs up as Roy required.

“Now, seems to me, you need to chill the fuck out, so we can explain the situation fully.”

The man’s lips flatten, and he nods once.

“Go ahead, Sophie.” He steps to the side but stays close. I have the best fucking friends.

“Your son has been harassing women at this company for two years. One to the point that she has a case worthy of a sexual harassment lawsuit against not only your son, but also Rolland Group. Mr. Moreau has been covering for your son for the past two years, thinking it would help you and him. He has also been fired.” She takes a quick breath and clears her throat. “I have talked to the women he has harmed. Only one has been touched inappropriately, but one is all that is needed to take down this company. She has agreed not to press charges against Rolland Group, or your son, if she is left alone. I am making sure that happens. Moreover, I am not allowing your son to harm anyone else here. However, I will be pressing charges myself for this attack.”

Mr. Girard’s face pales. He knows a scandal like this with the Girard name on it will not bode well for his own business success.

“Sophie, we have known one another a long time. I am sure we can work this out without involving the authorities . . .”

“I am not sure how. He is a menace to society and a threat to women everywhere.”

“I can take care of this. I assure you. He will be punished in more ways than a court can mandate. Just tell me what it will take to keep this out of the courts and out of the press.”

Sophie’s lips curl into a moue of disgust before her expression and attitude morph into a serenity I didn’t know she was capable of, especially after having been strangled and punched twice.

“You will voluntarily step down from your position on my board. You will sell me your ten-percent interest in this company, and I will never see either of you again.”

“Sophie . . .”

“That is what it will take for me to let this go.” Her eyes are daggers of truth. “I want the Girards out of my company and far away from me.”

“You cannot mean to take from a man his hard-earned investment . . .”

Her shoulders firm and her spine straightens. “I can and I will. You give me your word you will sell me your shares and resign from the board, and this matter goes away. You will take your despicable son and get the hell out of my life. The deal is now or never.” She walks over to the phone and picks up the receiver. “Shall I dial the police to file charges or my lawyer in order to draw up the papers? Your choice.”

At that moment, I realize our work here is done. Sophie is going to be just fine running Rolland Group. In the worst possible situation, she was strong, smart, and cutthroat. Exactly what she needs to be in order to run a company of this size and magnitude. Though in the future, I’m going to make sure she understands the need for security in her meetings where she is going to tell a man, any man, something they don’t want to hear. Like the fact that they are being fired.

For years to come I’m going to feel guilty that I wasn’t able to react quick enough to prevent her from being hurt. Had I thought he’d be violent, I’d have sat next to her, not been across the room, kicking back, checking my emails. I suck in a breath, and Bo drops his hands and claps me on the back. He uses his booted foot to shove at the man lying on the floor.

“You dead?” He kicks the guy’s shin, not hard enough to hurt, but enough to get his attention. He groans and curls in tighter.

“You’re not dead.”

“Leave my boy alone. You have done enough!” Girard Senior’s eyes blaze white-hot fire at me.

“Not even close to enough after him strangling and punching Sophie multiple times while slamming the back of her head against a wall.”

Girard Senior closes his eyes. “I am sorry, Sophie. There is never a reason for a man to put his hands on a woman.”

Royce wades in. “Damn straight. Now, you signing over your shares or what? I’m getting tired of this stalemate between you and Sophie.”

“Oui. I will sign them over.” His shoulders fall, defeated.

“I will have my lawyer draw up the papers and call you in the morning,” Sophie confirms.

“Fine. May I take my son to a hospital now?” His gaze hits mine and then Roy’s, who he’s understandably more scared of right now. Even though I put my hand to his son, Royce is a mean, scary-looking dude when he wants to be, and right now, he looks like he could take on Evander Holyfield.

“If you must. Though considering what he’s done, I’d let him stew in his pain a bit longer. Learn a lesson he won’t soon forget.” Roy places his hands in his pockets and looks down at the sad sack of a man I’d beaten up.

Mr. Girard goes to his son, and Bo takes the guy’s other arm; together they lift him up until he’s standing.

“I’ll help you take the trash out.” Bo grins, not at all concerned about tact.

“Goodbye, Mr. Girard,” Sophie says as they walk out the door and out of her life.

