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Chapter 1



   


   


   


  "Mysterious Pickles Games, how may I help you?" Stacy said, answering the phone.


  "Really, Stacy? A receptionist?" she heard her mother say, her tone irritated. "This was the important thing you had to go and do? This is why you couldn't meet Martha and I to talk about the Foundation fundraiser on New Year's Eve?"


  "Mom, first of all, I'm interim office manager, which just happens to include answering the phone," Stacy said, forcing herself to sound reasonable and patient. The fact that she was, in fact, sitting at the reception desk was beside the point. "Second, you and Martha do the masquerade ball every year. You've had it all planned since before Thanksgiving, and it''s only a week away. There isn't anything to talk about, really. So you didn't need me there anyway."


  "Yes, but..." She sighed. "Well. Maybe you could join us for lunch. We've got some last minute details we'd love you to look over. You know, fresh eyes. Can you make it up to Gianfranco's? Around noon? We should be ready for a break by then."


  Her mother sounded breezy, totally casual. Having known her mother all of her life, however, Stacy was onto her tricks.


  "I can't possibly. I need to go over to Ain't She Sweet, pick up some things for a, erm, meeting."


  "This is important." Her mother's voice was insistent. "Honestly. Can't you have someone else get it, and stop by instead?


  Stacy's eyes narrowed. "Don't tell me. Martha's got a son, or nephew, or cousin or something who is around my age and just happens to be single."


  A slight pause, then her mother huffed. "Stepson. And from what I hear, he's absolutely charming."


  "I already fell for charming, thanks." Stacy tightened her jaw.


  "Sweetie," her mother pleaded, now sounding sad. "You can't judge all men based on one bad one."


  "I know that," Stacy replied, then plowed forward before her mother could interrupt. "No, seriously. Logically, I know that all men aren't con artists like Christian was."


  But it wasn't about him, she thought bleakly. It wasn't that she couldn't trust men. It was that she couldn't trust herself--or her own judgment.


  "You made a bad choice," her mother said, snapping her out of her thoughts. "Of course, your father and I knew immediately that something was wrong with him."


  And here it comes, Stacy thought, already pulling out her preemptive ibuprofen and popping out two capsules.


  "You're young, and it's easy to get misled by some fast talking, good-looking man. They count on that."


  "I'm twenty-seven, not eighteen." Which made the fact that Christian had duped her out of $200,000 all the more mortifying.


  "Trust me. That's still young," her mother said briskly. "That's why we're saying there are plenty of eligible young men that are from good families, families we know--with enough money that you'll know for a fact they're not trying to rob you of yours."


  "Mom, I don't want you and Dad setting me up anymore." Stacy was pleased her voice stayed firm. "I'm serious."


  "Well, are you at least bringing someone to the masquerade ball?"


  Stacy grinned. "Yes. I'm bringing several somebodies, in fact."


  "Several? What do you...oh. The girls." Stacy heard the eye-roll in her mother's voice. "Well, I'm sure they'll be...memorable."


  "We also agreed to do that little promotion for the bookstore."


  "It's a benefit fundraiser, not a yard sale," her mother said primly. "Nothing so tacky as flyers, correct?"


  "Don't worry. We'll all be tasteful." Stacy frowned, wondering what Mallory would end up wearing. "Well, most of us."


  "But will you bring a date?" her mother pressed.


  Stacy sighed. "I've been on dating sabbatical all year," she said. "That technically includes New Year's Eve."


  "A year is a long time, especially at your age."


  "Thought you said I was young," Stacy said, then gratefully saw the other line light up. "Need to go back to work, Mom."


  "We're going to talk about this more," her mother warned.


  "And I look forward to it. Love you," she said, then hung up, clicking on the other line. "Mysterious Pickles Games, how may I help you?"


  "I was wondering if you could bring me a cup of tea," a low, sexy British voice said.


  She blinked, staring at the phone blankly, then looked up when she heard chuckling.


  Rodney, one of the coders, was leaning against a nearby wall, talking on his cell phone, staring right at her. He winked, shutting off the phone. "Sorry. Seemed like you needed an escape there."


  "You have no idea," she said, feeling both grateful and embarrassed.


  "Oh, I've an idea, right enough," he said. "Seems like my Mum calls weekly to see if I've any plans to procreate and carry on the family name."


  "Really?" she said, surveying him. "Is that a concern? You look like you've got plenty of time."


  For a second, a somber look crossed his normally cheerful face. He was striking looking--deep cobalt blue eyes, black hair, a trimmed beard that only accentuated those turn-quick-and-I'll-cut-you chiseled cheekbones. He was damned good-looking with a wicked grin.


  With an intense expression, he was downright mesmerizing.


  "Yes, well," he said, shaking off the moment with a flippant gesture. "She's concerned that I'm too focused on sowing oats of some wild sort. Which is nonsense. I've told her repeatedly: I can't even keep a houseplant alive, much less oats."


  She smirked. "I'm guessing you've sowed plenty."


  "Do you, now?" He leaned on the reception desk. "Given it much thought?"


  "Not really," she said, quickly and emphatically. "I'm allergic to oats like yours, pal, so eyes front."


  "Seems like you're allergic to everyone's oats," he pointed out. "I heard you say something about a dating sabbatical. Sorry, didn't mean to eavesdrop, but you were just out here at the front desk," he added, obviously unrepentant.


  "I decided to take the year off from men. And women, before you ask."


  His eyes widened. "I wasn't planning to, but thank you for that vivid image."


  "Sorry. Jose hit me with that one." She shook her head, then palmed the ibuprofen and downed them with some water. "Relationships are headaches. I don't need any more headaches."


  "True." he said, nodding sagely, then grinned, one of pure deviltry. "Of course, that doesn't discount, ah, oat farming."


  "Moratorium on that, too," she said. "Which Steve from marketing could've told you, since he made a similar offer."


  "That was more of an observation than an offer, but I suppose it's good to know." His expression turned serious for a second. "Truly, though--you looked upset, and getting more so. And I sort of specialize in family headaches." He winked. "Keep your chin up."


  "Keep calm and carry on, right?" She smiled. "That's so British."


  "As I am," he said, tipping an imaginary hat to her. "Right to the marrow, love."


  She watched as he waltzed away, heading back to his office down the stairs. She felt a little tingly squirm of admiration.


  "Stop that," she scolded herself...then decided to sneak one last peek at him as he was walking away.


  He was waiting at the end of the hall and grinned when he saw her glance.


  Damn it, she thought, and quickly buried herself in filing. There was a reason why she was on a dating moratorium. The absolute last thing she needed was a sexy-as-sin Englishman, who was a player with a capital P, ruining all her carefully built defenses.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  
Chapter 2



   


   


   


  An hour later, Rodney was still thinking about the exchange as he typed away at code. Just light stuff at this point--he was waiting for the next project to come down the pipeline and almost all publishers were shut down for the holidays, so he was just killing time. His own phone jumped to life beside him. Seeing the number, he smiled.


  "Hello, darling," he said. "It's odd, I was just talking to someone about you."


  "Don't darling me," his mother, the Dowager Duchess of St. Charles, said sharply. "I'm still unhappy you missed Christmas."


  "I am sorry about that, but weather was terrible. Also, we had a late release we needed to go to the wire on," he said.


  "You know none of that makes any sense to me." She sighed. "You've been there three years already, Rodney. Aren't you done having your fun?"


  He felt his muscles tense. So it was going to be this conversation again. "It's my job, mother."


  "Your job. You realize how utterly horrid that sounds. How plebian."


  "Now, now. Let's not dabble in class warfare," he said, hoping to head her off at the pass.


  "You are the Duke of St. Charles, Earl of Loamshire, and one of the British peerage," she said, gaining steam. "You could probably buy that little company twenty times over, and there you are, at their beck and call. At Christmas!" She was quiet for a second. "Your father would be scandalized."


  He rubbed his head. Like Jacob Marley, his father was a ghost that usually visited around Christmas, even though the man had been dead for some twelve years now. "Mother, must we? Haven't we exhausted this avenue of conversation?"


  "You are the duke," she repeated. "You're not getting any younger--and lord knows, neither am I. At what point will you buckle down and tend to your responsibilities?"


  "What responsibilities?" he countered, lowering his voice and shutting the door. "I keep an eye on the family investments. I ensure that my sisters are taken care of. And employment is hardly scandalous. Most of the other members of the peerage work."


  "At respectable jobs," she countered. "They don't work in denim and t-shirts at silly little games!"


  "More's the pity, the poor bastards," he said, through gritted teeth. "These 'silly little games' are my passion. I love working on them."


  "Spoken like a child," she said. "Keep being childish, and you'll never have children of your own."


  "My four sisters all have children," he shot back. "If you're feeling remiss in grandmotherly duties, I'm sure a nice visit will calm your sensibilities."


  "You know very well that only you can produce the heir to the title!"


  "I'm twenty-eight," he said, remembering Stacy's observation. "There's plenty of time."


  "Anything could happen. You have no idea how much time you have," she said, her voice solemn, and he knew she was referring to his father, yet again, who had unexpectedly died of a massive heart attack while returning from the bank.


  "I may move back to England," he said, a small effort at comforting her. "But right now, I'm learning too much, doing too much, here."


  "And still chasing around those women, I imagine," she sniffed. "Not a one suitable to be a wife and the mother of your children, I might add."


  He held his breath and mentally counted to ten. "I'm not having this conversation."


  His mother paused, the sighed softly as they reached the usual impasse. "I suppose it's too much to ask if you're coming home for New Year's?"


  He'd considered doing just that, but in his current frame of mind, he realized there was no way. "I can't," he said. "But I will try to be home for a visit the month after or so."


  "Very well." She sighed again, a demure, restrained exhalation. "I'm sorry we had words. But this is important."


  "I know, Mother. Love to the girls," he said, then rang off, putting the mobile phone down on his desk.


  She hadn't understood. He'd mourned his father, although the two of them had never been close. He wasn't necessarily that close to his mother, either, although he felt more affection for her. He knew how much his presence here pained her. It represented a clear threat to the legacy that she was trying so hard to preserve.


  But he wasn't kidding. Games were his life. They'd been a salvation for him at boarding school. It was through mass multi-player games that he'd befriended Fezza. He'd studied computer engineering and programming when most of his mates were studying law or finances. That was how he'd gotten the job here at MPG.


  He'd done too much to get this far. He could've been partying in Ibiza or skiing in the Alps, like his rich and reckless cousin Gerard. But even though he was "roughing it," he was still happier here than he'd ever been anywhere.


  There was a light tapping on his door--more like a light kicking. Puzzled, he got up, and opened it.


  Stacy was standing there with a tray.


  "You called," she said, smirking. She proceeded to put the tray down on his empty desk. "Requesting a cup of tea, remember?'


  The tray held a teapot, a teacup and saucer, a strainer, a small pitcher of milk, and a bowl of sugar.


  "How do you take it?" she asked, her smile widening.


  Stunned, he replied, "Ah, milk and one. Thanks."


  She poured the milk, then deftly poured the tea into it, removing the leaves once they'd served their purpose. Then she stirred in one spoon of sugar. "Hope it's up to standard," she said. "It's been a while."


  He took a sip, and moaned. "Oh, God," he said. "You have no idea how long it's been since I've had a decent cup of tea. This is brilliant."


