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      A sexy rivals-to-lovers standalone, rich with masquerades, billionaires and forbidden trysts!

      

      When the invitation arrived, it detailed the rules of the masquerade -- no names, no identities.

      

      I set one more-- find a most wicked man for one night.

      

      The kind who'll bring me deliciously naughty pleasure in dark corners.

      

      But as the clock ticks to midnight, he finds me, whisks me away to a secret alcove, and delivers all that dirty bliss and then some.

      

      We make arrangements for another secret rendez vous before I rush out of the ball.

      

      But fate has other plans, since I see my most wicked man the next morning. Because that man is the billionaire owner of the hotel across the Strip from mine.

      

      My rival. My enemy.

      

      We vie for business every second of every day, so the last thing I can do is let him in my bed at night.

      

      I give in one final time, in a daring, risqué game of chance, and then I vow to resist.

      

      And that's what I do every time I see him, every time I get to know the brilliant, mercurial man who wants a piece of my business.

      

      Until the night he ups the stakes.

      

      And I have no choice but to see his bet and raise it. ONE EXQUISITE TOUCH is a wickedly racy, high-stakes love story between a man and a woman. It also features several sexy MFM love scenes.

      

      One Exquisite Touch is a standalone in The Extravagant series. Other standalones include One Alluring Chance and One Shameless Secret.
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      If you’ve already read the prologue, AN EXTRAVAGANT TRYST, go ahead and skip to “After the Masquerade” to read the full novel for Sage and Cole! If you haven’t picked up AN EXTRAVAGANT TRYST, start here and enjoy a scorching, red-hot romance!
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      Tonight, I am my opposite.

      First, I start with my makeup.

      I smooth on foundation, dust on powder, then set to work on my eyes. I turn them smoky, seductive, lined with black, winged at the corners.

      They’re cat’s eyes, and seeing them like this sends a dangerous thrill through me.

      A thrill I want to feel.

      This is not how I look in the boardroom. There, I am subtle, all beige and nudes, blouses and suits.

      After-hours, on nights like this, I become midnight and shimmer.

      Next, I run the mascara brush through my lashes, over and over, making them thick and long, and transforming them into a look-at-me style. When I’m done, I dip another brush into a shiny powder and slide the faintest dusting of glitter across my shoulders, making my skin glow with gold.

      I shiver, picturing lips on my shoulders, hands on my back, fingers on my waist. Briefly, I close my eyes, my imagination running wild, escaping to places I haven’t traveled in a long time.

      Visiting far-off lands rich with pleasure, and islands teeming with bliss.

      I open my eyes and let out a long exhale, settling back into the moment.

      Blush comes next, as I highlight cheekbones I’d never dare to make so noticeable during the day. Sure, the blush won’t be visible, but it’s necessary like this as I change from day to night.

      As I peer into the mirror, I check my reflection from the right, then the left.

      Do I look like the co-CEO of one of the premier hotels on the Las Vegas Strip? I ask that question to the woman in the mirror, and with a devilish grin, I answer out loud, my lips quirking up. “I better not look like the owner of The Extravagant, and I don’t think I do at all.”

      I run an old-fashioned silver brush through my hair, and the smoothing sensation gets me into character too. Everything about this evening belongs to a character.

      A character who craves.

      A character who didn’t crave for a long time.

      Tingles rush through me as I slide further into the seductive world of make-believe, pinning up my blonde hair on one side, leaving it long and wavy down the back.

      Yes, this too is the opposite of my workday self.

      By day, I wear my hair up in a French twist or a low knotted bun. Those are my daytime styles because they say business.

      Tonight, I personify pleasure. Or at least the pursuit of it.

      That’s what I need desperately. Need it for my heart. Need it for my mind.

      And so I RSVPed to the invitation my friend Eliza sent me to a fundraiser for a local charity we both support, one that provides scholarships for female athletes who can’t afford college otherwise.

      You are cordially invited to a black-and-white masquerade. Elegant attire required. Don’t forget your mask.

      As if I’d forget my mask.

      The mask is my permission slip. The mask will let me be this other self, the one who’s only now discovering the delight of this late-night masquerade.

      And I’m nearly ready. But I need my good luck charm. My silver hair clip.

      I glide through my suite in The Extravagant, finding it on the marble coffee table in the spacious sunken living room, when there’s a rap on the door.

      Three raps, a pause, followed by two.

      It’s Eliza.

      Smiling, I head to the door, check the peephole, and nearly squeal when I see my friend.

      I yank open the door and gasp, the only suitable reaction to her costume. A white strapless dress clings to her trim frame, hugging her breasts, her waist, her hips, her thighs. The skirt stops at her knees, but the bustle flares out behind her all the way to the floor. The white dress is etched in black lace. A butterfly mask adorns her green eyes. She is a vision in black-and-white.

      “Guess who it is?” She’s all coy and playful, jutting out a hip.

      I tap my chin. “Hmm. Could it be the sexiest woman at the ball tonight?”

      She laughs, a smoky sound, as she sashays into my suite. “Flattery will get you everywhere. Except, well, my chariot. I gave Johnson the night off. Any chance we can use yours?”

      “Of course we can use my . . . carriage,” I say, letting the door fall shut behind her as I beckon her into the place she knows well, since we’ve been best friends for several years.

      As the door snicks shut, her eyebrows dance, and she waggles her fingers in my direction. I’m wearing only my underthings. “You do know ballroom attire is required, right? You’re not just showing up in your lingerie?” Eliza asks.

      I feign surprise. “No! Really? I thought a white lace bra-and-panty set would highlight my mask so perfectly. You think not though?”

      “Oh, well, if you’re aiming to complement the mask, then surely a bra made of feathers and a thong made of gems would be a better ensemble,” she says, faux serious as she flicks a strand of her chestnut hair.

      I cringe. “Ouch. That hurts just hearing it.”

      “Imagine wearing it.”

      I shake my head. “Never. Thongs should be abolished,” I say as we cross the living room, returning to my dressing room.

      “I’ll sign that petition. Hell, I’ll start the movement.”

      “You have my full support in the anti-thong crusade.” I gesture to my white lace bra. “But don’t worry. I have the perfect costume for the theme of the party.”

      Tonight’s masquerade ball is themed “Imagine,” something I’m particularly skilled at lately. My imagination is a fertile ground for so many things. “I just haven’t slipped into it yet. The hair always goes first. It’s a rule.”

      “You love your rules. You have rules for so many things,” Eliza says playfully.

      “And rules for fun are good too. Especially this one.” I stop in the dressing room and raise a making-a-point finger. “Always leave them wanting more.”

      Eliza nods, a wise look in her green eyes. “Those are indeed words to live by.”

      I peer into the mirror, then click open the silver hair clip with an inscription on the inside, reading it once more. Brilliant for brilliant. The words tug on my heart. They always do, from the very first time I wore this years ago.

      I slide the silver pin into the side of my hair, then clip it, loving the way it catches the light just so, loving, too, how it’s another way to remember those I love.

      “Gorgeous,” Eliza proclaims.

      “Thank you,” I say, and I want to feel gorgeous. I crave lushness.

      And lately, I’ve needed it.

      It’s become necessary to be able to live this life, to balance everything. To take over the reins of my parents’ hotel as I’ve done, and run the financials. To strike deals, to negotiate, to crunch all the numbers.

      The world I inhabit all day is oak and chrome, numbers and sums.

      For a while, that pin-striped, spreadsheeted world soothed the ache in my heart.

      Profit and loss statements were my balm.

      And they worked well enough.

      They helped me move on from the pain and grief, then from an unexpected heartache too.

      Now, I’m here. On the other side.

      So I’ve begun exploring a world at night beyond the boardroom. A party here, a party there. I’ve enjoyed a few evening fetes as an observer, donning a mask, a costume, and a new hairstyle. Going for a whirl on the dance floor in a ballroom, letting music and champagne whisk me away to another time, to the Renaissance, to Venice, to Victorian England.

      What wonders a party can work on a wounded heart.

      A party can play its part in mending the soul.

      “And now, perhaps for a little costume. Emphasis on little,” I say saucily to my best friend as I yank open the closet door.

      Her jaw comes unhinged as she surveys the shelves and racks glittering with gowns, dresses, and finery.

      “Girl, have you been buying out all the sexy costumes in this city?” She strolls in, checking out my walk-in wardrobe, filled with corset after corset, dress after dress. Vintage, Victorian, Venetian. Brocade, gothic, leather.

      What can I say? Dress-up has always been my thing.

      I bring a hand to my chest. “Moi? Would I do such a thing?” I bat my lashes.

      Rolling her eyes, Eliza shakes her head. “You? Never.”

      “Never say never,” I chide, as I run my fingers along a lacy number. “That’s another good rule to live by.”

      “Indeed, it’s an excellent one,” Eliza says.