I open my arms, and Sophie walks right into them.
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The bruises on her face are practically healed as I stand in front of the mirror and take in her reflection. “Even though you’re fine now, SoSo, I’m still sorry as fuck I didn’t make it to you sooner.” I hug her from behind and kiss her neck as she readies for bed.

It’s a week later, and I’ve spent every evening with her, my head on a pillow in her bed. We’ve fucked countless times, cementing our bond, enjoying one another’s company. I’ve never in my life had a friend like her. She’s sweet, kind, compassionate, and great in the sack. Liberal with her mouth and likes to fuck as much as I do.

Royce has worked at her company with her during her days, going over every department, making sure that she’s fully prepared to take over the helm with no concerns.

Bo has made sure that her closet is stocked; she’s had a handful of makeup lessons with someone he hired, and she now knows how to pair jewelry, clothes, and shoes for the right event. He’s spent the better part of the week ending each of his days with a new French chicklet. Says the French are sweet inside and out. Something I also know to be true.

Tomorrow we leave. Head back to the States.

“You are sad.” She turns around and puts her arms around my neck.

“I didn’t think I would be. I mean, I’m always happy to go home after a case, especially when I’ve been gone a coupla weeks. But . . .”

She grins. “You are going to miss me.”

There it is. My sweet girl being extra sweet and right on point as usual. “Yeah, SoSo. I’m going to miss you.”

Sophie runs her hands through my hair, pushing the locks away from my forehead. “I will miss you too.” Her hand runs down my bare chest, and she palms my dick. “Mostly, I will miss your cock, chéri.”

I laugh and butt heads with her gently as she lets my hardening shaft go. I lean forward and kiss her neck, inhaling her divine scent, trying to imprint it on my soul.

“You love the way I smell, n’est-ce pas?” she asks rather randomly.

“Think you know that by now, ma chérie. Can’t get enough. Don’t want to either.” Especially since the first thing I do when I greet her is plunge my face into her neck and inhale her, and the last thing I do before I close my eyes when in bed with her.

Her eyes light up, and a big smile breaks across her face. She pushes against my chest, and I frown. “I was enjoying you close,” I pout.

She giggles and ducks from under my arms and rushes into her room. I watch her ass sway in a minuscule pair of pale-pink satin shorts paired with a matching camisole. She grabs something off her dresser and comes back into the bathroom.

“Take it with you when you leave tomorrow.” She holds up a bottle of her perfume. “This is my own special brand. I make it myself in the lab, and it is not for sale. You will not be able to get it anywhere. But when you are missing me and want to think of your friend in Paris, you can smell it.”

I finger the heart-shaped gold bottle, which is close to the size of a golf ball. Removing the cap, I lift it to my nose and inhale. Her scent fills my nostrils, and I grin. “Merci beaucoup.”

She smiles huge, wraps her arms back around my neck, and kisses me. I set the bottle safely on the counter and pull her into my arms. When we’re both breathing hard and panting, my dick hard against her belly, I nibble her lips and stretch my neck back. “And what do you want to have from me?” I ask.

“I would say a half a dozen orgasms for the road will do just fine.”

At the word orgasm, my dick throbs, wanting out of my suddenly tight boxer briefs. “Six . . . a bit greedy, ma chérie.”

She shrugs. “That perfume is expensive. You need to work it off.” My sweet, shy Sophie no longer. The woman standing before me now is confident and strong, and she knows what she wants in and out of the sack. I love it. And I adore her.

I palm her silky ass and start walking her backward toward her bed. “Then I better get started.” Like our first time, I lift her up and fling her onto her squishy bed, enchanted by her squeals of delight.

When I’m done rocking her world, I pull her into my arms, her naked chest half on mine, her thigh draped over my legs.

“Worth the price?” I ask jokingly, trying to make light of a situation I feel is getting heavy, knowing that when I wake up in a few short hours, it’s going to be to me leaving her. Still, when she’s paying a quarter million, I need to know that not only was this time with me worth it, but the hiring of International Guy was too.

Sophie’s smart and catches on quick. “I have already recommended your services to a host of business acquaintances. So, oui, worth the price.”

“Good to know. Was it worth getting this close to me?” I ask, my own voice unrecognizable with the emotion flooding it. I had no idea when I started this up with Sophie that I’d feel so connected to her. Not as someone I want to drop everything for, marry, and have babies with. However, she’s definitely someone I want to know and continue to have a relationship with on another level.