  "Least I could do," she said. "Thanks for this morning."


  "No, this is above and beyond," he said, feeling genuinely grateful. "I insist. I must pay back the favor. What can I do?"


  She looked at him, and for a split second, hunger crossed her face, strong enough to startle him--and to jump start a hunger of his own.


  He was more than willing to provide her with whatever payment she required, if the look on her face was any indication. In fact, he'd beg for the opportunity.


  She quickly shuttered her expression--something he imagined she was good at by now.


  "Moratorium," she said, more regretful than stern. "I'll let you know the next time I need my car washed, though."


  With a cheeky grin, she left him with a perfect cup of tea--and a libido that was considerably stirred up.


  As he sipped with a fervent sense of comfort, he thought about her. She'd been surprisingly thoughtful, gone out of her way. She obviously hadn't just had this stuff tucked away. This wasn't some loose, cheap quality, paper-bagged tea-dust from the shops. It was something special, a delicious Earl Grey with just the right amount of bergamot and full bodied black leaves. The water was boiled, not lukewarm, and she'd poured the milk first, like she knew the proper way to do so...how Brits took tea.


  She was gracious, and grateful, but kept up a wall. She was beautiful and kind. Open, but somehow aloof.


  She wanted him, but seemed almost scared--more of herself than him.


  And wasn't that fascinating?


  She was working temporarily at this job as an office manager. Her car and clothes bespoke money, so why the job? What was she doing here?


  It was definitely a puzzle.


  He grinned.


  Luckily enough, puzzles were his absolute favorite kind of game.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  
Chapter 3



   


   


   


  The guys were playing pool on the table near the Pit, enjoying draft beers. It was oddly awesome. None of his old mates from Cambridge could say that their offices were similar to a pub.


  "Say, Fezza," he said, pulling his friend aside. "I was wondering. What's the deal with Stacy?"


  The mere mention of her name had all the guys looking over at him and he suddenly wished he'd been a bit more discreet.


  "No go, man," Fezza said. "Seriously. We've all made a run at her. Nobody survives. Even you would crash and burn."


  "Nobody said anything about making a run at anyone," he said. "Good God. You make it sound like I was planning on strafing her like a B-52 bomber."


  "Every single straight guy here has asked her out," Fezza continued, oblivious.


  "I asked her out the first day," Jeremy said, shaking his head. "She was nice, but shot me down in under two minutes."


  "I made thirty seconds," Jose said. "And that was on the first attempt."


  "How many attempts have you made?" Rodney asked.


  "Not like I keep count." Jose shrugged, then sighed. "About ten. The last time, she said no before I even started talking. It's how she says hello now."


  "Well, that's not stalker-esque or anything," Rodney said, now somewhat appalled on Stacy's behalf. He'd had some audacious and persistent women pursue him when he'd still been hitting the club circuit with Gerard, and he knew how draining it could be. How much worse to be a woman, stuck in a building with that kind of obstinance?


  "The delivery guys ask her out, too," Jeremy added.


  "I waited for a few days, and she was polite about it, but ice cold," Fezza said. "Seriously. Freezer burn. Not trying that again."


  "All right," Rodney said. "But I didn't ask about your 'attempts' at her. I'm asking, who is she? What's her story? Why is she even here?"


  The question seemed to take them all aback.


  "Well, she's the interim office manager," Jeremy said, as if he was an idiot. "She's here to...you know, order things, make sure repair men get called, set up meetings. Stuff like that."


  "You're just messing with me now, right?" Rodney stared at them. "Beyond the fact that she's the office manager and she's shot you all down, do you know anything about this woman?"


  The guys all stared at each other for a second, then stared at him as if he'd grown another head.


  "She's nice," Jose finally offered. "Even when she's pissed at me, she stocks the cookies I like in the break room."


  "She also recommended a great vet for my dog, Boo Radley," Fezza added. "When I brought Boo by to say thank you, Stacy didn't mind that he got her slacks all muddy, either. Which is pretty cool."


  Rodney waited, but that's all they provided. "Some observant lot you are," he muttered.


  "Why do you want to know?"


  "She doesn't make sense," Rodney said. "Everybody else here makes sense. You guys, the execs. I know about just about everyone in the building...except her. I don't like not knowing things."


  "Well, maybe you should just ask her, then."


  "Apparently I'll have to," he said, heading upstairs.


  He walked toward the reception desk, only to find Steve from marketing there already, leaning solicitously over the desk. "So, do you have plans for New Year's Eve?"


  "Yes, I do," she said, not looking up from her computer screen.


  "I'll bet." Steve seemed to miss the point. "Well, are you free tonight?"


  "No, I'm not. I have plans." If her words were any shorter and sharper, you could use them as ice picks.


  "Aw, c'mon." Steve put on what Rodney supposed was his winning smile. "I figured the first time you turned me down, it was for show. Playing hard to get. What will it take to get in with you, Blondie?"


  Guy had some balls on him, Rodney thought, using that "hard to get" cliché in this day and age. No brains to speak of, but definitely balls.


  The "Blondie" bit finally had her looking up, her clear gray eyes like frozen diamonds. "I know I've only been acting office manager for a few weeks, but I seem to remember there being a training session on sexual harassment. I'd be more than happy to send the slide deck to your email. And copy in the execs."


  Steve turned red, putting his hands up. "Hey, just being friendly. Wanted to, you know, welcome you to the office."


  "Consider me welcomed." Her face was harsh, like a Valkyrie's. Rodney was torn between wanting to applaud and being viciously turned on by her sheer ferocity.


  "I've heard you were a stone cold fox," he muttered. "Didn''t know you were a frigid snatch on top of it. You hate men or something?"


  "Because I said I'm not interested?" Her voice didn't rise, but something about it intensified. "Do you really want to do this, Steve? We both know what's in your personnel file. It's not like you can afford another infraction." She stared at him, one aristocratic eyebrow arched. "And if I find out you've bothered other women in the office the same way, I'll make sure you're not only fired, but you don't get a job anywhere else in Seattle."


  "What the hell?" he roared. "How do you think you'll manage that, bitch?"


  "Here, now!" Rodney said, finally stepping in. "Watch yourself."


  "Or what, you fag?"


  "Right. Out you go." Rodney moved to grab him, but Stacy stepped out from behind the desk, shoving him instead.


  "That does it," Stacy said. "It's obvious you've been drinking. You were already having issues, and I'm sure this'll be what pushed the exec committee to fire you. Get out. We'll have your desk contents sent to you, but you're out of here right now."


  "You're what, some dumb receptionist?" Steve squawked. "You can't fire me!"


  "I'm office manager here," she said. "Which means I deal with HR issues. Which means I looked at your file the second time you asked me out, after I told you I wasn't interested in very clear terms. I've already discussed it with Madge, who is your boss, even though she's out of the office right now. And I think, with a witness, what you've just done definitely merits termination. I'm betting you'll be fired by the end of the day."


  Steve turned several shades of color, from red to white to purple and back.

  "You--You--" His hands balled into angry fists.


  "Want to hit me and push this up to jail?" She actually took a step forward. "Try something. If you're surprised by getting fired, then you'll be downright shocked when I kick your ass, buddy."


  "Who the fuck do you think you are?"


  "I'm Stacy Fielder," she said sharply. "My family practically founded this valley. My father is on the board of several of the biggest tech firms in Seattle, and my mother is head of the Fielder Foundation--yeah, that one," she said, as Steve's face suddenly went pale again, this time in apparent recognition of just how deep the shit he was in truly was. "I'd start looking at new cities, Steve. Maybe new states. Because you choose the wrong 'Blondie' to bully into sleeping with you."


  Steve blustered his way out. She collapsed against the back of the desk.


  "Bloody hell," Rodney said, rushing to her. "Are you all right?"


  "Just another day at the office," she said, glancing at her watch. "Which reminds me...I've got to go. Need to get...ah, food. For a......meeting."


  "I'll do that." He paused, surprised at himself.


  She grinned. "No offense, but I've seen your car," she said, her voice regaining some strength. She still looked pale, though, even for her normal ivory skin tone. "I'm not even sure it'd make it back to the office."


  He grimaced. He wasn't about to explain that it wasn't his car. "Let me help, at least."


  "I'm all right, really. I'm fine."


  "Just carrying. Consider me a Sherpa," he said. "Absolutely no funny business."


  She looked at him doubtfully.


  "I think I'm just now seeing how hard it is for you," he said. "Not just here."


  She sighed. "You're just carrying," she said. "Manual labor."


  "Aye aye, Captain."


  She smirked. "All right. Let's go."


   


  "We're just grabbing cupcakes for Tessa's birthday party," Stacy said, as she shifted gears and passed a car.


  "Okay," Rodney said, his voice sounding strained. "Not to be 'that guy,' but do we need to go eighty-five to do this? Do the cupcakes self-destruct or something if we don't reach them in time?"


  Stacy glanced down at the speedometer. "Sorry," she said, easing off the gas pedal. "I guess my run in with Steve bothered me more than I thought."


  "It would bother anyone," Rodney said. "I was ready to kick his ass."


  "As you probably heard, he was on his way out anyway. They were looking for one more infraction. I just hate that I was it." She sighed. "I'll call Madge when we get back, sort it all out."


  Rodney was quiet for a moment. "You take the job very personally for someone who is only filling in temporarily, if you don't mind my saying."


  She felt her hackles rise. "Just because I'm not doing it forever doesn't mean I won't do my absolute best."


  "Didn't say you shouldn't. I'm just saying it's rare, more's the pity." He seemed to be staring at her. She refused to glance over at him, keeping her eyes on the road. "What do you do when you're not doing interim work?"


  "This and that."


  "Ah. Temp work," he said, that delicious British drawl making even something so mundane sound outrageously sexy. Damn you, British accents! "Commitment phobic, then?"


  She finally did glance over at him, not surprised to see his blue eyes twinkling, and that sexy-as-sin dimple making an appearance just over his meticulously trimmed beard. "You're awfully good at pushing my buttons, Mr. Charles."


  "Ah, I shouldn't," he said, his tone more mischievous than sorry. "But you're fun. And to be honest, I do want to know more about you."


  "Why?"


  He didn't say anything until she turned to him. "You really need to ask?"


  She sighed. "It's not..."


  "I get it. No, really, I do," he said, and his tone was surprisingly serious. "You may find this hard to believe, but back home in England, I was fancied a bit of a catch."


  She thought of how he'd looked, leaning against that wall, staring at her with that little sexy smile.Yeah, she just bet he was "a bit" of a catch.


  "It could get rather ridiculous, after a point," he said, and he actually sounded embarrassed. "Not to say I was fending them off the way you seem to be, but I still understand what it's like to be pursued left and right by people you simply don't connect with. Especially those who don't seem to know or care who you really are."


  She out a breath she hadn't consciously realized she was holding. "That's it. Not that I'm...I mean, I don't mean to be conceited. Believe me, in high school and college, if you'd told me that men would be crowding me for dates, I would've laughed in your face."


  They got out of the car. "So what happened?"


  She frowned. "There was...I, well..."


  "Ah." He nodded sagely. "The ex."


  She turned, stunned. "How did you know?"