      I shed my white bra, then grab the costume I picked for tonight. I remove it from the padded satin hanger. Stepping into the short skirt, I pull up the dress, adjust the folds of lush black satin and taffeta under it, then tug on the steel-boned corset. I suck in a breath and lace it up in the back, tie after tie.

      This is no easy feat, strapping myself in.

      But I’ve done it before, practiced it many times, and now I can tie up a corset solo. Skills—I’ve got ’em.

      Still, Eliza sets down her clutch with a tut. “Allow me, friend,” she says, moving behind me and giving a final tug on the ties in the back. “Some things require two sets of hands.”

      I glance behind me, casting her a naughty look. “Are those your words to live by?”

      She laughs, then lets go of the ties. “You know, I think if I were to have words to live by, that would be a damn guideline.”

      “I’ll consider adding it to my list.”

      “You do that.”

      Next, I adjust the slim shoulder straps, thin lace ones that barely cover my skin. The better to show off the shimmery gold powder.

      I add stockings next, gently rolling up the lace, then attaching the tops to my garters.

      Shoes come next—Victorian lace-up boots.

      I swivel around, waiting for the appraisal.

      Eliza whistles her appreciation.

      I curtsy.

      “I just have one question for you,” my friend continues as she gestures to my outfit. “How exactly do you plan on keeping the men at bay tonight?”

      “Whoever said I’d be keeping them at bay?”

      “So you’re ready, then?” Her intense gaze penetrates my sassy side. “This time, you’re ready? You’re sure?”

      I swallow, thinking of why I’m ready, of how I’ve hurt. I nod, keeping myself together. “So ready.”

      She squeezes my shoulders. “Good, Cinderella. I know the last few times we went out, you were all about watching from the sidelines, checking out the scene. Now you can spread your wings, let them unfurl.”

      “This bird is aching to fly.”

      A smile comes my way. “That makes me happy to hear. And judging from the way you look tonight, you’re going to have many takers.”

      I eye her stunning attire. “And the same to you. I bet we’ll both be collecting numbers.”

      A soft smile curves her glossy lips as she shrugs, a little helplessly. “Too bad I have my eye on only one number.”

      I pat her arm, sighing sympathetically. “I know, Eliza.” Do I ever know? The man she longs for is all kinds of off-limits. Isn’t that often the way it goes with the ones we want the most? “Maybe tonight someone else will catch your fancy.”

      “A woman can dream.”

      Leaving my closet, I head to my jewelry box, selecting a delicate diamond choker.

      I slide it on, the metal cool against my warm skin. I fasten the clasp at my neck, admiring it in the mirror, the way the stones catch the light.

      I grab the last piece of the costume, but the most important one.

      The one that completes my transformation.

      I slide on a violet mask, the edges lined with feathers and gems, like a trussed up purple peacock.

      Sounds about right. I’ve got a peacock in me, that’s for sure.

      One last glance in the mirror. The mask does its job admirably, covering more than half my face, only exposing my lips, my chin, and my silver hair clip. The eyeholes are lined with the thinnest mesh, making my blue eyes even harder to recognize. They look simply dark, simply naughty.

      They’re eyes shrouded in mystery, painted with intrigue.

      But my belly flips with nerves.

      Unexpectedly.

      I set a hand on my stomach, trying to settle them, trying to talk back to the tension. But I don’t have to do that alone. I have a friend, and I turn to her, setting a hand on Eliza’s arm. “Do I look like Sage Carmichael? The woman whose heart was unceremoniously broken in front of the entire city?”

      My voice wobbles as I think of that night several months ago. The night I very publicly learned what my ex had been up to. Or rather, who.

      I don’t want to look like that woman tonight.

      She shakes her head. “You never look like that to me. You always look like my friend, a person I respect, a woman who kept it all together after loss, and after cruel heartbreak. The woman with thousands of employees whose livelihoods she’s responsible for. The benefactor for charity after charity in this city.” She taps my sternum, nothing but strength in her voice, in her gaze. “That’s who you are.”

      A lump forms in my throat. “Shut up. I love you.”

      Tossing her head back, Eliza cracks up. “Aww, you’re sweet and mean at the same time.”

      It’s my turn to laugh. “Just call me a conundrum.” I draw a deep breath. “Also, thank you. I needed that.”

      “I could tell, and it’s easy to say because it’s true.”

      I smooth a hand over my dress, loving the way it makes me feel. And I want to feel like a different woman, the one who can come out to play at night. Tonight is a new beginning for me. An end to the heartache that’s haunted me for the last several months.

      A heartache I’m shedding completely.

      That’s who the woman in the black corset and violet mask is—the woman who’s moving on.

      As we make our way through my suite, I pick up the thread of conversation again. “And for the record, you look like a woman who has all sorts of fabulous secrets.”

      “Oh, so you mean I look like exactly who I am? One of the execs of the football team who’s secretly in love with the backup quarterback?”

      I grab her hand, smiling softly. “Someday you’ll let me devise a plan for you and Xavier.”

      “Until then, let us imagine,” she says with a smile and a laugh.

      I share both with her too.

      We leave my suite, whisking our way down the plush carpeted hallway, then into the elevator. I press the button for the basement. No need to sweep through the casino dressed like this.

      I’m not worried about being seen, per se. Nor am I sneaking off. I’d just rather enter the party already feeling like someone else. And so that’s how I want to begin the night too.

      Also, another rule to live by is this: one should always err on the side of caution when one likes playing dress-up.

      And this girl has always loved to play pretend.

      The elevator lets us off at the lower level, and we wind through hallways till we near the exit. Reaching into my clutch, I grab my phone, dial my driver, and ask him to come around. Seconds later, we head outside to the portico at the back entrance of the hotel.

      The valets glance my way, but none of them say, Good evening, Ms. Carmichael.

      Neither do the doormen.

      We are simply two women in costume. We blend in, because Vegas is a land for slipping into other personas.

      The ruse works. No one expects to see buttoned-up Sage like this.

      A frisson of excitement winds through me, the buzzy promise of getting away with something. It rushes through my body, the zip of anticipation, the hum of possibilities.

      The gleaming black limo arrives within a minute, the driver pulling to the curb and stepping out.

      Carlos’s eyes scan quickly, finding us. He opens the door for the back seat while a valet tips his cap. “Have a lovely evening in Las Vegas,” the valet says, as if we’re anyone.

      I grin privately, delighted to pull this off.

      When we’re in the car, the valet shuts the door behind us as Carlos returns to the wheel.

      “Where am I taking you tonight, Ms. Carmichael?” he asks in the mirror.

      He’s the only one who’ll know, and a good driver doesn’t let on about his boss’s nighttime escapades.

      “Take us to Aria.”

      He nods crisply. “As you wish.”

      As the car swings away from my home, whooshing past The Invitation, a brand-new gleaming hotel across the street from mine, I shift my gaze to Eliza. Her eyes sparkle with mischief. She’s thinking what I’m thinking. We are Cinderellas off to the ball.

      Only, I don’t want to meet a Prince Charming.

      I’ve no interest in that.

      I’ve been there, ridden off into the sunset with the man I thought was the one.

      The man who turned out to be the furthest thing from it, his charm nothing but a lie.

      I won’t go there again, won’t risk that type of man.

      But I wouldn’t mind meeting a Prince Wicked.

      I wouldn’t mind that at all.
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      Opening a new hotel isn’t for the faint of heart.

      Or the weak of stomach.

      It takes an iron gut and balls of steel to go all-in on a new casino in Sin City.

      As well as billions of dollars.

      Fortunately, I possess all of those, as well as a lion’s determination to get what I want. And I want The Exquisite Show, a Cirque du Soleil–style production but even sexier, even racier.

      Nearly every hotel on the Strip has been vying for this theatrical production.

      I study the photos on my laptop, images of acrobats twisted into impossible shapes, sliding up and down metal scaffolds in an urban dreamscape of sorts. The pictures are from a show in Paris, where I saw it last, when I knew I wanted this kind of show for myself.

      If all goes well, I’ll have it here soon at The Invitation.

      The deal should be inked tonight, and I intend to make the winning offer, the one that beats every other hotel in this town.

      I check my watch. I have one hour before I’m due at Aria for a party, the first one I’ll be attending since I relocated to Vegas last month for the opening of this hotel. I fire off a couple of emails, replying first to Scarlett in Paris, our newest business partner who invested in our European properties, then to the city of Las Vegas’s marketing manager about an ad campaign he wants The Invitation to participate in.

      We’re the new kids on the block with one week open under our belt, so naturally, my response can only be an enthusiastic We’d be delighted to join your meeting to discuss these plans. I hit send as my VP of business affairs raps on the ajar door to my office.

      One look and my instincts tell me what’s coming.

      A motherfucking problem.

      It’s in his shoulders, the way he carries himself, the set of his jaw.

      Everything in his disposition says I didn’t deliver.