Friendship.

With a woman.

This woman.

Sophie.

She squeezes my chest. “Regardless of what you thought coming into this, or what I had in mind when I hired you, Parker, things evolved. You have given me so much more than just the confidence and tools I needed to run my company. The three of you together changed me. Made me a new woman. One I am proud to be.”

I lock my arms around her and rub my chin into her thick, sex-mussed hair.

“I have grown to care for you, Parker, as a friend. A man I now care about, have a vested interest in. I want to see you happy. I want you to find a woman one day who will give you that. And I want a lifetime of happiness with a man one day too. But it does not change the fact that you have become my best friend, and I love you like family; I have so little of that. I never want to lose your friendship, so do not think you can leave tomorrow and never hear from me again. I am going to be calling you often, and you better do the same. Friendships are like a bank account. We both make equal deposits and withdrawals to keep the account from going under or over. Unless you do not want that.” She lifts her head up and rests an arm on my chest so she can look into my eyes.

“I love you too, Sophie. As a friend. And I want it to stay that way.”

She kisses my lips. “That is good. Me too. But this is the last time we can ever have what we have in this bed. After tonight, I am no longer your friend with benefits. I am just Sophie.”

I grin, lock my arms around her, and kiss her back. “Then we better make this last round count.”

[image: image]

My phone buzzes on the bathroom counter, and I finish doing up my tie. I glance at the screen.

From: Moneymaker

To: Parker Ellis

Waiting downstairs in the car. Say goodbye to our sweet thang for us.

Roy’s text sends a burst of electricity through my heart. I lean against the vanity, shoulders stiff, mind a mess, and look at my face. Sandy-brown hair that needed a haircut a week ago, blue eyes ringed with bags from the lack of sleep, and two days’ worth of scruff I couldn’t possibly bother with shaving. That would have taken time away from SoSo. And I needed that time in order to leave her for good.

I open the bathroom drawer and pull out one of the tubes of the red Viva Glam lipstick I bought her. I remember back to when I first placed the tip to her pretty lips. Beautiful. I grin, twisting the cap off, and push up the color. Glancing at the huge vanity, I pick the top-right corner of her mirror where she usually gets ready.

Pressing hard enough to leave a nice thick red stain on the glass, I give my new best friend something to remember me by.

Ma chérie,

You are golden.

Love,

Me

When I’m done, I toss the ruined lipstick in the trash. She’s got two more anyway. I grab hold of the glass bottle with her special scent in it. Pushing up the sleeve of my dress shirt, I spray a stream on my wrist, cap it, and then put the bottle safely into my chest pocket. Her sugar and spice wafts in the air around me, making me feel happy and secure. I know that I’ve gained a friend. She may live an ocean and continent away, but I’m confident that Sophie is a woman of her word and won’t let that distance strain our new friendship.

Grabbing my carry-on from the counter, I quietly walk back into the room. Sophie is naked, sleeping on her side, her long brown hair tumbling behind her. The sheet is pulled up, covering her breasts, but her entire bare back is on display. She looks like an angel, and I pull my phone out and allow myself this one secret snapshot of her unguarded beauty. I take the picture, stuff the phone back in my jacket, and head over to the bed. I sit down on the side and run my finger down her arm from the shoulder to her hand, where I hold it. She sleepily blinks open her eyes and smiles softly.

“This is goodbye?” Her words are low and roughened from sleep.

I nod. “This is goodbye.”

She lifts up, allowing the sheet to fall to her waist, and wraps her arms around me. “You be safe in your travels. Call me when you are settled so that I know you are home.”

I chuckle into her neck. Sniffing her scent from the source is even better than the bottle, and I’ll take what I can get. “Yes, Mom.”

She laughs and nuzzles against my neck, laying a kiss there. Her hands curl around my head. “Friends for life.” Her words are filled with hope, trust, and love.

I rest my forehead against hers. “Friends for life, SoSo.”

“Okay, Park.” She uses the nickname the boys call me and eases back, kissing both of my cheeks, not my lips. The sentiment is not lost on me. We are friends now. No longer lovers. “Au revoir.”

I get why she did what she did, so instead of kissing her lips, I press my lips to her forehead and hold them there. “Goodbye.”