  He rolled his eyes. "If your absolutely horrified tone didn't tip me off, love, that aghast look on your face would've been the trick," he replied. "He brought you out of your shell, hmmm?"


  "I had just graduated from college. I wasn't sure what I wanted to do with my life, and I was traveling with my friend Rachel." She smiled. "Rachel is the stunning one. Seriously, she's drop-dead gorgeous. You would forget I was in the room in a heartbeat if you met her."


  He glanced at her, those blue eyes giving her a mischievous yet somehow non-sleazy once over. "I sincerely doubt that."


  Something about the way he said it made her feel warm and sugary. "Anyway, he paid attention to me. We had kind of a fling in Italy." She smiled. "Imagine my surprise when I discovered he lived nearby, right here in Snoqualmie, when I came home."


  She was glancing at Rodney when she saw his expression go hard. "Quite the shock."


  "See? You saw it coming. My parents saw it coming." She sighed. "I...well. I didn't see it. Didn't want to see it."


  Thankfully, he didn't say a word.


  "Anyway, we were together for a year and a half. Initially, he always took me places, got me gifts, and paid for everything. But he was a struggling artist, and I...well, I was a trust-fund kid. I didn't have to work. So I'd find myself doing things for him. Little things, at first. Buying dinners, paying for trips, that kind of thing. Got him a car for his birthday."


  "But that wasn't quite enough," Rodney said, and she could hear the restrained anger in his tone.


  "No. It wasn't." She frowned. "He started getting interested in real estate. He wasn't at all like the artist I fell in love with--or thought I fell in love with. He said he didn't want to feel unworthy, especially since I had all this money. He started making little comments about how I looked. Said I was the daughter of the Fielders. Encouraged me to work more with my mother's charity, The Fielder Foundation. I did, and I started dressing the part. After a while, I got a full makeover." She gestured down to her wardrobe. "Before I met him, I'd be wearing a pair of jeans and a hoodie with a hole in the sleeve. So I guess I can thank him for that."


  Rodney made a low sound in his throat, like a growl. He didn't seem to agree with her assessment. "Then what?" he asked, in a tight voice.


  The depth of her embarrassment was brutal. "Finally, he said that he wanted my help to invest in something. Something for the two of us. He hit me with it right after he proposed."


  "Bastard," Rodney hissed.


  She shot him a glance as they pulled off the freeway towards Issaquah. "Yeah. Initially, my parents liked him well enough, especially when they thought he was a good influence. But they didn't ever trust him, and when he proposed, and asked for the investment, they really let me know what they thought. They didn't trust him, and didn't want him around me anymore. I was young, stupid, and thought we were getting married." She took a deep breath. "So I gave him what I could get out of my trust fund."


  "Ouch."


  "And then my parents showed me he was a con artist." The pain still seared, even after thirteen months...but who was counting? "He had a girlfriend on the side that he was seeing. He'd researched me, targeted me when I went to Italy. It was terrible."


  "Is he in jail?"


  "Yes. I got him," she said, feeling at least a little fierce spurt of pride. "Trapped him, helped the detectives, and they nailed his ass. His skanky girlfriend, as well."


  "That still had to hurt."


  "More than I care to admit," she said, realizing she'd just told him the ugliest story--one she'd only shared with her girlfriends. She pulled into the parking lot of Ain't She Sweet, a small bakery that made custom cakes. He got out, meeting her in front of the car. "Anyway, since then, I've had plenty of offers, thanks to...you know, the makeover and all. And then helping Madge with this job, I'm in testosterone-ville. "


  "And your parents aren't helping."


  "No. No, they...oh, for fuck's sake," she breathed, turning quickly.


  "What?" He quickly glanced around. "What is it? What's the matter?"


  Not today. Any other day, but not today. She glanced over her shoulder.



  Sure enough, standing in front of the cupcakery was her high school boyfriend--one who still carried a torch for her, the son of a close friend of the family. He was looking the other way, talking on his cell phone. He was wearing a puffy jacket and a fuzzy hat to ward off the chill.


  "I swear to God, today is like the Murphy's Law of dating," she said, gritting her teeth. "This guy is going to ask me out, I guarantee it."


  "Not that I doubt it at this point," Rodney gave her an askance look, "but how can you be sure?"


  "Because he always does."


  Rodney quirked an eyebrow, sizing him up. "Too tired to give him a Steve-styled ass kicking?"


  "Worse. He doesn't deserve one," she said, feeling her heart sink. "His name is Lloyd, and he's actually a nice guy. I just have no chemistry with him, and he seems to think persistence will win the day. With any luck, he won't see...."


  "Stacy?" she heard him say. "Stacy Fielder? Is that you?"


  "Damn it, damn it, damn it... Hi, Lloyd!" She put on her brightest smile.


  "I thought that was you." Lloyd was a finance guy of some sort. He had a round face and a pleasant smile, his high school physique turning vaguely doughy thanks to deskwork. He lit up, and threw his arms around her in a hug, not quite stepping back far enough when he released her. "I was just grabbing some stuff at the bakery here. I hear they've got amazing cupcakes, and you know I''ve got a sweet tooth." His smile was sweet and entirely too sincere. "Funny I should find the sweetest thing here in the parking lot!"


  "Oh, you." Oh, God. "I'm just picking some things up for a friend's birthday..."


  "No worries, I won't keep you." He looked like was winding up for the pitch, and her mind raced for some way to head him off. "Your folks are going to have that insane New Year's costume party, right? My parents and I are planning to be there."


  No, no, no. "Would you look at the time?" she said lamely, glancing at her wrist before realizing she wasn't wearing a watch. She grabbed her phone hastily. "We're going to be late for the party! Better grab those cupcakes...."


  "Why don't we go together?" Lloyd's eyes were bright. "You're single now, I'm single. It just makes sense. What do you say? No point in both of us going stag, right?" He chuckled a little, but his look was intent. Intense, even.


  Stacy quailed. "I'm so sorry, Lloyd."


  "You mean you're not going?"


  She briefly thought about lying. Anything to get out of this. But she had to go. She'd promised the girls, and she was determined to promote the bookstore. But he'd be there, and then he'd probably pester her or act like they were there together.


  All she could do was either go with him, which would give him false hope...or just outright crush him.


  She'd had enough for one day.


  "Sorry, mate, but she's got a date," Rodney interjected. "With me."


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  
 Chapter 4


   


   


   


  As soon as the words were out of Rodney's mouth, he thought he'd swallowed his own tongue.


  Both Stacy and the little bug-eyed fellow were staring at him now. "She's going...with you?" Lloyd said. His expression was clearly suspicious.


  Stacy, on the other hand, looked like someone had given her a good, hard wallop on the bum.


  "Yes," Rodney said, a bit more firmly. "We're going together."


  "Right." Stacy suddenly nodded like a bobble head. "We're...together."


  Lloyd's eyes narrowed. "But your father said you were single. That you wanted--needed--a date to the party."


  Stacy's eyes narrowed, as well. "When, exactly, did he tell you that?"


  "Just today," Lloyd said, obviously irritated. Rodney realized that the fellow's "nice guy" act was a bit of a put on; he knew Stacy would feel guilty and thought he'd be able to maneuver her into saying yes because she had a kind heart. Not today, Rodney thought, shooting the shorter man a wolfish grin.


  "Let me get this straight," Stacy said, her voice sweet as treacle--something that should've been a warning to poor Lloyd, but the man was far too clueless and petulant to hear it. "You spoke with my parents about asking me out?"


  "And they said you hadn't been in a relationship since Christian," Lloyd said, as if complaining about a bill of sale. Idiot! "They said you've been single for a year, and that you..."


  Suddenly, he stopped short, his round face turning red.


  "That I what?" Stacy prompted, a bit more venom in her tone.


  "We were just talking about the party, that's all," he said, quickly back-pedaling, or trying to. "You happened to come up."


  "I thought you were working in downtown Seattle these days, Lloyd," she said, moving closer to Rodney and putting her arm around his waist. He didn't mind that one bit, turning his face behind her head to hide his grin. In the process, he got a sniff of her scent--freesia, some hyacinth maybe. Floral, elegant. "Issaquah's about twenty minutes away, and that''s without traffic. Are you telling me there aren't any cupcake places in downtown Seattle?"


  "I heard really good things about this one," he said weakly.


  "My mother called you. Told you where I'd be." Stacy's words cut across his protests like a blowtorch. "And you thought you'd just ambush me and ask me out."


  "Is it really that bad a thing?" He was trying the "poor me" stance again. "We dated in high school."


  "For a month!" she yelped. "The answer, by the way, is no."


  "How long have you been seeing this guy?" Lloyd countered, crossing his arms.


  Rodney shook his head. Stop while you're ahead, you ass.


  Stacy's eyes blazed. "I'm not 'seeing' this guy," she said sharply. "I'm screwing this guy."


  Lloyd's mouth dropped open. Rodney choked.


  She glared at him. Then, before he could even brace himself, she laid one right on him, grabbing him by the shoulders and dragging his mouth to hers.


  For a second, he smiled against her, amused by the ridiculous drama of the moment. They'd have a good laugh about it, he thought, once this little ponce was on his way.


  Then he felt the silken lips underneath his mouth, the way they trembled, the way she seemed to melt against him, the force turning to pliancy, the anger turning to uncertainty.


  Then all thought of laughter seemed to evaporate in the face of a curious heat.


  He kissed her, tilting his head, closing his eyes. Tasting her--the rich, sweet taste of her. Rather than conquering, he softened her stance, anchoring her...exploring her mouth with his, a slow dance of lips and tongues.


  She let out a soft sigh and it was like she'd wrapped him in a satin net. He couldn't have torn himself away if he tried.


  She finally pushed away. When she turned back to Lloyd, he looked disappointed, and more than a little pissed.


  Rodney would've chuckled at the pouting man if his body hadn't suddenly shot into overdrive. He suddenly wanted this woman, more than he wanted anything he could ever remember. More than he wanted oxygen.


  She still leaned against him, her chin up. "Goodbye, Lloyd," she said, with a note of finality that was only ruined by the breathlessness of her voice. Actually, in some ways, that enhanced it.


  "Fine," Lloyd huffed, then turned on his heel and stomped away.


  Stacy waited, then she turned to Rodney, hugging him. "Oh my God," she whispered in his ear. "I'm sorry. That was ridiculous. That was insane."


  "That was fun," he whispered back, his beard brushing along her jawline. He felt her shiver against him, and his first instinct was to get her back into the car, drive someplace private, and finish what they started. "Screwing me, are you?"


  "We will speak of this to no one," she whispered, but still loosely held him.


  "Not a word," he swore.


  They stood like that for a moment, pressed together.


  Then she gasped, and he guessed that she'd finally felt his hardness between them.


  "I'd apologize, love," he said roguishly, "but you did sort of wake him out of a deep sleep. Only natural he'd pop up to see what's going on."


  She turned a deep rosy blush, and quickly turned. "I'll...um...get the cupcakes," she stammered, then glanced down. The blush went deeper. "Why don't you wait in the car?"


  "I know. Not a word," he repeated, and, despite the ache, he still found himself laughing as she flipped him off and hurried into the shop.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  
Chapter 5



   


   


   


  Even while Tessa's birthday celebration was in full force up in the Pit, Stacy found herself in her office – or rather, Madge's office, when Madge wasn't out on leave. It was a tiny, windowless room on the bottom floor


  She took a big drink of ice water, hoping the ice would cool down her libido.