      Mostly, his news is telegraphed in the way he swallows before he speaks. “Mr. Donovan,” he begins, pushing his glasses up higher on his nose.

      “Yes, Braxton,” I say as I shut my laptop, rise from my chair, and walk around my desk. “What’s the news with The Exquisite Show?”

      Another swallow, a breath, then he lifts his chin. “I ran into a bit of a snag with the deal.”

      Grabbing my phone from my desk, I arch a brow and toss back dryly, “You don’t say?”

      “I’m sorry, sir. But it seems they didn’t like the terms I offered for a six-month residency.” He’s normally steady. That’s why I hired him. I wouldn’t let someone work for my company who couldn’t get shit done. But today, he’s uncharacteristically wobbly. And I suspect it’s because he knows how badly I want The Exquisite Show’s new production. Because I want this hotel to be the best on the Strip. It’s a simple goal, and it’s mine.

      “And why didn’t they like the terms? The terms were fantastic,” I say, striding across the carpet, then motioning for Braxton to follow me.

      There is no need to simply talk when you can walk and talk.

      We head down the hallway lined with corporate offices, making our way to the elevator.

      “They only want to agree to four months,” Braxton says. “I’m sorry, sir,” he says again, and I can hear the worry in his voice.

      He knows he’s disappointed me.

      I expected him to handle this.

      I can’t do every-fucking-thing.

      But Braxton mostly delivers. He mostly nails deals. This is rare for him, and that means I can either rip him to shreds for failing, or I can teach him how to do better.

      Doesn’t do me any good to demean an employee. It only benefits me to build him up. So that’s what I do.

      Starting with this rule of business. “Braxton, let me teach you something.”

      The sandy-haired man nods crisply, a good soldier. “Yes, sir?”

      I lift a finger, speaking softly. “Save your sorrys for your wife, or your girlfriend. Don’t say you’re sorry in business. Instead, say what you need. What you’re going to do. Or what you need me to do. That’s how you get ahead. Sorry doesn’t matter in business. Actions and plans do.” I pause, run a hand down my tie, and wait. “What do you need, Braxton?”

      He squares his shoulders, taking a breath. “I need to get them to agree to six months. Can you help me with that?”

      “I can.” I look at my watch again. “Meet me here in thirty minutes, and I’ll take care of this. You can listen to how it’s done.”

      He nods dutifully, and I go upstairs to my penthouse suite, pour a finger of scotch, knock it back, and head to the shower.

      Five minutes later, I’m dried off and in a fresh pair of black boxer-briefs. I walk past the balcony, stopping briefly to peer outside. Cars, cabs, limos, and buses trundle by on the Strip below, and the lights from the hotel across the way flicker on.

      The Extravagant. A gorgeous property with a nighttime display of lights that make it look like its lush lawn is dripping with jewels.

      Not bad. Not bad at all.

      But this place? I survey the scene below me. Fountains better than the Bellagio’s, a classy, elegant entrance that feels exactly as the name implies—inviting—is better.

      This is the crown jewel in my portfolio of hotels, and being second best simply isn’t an option.

      I turn away from the view, making my way to the closet.

      The dress code for tonight is black-and-white and masquerade.

      Easy enough.

      Tuxedos are not in short supply in my life. I choose one with tails, because that’s what the occasion calls for. I dress quickly, knot the bow tie, and slide a book inside my inner jacket pocket before grabbing my necessary ticket for admission.

      A black Venetian mask.

      Hardly anyone knows me yet in this city, which makes the dress code all the better. I like it that way. Keeps everyone on their toes.

      Where nearly everyone should be.

      With the mask in my hand, I head back down the elevator to the fifth floor. Braxton waits for me, pacing.

      I bet he never left.

      I hand him my phone. “Call yourself, then you can conference in the producers, and I’ll show you how it’s done.”

      “Thank you,” he says, doing as I say, then handing me back my phone and listening on his as we make our way down the grand staircase that leads into the casino.

      As we go, I chat with Kelly, one of the producers, bending on a revenue term that was always flexible but standing firm on the length of the residency. With a sigh, but the kind that tells me I’m getting my yes, she says, “That will work.”

      “Excellent. We couldn’t be more thrilled to have The Exquisite Show here. I’ll hand you off to Braxton, who’ll wrap up everything. By the way, how’s your father? Is he doing better after that horseback riding fall?”

      “So much better. He should be back on Cinnamon in no time. Thanks for asking.”

      “Glad to hear,” I say.

      “And, Cole?”

      “Yes, Kelly?”

      “Your offer was very competitive. You were up against a number of other properties, but we’re confident The Invitation is the right hotel for this show.”

      I smile. “I’m glad you feel that way, and you’re correct—it’s the best venue, and we can’t wait for you to see what we do with it.” I hand her off to Braxton, telling him quietly to “Finish it off.”

      “Yes, sir,” he says, then spins on his heel, and I head past the high-roller tables, taking in the smell of money, the clink of glasses, the slide of chips—chips that’ll land in the house’s favor.

      Well, most of them.

      I sigh contentedly, like I’m sniffing a good cognac. Better yet, a delicious perfume on a gorgeous woman. This hotel reeks of opportunity, of possibilities that can’t be denied, of corners you want to peek behind, places you want to enter.

      When I reach the revolving door, my longtime business partner, Daniel, is waiting for me, leaning against the marble column, a curious look in his light eyes. Like me, he’s also dressed in black tie.

      “Did you get The Exquisite Show after I buttered them up?”

      “You?” I snort. “I’m sorry, did you offer high then flex on a term, or present them a fantastic offer that benefits all involved?”

      “No, but I took the producers out to a delectable dinner on the Rue de Rivoli last month. Or had you forgotten?” he asks as we head to the waiting limo. He is the charming one. No doubt the English accent helps. But I have my own store of charm too. Of the gruffer, more direct variety. We started this company more than fifteen years ago, and have grown it to worldwide acclaim and success. We complement each other—not quite good cop, bad cop, but more like opener and closer. It works, the way we hand off deals, and the way I run the American properties and he handles the European ones, after launching the Asian hotels.

      I scoff. “Do I look like a fucking amateur?”

      Daniel laughs. “You don’t want me to answer that.”

      “Of course I made it happen. That’s what we do.”

      “That’s absolutely what we do,” he echoes as we slide into the back seat of our sleek, air-conditioned stretch limo. “And tonight, we should celebrate our wildly successful first week here in Sin City. Especially since I’ll be returning soon to London.”

      “Such a rough life.”

      “And for you as well, sharing all the riches we make,” he says.

      That sparks an idea. A passion, if you will. Something we haven’t indulged in since the last hotel we opened in Bali more than a year ago. “Speaking of sharing,” I begin, stroking my jaw, lifting a brow. “It has been a while since we played our favorite game.”

      His eyes gleam. “I was thinking the same thing too. And really, who are we to let Camus down?”

      I laugh. Daniel and his erudite quotes. “Camus? Are you really still quoting Camus?”

      “It was my degree subject, philosophy.” He lifts his chin and speaks like an orator. “You are forgiven for your happiness and your successes only if you generously consent to share them.”

      “I suppose, then, it’s the only way to forgive our great success. But I prefer Twain.” I clear my throat, leaning on the wisdom of the American writer, who sure knew how to tell it like it is. “To get the full value of joy, you must have someone to divide it with.”

      Daniel sets his hand on his heart. “Aww. So sweet that you want to share it with me. As they say here on your side of the pond, sharing is caring. But you know what I say?”

      “Oh, are you going to quote yourself now?” I toss back, adjusting my cuff links as the car swings onto the main drag.

      “Indeed I am. And I say the best way to share is to make a wager of it,” he says, reaching for a bottle from the console and pouring a glass of bourbon. “Fancy a wager, mate?”

      I pour a glass too, liking the sound of wagers with the guy who’s been my closest friend since we were roommates in college, building our first business together, an underground card game at school, luring the wannabe card sharks. That business paid for most of my tuition, something I desperately needed it to do back then. Now, in some ways, I need these bets desperately too. Need them for other reasons—reasons Daniel understands all too well. “It’s easy to bet with you, since I clean up,” I say.

      Daniel scoffs, leaning back against the leather seat, shaking his head. “I think not.”

      “I think so. If memory serves, I’m ahead of you.” I lift the glass and take a swallow, savoring the burn, as I taunt him.

      “You say that, Cole. But you seem to forget I have the advantage here.”

      “Yeah? What’s that?” I ask, curious, but not letting on how curious.

      His eyes glint, and he adopts the cockiest expression. “My accent makes me quite irresistible.”

      “Ah, there you go again. Always leaning on the accent. Too bad it’s the only tool you have to use.”

      “I don’t have to lean on it. It’s part and parcel of who I am. And I know how to use all my tools.”

      “But you love to point out your accent. Maybe we need to handicap you. Maybe you shouldn’t be allowed to use it. See how well you fare without it.”

      “Yes, just like the Little Mermaid,” he says deadpan, as he knocks back some liquor.