With that, I pull away, stand, and head out of her bedroom, not looking back.

Goodbyes, even when the circumstances are good . . . suck.

[image: image]

The beer is icy cold going down my throat. My pops claps his hand on my shoulder and squeezes. “Good to see my boys back home. Good trip?” he asks. We’ve been back a couple of days, and my pops was ready to see our familiar faces. At least that’s what he said when I first entered.

Roy answers first with a big white grin. “We’ll always have Paris.” Leave it to the big bald manly man to quote Casablanca.

I toss a peanut at him, but he’s too fast and bats it away, a cocky eyebrow lifting as if to say, “Bring it on.”

“Paris rocked. The women . . .” Bo shakes his head and rubs at his goatee. “Experienced, man.” He waggles his eyebrows in a seductive gesture. “Can’t wait to go back.” Bo lifts his beer and takes a long pull.

I howl with laughter. “Bro, there are no women you haven’t touched left to score.”

He grins wickedly. “I know. I always did love second helpings.”

Roy cracks a smile and shakes his head. “Shoot, one day that dick of yours is gonna get you into trouble. Lord help the woman who casts her line and catches you by the pecker.”

“I’m gonna need a shot of tequila for this conversation,” Pops chimes in, tossing his towel over his shoulder before he slaps the table and heads back to his regular position behind his bar.

I look around at the comforting bar and notice all the little touches that make this more than just my pops’s workplace, but a home away from home. More so than my own apartment even.

“What’s on your mind?” Roy lifts his chin. “Missing the sweet thang?”

I sigh. “Yes and no. We said our goodbyes, and we parted as friends.”

“Friends? With a chicklet?” Bo’s eyes widen, and he shakes his head. “Not possible, man. Friendship and women do not go together. Like oil and water, bro.”

“No, you and women don’t go together. Sophie’s cool. We actually had just as much fun hanging out with one another as we did fucking.” I grin and remember back to our last time, taking her wild from behind, her hand between her legs, my hands on her ass. “Though the sex was stellar.”

“And you didn’t fall for her?” Roy asks, sincerity in his tone, no judgment.

I shake my head. “It wasn’t like that. We connected on a level, a deep one, had our fun in the sack, and that’s that. I’ve already talked to her once, no hard feelings. She went on and on about the work. She’s neck-deep in a project that she feels good about. We’re fine. Definitely friends. Hell, I consider her one of my best now.”

Bo’s head turns to me. “Seriously?”

“Yeah. Dig her friendship, man. Never had a female friend before. It’s different, but I like it. I get a unique perspective on a situation from her. Women are incredible when it comes to seeing the emotional and heartfelt side of life. She’ll be a good sounding board for me, and hopefully, me for her.”

Roy nods. “I can see it. I mean, I knew you were into her, but I could also see you weren’t into her for the long haul.”

“Was mutual too,” I add, enjoying another swallow of my beer.

“So what’s next?” Bo asks. “Where to?”

I open up my planner on my phone and notice the slight shake to my hand. They are not going to believe who our next potential client is. I still can’t. In order to get right down to business—because once I tell them who our next client is, I’ll never hear the end of it—I start with the easy topic.

“First and foremost, we’ve got to start interviewing the five candidates Andre found for the executive assistant job.”

Royce nods and sips his whiskey. Bo scowls and grumbles under his breath.

“You’re meeting them.” I point at his chest accusingly.

“Brother . . . when you pick the one you want, I’ll meet him or her. Best I can give you.” Bo pops a pretzel into his mouth and munches away.

Part of being in a partnership with one another is picking up the shit the other doesn’t want to do. This is not something Bo is interested in doing, nor does he have to do it. I can pick the person, and he’ll go with whatever I decide. For now, I let it slide. When something comes up that I don’t want to do, payback will be a bitch, but he’ll do it because he owes me.

“Fine,” I agree.

“’Preciate it.” He sucks back his beer, leaving the dregs.

“Next, I got a really surprising email about a new job.” I’m surprised I’m able to hold it together and keep my voice steady.

“Yeah?” Royce questions, and Bo leans forward.

“From an agent.” I clear my throat.

“What type of agent?” Bo asks.

“The type that manages A-list actors.” I twirl a coaster around in a circle.

“A-list?” Roy’s eyebrows rise up on his forehead.