  She'd kissed Rodney. She still couldn't believe it.


  Worse, it had felt incredible.


  She held the bottle against her neck, despite the fact that it was maybe twenty degrees outside.


  She'd always thought Christian was a good kisser, but Rodney--holy hell. He was some kind of Zen kiss master. The Michelangelo of making out.


  Just... wow.


  She shook her head, trying to collect her thoughts. She had bigger issues to deal with right now.


  She went to Madge's office for some privacy when calling her, discussing what had happened with Steve. He'd already called and complained, but there was a security camera in the lobby, which he apparently hadn't realized. Not surprising, since she hadn''t realized it, either. He wasn't fighting termination at this point. For all she knew, he might consider leaving the city, which suited her fine.


  She'd just finished filling out her incident report when her cell phone rang. It was her mother, unsurprisingly.


  Before Stacy could quite get a word out, her mother was talking.


  "What's this about you having a new boyfriend?"


  Stacy blinked. "I don't have a new boyfriend."


  "Oh, really? Then why did Lloyd Weathers just call me to tell me you're seeing some bearded man and that you were all over him in public?"


  "That's a good question, Mom," Stacy said, her voice staying steady and cold as permafrost. "Why did Lloyd Weathers call you? He's twenty-eight, not ten. So why did he feel it necessary to call my mother to tattle?"


  "He's concerned," her mother said, her tone snippy.


  "Why?" Stacy shot back, snippy herself. "What does it have to do with him? Or you?"


  There was a long, pained pause. "All right. I admit. I handled that poorly."


  "You think?"


  "Still," her mother pressed, "who is this man?"


  "This man," Stacy said sharply, "is a poor co-worker who let me manhandle him to prove a point to Lloyd."


  "You kissed some stranger?" Her mother sounded shocked.


  "You sent my high school ex-boyfriend to a cupcake shop in Issaquah to ambush me?"


  Her mother took a deep breath. "Let's just say mistakes were made all around."


  "Agreed." Stacy closed her eyes, involuntarily shivering at the thought of kissing Rodney.


  Mistake. Big mistake. Huge.


  "But you're still going to be at the party, yes?"


  Stacy's stance softened, and she rubbed her forehead. "Of course I'll be there, Mom. Even if it wasn't a family tradition, the girls are counting on me."


  "You know, let's just have a different policy," her mother said, her voice smooth and cultured, what Stacy termed her "donations" voice when she worked charity fundraisers. "You just come to the party by yourself and have a great time. Don't worry about digging up a date. Just have fun with whoever's there. Sound good?"


  "Sounds great," Stacy said.


  "And do you have your costume taken care of?" Her mother asked. "Nothing too risqué?"


  "It's a ball gown from one of my favorite TV shows," Stacy said. "Kyla made it. Don't worry, though; it covers all my naughty bits."


  Her mother tutted. "It'd better. Love you, sweetie."


  "Love you too, Mom." She hung up, then surveyed the phone.


  She really did love her parents. When Christian had stolen from her, she thought her mild-mannered investment broker father was going to hunt him down with a tire iron and a host of harmful intentions. Hell, her mother was ready to shoot him.


  More importantly, they'd been genuinely worried about her.


  She tried to take their forceful efforts at making her happy in stride as a result. Still...


  Wait a second, she thought. "Just have fun with whoever's there," her mother had said.


  That should've just sounded casual. But it wasn't. She didn't just trot out the donations voice for no reason.


  It took Stacy all of fifteen minutes to hack into her mother's Dropbox account--password Chin Chin, for her mother's Pomeranian--and look at the guest list for the New Year's party.


  Sure enough, there were about twenty-five late additions, all of them young, male, and eligible friends of the family.


  She hid her face in her hands. "Oh, God." It was worse than she thought.


  She was Princess Charming--and they were looking to be her Cinderfella.


  A little knock on the office door interrupted her thoughts.


  "Hey...are you okay?"


  She glanced over. Adding insult to injury, there was Rodney, looking adorable, that magical mouth of his smiling, his eyes looking like sapphires infused with pure, sexy mischief.


  "Sure. I've just found out I'm being set up on the world's worst speed-dating cycle, but what the hell. It's that kind of day."


  He chuckled. "You do seem to find trouble, don't you?"


  "No. Apparently it has me on GPS." She groaned. "Did you need something?"


  She couldn't help but notice that he looked at her mouth for a long moment before he spoke. "Not particularly. The guys wanted to know if they could have a monthly birthday party with those cupcakes. Apparently they were a big hit. They said it would improve morale."


  She rolled her eyes. "They also said an open bar would boost productivity," she joked. "But okay. I'll look into it."


  "I brought you a cupcake," he said, producing one from behind his back. "It's salted caramel-filled yellow cake with chocolate frosting."


  Her eyes widened. "It's my favorite. How did you know?"


  Now his eyes sparkled in return. "I didn't," he said, his grin broadening. "It's my favorite, too. So I hope you realize what a sacrifice I'm making."


  "My hero," she said, biting into the cupcake and closing her eyes. "Oh my God. This is orgasmic."


  When she opened her eyes, he was staring at her. Then he sighed, turning and closing the door.


  She put the cupcake down. "Wha...what are you doing?"


  Her heart started racing, and she got to her feet. Today had been so weird, so bad. What the hell was going to happen now?


  He kept his distance, his back against the door. "Listen. I know you were just having a laugh, and proving a point to that toff earlier," he said, his voice a bit rueful. "And considering how you've been crowded and hounded, I probably shouldn't even ask. But considering you, ah, needed me to help you out, I was hoping you could return the favor. One kiss."


  She blinked. "You want...one kiss? From me?"


  "Well, I don't see anyone else here," he said, putting his hands in his pocket and looking like a bashful teen for all of a second, until he glanced up and those wicked blue eyes met hers. "If you aren't interested, that's fine, no harm. I'll unlock the door, walk out, and we'll never speak of it again. I won't pester, won't ask you out. I'll even email you instead of saying good morning. Agreed?"


  She felt like she was missing something. "Just.. to kiss me? Why?"


  He tilted his head to the side. "Truly? You need to ask?"


  "Yes," she said. "Because I'm baffled as hell."


  His smile was gentle this time. "Because I don't think I've ever responded to a woman as quickly or as powerfully as I did to you," he said, his tone matter of fact. "I just want to see if it's a fluke."


  "So, it's like an experiment."


  His dimple pitted his cheek. "If you like."


  "Well..."


  Should she? What was she thinking?


  "...If it's in the interest of science," she said, before she could talk herself out of it, "I guess I--"


  He didn't wait a second longer. He moved forward, framed her face in his hands, and kissed her.


  It wasn't an onslaught--at least, not that kind. It was firm, yes, and just as drugging as last time. Maybe a bit hungrier. She felt his lips moving over hers, coaxing them open. Felt his tongue trace the delicate inner flesh of her mouth as she sighed.


  Then she moved.


  She grabbed him again--what was it, she thought, before all rational thought fled, that made her want to just latch onto him and get as close as possible?--and dragged him against her. She kissed harder and he stepped up the pace, matching her move for move.


  She bit his lower lip. He gripped her hips. Her tongue darted into his mouth. He returned the favor.


  Before she quite knew it, she'd bumped against the desk and she felt herself scooted onto it, her legs parting slightly as he stepped between them.


  He tasted like chocolate and caramel, rich and dark and sweet.


  She wanted to eat him up.


  She pulled away to gasp for air, and he kissed her throat, causing her to bite her lip, trying to prevent a loud moan from escaping. "Oh God," she whispered.


  He suddenly pushed himself away. "Well," he said, rubbing his fingers through his hair, his expression wild. "Quite."


  She was dazed, like she'd been hit by a two by four.


  "So?" she heard herself ask. "How did the experiment go?"


  "We blew up the lab," he panted, then laughed, his voice ragged. "Bloody hell, woman. You should be labeled as a dangerous substance."


  She felt sure she was wearing a silly grin.


  "Go out with me," he said, his voice still edgy and breathless. "That is...will you let me take you to dinner?"


  She sighed. She hadn't remembered feeling this attracted to anyone...


  Since Christian.


  "Ah...no. I'm sorry. I can't...I just...no."


  He stared at her hungrily for a moment. Then, like a perfect gentleman, he straightened his clothes, took a deep breath, and said, "Of course. I shouldn't have.... Sorry about that." Then he quickly opened the door and left, closing it behind him.


  She quickly straightened out her own clothes, shocked at her behavior. Even with Christian, she hadn't been quite this reckless.


  Which probably meant Rodney was a serial killer, right? The way her instincts were going, she'd probably just dodged a bullet.


  So why did she feel so miserable?


  And why was she suddenly afraid she'd hurt his feelings?


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  
Chapter 6



   


   


   


  Stacy had managed to fill up the rest of the day, doing work by rote, barely able to keep her head together. Holiday hangover was bad enough--that week-long corridor between Christmas and New Year's when, essentially, nothing got done. But to add all the other shenanigans to it, her parents' ham-handed manipulations, the Steve incident, and Lloyd, she was pretty exhausted. All she wanted to do was grab dinner with her bookstore girls, maybe indulge in a glass of wine, soak in the tub, watch some Once Upon a Time, and go to sleep.


  Of course, that kiss -- both kisses -- had nothing to do with it.


  She grimaced. Naturally, her pesky conscience would pipe in at a time like this.


  The kisses had rocked her foundations. Which scared the hell out of her.


  She walked out to her car after locking up.


  "Bloody sodding whore."


  She stiffened. That was distinctly Rodney's voice. Maybe she'd been right not to trust her instincts, after all.


  He was pacing around his car, grumbling. "Oh, I'm sorry, sweetheart. Come, now. You know I didn't mean it," he said, speaking directly to the car, his voice much gentler.


  "How do you not mean 'bloody sodding whore'?" Stacy asked.


  He spun around, and immediately blushed, which she had to admit was adorable. "Sorry? Oh, lord. I thought you'd gone." He rubbed his hands in front of his face. "Really. Thought I was alone."


  He turned away from her, getting back into the vehicle. She took another step toward her car, then heard the sick sounding "Zzzt-zzt-zzzzt" of a car refusing to start. She saw him muttering darkly before putting his head against the wheel.


  She sighed. They were the last two cars in the parking lot. All the other guys had bailed. She walked over, tapping on the window.


  He opened the door. "Really, I'm fine. I've called a tow company."


  "And how long did they say that would take?" She grinned slightly. "I told you your car was unreliable."


  "Actually, this is Fezza's," he said. "I swapped cars with him, as he's on a date tonight that he wants to impress. He correctly assumed that Esmerelda here," and he glared at the lime green car, "would probably not be impressive."


  "It's not even running."


  "No, that she isn't." He let out a breath, and it billowed into steam in the icy air. "You look tired. Go on home, I'll be fine."


  But he was starting to shiver, and despite his leather coat and stiff-upper-lip British stoicism, she noticed his teeth chattered slightly.


  Sure, she'd meant to avoid him. It was the prudent thing to do. But leaving a guy to wait, what, forty minutes for a tow truck in the freezing cold? That was just cruel.