      I deal him a skeptical look. “From Camus to The Little Mermaid? That’s how this evening is going to go?”

      “I choose the most apropos examples for each situation. In this case, she wasn’t allowed to use her voice to seduce Prince Eric.”

      I shoot him a hard stare. “We don’t want to seduce Prince Eric.”

      “Yes, I’m aware of that. But nor do I want to seduce Ariel. I like women who can speak. Who have agency.”

      “Who make their own choices. Who are independent and strong,” I say, and I mean it. Our company has always provided equal pay for men and women, and many of our European properties are run by our newest business partner, Scarlett. We brought her on board a year ago, and she’s whip-smart, relentless, and brilliant.

      But bets like this aren’t between business partners, per se. The wagers between Daniel and me are only between us, and they’re born from years of friendship. And also, more recently for me, from pain. From the need to move past it. And what better way to move beyond pain than through games?

      I raise my glass. “And so, once again we drink to lady’s choice?”

      “We bet on lady’s choice,” he adds, raising his glass, stretching his arm across the space between us and clinking it to mine.

      I take a drink, then reach into the inside pocket of my coat, running a thumb over a chip. I take it out, showing it to him. “Five thousand.”

      “Make it ten.”

      We shake on it as we reach Aria, then head inside to the masquerade.

      Eyes open.

      Ready to find just the right woman.
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      The ballroom glitters.

      A kaleidoscope of lights swirls from the ceiling, with rays of sapphire, fuchsia, and ruby skating across the dance floor, illuminating it, then darkening it.

      It’s a mix of nightclub and ball, a cocktail of the two.

      Sometimes the music is a waltz, other times it’s R & B or hip-hop. Couples twirl and glide, sway, and press.

      From my post at the corner of the dance floor, my eyes eat up the feast of sights. The beautiful people, spinning in tandem. The music reverberating throughout the sumptuous room, accented in gold and marble. And the clothes. Dear God, the clothes. I want to memorize the outfits, to snap photos of the costumes, and gaze at them when I need a hit of beauty. All the gorgeous satins, rustling taffetas, silk tuxes and tails.

      But there are no photos allowed here.

      Phones were checked at the door so we can be present in the moment, rather than on our devices.

      And the moments unfurling in front of me are intoxicating.

      All the dancing, all the touching, all the laughing.

      Men and women.

      Women and women.

      Men and men.

      Such lushness.

      Eliza and I have already indulged in several dances with unknown men in Venetian masks. We’ve made small talk, chatting about the music, the party, the vibe, the decadence of it all. I’m practically floating from the high of the party, vibrating at a higher frequency of pleasure, my skin tingling from this shimmering spectacle in front of me, all my senses alive.

      As a new wave of couples moves on the floor, I imagine the words falling from their lips. Whispered promises of pleasure fluttering across bare skin. Dirty words teased from lush mouths.

      Someone out there on the dance floor, maybe several someones, will slip away soon, find a dark corner for dark deeds.

      The prospect sparks a wave of longing in me. It’s been a while since I felt that kind of sizzle from another person. My skin is craving it, hungry for connection, for touch.

      Maybe tonight?

      Is that so much to want?

      But I haven’t danced with anyone yet who’s lit me up, who’s set my skin to flames.

      And the night is turning old, the clock ticking closer to midnight.

      Prince Wicked is nowhere in sight.

      Shame, that.

      But so it goes. Life doesn’t always give you what you want. Mostly, you have to fight for what you need.

      For now, I’ll take one last glass of the delicious champagne before I make my way out of here. Now seems like a good time as Eliza glides off the dance floor, having just finished a tango-esque dance with a burly man with a beard.

      Not the quarterback.

      “One last drink?” I ask my friend.

      “I’m always up for a final nightcap.”

      I nod toward the man she left behind. “Anyone you like?”

      “He’s not too shabby. I don’t mind a little fur on the face.”

      “How good of you.”

      “I thought so too,” she says playfully, and I know she’s trying to keep her mind open to new men, since risking a play with the athlete on her team roster would be too risky. “I have an early meeting at the stadium, chatting with Nadia and the other team stakeholders about the salary cap, so I might let myself enjoy one or two more dances, then I need my beauty sleep.”

      We head to the bar and ask for champagne.

      “Coming right up,” the bartender in the bow tie says, pouring a flute for me then one for her and handing them to us. I leave him a hundred-dollar tip. “Thank you so much,” he says, startled, but clearly delighted too.

      “You are most welcome.” We step away from the bar, standing against a marble column, regarding the sumptuous tableau in front of us, hundreds of the glitterati here in Vegas.

      “Have I told you how fabulous this ball is?” I say to Eliza, bumping my shoulder to hers.

      She pretends to consider this, then nods thoughtfully. “I believe you have. About a half dozen times, was it?” A sly smirk curves her lips.

      I swat her arm. “Hush. You love it when I tell you you’re brilliant. So I’ll tell you again. Because I’m glad you insisted that I come.”

      “Insisted? You make it seem like it was akin to twisting your arm. You were pretty game, if memory serves.”

      “Of course I was. There was no arm twisting involved. I’m just grateful. Sheesh. Could you be more difficult?” I tease her.

      “I could be, but I’ll relent.” She takes a drink, then scans the room. “Because I think you’ve discovered your new passion.”

      I tilt my head to the side, curious. “And what’s that? Beyond the ones you know I have—fashion, dogs, and spicy food.”

      “Masquerades. Make-believe. Costume parties, and all the surprises and secrets they offer you.”

      She says it like she’s offering me a silver platter of candy confections that will melt on my tongue. “Yes, I do seem to like these parties.” I run a hand down my black satin skirt. “And dressing up.”

      “At the last few, you’ve kind of come alive. It makes me happy to see,” she says, her tone genuine, her gaze earnest. All the teasing has been stripped away.

      “And I feel happier. So, thank you, and I vote for a party a month,” I tell her. I lift my glass, clinking the edge to hers.

      “Please. I say once a week.”

      “Count me in.” And even though my Prince Wicked is nowhere to be found, I am so glad I came here tonight. “This party is everything I need. It makes me feel good again. Even if I haven’t met someone to take my mind off . . . well, all the things we like our minds taken off of.”

      Eliza shakes her head, tsking. “You spent far too long feeling bad after Derek, Sage. You shouldn’t feel bad. Your ex was a cad.”

      “Derek was the living, breathing manifestation of one.”

      She sets a soft hand on mine. “But I know you’re not just talking about your ex when you mention things you want to take your mind off of. You still miss your parents.”

      A sad smile tugs at my lips as I think of them and their passing a few years ago. That pain pulls on my heart, while the missing surrounds me. You can never truly escape that type of loss. You just learn to live with it. “I do miss them. I miss them a lot. I sometimes still wish I could turn to them for advice.”

      Eliza squares her shoulders, looking like a loving queen. “Your mother would tell you that you’ve done a damn fine job moving on from that cad of an ex, and to keep moving on.”

      I grin, hearing my mother say those words too. She was always so strong, so certain. She believed wholeheartedly in the conquering power of love, and the precious necessity of self-worth too. “You know what? She would. She never wanted me to be with someone who didn’t deserve me.”

      Eliza scoffs. “Life is far too short for men who don’t deserve us.”

      “Truer words.”

      The music shifts to a low, pulsing beat.

      “And you know what I say?” she continues. “I say you only live once. Embrace it. Life is a cherry. Bite into it.”

      I laugh, tossing my head back, the mask moving with me. It’s a little heavy against my face, but I’ve become used to the weight of it. “And is that your rule to live by? Eat cherries?”

      Eliza nods vigorously. “It is. Because cherries are delish.”

      She turns in the direction of a handsome man who’s tapping her shoulder. The bearded guy. “May I have another dance?”

      “Yes, you may, but I have to leave in a little while. I turn into a pumpkin soon,” she says coyly.

      “Then let’s make the dance worth it before the clock strikes midnight,” he says, and she waves goodbye to me with her fingers and heads to the edge of the dance floor. I take a sip of my bubbly, glancing around. On the other side of the room, a black-masked, dark-haired man in tails lifts a glass of champagne, takes a drink, and sets it down on the table. The man next to him—his hair is a lighter brown, but it’s hard to see behind the Phantom mask he’s wearing—gestures to the dance floor, then leans against a marble column.

      They’re a handsome pair, perhaps wingmanning each other?

      My eyes roam around the party. If the evening ends right now at eleven thirty, I’m content.

      But, truth be told, I do wish for a little more. A little something extra. Something exciting for the next half hour.

      I sigh, wishing.

      “This makes me wish I knew how to fox-trot.”

      I blink as the voice rumbles, sending a shiver across my bare shoulders. Can a voice do that? Well, the voice just did, and I turn in the direction of it.

      Oh.

      Oh, yes.