I purse my lips. “Turns out, the agent for Skyler Paige wants us to help with something special.”

“Skyler fucking Paige. You’re shitting me!” Bo knocks the pretzel bowl, and the contents go flying, scattering along the floor.

Pops yells out over the bar. “I’ll get the broom.”

“Thanks, Pops,” Bo calls out.

“Hooooleeee smokes. Skyler Paige is big time . . . and she’s also your Hollywood crush of all time.” Roy sips his drink and smiles wide.

I scowl and point at him. “Don’t you dare give me any crap! If Halle Berry’s agent called and asked for us to work for her, you’d lose your shit and cry like a little baby!”

Royce laughs. “Not even close. I’d fall to my knees and thank the Lord and count my many blessings. Then I’d work every last move I got until that woman had my ring on her finger. Shee-it. That would be the day.”

This time I crack up. Once we’ve settled our mutual love of all things Skyler Paige and Halle Berry, Bo jumps into the convo.

“So why does the woman who has everything—fame, fortune, and looks that could kill—need us?” Bo frowns.

“No kidding. Especially since she’s brought in a hundred million in movie sales alone.” Thank you, Google. I shake my head. “Not sure yet. I’ve got a face-to-face with the agent.”

That brow of Roy’s is working overtime as it cocks up once more. “Face-to-face? In Boston? I don’t imagine this agent lives here.”

“Nope, flying in from New York. Apparently that’s where Ms. Paige’s primary residence is too. Apparently she wants to keep the situation on the down low.”

Bo splays an arm out across the back of the booth. “Skyler Paige. Woman’s beautiful, stacked, and talented. I’ve seen all of her movies.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “She does mostly chick flicks.”

“Yeah . . . so? I’ve also got a dick, and it likes to get wet. Therefore, when a woman I want to get into wants to see a flick, I take her. Gives me a chance to get in the foreplay early on in the date. You know, dark theaters.” His face contorts into one that basically says, “Hello.”

Bo never ceases to amaze me. Instead of digging into his comment, I forge ahead. “All I know is that the agent wants to hire IG.”

“How did they get our info?” Roy asks.

I smile wide and give them one name. “Sophie.”

“Girl’s already scoring us recommendations? You must have given her the biz-ness something fierce,” Roy compliments.

I chuckle. “Be that as it may, she’s got a lot of high-level relationships in the beauty industry, which apparently includes Ms. Paige. She just completed a perfume ad for Rolland Group. When the agent spoke to Sophie, she recommended us for whatever it is Ms. Paige needs. Now I have no idea what that is, but I’m not going to turn down a meet.”

“Damn straight,” Bo says. “I’d love to meet Skyler.” He grins wickedly.

I shake my head, my hackles already rising. She’s mine. I think it, but I don’t say it. The guys already know I’m hot for the blonde superstar. “No way. You are not getting anywhere near Skyler Paige until we know what our job is. Even then, you’re steering clear. Like Sophie, Skyler is not one of your chicklets. She’s a client. A very wealthy client who needs our services.”

He groans under his breath, but I can still hear him. “I see how it is. You can bang them, but I can’t.”

“Yes, that’s right. You see Sophie crying in her espresso over me?” I wait until my point seeps into Bo’s head. “No. You don’t.” Another scowl. “Is she cursing out International Guy?”

“Point made. Carry on.” Bo waves his hand in the air.

He knows that he does not have the best reputation when it comes to mixing business with pleasure. Still, he usually makes it work out for us in the end.

“When’s the meet?” Roy asks as my pops comes by with the broom and a tray of refills. Whiskey for Roy, pint for me, bottle for Bo.

Pops sets down the drinks, and Bo jumps up out of the booth. “I got this, Pops. My mess, I’ll clean it.” Bo takes the broom from Dad.

We grab the drinks, and my father takes off to man his bar.

“End of the week,” I answer Roy. “I’ll keep you boys posted. In the meantime, let’s close out some open files on the smaller things. I’ll review pending requests and make assignments as well as get those prospective new hires in for interviews.”

“Now, we chill.” Royce sits back and sips at his whiskey. He closes his eyes, a serene, blissful vibe settling over him.

“Raise ’em up.” I lift my glass. Roy opens his eyes and places his tumbler against my drink. Bo sets the broom aside, grabs his fresh one, and nudges it next to ours.