  "Do you have to be here? For the tow truck, I mean."


  He shrugged. "Actually, no. I called Ruby's--they're used to towing this old girl at least twice a month. I think Fezza has a punch card."


  "I'd wait, but I have to go. I'm meeting some people for dinner," she said. "But...."


  "Please," he said, before she could ask again. "Don't feel bad. After the gauntlet you've had to run with our lot, I felt like a complete ass for asking you out earlier. Adding insult to injury, as it were. The last thing I want is to make you uncomfortable."


  His sincerity, and his understanding, warmed her.


  "You don't," she admitted, then looked away when his blue eyes twinkled. "You make me very, very...not uncomfortable."


  He smiled. Those damned dimples seemed to mock her.


  "Admittedly, you make me mildly uncomfortable," he said, and she laughed. "But it's a burden I'm willing to bear if you are."


  She refused to be charmed. At least, she told herself that. "It's just--I was really, really attracted to my ex, as well. And that didn't go over so well."


  "I see," he said. Then grinned. "Find me attractive, then?"


  His outrageousness surprised a laugh out of her. "Apparently, I'm wildly attracted to con men, thieves, pirates, and liars. The more dangerous and crazy, the better. Still feel flattered?"


  Even more surprising, his expression turned serious.


  "You don't have to trust me," he said. "But you might want to think twice about trusting yourself."


  That would've sounded a lot more sage if his teeth hadn't been chattering wildly. "All right, this is ridiculous," she said. "Come on, before you freeze to death."


  He looked like he was going to be stubborn for a minute, but finally relented. "Where are we going?"


  "Back to my car." She pointed to the BMW behind her. "If you stay out here any longer, you're going to turn blue."


  "I've seen you drive, woman," he joked. "I may be better off in the cold."


  "In," she ordered.


  He paused. "I don't want to force you to do anything you don't want to do," he said stubbornly, even as he tucked his hands under his armpits, trying to keep himself warm. "But I know you want me, and I know I sure as hell want you, and that'll probably be an issue at some point. I'm not going to take your pity...and I'll be damned if I pick up another man's tab when I haven't done anything wrong."


  She thought about it. He had a point.


  Of course, if he was a con man, wouldn't he say the same? She bit her lip.


  "So what will it be?" he said, his blue eyes boring into her.


  She opened the passenger side door, pointing. "I have seat warmers."


  "Bloody hell," he muttered. "You play dirty."


  Then he got into the car.


  She grinned all the way to her door. This might be stupid, but she had to say--it felt right.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  
Chapter 7



   


   


   


  Stacy took him up to Snoqualmie. It was only fifteen minutes away from Issaquah, where they worked, and where he lived. He'd been up this way plenty of times, usually to play video game marathons and crash over at his mate Adam's house, a project manager and one of the first people that Fezza had introduced him to when he'd made it to the States. Still, he hadn't really explored the town; he normally simply drove to Adam's and ate whatever was there. He did know they had fairly decent pizza, but as it was, he thought all pizza was fairly decent.


  Considering her car, her family, and the tossers that she'd been fighting off, he suspected they'd go to the ritzy Ridge region of the city--an area that Adam usually dismissed as being too "snooty," a far cry from Adam's own more modest accommodations in what they called "historic downtown." In this case, "historic" being ""old."


  Instead, she drove to a lively restaurant in the heart of downtown, not too far from Adam's own house. The place was packed. When the door opened, there was a crash of sound. People were watching an American football game on the televisions in the bar area.


  "Hi, honey," a waitress said, coming up to them and hugging Stacy. "Your girls are here already."


  "Oh, good." Stacy grinned, motioning him forward.


  "Your girls?" he asked, jostling through people to catch up with her. It wasn't what he expected--not a bunch of sports-bar fans. There were elderly people, laughing and chatting, and families with younger kids. It was anything but posh. Bit more like a pub, he thought, and felt himself inadvertently relax.


  "I told you, remember? I was supposed to have dinner?"


  "Of course." He cursed himself. So he'd thought the two of them would have a nice, quiet meal, did he? Well, that just got shot straight to hell. Instead, he'd be surrounded and grilled by her girlfriends. Fantastic.


  He wondered absently if her generosity in giving him a ride and buying him dinner was specifically for this--to run her past her coterie of girlfriends and get their opinion.


  He steeled himself. Auditioning, was he? Well then. Let them see how he performed under pressure.


  They approached a table where several women sat, laughing and joking. As soon as they noticed Stacy, they called to her, waving, and she hugged them in turn, some across the table. "Everybody, this is Rodney, one of the guys I work with. His car died, and he's had a rough day, so I thought I'd get him dinner."


  "Really?" A girl with short, spiky brown hair surveyed him, her eyebrows hitting her bangs. "Well, well."


  "Rodney," Stacy said, with a warm, almost mischievous smile. "These are my best friends. The girl with the pixie cut and the sarcastic smile is Mallory." She waved. "The girl with the retro 40's hair and the vintage dress is Hailey. The blonde with the Huskies sweatshirt is Kyla, our costumer extraordinaire." She glanced around. "Where's Rache?"


  "Rachel was just giving last minute instructions to Cressida, who'll be working the shop tonight while Rachel is out with us," the one called Hailey said, getting up and pulling over another chair. "Not that she has anything to worry about. The shop hasn't had customers after four since before Christmas."


  Whatever that meant, it seemed to dampen the mood considerably. "It's a pleasure to meet you all," Rodney said sincerely. He pulled out the chair for Stacy, who looked surprised, then sat.


  "A gentleman," Mallory drawled.


  "Is that what they look like?" Hailey replied. "I've wondered. I thought the last one was in a zoo somewhere in Boston or something."


  Oh, this is going to be fun, he thought, steeling himself for criticism.


  "Don't mind them," Kyla, the blonde, said with a friendly smile. "So you work with Stacy? What do you do?"


  "I'm a coder," he said, then cleared his throat. "Computer programmer. I work on the code for video games."


  Kyla smiled encouragingly, while Hailey rolled her eyes. Mallory, on the other hand, leaned forward, suddenly interested. "What kind of games?" she asked.


  "Um...we do puzzle games," he said. "Escape stuff, brain teasers, some mystery-slash-hidden object, though it isn't my preference."


  "Console, or web-based?"


  "Web-based." He took a sip of water.


  "What have your last five titles been?"


  "Ah..." He scrolled through his memory. "Devil's Sanctuary, The Lidless Box, Squander, Escape from Treborn Asylum, and...what was it...right. Imagisanity."


  "Were they successful?"


  "Three were top five ranked by GamerWorld," he said.


  "What are your plans for the next five years?" she asked, like a shot.


  "You mean professionally?"


  "Or overall." She leaned forward. "More to the point, what is your intention toward our friend Stacy?"


  Stacy groaned.


  "No offense, but do I need to retain counsel for this conversation?" he answered, with a small laugh.


  "He's just a co-worker," Stacy interrupted, shaking her head at Mallory. "Lay off."


  Mallory shrugged, relenting. "Sorry. Habit," she said.


  "Mallory's a lawyer," Stacy explained. "She's used to cross-examining."


  "You're good at it," he said.


  Mallory grinned. "You have no idea."


  Before she could take up the gauntlet again, he heard a dusky voice behind him. "Sorry I'm late! I was getting Cressida's dinner order."


  He stood up, mindful of his manners, and for a second his mind went blank. The woman had raven hair, full ruby lips, and huge violet eyes.


  She was, in a word, stunning.


  "Hi, I'm Rachel," she said, holding her hand out. "Sorry. I didn't know we had company."


  He quickly took a breath. "I'm Rodney," he said. "I work with Stacy."


  He glanced at Stacy--only to see her staring at him intently.


  Not just an audition, he realized abruptly. A test.


  Well, he had news for her: he'd seen more than his share of stunning women in his time. But he'd yet to react to one the way he reacted to Stacy, in her tailored khakis and no-nonsense ponytail.


  "Rachel, of the European vacation?" he said, pleased to see the surprised expressions on all of the women's faces.


  "That's the one," Stacy admitted.


  He shook Rachel's hand. "Stacy here invited me to dinner," he said, meeting her eyes. "My car broke down. She's been my hero this evening."


  Stacy flushed. "Really. Not a big deal."


  He sat down next to her. Rachel, he noticed, was studying him quizzically.


  "Oh! There's Gemma," Stacy said, putting a hand on his arm absently. He felt the warmth of her fingertips, and smiled. "She's going over to the bar... Would you excuse me? I wanted to ask her about New Year's, and the goody bags we were going to make for the shop."


  "Goody bags?" Rachel said, getting up and following her. "Wait, I thought we were just doing flyers..."


  The two women disappeared into the throng, leaving him surrounded by the other three.


  "So, you're hitting on Stacy," Mallory said, without preamble.


  "No," he said. "I am considering wooing her, however. There's a difference."


  Hailey smirked, taking a draw from her soda's red straw. "There are some things you need to know about Stacy."


  "I know that her last boyfriend screwed her over," he said, deciding to play some offense. "I know he stole from her. I know that he broke her heart."


  He looked at all of them in turn.


  "And last of all, I know that I'm not like him," he said firmly. "And I know that, since then, every rich ponce in Seattle, and every son or grandson or near acquaintance of her parents seems to have been added to her dance card. I'm not like that, either."


  "What? You're not eligible, or you're not rich?" Mallory asked.


  He sighed. Two of the things that Britain had thought were important about him. The only two things, really. He made a face.


  "I'm single," he said. "And I make a decent living at MPG. But if you're worried about me stacking up somehow, or being worthy...." His chin went up. "That's Stacy''s call, and hers alone. Quite frankly, I don't need to prove myself to anyone else."


  They stared at him. "Good answer," Hailey said grudgingly.


  "Anything else you'd like to know?" he pressed. "Did I miss anything?"


  "Just one thing, that you need to know," Mallory said. "She's one of our best friends in the world."


  "She accepts us the way we are, and given our...histories, that hasn't always been easy," Hailey added.


  "Bottom line: if you hurt her, we will fuck you up beyond recognition." Mallory smiled, a vicious smile. "Gladly."


  "We never got our hands on Christian," Hailey said. "I still regret that."


  "And I still say we can rectify that," Mallory retorted.


  "He's in jail, Mal," Hailey said, rolling her eyes.


  "What's your point?"


  "Aren't you a barrister?" he couldn't help but ask. "An officer of the law?"


  Mallory's grin was evil. "Private practice now," she said. "And it means I'll know how to not get caught."


  He studied all of them. Kyla, the only sane one among them, was happily munching on some appetizers. "Well, at least I'm safe with you, then?"


  She smiled brightly. "I'm a mechanic," she said.


  "Oh?" He blinked, wondering what she was getting at. Was she trying to see if he was sexist? "That's a good field. I should bring my friend's car 'round."


  "If you hurt my friend," she continued, her smile still brilliant as sunshine, "I've got an acetylene torch, a hydraulic press, and a guy at a car wrecking yard with a crusher who owes me a favor."


  Rodney actually skidded his chair back an inch before he could stop himself.


  "She just looks like a short Marilyn Monroe," Mallory said with a smirk. "She's really the one not to piss off."


  Kyla clinked glasses with her.