      No wonder my body reacted that way. I drink in the view of a tall, well-built creature who fills out his tux and tails deliciously. The material hugs his frame in all the right places, and the shirt lies enticingly flat against his stomach. My eyes roam shamelessly. What can I say? I’m an abs woman, and he looks like he’s rocking a washboard.

      The dark-haired man with the glass of champagne. The man who set it down so he could make a beeline for me perhaps.

      “Fox-trot. Tango. Rumba, maybe. Are you wishing you took cotillion?” I ask playfully, as I check out his lips. Full lips. A five-o’clock shadow. Yum.

      “I am. Maybe I would’ve learned the polka too.”

      “Polka is vital for Vegas nightlife. But is cotillion still a thing?”

      He gives a simple shrug of what looks like a very strong shoulder. “I don’t know. All I know is I can’t waltz for shit.”

      The corners of my lips curve up. “I know how to waltz.”

      He gives me a flirty smile. “Show-off,” he whispers, that growly tone sending a fresh flurry of tingles down my chest.

      “Don’t you want to know my waltzing secret?”

      He inches closer, his tone dark and decadent as he says, “I do want to know. Tell me. What is your secret?”

      My breasts tingle, my nipples hardening just from the way he looks at me from behind his mask. From his voice too.

      I lick my lips, answering him, “If you want to waltz, you just improvise.”

      He scrubs a hand across his stubbled jaw, dark like his midnight hair. “Ah, the old make-it-up-as-you-go-along routine.”

      I give a playful lift of my shoulder. “Sometimes you have to let go and take a chance.”

      “Give up control?” he asks, and I can see an eyebrow rise above his mask. Or maybe I can feel it. The arch of it. The question in it. The way he’s asking something else entirely.

      “Yes, sometimes I do that,” I say, my voice feathery as I imagine him having his way with me. As I imagine he’d want to. I bet he likes taking just enough control. The same amount I want to relinquish.

      He hums approvingly. “Good to know.”

      That heady feeling winds through my body, that sense that we’re on all the same wavelengths. Still, I toss out a question. “And why’s that? Do you like having control, then?”

      The man takes his time before he answers, almost as if the reply is taking shape seductively on his tongue. “Sometimes I do.”

      A shiver dances down my spine, the sparks of pleasure zipping through me. I study his gaze, trying to read his eyes behind that mask. They’re dark brown. Chocolate. Rich. Gorgeous. “Sometimes? I doubt that. You seem like an all-the-time control guy.”

      He gives a light laugh. “Do I?”

      “Yes. You do.”

      He steps closer again, raising a hand, running it down my arm. Oh, holy hell. His touch is electric, and my breath catches as he says, “By day, I like having control. Often by night too. But it’s not a requirement.”

      His voice is seductive, dreamy, and a little gruff too. It’s sandpaper and stubble. It’s whiskey and cigars. His confidence is like an enticing cologne—one I want to inhale.

      He brushes a strand of hair off my shoulder, reminding me why I left it down. For this—for touch. He takes a beat, then asks, “And by night, what do you like?”

      My pulse spikes, shooting all the way through the roof. “By night, I like what we all like,” I say, wildly turned on from the conversation. From his . . . obvious seduction. One I don’t want to end.

      He runs a finger along the feathers in my mask. “And what’s that, lovely bird?”

      I look at his full lips, wondering how they taste, how they’d feel on my skin. “At night, I like to be surprised.”

      Those lips spread into a mischievous smile as he holds out a hand. “Dance with me.”

      “That’s not a surprise,” I toss back saucily.

      “But maybe it’ll become one,” he says, his voice gliding over my skin as his seduction clearly continues.

      Maybe it will.

      Maybe I want it to.

      I take his hand, and he leads me to the dance floor.

      He sets one palm on my waist, and we waltz to the music, joining the other couples moving elegantly around us under the lights, sophistication, and smoke. Eliza is nowhere to be seen. She’s gone, and so is the man with the beard.

      But I’ve no time to think of Eliza when my dance partner spins me, then dips me, letting my back curve into an arch. “You fibbed,” I say, pouting.

      “Did I?” he asks, a naughty tone of mischief in his voice. He keeps me in this position, bent back, under his control, waiting.

      I don’t hate it.

      In fact, I rather like it.

      My skin turns hotter. My heart rate races.

      “Yes. You lied. Because you waltz perfectly,” I say as he tugs me up and draws me close, flush against his hard frame. My God, he is hard everywhere, and I mean everywhere.

      He strokes his fingers along my bare shoulders. “Perhaps I’m improvising. Or maybe I sensed that you wanted to be surprised.”

      I want to be touched. Judging from the way my skin sings under his fingertips, I want to be touched everywhere. Still, I manage to keep up the banter, saying, “You have me there.”

      “I’d like to have you in many places.”

      Tingles burst through me. Confidence is so sexy. So alluring. Confidence is the ultimate aphrodisiac. “Would you?”

      “I absolutely would,” he says, as the music shifts to something simpler. Not quite a bump and grind but a tune that’s easy to sway and move to.

      This time, he brings me closer, and I am giddy, lit up. I am drunk on this night. And maybe even getting a little tipsy on him when he stares at my lips, then says, “Your smile is radiant.”

      “So is yours.” I lift a finger, feeling daring, tracing it along the top of his lip. A shudder moves through him as I touch him.

      “You’re quite bold,” he says, nipping at my finger, then moaning lightly around it before letting go.

      “Does it bother you?”

      “Not in the least. But maybe I’d like to be bold with you.” He tightens his grip on my waist, his fingers playing, moving across my corseted costume. I swallow roughly. He must know what he’s doing to me. “Maybe I’d like to kiss this radiant smile right off of your beautiful face, make you hot and bothered, gasping, begging me to touch you more.”

      “You’d do that to me?”

      “Does that surprise you?”

      I shake my head, my body buzzing, my head hazy, the taste of possibility on my lips. “No. It turns me on.”

      “Good. That’s what I want to do to you. And I’m a man who knows what he wants.”

      I expect him to say, I want you. That’s the next logical statement.

      But he doesn’t, because a blue-eyed man cuts in, tapping on my shoulder. I turn in his direction. He’s the man with the Phantom mask. Up close, his jaw is chiseled, his face clean-shaven, his lips kissable. “May I have this dance?”

      My throat is dry. And my skin hums all over. From the first man, and now the second one. They are opposites—one has dark eyes, one light. One’s voice is gruff and raspy, and the other’s is deep, melodic, and British.

      But both are panty-melting.

      Two Prince Wickeds.

      As the English one draws me against him, the American man moves behind me ever so briefly, pressing his chest against my back before he steps away.

      Suddenly, my mind is racing to lands I never thought I’d want to explore.

      In a flash, in a heartbeat, I do.
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      A Few Minutes Earlier

      

      Some might call me a gamesman.

      They wouldn’t be wrong. Anything with a bit of strategy or a touch of cunning holds a particular appeal.

      A bet, a night, an opportunity—it’s almost as if I’m drawing a bow across a violin, teasing out a lovely melody.

      The start of a symphony.

      One that begins with spotting a beautiful woman, admiring the waves of her hair, the cut of her jaw, the curves of her body.

      But that’s not all.

      That’s not even what interests me the most about the fairer sex. Everything that matters is found in the eyes. And in the lips.

      Eyes are hard to see with masks on, so in many ways I’m handicapped.

      But that’s fine by me. I like it when the game is a little harder, when I have to think and act smart. To make choices that might backfire.

      As I regard the guests—this one, that one, perhaps another one—my gaze returning to the woman in the peacock mask, I know what it’s going to take for this dalliance to work the way I want it to. I’ll let Cole think he spotted her. He’ll dance with her first. Then I’ll cut in.

      The symphony plays out in my head, the music growing stronger, louder, suggesting how the evening might unfold.

      Because she’s the one.

      It’s as clear as night.

      She didn’t know it before she left her home, but she was destined to meet us tonight.

      The woman in the black corset with a diamond necklace wrapped lovingly around her neck—Could there be any more of a sign that she’d adore long, lingering kisses on that supple neck?—is most definitely the one for us.

      As we drink champagne and survey the dance floor, I say nothing to Cole to indicate I’ve found her. I simply let my gaze occasionally drift her way. Part of my plan to let him think he saw her first. Eventually, as Cole and I chat about everything and nothing, which is what we usually do, he keys in on her too.

      Perfect.

      It’s like leading a horse to water, as he says, “I believe it’s time to ask someone for a dance.”

      He sets down his champagne.

      I take a drink of mine. “Best of luck to you, mate.”

      He raises an eyebrow above his black mask. “You think I need luck?”

      “We all need luck. We all need luck every second of every day. Never underestimate the value of luck.”

      He shoots me a doubtful grin, then heads over to the woman.

      We both believe in hard work, but Cole doesn’t know what it’s like to have luck stolen from you. As I finish off my champagne, my eyes drift briefly to the long, jagged scar that runs between the first two knuckles on my right hand, all the way down to my wrist.