“To scoring another sweet client that gets me closer to my silver baby,” Roy says, referring to the Porsche 911 he’s salivating over.

“I’ll drink to scoring Skyler Paige as a client,” Bo adds.

I ignore Bo’s comment about Skyler, trying not to let it bother me, even though it does. The word score coming out of Bo’s mouth anywhere near her name has me grinding my teeth.

“To another success with my brothers.” I clink their glasses, bringing it back to what we are.

Brothers, first.

“IG all the way . . . baby,” Roy adds.

“IG.” Bo clinks his glass.

“Hell yeah . . . International Guy.”





SKYLER

“Get out of bed! I mean it this time, Skyler!” The shrill timbre of Tracey’s voice pierces my eardrum painfully. I pull up the blankets and tuck my head under the pillow to muffle the sound.

“Damn it, Skyler!” I hear, right before the comforter is whipped off my mostly naked body. Gooseflesh ripples across my exposed arms, legs, and bare back from the air conditioning. I like it cold. Frosty. Reminds me I’m still alive, when very few things make me feel that way anymore.

Indignant, I lie there pretending to be asleep, even though she knows I’m not. Tracey may be my ball-busting agent, but she’s been my best friend since grade school. While I dove headfirst into drama and acting classes here at NYU, she tore the roof off business administration, graduating at the top of her class. I barely graduated. Between photo shoots, commercials, TV appearances, and the small parts I scored on the big screen, I had to beg, borrow, and plead just to get my diploma.

My professors at the time were pretty cool. Most of them ecstatic to school an actress that was actually working in the industry. A lot of extra-credit assignments and extended deadlines later, I have my bachelor of arts degree. And that’s something. Actually, it’s one of my prized possessions.

Life was so much simpler before I hit it big. My craft was about the acting. The love of the story. How well I could portray a character. What new traits I could bring. Whether I could find that deep place inside of me and bring her to life on the screen.

Now it’s about being the perfect shade of blonde. Whether my teeth are white enough. If I’ve gained a pound, and could I lose two in its place. What designer I’m wearing. Whether or not the guy I’m dating is cheating on me. They always are. At least that’s what the press says.

I haven’t had a real boyfriend, a man in my life, since college. A couple of attempts at a relationship taught me that lesson the hard way. Give a little of yourself to a man, and what do they do? Turn around and sell your secrets to the highest bidder. Nope. I’ve had enough of the lies. No more men for me.

Though I sure as hell miss sex. I can’t even remember the last time I had an orgasm that wasn’t self-induced. Honestly, I can’t remember when I had one that was. Why bother? It’s quick, meaningless, and empty. Like my life.

A resounding slap slams against my ass cheek through my tiny panties. Heat and pain zip up my body like a lightning bolt. I sit up like a rocket, boobs bouncing free, nipples tightening at the shock of cold air.

“Ouch! I can’t believe you spanked me!” I screech, and rub at my sore cheek.

Tracey points a blunt manicured finger my way, her honey-brown hair pulled back into a tight ponytail, her expression lethal. “You act like a child, you get treated like one. Now get your ass out of this bed, dressed, and down to the Versace shoot in . . .” She pulls up the sleeve of her blazer and checks her Rolex. “Two hours.”

I shake my head, grab my pillow, and tuck it to my naked front. Not that she hasn’t seen it all before, but it’s weird having a conversation with someone who’s in a fierce business suit and you’re lying in bed wearing only a pair of underwear. “I’m not going, Trace. I just . . .” My voice cracks, and the acid in my stomach swirls at the thought of doing one more bullshit shoot where I’m made up to be a perfect woman. A woman that I’m not. Nowhere near. “I can’t,” I whisper. “You have to cancel it. They need to get someone else.”

Tracey places both of her hands on her hips. “Skyler, I thought you’d be out of this funk by now. Usually you just need a couple of weeks off between movies and photo shoots to get geared up for the next round.” Her voice lowers to a soft, more gentle timbre. “Birdie, I’m worried about you.”

Birdie.

My nickname since our childhood. Birds fly in the sky, and I’ve always lived in the clouds. Always needed to have the wind beneath my wings to feel free. Plus, my name says it all.

“Flower, I can’t do it. I’m not sure when or if I can again.”