  Rachel and Stacy chose that moment to return to the table. "Did I miss anything?" Stacy asked, taking the seat beside Rodney again.


  "Nope," he said. "Just getting to know your friends."


  "Oh?" Stacy looked at them suspiciously. They all returned the look with angelic expressions of their own.


  "They were warning me off a bit," he admitted.


  Stacy huffed. "Oh, come on, guys..."


  "They're right to," he said. "They're good friends. They just want to protect you."


  Stacy stared at him, her misty gray eyes surprised.


  "But I'm not a man who scares easily," he added, looking at Stacy's friends with equal determination. "Besides, the best things are worth taking some risk for."


  He was gratified to see grudging respect in their responding gazes. He opened the menu, glad to have thrown them off stride. "So tell me...what's good to eat around here?"


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  
Chapter 8



   


   


   


  A little while later, Stacy pulled up in front of Rodney's apartment complex. "Well, here you are, back in one piece," she said. "No thanks to my friends. I hope they didn't threaten you too much."


  "There may have been mention of torture, dismemberment, and ease of both body disposal and police evasion," he said.


  Stacy shut the car off. "They're protective of me."


  "They're your friends," he said, with a smile. "You're lucky to have them. I would've given my right arm to have friends like them--before I met Fezza, anyway."


  "How did you meet him?"


  He laughed, rubbing the back of his neck. "Promise you won't think me an utter nerd?"


  She quirked an eyebrow.


  "Well, no hope of that, honestly," he admitted. "I was playing World of Warcraft online in London and met Fezza on a quest. We just hit it off."


  "He helped you?"


  "God, no. He killed me and stole all my gear," he said, surprising her, laughter bubbling to the surface. "Later on, I told him off and he felt a bit sorry, so he offered to let me join him on a mission in order to gain new, better gear, since apparently mine was crap. We wound up playing a lot, and then comparing other games, and emailing."


  "While he was here, and you were in England?"


  "Well, he was still in San Jose with his family, but yes," Rodney said. "We always kept in touch. I studied computer engineering and programming, and a lot of higher division maths...and then Mysterious Pickles started up, and Fezza got the job. He thought of me, put in a good word. And here I am."


  Here he was. "Do you ever miss home?"


  "Now and then," he said, shrugging. "But really, I never quite felt like I fit in there. I fit here."


  "Do you have family?"


  "Three sisters, four nephews, and a darling little niece," he said, and his smile was warm.


  "What about your parents?"


  "My father died, thirteen years back," he said. "I still have my mother, though."


  "Oh, I'm so sorry."


  He shrugged. The British stoicism, she thought. Stiff upper lip, and all that.


  "Were you close?"


  Now she saw a brief flash of pain. "Not as such. It isn't really our family's way."


  She sighed. "You must think my parents are lunatics," she said.


  "I think my mother would probably drink tea the same way as your mother," he said. "Which reminds me: how did you know how to make tea properly?"


  She laughed. "Like British tea is the only proper tea," she scolded, pleased by his answering grin. "I spent a year abroad, in Sussex. Tea was the one thing I really loved."


  "You're a natural," he said. "And thoughtful."


  She started to shiver. "Well, it's getting late," she said, "and cold..."


  He leaned toward her, slowly, and she couldn't help it. She held her breath, all thoughts of cold fleeing in the presence of, let's face it, his utter hotness.


  "I told your friends I was considering wooing you."


  She blinked. "You're what, now?"


  His cobalt blue eyes were black in the darkness of the car, staring at her intently. "I wanted them to know where I stood. Whatever they planned on threatening me with, whatever they eventually did...I don't care. They could have a gun to my head, I still wouldn't care."


  "Pretty brave words."


  "Words are easy. You, of all people, would know that," he said. His voice was low, that accent like mink across her senses. "But you're the only one whose opinion I care about. So I'm putting it to you, plain as I know how: will you go out with me?"


  "Go out?" That sounded so juvenile. That voice, that tone...it seemed designed for sexy, delicious whispers, seductive invitations.


  "Will you let me win you over?"


  "I'm not a prize," she said quickly.


  "I am," he teased, but she didn't answer with a smile. "If you don't want me, I'll walk away. I'll leave you alone, treat you like a perfect gentleman. All women have the right, the choice. I'll always respect that."


  "I..." She swallowed. "I shouldn't want you."


  "Because you don't trust your instincts."


  She nodded. "Have you ever screwed up so incredibly that you wanted to just die?"


  "No," he said. "I'll be honest, I haven't. I've screwed up plenty, but not to that point."


  "Thanks, actually," she said. "A lot of guys would've lied, or just tried to switch the conversation to talking about their experiences, or tell me I shouldn't feel that way."


  "You feel the way you feel," he said. "Again, I respect that."


  "You confuse me," she whispered.


  "As you do me," he countered. "What do you want me to do?"


  She thought about it. Then she leaned forward and pressed her lips to his.


  She just wanted a taste, she thought. She wouldn't forgive herself if she just let him out of the car, told him no, let him walk away, treat her like a polite stranger. Her whole body, her heart, rebelled against that with a surprising fire.


  He tugged at her, weaving his fingers into her hair, holding her against him. Their tongues tangled. She wanted him so badly that she ached with it.


  She pulled away.


  "I'll take it that's a yes," he said, out of breath.


  "That's a maybe," she said. "I can't trust myself, but I swear, you are like heroin. Utterly addicting--probably dangerous. Definitely stupid."


  "Excuse you."


  She laughed. "The attraction. Not that you're stupid."


  And that was the other thing. He made her laugh. Christian charmed her, he wooed her...but he didn't make her laugh. Didn't make her comfortable. If anything, he made her feel inadequate, even with his charm.


  "I want you," he said. "I haven't had an attraction like this, either. I've been interested in you. Good lord, seems like everyone has been..."


  "Excuse you," she tossed back.


  "...but it's more than that," he said. "Damned if I know, but you kissed me, and it's like my brains poured out of my head. I thought you were interesting, funny, personable. But now..."


  His eyes blazed.


  "Now, I feel like I'd face a dragon to get you into my bed."


  She gasped. "That's straightforward."


  "No sense in lying about it," he said, shrugging. "You feel it, too, don't you?"


  She swallowed. "Is that all there is to it, then? Just this...chemistry?"


  She hadn't thought about that. Maybe that was the answer. Just a one night stand, something quick, purely physical. Her body started tingling in anticipation.


  "No," he said. "Whatever's between us, it's not going to be some one night stand."


  She blinked. "What, you read minds now, too?"


  His wicked grin was lightning fast. "Don't think I haven't considered it," he said. "Just inviting you up, then showing you just how much I want you. Until you scream my name." He let out a shuddering breath. "And that'd be fantastic, wouldn't it? You could keep yourself safe. No vulnerability. No emotional attachment. Just work you over, make you scream with pleasure, and be done with it."


  She shuddered. "Okay. Sign me up."


  "It's not that easy," he said. "It won't be. I'm not going to simply be used, and I'm not going to let you cheapen yourself out of some thought of self-preservation. It's cowardly. You're better than that."


  She glared at him. "Well, maybe one of the fifty or so eligible bachelors that are going to be crowding tomorrow night's party will have lower standards," she shot back.


  He leaned in, dangerous. Her body, traitorous to the last, thrilled a little bit.


  "You aren't going to throw yourself at one of those bloody fools," he growled.


  "Why? You won't allow it?"


  "No. Because the woman I...know," he said, after a pause, "wouldn't sleep with an ass, just to spite me."


  She took a deep breath. "You've got a high opinion of yourself."


  "No. I've a high opinion of you."


  He infuriated her. And heartened her. It was confusing. "Guess we'll just have to see."


  He got out of the car, leaning down. "You haven't told me no," he said. "You said you're scared. And you said you want me. Last chance. Stay or go?"


  She took a deep breath. Then frowned at him.


  "I walked right up to Christian. I was an idiot. You want me? Work for it. Show me how much you want it," she challenged, surprising herself. "Then, we'll talk."


  "I'll show you," he said, his voice a low promise. "Then, we'll do a lot more than talk."


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  
Chapter 9



   


   


  On the night of the ball, Rodney was standing in a camellia bush, dressed as a pirate, wondering if he'd lost his mind.


  The crowd was still gathering, all of them moneyed, costumed, and presenting an invitation.


  Had he given this more thought, he'd have found out where the invitations were printed and simply paid someone to create one for him, as well. He'd considered brazening it, as well, but apparently there was a pretty strict list. Bouncers were patrolling the main gates, and there was security everywhere. The Fielder House was a mansion, such as it was. It wasn't his family's seat, the great house in Surrey. Not by a long shot. But then, it was America. Few things came close to an 18th century castle.


  He held onto his fake hook, feeling more and more foolish by the minute. He'd spent an outrageous amount on the costume, but he had to say, the tailor had done a good job of it. He looked just like Hook on that show Once Upon a Time, something he felt Stacy would fall for.


  Between that and breaking and entering, he'd say he was putting in the effort, by God.


  His chance finally came in the form of a rather slutty-looking Little Bo Peep.


  "How dare you?!" the woman slurred, practically falling out her apron. Her curly blonde wig was cockeyed over her dark eyebrows. "Do you know who I am?"


  "Madam," the woman checking names on the guest list said, as polite and monotone as a voicemail recording. "I'm afraid I don't, and I need to check your name on a list."


  "I'm on the list," she snapped, then pushed her wig out of her eyes. "I'm...BO. PEEP."


  Smashing, he thought, hiding a grin. He'd give her an extra hundred for the performance, no doubt about it.


  "You're not on the list...Ms. Peep," the woman said, her tone never changing, even as she motioned imperceptibly to the security guards at the door.


  "Don't you even think of tossing me... Hey!" She held up her shepherdess's crook, fending them off. "I'm goin' in there, damn it!"


  With the men away from the door, he took the opportunity to step out, brush off the stray leaves, and blend into the crowd who had stopped to take in the spectacle. Then he simply walked inside the large double doors.


  There were people everywhere, it seemed. There was music, bouncy classic rock, nondescript but festive. There were people who had gone all out on their costumes--and others who had simply opted for slutty versions of things, as his hired Bo Peep had been, only more expensive. There were Avengers and ball players. Others were wearing masks, like something from the Venice Carnival.


  He only had eyes for one person in particular, however. He saw her and his breath caught.


  She was wearing a full red ball gown with long sleeves. It showed cleavage, however tastefully, and her blonde hair was up in a loose bun with curling tendrils trailing the column of her neck. She was looking around the crowd, as well.


  Looking for him, he hoped.


  She was standing with her friends, who ran the gamut of costumes, including, surprisingly her female friend Mallory in an impressive gender-bent version of the Goblin King Jared from Labyrinth. He waited, watching for his chance.


  He knew the moment she caught sight of him. She froze, holding herself in place, their eyes meeting, and he felt it--like a fire in his stomach. He wove through the crowd, barely cognizant of the people around him.


  "You made it," she said.


  "You doubted?"


  "Past security?" She tilted her head. "How?"


  "I'm inventive."


  Her mouth curled into a seductive smile. "Oh, I'll just bet."


  He held out a hand. The music had turned slow, something tender and romantic. "A dance, m'lady?"


  She smiled, putting her hand in his. He swung her around softly, then held her in his arms, gently resting his temple against hers. "You look wonderful," he breathed.