      Luck is everything.

      In this city, hell, in all the cities all around the world, you have to make luck work for you. Tonight, I let my best friend and business partner think he’s making the first move. It doesn’t hurt anyone for him to believe that.

      For a few minutes, I soak in the sights of the party, the bodies moving and swaying, the heat rising in the room, the way women and men collide into each other. Hands slide down waists, up backs, into hair.

      This party is so much more than a masquerade.

      Or maybe that’s exactly what it is—a mask.

      A mask for more.

      How many others are here to kiss, to touch, to play?

      To grind, to fuck, to come?

      From the look of the dance floor, the answer is plenty.

      This is not a party for the chaste.

      It’s a party for the debauched.

      Feeling like I belong, my eyes settle on the woman in Cole’s arms. Her radiant grin. Her pretty mouth. Her hair I want to pull, breasts I want to explore, arse I’d love to smack.

      Provided she gives as good as she gets.

      And by give, I mean with her mouth. With words. With the things she says.

      Looks only go so far.

      Wit is what turns me on sky-high.

      So does opportunity, and tonight I plan to engineer it the way I want it to unfold.

      Once they’ve danced for long enough, it’s my turn. I stride across the room, purposeful, determined. I tap on her shoulder and flash a smile, the only part of me that’s fully visible from behind this Phantom mask. In my most dashing voice, I ask, “May I have this dance?”

      Playing the part of the gentleman, Cole steps away and offers her to me.

      My eyes stay on her. She’s hard to read behind that mask. The mesh covers her eyes, and I can barely tell what color they are. But still, even behind the mesh, a hint of color shines through. Like a clear sky. I can see more in those eyes too. A gleam of mischief. A spark of desire.

      “Yes, you may,” she says.

      I take her hand and close the distance, but not completely. One should always leave a little something to a woman’s imagination. Dancing ought to stimulate desire, suggest entanglements. I leave a few inches between us, the air already crackling and charged. She swallows, her throat moving, a flush darkening her décolletage.

      Perfect.

      She’s already in the mood to play. Cole moves behind her, pausing briefly at her back. Perhaps pressing against her. Giving her a taste of what she might have.

      Something that I would very much enjoy having with her. My favorite indulgence.

      But first, let’s see if she’s as captivating as I believe.

      Cole moves away, off the dance floor and out of sight. And now it’s just this lovely woman and me. “I was watching you dance earlier,” I tell her, not mincing words, not wasting time.

      Her lips curve in a tiny grin. “Did you like what you saw?”

      She lifts her chin, her pretty pink lips tilted up toward me, parted the slightest bit, almost like she’s waiting for a kiss. Yet her lips also contain the slightest hint of a question. She’s not ready to kiss yet, and that’s even more alluring.

      “I was admiring your dancing. You’re quite good at spinning around the dance floor,” I say in a teasing tone.

      “Does that mean you’ve had your eye on me all night?”

      I nod, owning it. “Yes. Does that bother you?”

      With a coy grin, she asks, “Should it bother me?”

      I shake my head. “The opposite. I hope it arouses you.”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      Oh yes, I believe I chose well. She has so much fire in her. Just the way I like it.

      The way we like it.

      “I would like to know,” I retort, inching a little closer. “Because I was drawn to you immediately.”

      Even from behind the mask, I can tell she rolls her eyes, and that was my intention—to wind her up.

      “Is that a line?”

      “Do you think it’s a line?”

      “It seems like it might be one.”

      “It would only be a line if I said something cliché like I can’t take my eyes off you,” I say, dragging out the words, making them exaggerated, as if I’m some sort of pickup artist. “Or if I said, I can’t see anyone else in the room but you.”

      She tilts her head, perhaps a little perplexed. “Are you saying neither of those are true?”

      “What I’m saying is those are rubbish reasons to tell a woman you’ve had your eye on her all night,” I say, as I slide my hand down her back toward the curve of her arse. The music pulses around us, thrumming over us, behind us, through us.

      “Then what’s a non-rubbish reason?” she asks, a little breathy, a lot intrigued.

      I spin her around then drag her close, her stomach against mine, but still the slightest bit of distance between her breasts and my chest. My hand travels the other direction now, going north, my fingertips spreading across the fabric of her corset. She shivers as my hands play along her back. “I’ve had my eye on you all night because you’re the most interesting woman in the room.”

      She shivers against me, a full-body tremble that seems to start in her collarbone and radiate down her chest. I can feel her shuddering against me. My God, she’s like an instrument, and she’ll be gorgeous to play.

      She’s a cello, and I want to feel her against me, under me, around me.

      “And what makes me so interesting to you?”

      Lifting a hand, I touch the feathers. “For starters, this mask. It says you’re bold and outgoing.”

      “Does it now?”

      “It does, and you are,” I whisper.

      “I am,” she answers, as if a little mesmerized.

      I trace the stones around her neck. “This necklace tells me you love beautiful things, but you also like to be that beautiful thing. To have people look at you.”

      She takes a beat, her breath ghosting over her lips, then she whispers, “Yes.”

      I return to the starting point—the back of her dress. “And then there’s this corset. I find your choice to wear it fascinating.”

      She swallows. “Why?”

      “Because you have to know it’s captivating.”

      She seems to recover her composure, to remember how to flirt again, because she says, “Do you have a thing for fashion?”

      I shake my head, laughing, as I trace the ties along her corset. “These ties—they make me think about what I want to do with them.”

      “Tie me up?” she offers in a feathery voice, one that perhaps reveals her own interest in that prospect.

      “I would love to tie you up. But I was actually thinking about what I want to do to them with my teeth.”

      The expression in her face shifts from heat to rabid curiosity.

      Another rough swallow comes from her, then she says, “What do you want to do to them with your teeth?”

      I move in closer, my lips near her ear as I whisper, “Untie them one by one, then nip your back, lick your spine, and drag my mouth along that gorgeous neck of yours. Devouring you.”

      She sways, nearly falling against my chest. “I would like that,” she says in a whisper. Then she glances around, as if she’s just remembered where she is. “But what about your friend?”

      I arch a brow. “How do you know he’s my friend?”

      “Because the two of you were staring at me at the same time.”

      I can’t contain a grin. She’s onto us, and I fucking love it. “So you think we know each other?”

      “I think you do. I think you like doing many things together.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes, and I enjoyed dancing with him too,” she says, tightening her hands on my shoulder, her pink lips turning pouty. “And perhaps I don’t want to have to choose between the two of you.”

      I finger the strands of her hair, so soft, so silky. “Love, whoever said you had to choose?”

      With that, I offer her a hand. She takes it, clasping her fingers against mine. I tip my forehead toward the hallway at the end of the ballroom and guide her away from the dance floor, around the corner, and down a quiet alcove, where I find my longtime friend and business partner.

      Cole leans casually against the wall. He’s holding a small black book, one he looks up from as we approach.

      The woman blinks at him. “Is that a little black book?”

      He gives her the wryest of wry grins, brandishing the small leather-bound book. “Maybe it is. Should I put your number in it?”

      “That depends on whether you’re going to want to see me again.”

      “Do you want me to see you?”

      “I’m not really thinking about the next time. I’m thinking about the fact that I’m leaving in fifteen minutes. And I’m wondering what’s going to happen in this alcove in the next fourteen minutes and fifty-five seconds.”

      Cole grins. Even from behind his mask, there’s heat in his eyes. She’s everything he wants. “It’s F. Scott Fitzgerald. One of my favorite writers.” He tucks it into the inside pocket of his jacket, then stalks over to her and raises a hand.

      He cups her cheek.

      She gasps.

      I run my palm along the ties of her corset. What would it be like to undo them one by one? To watch them fall open, to run my mouth along her back? Would she like that?

      I decide to find out. Standing behind her, I gently brush her hair away from her neck. Then I whisper, “Would you like me to kiss your neck?”

      As if we’ve done this before, as if we know exactly how this will work, Cole closes the rest of the distance between himself and our lady, his lips dangerously close to hers as he whispers, “And I’d love to kiss your lips.”

      Her voice is a barren plea. “Yes. Please. Both.”

      Her whole body is wracked with a gorgeous shudder that tells me this time with her is going to be electric.

      Even with only fifteen minutes, it’s going to be intense and delicious.

      And the thing is, I know something Cole doesn’t.

      I’m throwing this bet.
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      Kissing with a mask on isn’t easy.

      Lots of things in life aren’t easy though. And you do them anyway, because they’re worth it.

      This tryst will be worth it. I’m certain of it. So, in the grand scheme of things, a couple of masks are hardly a roadblock.

      Not at all.

      Not when we have this beautiful, sensual, interested woman here between us.

      Her curiosity—that’s what interests me most of all, that’s what intrigues me. It’s been evident since she joined me here in this alcove, evident in the way she walked over, how she lifted her chin, how she said yes to us.