Her lips twitch at the use of her own childhood nickname. Flower because she’s rooted to the ground, enjoying the soil with which she’s planted. We don’t use our nicknames often, mostly when we need to be reminded it’s just us. Sky and Trace. Not Hollywood’s most sought-after “It” girl or the CEO of the largest talent agency in New York City. Just us. Birdie and Flower.

Tracey sits on the bed and grabs my hand. “You know this is not uncommon in the industry. It’s called burnout for a reason.”

I bite into my bottom lip and run my hand through the tousled blonde waves, the layers a mess from tossing and turning all night. Sleep comes few and far between these days, which is why she often catches me sleeping at noon. I have to catch some z’s where I can, and I refuse to self-medicate. The last thing I need is to dull the world around me more than it already is.

“Trace, I’m not sure I have it in me anymore. That place inside me that gets excited for a new part, for the thrill of stepping into a new script . . . it’s gone. Poof. I don’t know where it is or how to find it. All I know is that it’s not there. The desire to act is gone.” Tears prick at the back of my eyelids with the admission.

My best friend squeezes my hand reassuringly. “You’ll find it again. I promise you will. This has always been your dream, and you’re living it.”

I cringe. “Am I? By countless fake interviews with the press telling them things about me that aren’t real? Spewing the crap my publicist says I have to say in order to get the best ratings for a current movie, or to keep my fans interested in me?”

“Your fans love you.”

“And I love them. But they don’t know me. Not the real me!” I slap at the pillow over my chest.

Tracey has the good grace to look down at her lap, a note of guilt or shame in her curved spine and fallen head. “Maybe. Your job is to give them an illusion. You give them hope and something to look up to.”

I huff. “By doing shoot after shoot. Eating barely anything. I got on the scale the other day and almost threw up because I’d gained three pounds. Three pounds. It was as if I’d been shot. Almost immediately I ran to my elliptical and spent two hours on the devil machine. Then did weights until I thought my arms would fall off. That’s not normal. It’s unhealthy!” I fire off, and press my thumbs into my temples, where a headache is starting to throb.

“Skyler, I hate to say this, because I love you. You know I do. But, I’m your agent and manager. You have signed two contracts for two different movies this year. One will have you starting work in New York in six weeks before you leave for Milan about halfway through the film. I can cancel the Versace deal, the Aubade lingerie shoot, even the follow-up perfume campaign with the Rolland Group. Give you some time to rest.”

“Thank you . . .”

She sighs. “Don’t thank me yet. You are contractually obligated to shoot those movies. So, between now and the start of the next film, you need to find that fire inside of you.”

A shiver of dread rips through my chest and squeezes at my heart.

“And what if I can’t?” I whisper, my voice coated in emotional turmoil the likes of which I haven’t experienced since I lost my parents a few years ago to that boating accident. “The trip of a lifetime,” they’d said. Thanked me up and down for the private yacht they were going to sail around the world in, enjoying their fifties. They only made it out to sea that one time before . . .

“I’m going to find you help.” Trace juts me out of my wicked thoughts with her statement.

I frown. “What kind of help?”

Tracey inhales long and deep before adjusting her shoulders straight and locking her gaze with mine. “There’s a company called International Guy. They do a variety of things for women in positions of power.”

I can’t help the laughter that bubbles up from my throat and spills out, sounding loud and brash in the quiet stillness of the room. Living in the penthouse of a New York City apartment building affords you more than luxury. Being on the fortieth floor overlooking Central Park has its benefits, and quiet is one of them. Thank heavens.

“International Guy sounds like a men’s cologne!” I snicker behind my hand.

Tracey smiles. “Yes, well, they come highly recommended and do unorthodox work. I’m going to see about hiring their team.”

I push back against my headboard and hug the pillow. “And what is it that you think they can do for me?”

Her face turns into a blank mask before her saucy smirk takes over her pretty, simple features. “Bring back your muse, of course.”

The end . . . for now.





If you want to read more about the guys—Parker, Bo, and Royce—from International Guy, get your copy of New York: International Guy Book 2. The second installment will feature Parker Ellis taking on his celebrity crush, Skyler Paige: America’s darling and the highest-paid actress in the industry.

Only she has a problem . . . She suddenly doesn’t have it in her to act anymore.
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