  She held his hook, and chuckled. "And you look like a dashing rapscallion."


  "Just what I was going for."


  "What are we doing?"


  "Dancing, I believe."


  She shifted back, her jade eyes serious. "I have never been this attracted to anyone in my life," she said. "Is there any way this can end well?"


  "Now there's an optimist," he said, nuzzling her neck. "I've never been this attracted to anyone in my life either, but I'm not waiting for the other shoe to drop."


  "Well, what do you think it is?" she asked, sounding adorably grumpy.


  He felt a slow smile creep across his face. "I think," he said, "I finally got something right."


  Her answering smile was like honey and sunlight, and God, he wanted to kiss her.


  "Take me home," she said.


  "Absolutely."


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  
Chapter 10



   


   


   


  This is crazy. This is crazy. This is crazy.


  This is hot.


  Stacy couldn't keep her mind focused, but thankfully, she didn't need to. She'd never felt like this, not even with Christian--this white hot need to be with someone, to feel his body against hers, to simply damn thinking altogether and let everything burn.



  She took him down a side exit and they ran like thieves to where he'd parked his car, down the street, past where the valets were parking cars. Her parents' mansion was at the foot of Mount Si, out in the middle of the woods. She didn''t feel the cold, because it felt like she was burning from the inside out. They took his car – a classy but understated BMW, rather than Esmerelda, she noted with surprise -- and she directed him to the townhouse she lived in, up on the Snoqualmie Ridge. Thought it was only ten minutes away, she felt like they were the longest ten minutes of her life.


  He parked in her driveway, and wordlessly she headed to the front door, trying not to sprint. She felt like she was going to explode if she didn't get her hands on him immediately. She fumbled with the key, her hand shaking.


  She felt his hand cover hers, steadying her, easing the key into the lock. Well, that's Freudian, she thought, with a hysterical giggle.


  "Are you all right?" he asked, as they stepped in, closing the door behind them. "I want you, no question. But I don't want you to do anything that you don't feel comfortable with."


  She dropped her keys into the bowl by the door, then turned to look at him. His eyes were dilated and his breathing was ragged. He looked like a scoundrel, she thought, with the elaborate pirate costume. In fact, it was as if they were really just a pirate and a maiden--her, taken captive by this dashing, dangerous man.


  Except the dashing, dangerous man was obviously a gentleman. She'd never been into roleplaying before, but she'd certainly give it a whirl tonight.


  She took him by the hand, leading him upstairs to the master bedroom. Ordinarily, it was just someplace she changed clothes and slept – she hadn't had any man over since she moved in, and she'd moved in after the Christian disaster. Now, the warm amber painted walls and the rust and ruby comforter seemed unbelievably sensual, the glow from her stained glass lamp adding to the ambiance.


  She batted her eyelashes at him, smirking. "Now that you have me, Captain, what are you going to do with me?"


  He looked surprised for a second, thensmiled devilishly. "Oh, it's like that, is it?" he asked, his voice warm with humor and laced with passion. "Well, lass...I think that I'm going to do things you've never even dreamed of."


  "I don't know.... I've dreamt about it quite a bit," she murmured, slipping off her shoes and reaching to her back.


  He stripped off his embroidered jacket, leaving him in a white linen shirt, which he quickly peeled off as well. Her eyes popped for a second--the guy was surprisingly ripped, a nicely muscled chest with just enough definition. Yum, her body thought, her heart racing.


  "Oh, the look on your face, love," he murmured, smiling. "It's enough to make a man feel ten feet tall."


  "Are you planning on ravishing me, Captain?" she shot back.


  "I'm planning on torturing you," he said, still grinning. "Both of us, perhaps."


  He stalked over to her, crushing their lips together. Her hands smoothed up the broad expanse of his chest as his tongue tangled with hers, his lips massaging hers with passionate abandon. She whimpered with need, pressing her chest against his. The problem was, she had too many clothes on, she thought.


  She pushed him away.


  "Are you all--" he started to ask, then went silent as she quickly unzipped and stepped out of the red dress, leaving only her lacy white strapless bra and high-cut panties, as well as white stockings on a white garter belt. He made an unintelligible sound.


  She leaned back on the bed. "Let's see what you've got," she challenged, feeling deliciously wanton, unbelievably free.


  His look was one of almost reverence. Instead of leaping on her as she expected, he stretched out beside her. "You're better than I imagined," he breathed. "God, you're stunning."


  She started to reach for him, but to her shock, he stopped her. "Remember? Torture. Don't make me tie you up."


  She'd never been into that, either...but hell, tonight, with this man, she was into anything. "Maybe later."


  She saw the second of shock, but then his quick, hugry smile...just before his head leaned down, taking her nipple into his mouth, licking her and suckling her through the lace. She felt the contrast of textures, the wet heat of his tongue, the smoothness of the silk versus the slight abrasion of the lace. He cupped her other breast with his palm, squeezing gently, with a gradually escalating roughness that seemed to take into account what her body craved. She felt her hips lifting off the bed, her thighs rubbing together restlessly. "Rodney..." she gasped, aching.


  He didn't stop. He tugged down the cup, licking her directly, suckling harder until she was arching her back to fit herself more deeply into his mouth. She made a soft sound of protest as his hand moved away from her breast, only to quiet immediately as she felt his palm stroke down the plane of her stomach, resting on the soft mound over her clit. She took a ragged breath as his teeth softly grazed her nipple.


  He shifted from one breast to the other as his fingers delved beneath the waistband of her panties, parting her curls, finding her narrow opening. He flexed his fingers, spreading her open, stroking her. She felt the wave of wetness in response and started moving, her hands reaching for his shoulders, her fingers moving to weave themselves into his hair.


  "Now, now..." he said, tugging her up and removing her bra. "Torture. I'm going to take my time."


  The man had more patience than she did, that was for damned sure. She felt his every heated breath as he pressed kisses down her chest, moving lower. He started to tug her panties down, then realized they would get caught up on the garter belt. He paused for a second, frowning.


  "Hurry," she said, her head lolling on the pillows.


  "I'll bloody well buy you new ones," he muttered as he simply tore her panties off, leaving the garter belt on. He tossed the ruined undies to one side, gripping her hips, keeping her still as his head went down...


  She couldn't help arching as that hot, seeking tongue of his found her swollen clit and started circling it, suckling hard. Her breathing was harsh and broken, her hands making fists in her sheets as her head moved from one side to the other. She could feel it...that delicious pressure, building.


  "Please," she whispered mindlessly, her body tensing beneath his ministrations. "God, please...oh! Yes..."


  He started working faster, his tongue dancing, flicking and pressing against her sex. Then he reached down, pressing two fingers inside her.


  She came in an explosion, shouting as pleasure overwhelmed her. She was breathing hard, feeling floaty and almost numb, as she heard him rip a condom package open. His hands were the ones shaking now, she noticed, as he stripped off the rest of his clothes and rolled the condom onto himself. His cock jutted out impressively, she noticed, and she felt her body start to hunger for the feel of him against her.


  When he turned back to her, she smiled, holding out her arms. "Now," she said simply. "I want to feel you inside me."


  He let out an incoherent moan and fitted himself over her, the heat of his body melting against hers. His chest hair rubbed against her sensitive, pebble-hard nipples as he kissed her deeply. She sighed and reached down, feeling the heavy hardness of him, guiding him to where she was already wet and dying for him.


  He glided in, stretching her, filling her to the point of bursting, but it felt wonderful. It felt better than anything she could ever remember feeling. She lifted her legs, cradling him, wrapping them around his waist, encouraging him to go deeper, deeper...


  He groaned, pressing his face against her neck. "You are so lovely," he said, his British accent making the words even sexier, the deep, rasping timbre caressing her just as much as his body. He withdrew, then pressed deeper. She lifted her hips to meet his.


  Within moments, they were moving, arching together, straining in a furious rhythm. She clawed at his back. He circled his hips ever so slightly, the base of his shaft colliding with her clit as he rammed into her willing warmth. Soon, they were both breathless, both mindless to everything but pleasure.


  The pressure was building again, amazingly--and it felt like it would be even stronger, if possible. She struggled, her whole body clenching around him. "I'm...I'm going to..."


  He groaned and grabbed her hips, spearing into her, striking her in that elusive spot that he seemed to find unerringly. She screamed, tugging at his hair, and she felt him shudder, heard him shout his own completion as he came inside her, her own convulsions gripping him tightly.


  When it was over, he collapsed to her side, twisting her against him. They lay that way for a long moment, him still buried inside her, their sweat-slicked bodies so close they were practically one as they both let out gulping, gasping breaths.


  "Bloody hell, woman," he finally said. "You are a goddess."


  She stretched, smiling. "And you, sir, are a pirate."


  He smiled. "Give me a few minutes, and maybe we can go again?"


  "As soon as I can feel my limbs," she promised, before twining her fingers into his dark hair and dragging him down for another languid kiss.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  
Chapter 11



   


   


   


  Rodney woke the next morning to find himself in a strange bed--a comfortable bed. With the enticing form of Stacy, spooned up against him. It felt like warmth and home and everything he'd ever wanted.


  He nuzzled at the back of her neck. "Happy New Year," he whispered. I'm falling in love with you, he thought as he pressed a kiss on her shoulder, on her neck, where her jawbone met the back of her ear.


  She sighed. "I'd say we're off to a great start," she breathed, stretching, deliciously rubbing against parts of him that were already awake. "And my, you're lively when you wake up."


  Which was ridiculous. They'd gotten perhaps three hours of sleep, and they'd been...energetic, to say the least. He simply couldn't get enough of her.


  She rolled over, facing him, her grey eyes serious. "What are we doing, Rodney?"


  He nuzzled a little more. "Well, I was going to say shower and breakfast, but now I'm thinking of something else, then shower, then breakfast."


  She giggled as he tickled her collarbone with his tongue. "No. I mean...is this a relationship? Or is this just...you know..."


  He lifted his head. "What's 'you know'?"


  She shrugged, looking like she was doing her best to keep her face casual. "Having fun. Breakfast with benefits. That sort of thing."


  He leaned back on one elbow. "Are you asking my intentions, Ms. Fielder?"


  Now she looked pained. "I know, I know. Everybody says, don't scare a guy off, don't say anything about the dreaded 'R' word, and we've only been together one night," she said. "One incredible night, that will probably set the bar impossibly high for any future men in my life."


  The term "future men" soured his stomach.


  "But the fact is, I'm not really a fling sort of girl," she said, her smile heartbreaking with its sweetness. "That was how I got in trouble with my ex. I let things get serious too quickly. I need someone who's at least willing to entertain the possibility of a commitment--a long one. And if he's not ready for that...well. It's probably better not to waste our time."


  She looked resolved. He smiled, stroking her cheek, cupping her face as she leaned in with a sigh.


  "Love," he said, his voice steady with promise, "I already told you: we aren't going to be a one night stand. I don't know that I'd promise forever, it's too soon for that, and you wouldn't, nor should you, trust anything that was that immediate. But believe me, this is no fling. I want to get to know you and I want you to get to know me. I want to spend as much time as I can with you, only you. For as long as you'll have me."


  She blinked, and he watched her throat clench as she swallowed. "Wow. That's...more than I was expecting."