      I want to reward all of her curiosity, to let her know exactly why it’s worth having us both.

      Together.

      There is barely a breath of distance between this woman and my business partner . . . between this woman and me.

      And after the long, endless week filled with meetings, phone calls, emails, contracts, deals, and negotiations, I don’t just want this.

      I need this.

      Whatever this will be.

      Whatever this is becoming.

      Whatever she’ll have.

      Once upon a time, moments like this were pure fun, delicious decadence. Then they became the antidote to my dealmaking days. Now, they’re something more too. The promise of a pleasure-filled night has become a need.

      A part of me. Something I crave now and then. Something I must have every so often.

      It’s the high, the hit, the reward.

      I inch even closer to her so that soon, soon I can kiss her.

      But not yet. Not yet at all.

      I take all the time in the world even though we barely have time.

      Because I know how much more she’ll want my lips if I do this first. I spread my right hand across her waist, over the satin fabric of her corset. She shivers from that one touch.

      From only one exquisite touch.

      “You like it when we touch you,” I rasp out.

      “I think I do,” she whispers as my left hand travels south, toying with the hem of her skirt. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Daniel spreading his hands over her ass. Squeezing her.

      “You think, lovely bird?” I ask.

      “Oh, I’m sure now. I’m so sure.” She arches forward, her back bowing, words falling from her lips so gorgeously with a gasp. “What are you doing to me?” she whispers as she lowers her face, exposing more of the gorgeous real estate of the back of her neck.

      He answers the call, dropping his mouth there.

      “Why only be kissed by one man when you can be kissed by two?” I whisper, and she shudders.

      “Yes, why?” she asks, all breathy and needy.

      That’s why we do this. Because we know what this kind of attention can do to a woman when done right.

      Because we know what kind of earth-shattering, mind-blowing pleasure we can bring to a gorgeous, curious woman who maybe, possibly, has never been kissed like this.

      That’s what’s so thrilling about our game—it’s not the money.

      Fuck the money.

      It’s the possibility of what she might feel as we take her to new heights, make her soar in brand-new ways from double the pleasure, two times the bliss.

      As my best friend trails his mouth along the back of her neck, I lower my face to her chest, dropping kisses along the exposed skin above those luscious breasts. I dust my lips along her sweet flesh, savoring that first honey taste of her as it swirls in my nose, goes to my head, makes my cock pound.

      But tonight isn’t about my cock at all.

      This is about the chance to bring incandescent pleasure to a woman who appears to covet it.

      That is my greatest turn-on. To make a woman go wild, to make her pant, moan, and scream. To make her knees weak, her heart hammer, and her panties so damn damp that they’re utterly useless.

      And then, to multiply her lust. Because bliss can be better when there are two men giving it to one woman.

      When she can feel us everywhere.

      I roam my lips over the delicious skin of her chest, kissing along her sternum, moving up to the hollow of her throat. I lick her there as Daniel’s hands rope in her blonde strands, as he brushes kisses along the edge of her shoulders. She gasps and sighs. Shivers too.

      We are both adoring her with our lips and hands and bodies.

      That’s what I want—for her to feel worshipped. Like a queen of her own pleasure.

      I kiss her neck with that goal in mind—to make her writhe, to make her moan. She gasps and pants, and I haven’t even reached her lips yet. I journey up her neck to her chin, kissing her there, sucking.

      Then I break that kiss, cup her jaw, and slide my thumb along her face. Daniel bends lower, kissing the back of her neck as her lips part in an oh. She grinds against me, sounds falling from her mouth that are so damn dangerous and delicious. I want to swallow them down, drink them up, devour them.

      I can’t wait any longer. Closing my eyes, I drop my lips to hers, and I savor the taste of her kiss.

      The second I touch her, she shudders, a sigh falling between our lips, a sigh that tells me she’ll be coming from my hand very soon.

      I’ll win the bet.

      But I’ve already won it, for all intents and purposes.

      We already know who’s leading, only I don’t actually care about the bet. I’d lose that money double times over for another taste of her.

      I have plenty of green. This game is never about the money. It’s about the chase, the thrill, the high of bringing this type of bliss to a woman, often for the first time. Of introducing something to her that she may never have experienced before but that might make her lose her mind with lust. And I’ve become addicted to making the woman I’m with come, come hard, then come harder than she ever has before, whatever it takes. Pleasure is the cure. Pleasure is always the goal.

      I slide my hand lower along her skirt, cupping her through her clothes, letting her know where I’m headed. The catch in her breath tells me she wants me there, wants me to keep going.

      My lips devour hers; my tongue strokes inside her mouth. We are hungry, greedily sucking on each other.

      Every single second of kissing her is a sensual feast, especially when she breaks the kiss to utter one enticing word.

      That makes me want her even more.
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      I’m a good girl.

      At least I was. Once upon a time, maybe in another lifetime, I was vanilla.

      I’d never thought about being in a triple scoop though. Never had this chance. I didn’t even know I’d want two men.

      The only thing I was truly aware of when tonight began, back in my suite with the makeup, the hair, the jewels, and the clothes, was that I needed something.

      Contact.

      Connection.

      Touch.

      That feeling of being alive in my body.

      Of being sensual.

      I didn’t know that would mean two men.

      But now, at the masquerade, I’m a new woman, a naughty woman, a kinky woman.

      And if this is bad, bring it on.

      Because I want more.

      I want more of these sensations colliding inside of me, smashing, banging, crashing. Coming from all over me, from behind me, from in front of me. From all around me.

      I never knew that pleasure could feel this way. That two men not only meant pleasure would be doubled, but amplified, played in surround sound, broadcast in high definition.

      I feel so much. I feel everywhere—in my bones, in my cells, on my skin.

      I am ravenous. I crave their hands all over me. Their lips everywhere. Breaking the kiss, I make my plea. “More.”

      That’s all I can say, so I say it again, so needy. “More.”

      I beg for it.

      And they heed the call.

      “We’ll give you everything you want,” the man behind me says in his delicious accent.

      They somehow come closer, crowding me, the Englishman with his hands on my ass, gripping and squeezing, the American in front of me, pressing his pelvis against mine, grinding, letting me feel the full outline of his thick, hard cock as his hand travels along my dress.

      As his lips crush mine.

      Behind me, the blue-eyed stranger slides his lips along my neck against my hair, kissing me in the most sensual way, sliding his nose along my skin, inhaling me. “You smell so fucking good. I want to lick you, kiss you, eat you,” the Brit whispers while the American consumes my mouth with hard, hungry, demanding kisses.

      One makes me swoon; the other makes me burn.

      I am theirs to play with, and do I ever want to be played.

      More than I ever expected.

      My first stranger slides his lips over mine, nips and bites, heating me up, then kissing me so damn hard. He covers my waist with his hands as the kiss turns hotter, deeper.

      And soon it is a lavish kiss.

      It is rich with heat, colored with desire.

      Tongues and need.

      Breath and want.

      The want is everywhere, radiating through each cell in my body, pulsing to every corner of my being as they seduce me in an alcove tucked away from the rest of the fete.

      The faint strains of music from the dance floor float past my ears.

      Pleasure coils in my belly, tightening and growing hotter between my legs. The man behind me slides his hands to the edge of my cheeks and then slams his pelvis against my ass.

      I yelp in pleasure. He grinds against my ass while squeezing my cheeks at the same time, and I love what he’s doing with those big hands while the man in front consumes my lips.

      I’m trapped between them, caught deliciously between two men who arouse me, two men who turn me on.

      Two men who know exactly what to do to me.

      Who know precisely how to make me feel like magic.

      The American slides a hand down my legs on a fast track for the hem of my skirt again, then it’s going straight under, up along my thighs, and right to my wet, hot center. His hand glides across the panel of my panties, between my legs, and he groans. “Oh, lovely bird, you are soaked.”

      Somehow I manage to form words. “I’m aching. Can you please do something about this sweet ache between my legs?”

      “Yes. Yes, I can.” In a heartbeat, the American dips his fingers underneath the panel of my panties, and I cry out. Louder than I’ve been before, and for a flicker of a second, I imagine someone hears me.

      Someone finds us.

      The wicked thrill of discovery ignites a riot of sparks in my body. I don’t want to be caught, yet I can’t deny the possibility is electrifying.

      That’s why I’m too loud.

      The Englishman knows it. He pushes the outline of his cock against my ass while he moves a hand along my neck, over my chin, toward my mouth. “Love, you’ve got to be quiet. We don’t want anyone hearing what he’s about to do to you. Let me cover your mouth so no one else can hear you come.”

      I shiver from his commanding words, from the way the two of them are conductors, my body the instrument.

      “Yes, but first,” I say to the man whose hand is between my legs, “tell your English friend how it feels to touch me. Tell him what it’s like to play with my pussy.”

      As I say those daring words, I feel bold, decadent.