  "Too bloody right," he muttered, making her laugh out loud. "I have to say, Ms. Fielder, I have never had anyone ambush me as neatly as you appear to have--and you weren't even trying. Does a number on a fellow's ego."


  Now she grinned. "Well, we can't have that."


  Before they could pursue it further, he heard the jingling tone of a cell phone. He frowned. "That's not mine."


  "It's mine," she said, stroking his chest. "Ignore it."


  He nipped kisses down the pale column of her throat, placing her breast in his palm, marveling at the perfect fit. He kneaded her gently, gratified by the hitch in her breath and the way her silky legs stroked against him restlessly.


  After a moment, her phone rang – her home phone, he realized, not her cell.


  She groaned, not in a good way. "Oh, for God's sake. Let the machine get it," she said, straining against him.


  "Stacy? It's your mother. Pick up, damn it. This is an emergency."


  They both froze.


  "Well, that's a mood killer," Stacy said, rolling off of him, much to his body's displeasure. She crossed the room, gloriously naked, and picked up the phone. "Mother? What is it? Is something wrong?"


  He watched as she frowned, rolling her eyes. He barely made out her mother's voice over the phone--the woman was surprisingly loud. "I don't really think it's your business who I sleep with, Mother. I'm twenty-six, not..."


  She paused.


  "His name is Rodney Charles. I saw the paperwork myself."


  Oh, shit. Rodney sat straight up. Why hadn't he seen this coming? He figured he'd have to tell her at some point--but really, now?


  "How precisely did you come by this information, Mother? Overnight, on a holiday, no less?" Stacy's tone was frozen, then she held up a hand. "You know what? Never mind. I don't care. I'll find out myself."


  She hung up, then he saw her take a deep breath and turn to him, her eyes frozen.


  "My parents did a background check on you," she said. "They said Rodney Charles isn't your real name. That it's a fake identity."


  He sighed. "Listen, I can..."


  "Oh, God." Her hands went to her face. "Oh, God."


  He leaped out of bed, reaching for her.


  "Don't touch me!" she yelled, jumping away from him. "Just...get out. Get your clothes and get the hell out."


  "There's a damned good reason for it," he said. "I came here to..."


  "I don't care!" she said. "I don't care if you're in witness protection or if you're doing it to save your kid sister. I don't care what your reason is. I just... You lied to me!"


  "I didn't even really know you," he argued. "And there were circumstances..."


  "I can't do this. Do you understand? I can't..." Tears clouded those gorgeous eyes, came spilling down those porcelain cheeks. "I can't trust..."


  "Oh, I get it." Pain sliced through him. "Because I have one, admittedly large, piece of information that doesn't match what you were expecting, for very bloody good reason, you won't trust me or any man?"


  "I can't trust myself." Her voice broke. "Just...just get out. I have to think. I have to be alone."


  "You can't just tar us all with the same brush," he said, gathering up his clothes, putting on the ridiculous costume, looking like a drunken 18th century pirate. "It's not fair, Stacy."


  "Life's not fair, Rodney. Or whatever your name is."


  He slammed the door behind him.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  
Chapter 12



   


   


   


  Hours later, Stacy sat in her parents' living room, feeling numb. She'd burned her tongue on the coffee they'd poured her, and barely noticed. Her parents were talking, pacing, ranting. She watched them blankly, as if she''d wandered into a lecture in a class she wasn't taking. It was almost an out of body experience.


  It couldn't have happened twice. Could it?


  It was too painful to think about, so her mind had basically shut off, cringing away from any thought of... him. The pleasure of the previous night. The pain of this morning.


  "At least we caught this one in time," her mother said, patting her on the arm. She'd been plying Stacy with iced tea all morning, it seemed like.


  "Who exactly is he?" Stacy heard herself ask, and frowned. With her brain trying desperately to protect her, it seemed that one was coming from her heart. Somehow, she held out hope that he had some kind of explanation.


  Please don't tell me I fell for a bastard twice.


  "Does it matter?" Her father said, pacing. He'd upgraded from iced tea to gin and tonic by noon and he was still livid. "The man is a proven liar. Not even an American citizen--God knows what he was trying to take you for."


  "But how did you find out?" Stacy asked.


  Her mother looked pained. Her father spun. "We've got a private detective on retainer," he said. "And considering the amount we pay him, he's damned well going to do some digging."


  "But on New Year's?" Stacy asked. Then her eyes narrowed. "When did you ask him to look into Rodney?"


  "Yesterday," her father said. "And don't give me that look. It's getting to the point where I want to run fingerprints on every man who looks at you!"


  Her mother tutted. "We've just been so worried," she said. "Yes, it may seem crazily overprotective--but after Christian, we're just lucky he wasn't someone who was interested in ransom."


  "Christian was a con artist," Stacy said.


  "It's not a huge leap in criminal terms," her father countered. "Damn it! We vet people for a reason. Is there something wrong with decent, well-bred young men we know, that you've got to go running out and looking for liars and losers?"


  Silence fell like an ax blade. Stacy had thought nothing could feel worse than finding out that Rodney was a liar about his identity. Apparently, this was worse.


  She couldn't trust herself. She was a liar-magnet. Which made her a loser herself, didn't it?


  The intercom buzzed. "Mr. Fielder? There is a...Rodney Charles, here to see Stacy."


  Stacy jolted. "He's here?"


  "The balls on this guy," her father said. "Kick him out. No, wait-- I'll kick him out."


  "No, Dad," Stacy followed in his wake, her mother trailing behind, making nervous noises. "I'll take care of it."


  "Stacy!" she heard Rodney shouting from the foyer. The security guard at the door was with the housekeeper, Mrs. Lance. "Stacy! Damn it, the least you can do is hear me out!"


  Her father walked over to Rodney. "You've got about a second before I beat your ass into the floor."


  Rodney sighed. "Given your position, I can understand. I lied about my name, and I know your daughter has been hurt before. But I tried to tell her this morning: it has nothing at all to do with her. I can prove this."


  "We don't want to hear anything you have to say," her mother said.


  "I'd like the chance to mount my own defense," he said. "You have to at least give me that chance!"


  "Why should I?" her father thundered.


  "Because I'm falling in love with your daughter, damn it," Rodney said, his accent so sharp it could cut glass. "Something I do not say lightly and something I find galling to need to relay through intermediaries. She is a grown woman. At least give her the dignity of making her own mind up about me."


  "Her judgment" her father said, with derision, "is hardly a reliable factor here!"


  And there it was. Why she'd run off with Christian, perhaps. Why she'd always been attracted to the bad boys. She had rebelled.


  She was twenty-six years old. She needed to do more than just rebel. She needed to take the reins on her own damned life.


  "I want to hear what he has to say," she said.


  Her father turned. "Are you kidding me?"


  Her mother interrupted. "Honey, you're distraught."


  "No. He's right about one thing," Stacy said. "He shouldn't have lied to me, but I have the right to make the decision based on what I hear, and what he has to say."


  "I'm not living through that again," her father said. "If you want to play Russian roulette with your relationships, fine. But you're not going to have access to your trust fund. You're not going to ruin your financial future and threaten your family's well-being because you're not thinking straight."


  He was waiting for her to roll over. She sighed.


  "I'm taking a job. A permanent job," she said. "I'll move out of the townhouse. I need to get my act together. And Mom, Dad...I love you, but I'm twenty-six years old. I really need to grow up here."


  She walked out, Rodney following her. She took a deep breath. "Can you give me a lift to the bookstore?" she asked simply.


  He nodded, opening the door to his car.


  "Thank you," he said.


  "Don't thank me yet," she answered. "I'm giving you the chance to explain yourself. That doesn't mean that I'm going to get back with you, or that we're going to be anything after this discussion. Do I make myself clear?"


  "Crystal," he replied. He took a deep breath. "Unfortunately, my story is a little...unbelievable."


  "Of course it is."


  "I'm a duke." The words spilled out of his mouth. "And yes, it sounds bloody ridiculous. Especially in light of what your parents are accusing, and what you've gone through in the past. But I am."


  "And you drive an Audi and live in an apartment with Fezza."


  "Next door to Fezza, but yes."


  "Well, then," she said, shaking her head. "I'm certainly glad you cleared the air."


  He pulled over, and looked at her. "I know it sounds insane. But I was...bored. Stifled. My family's quite wealthy. I'm a titled heir, but all I wanted to do was make video games," he said, sounding rather impassioned. God help her, he sounded like he was telling the truth.


  But didn't they all?


  "I changed my name because I couldn't very well go around introducing myself as Rodney, Twelfth Duke of St. Charles," he said. "I left England because I wanted to leave that behind. I wanted to get by on my own merits. Whatever else can be said about the United States, you believe in a man making it on his own, not because of how he was born. And when I became a designer and architect here, it was because I could code, not because of a title and who I went to bloody school with!"


  She stared at him. "Why didn't you tell me before now?"


  "Do you know how many women have tried to 'land' me...the titled heir to a fortune? Do you know how many women tried to sue me, on trumped up charges of paternity? Who sold details of my life to tabloids?" He looked at her sadly. "I wanted you to care about me for me. As a guy who wears T-shirts and jeans and occasionally needs to be bailed out of the parking lot because Fezza's car needs to be towed. I wanted you to see me as normal."


  "I think you're not normal," she said, with a watery laugh. "But that doesn't mean I didn't like you."


  "I wanted you to more than like me, I think," he said quietly. "Have I ruined it, then? Have I completely destroyed anything you might've felt for me?"


  She took a deep breath. She kept hearing her parents. Saw Christian's face. Thought of the missteps, the mistakes.


  Thought about what she was risking.


  Then she got very silent. Centered, like Cressida had always mentioned. She wanted to take it all in...hear her own voice. Not her parents, not her past.


  What was she feeling now?


  "Stacy?" she heard him ask tentatively, after a minute or two of silence.


  "I trust you," she said. "God help me, but I still do trust you."


  She didn't realize she'd been crying until he wiped her tears away with his thumbs. "I want you to keep trusting me," he said. "And I'll do whatever I can to make you feel safe. I'll never, ever hurt you."


  "You'd better not," she said, and kissed him.


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


   


  
Epilogue



   


   


   One month later...


   


  "I can't believe this," Stacy breathed, as Rodney helped her off the private jet.


  "What? You've been in England before."


  She gave him a gentle shove. "I've never been in a private jet before, and certainly haven't landed on the private airstrip of a big English mansion.""


  "Seat of the family's estates," he admitted, looking a tiny bit sheepish. She noticed that he'd certainly dressed the part. He looked scrumptious, every inch the English Lord-of-the-manor. Although in this case, she supposed duke-of-the-manor was more appropriate.


  "So...all this is yours?"


  "Yes, quite." He put his hands in his pockets, suddenly looking boyish. "Not put off, are you?"


  He sounded like he was joking, but there was a serious look in his eyes--a studying. As if to see if a dollar sign radar was going to suddenly light up in her eyes. She shook her head.


  "It's going to be pretty tough to take," she drawled, then grinned. "I would've fallen in love with you, even if you were just a coder, driving Fezza's beater car."


  His answering smile was like sunlight on the overcast day. "Nonsense. No woman in her right mind would fall in love with a man who owns that damned junker."


  She grinned, and let him escort her to the mansion.
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