      And so damn powerful too.

      Because they both groan. Savagely. As if they’re surprised to be given such a lusty directive.

      “She feels so silky, so damn slippery,” the American rasps out as the Brit presses his palm to my mouth, covering my moans. “And her clit is aching for my touch.”

      The Brit moans near my ear, nibbling on my earlobe. “Is she going to come for us soon?”

      Gasping against his palm, I answer him with a nod, while my first Prince Wicked strokes my clit faster.

      “Her pussy is so wet. So fucking slick. I bet she tastes spectacular,” he rasps out.

      I feel spectacular, trembling everywhere, my knees quaking.

      My sex aches so deliciously.

      The American slides a finger inside me, then brings that same finger to his lips, sucking off the taste of me. He moans. “Like honey, like salt.”

      His hand travels back to where I want him. Where I need him to fuck me with his fingers, to take me over the edge, but I can’t deny the Englishman behind me.

      So I decide to be helpful.

      I dip my hand between my legs, coating my fingers, then I lift my right hand behind me, offering it to that man.

      “Oh, love, you read my mind,” he whispers all hot and dirty in my ear as he draws my finger into his mouth, and the suction from his wicked tongue makes the desire inside me crackle higher, burn hotter.

      Pleasure coils between my legs, pulsing in hot waves as one stranger sucks off my taste, and the other one fucks me with his finger.

      Hitting that spot inside me.

      Crooking it.

      Sending me into another world of bliss.

      Ecstasy slams into me, consuming my entire body, taking over my mind, my cells, my sense of reason.

      The Englishman’s hand clamps tighter over my mouth.

      I come with a muffled cry.

      My orgasm crashes over me in wave after wave, like I’m coming from both directions.

      My climax lives everywhere.

      On my skin.

      In my bones.

      Far into my mind.

      And it lasts for ages, for blissful, wondrous ages of white-hot pleasure.

      A pleasure that spreads so deep all I can think is I want this again.

      No. I need it again.

      Maybe even like this. With both of them. All of us. Hidden away from crowds, but not all the way. Not entirely.

      But before I can say a word to my two masquerade men, a voice calls out from down the hall.

      “Cinderella, where are you? Time to go.”

      I tense. It’s Eliza, using her nickname for me. And that means it really is time to go.

      I straighten my spine, run a hand over my skirt, and try to compose myself, to form words. “Maybe I’ll see you . . .”

      I’m not sure where to go next. How to tread. This is all so new.

      “You will, lovely bird,” the American says. “You will. In two weeks. The weekend after next. In the executive ballroom. There’s a party at The Invitation that Saturday.”

      “You must come again,” the Brit adds, and the double entendre isn’t lost on me.

      “I must. And perhaps you two must as well,” I say.

      It’s a promise I’m not sure any one of us can keep, but the sound in Eliza’s voice made it clear my coach is about to turn into a pumpkin.

      I leave as the clock strikes midnight.
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      I’m still in a daze.

      On a post-climactic cloud nine.

      I’m not sure I ever want to stop floating.

      I want to savor the afterglow even as Eliza and I dart away from the party, head down the hall, swing around the corner to grab our phones, then reach the elevator.

      Once we’re inside, I raise a hand and clasp my cheek, feeling the heat there. I brush that hand over my hair next, the ends mussed up, and I can recall how the Englishman played with my hair, curled it around his fist. I slide my hand down my satin skirt, remembering my American and how his strong hands explored me.

      A shudder speeds through my body.

      I check my mask, trying to focus on the practical, not on the sense memories that are still turning me on. My mask is the slightest bit askew. Not enough to reveal my face, but enough that I slide it back, adjusting it.

      The telltale signs of tonight.

      Of that most unexpected tryst in an alcove.

      I draw a deep breath.

      Was that real?

      Did that truly happen?

      And am I the worst friend ever?

      I blink away the searing memories, shove off the lingering sensations. I focus on Eliza, on the urgency in her voice moments ago when she fetched me. “Is everything okay? You didn’t run into an ex or your father, did you?”

      She laughs, shaking her head. “Neither, thankfully.”

      My brow knits. “Oh. Did you just need to go because of your early meetings?”

      Another shake of her head. “Friend, I would not tug you away from whatever exploit had you tucked out of sight in an alcove because of a meeting. Or because of my beauty sleep. I can get myself home on my own just fine if I need to, thank you very much.” She takes a beat as the elevator whooshes down. “I went looking for you,” she says, giving me an inquisitive once-over, her tone more serious, “because Beverly showed up at the party.”

      I cringe at the mention of my ex’s new woman—the woman I stumbled upon him with at the Wynn Hotel several months ago. I’d been out of town, visiting one of the Carmichael Hotels properties in Kauai, and my flight had returned early. I’d planned to surprise my beau, since he’d been so busy handling an auction for Expressionist art held at the Wynn. I was going to show up, take him out to dinner, and whisk him away to a penthouse suite after the auction.

      That had been the plan.

      But he surprised me instead when I ran into him and the woman who was keeping him busy at a bar in the Wynn.

      Very publicly canoodling.

      Very publicly kissing.

      And then very publicly denying there was anything more to it.

      He’d been spending all his time with his coworker. The fellow art lover, who handled the Expressionist art, had also been handling him.

      To make matters worse, I’d helped her land the job with him. She’d been my curator at The Extravagant, working on the collections we showcase in our gallery.

      And yet he denied it all, rushing after me and publicly declaring he hadn’t been cheating on me in front of all the patrons at the roulette tables, the dealers, the casino manager.

      The liar embarrassed me publicly, with one of my former employees, at a hotel run by one of my colleagues.

      Such a cad. And she earned her stripes as a backstabber.

      I’m over it. So over it, but even so, I can still recall with crystal clarity how it felt to see him with her, her long red hair spilling down her back, his hands threaded in it.

      “I wish Beverly could be banned from any event I attend,” I say with a heavy sigh. “And Derek too.” But he’s one of those men about town. One of those people you run into. “Was she with him?”

      Eliza shakes her head. “I only saw her. She had on an itty-bitty mask, barely covering her eyes, so she was easy to recognize with all that hair. She was with a friend, it looked like. So I went looking for you, so you wouldn’t have to run into her inadvertently.”

      “You’re an angel,” I say, gratitude in my tone, lucky to have a friend like her having my back.

      But another thought flicks into my brain too. Should I have been more careful? Caution was the furthest thing from my mind when I left the party. I was intoxicated. High on their voices, their words, the way the men had touched me. I was lured by the opium fix of pleasure, heeding the siren call of seduction, following the filthy wishes offered from a genie’s lamp.

      And I had been, admittedly, a little thrilled by the chance I might be discovered.

      What does that say about me?

      I don’t even want to excavate the meaning behind what I did tonight.

      I groan, frustrated with myself. “What did I do? I was caught up in a tryst in the corner of a party. At the Aria. I know the owners of the Aria.”

      “No,” Eliza speaks sharply. “Just no.”

      I look up, raising my chin. “No, what?” I ask as we reach the ground floor and I text Carlos that we’re here and ready.

      “There will be no ‘What did I do?’ No shame. No guilt.”

      “But what if Beverly had seen me?”

      “Who cares? She should still be groveling. She should be ashamed for using you to snag a job, then messing around with your boyfriend. Not the other way around,” she says as we weave through the late-night crowds, past the lobby’s library display. “I only went to find you so you wouldn’t be caught unawares again. I know you hate that.”

      “I do,” I say softly as we walk. “I truly do.”

      “First, you had a mask on. No one recognized you. Second, you were off in a corner. Third, you’re allowed to feel good.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief that seems to last for an eon. She’s right. She’s so right. There was nothing wrong with my choice tonight.

      Nothing wrong at all with a private tryst in an alcove with two strangers.

      Two delicious strangers who want to see me again.

      A pulse beats between my legs, and a rush of tingles shoots down my spine.

      Taunting me.

      Teasing me.

      Reminding me how it felt.

      Electric. Ecstatic.

      “So . . . how was it? Your tryst?”

      “Amazing,” I whisper, uttering the first piece of my confession, one I love admitting.

      Eliza grins, an eager one that says I need more, so much more. “Good. I want to know everything. And I had a feeling you were busy. That’s why I called you Cinderella, so you’d know it was just me.”

      “You are heaven-sent.” I set a hand on my heart, trying to settle it as we pass a bachelorette party wearing sashes with the saying “I’m with the bride” emblazoned across them. “I’m so glad I didn’t run into anyone, even with the mask on. I wanted to just be in the moment.”

      Eliza wiggles her brow. “Was it amazing, the most amazing, or ‘Holy fuck, that was so fucking amazing’?”

      Laughing, I glance around the main floor, bustling with activity, then whisper, “Did you see anything?”

      She laughs, tossing her head back. “No. Not a thing. But now I’m damn curious.”

      I pat the feathers of my mask, needing and wanting to remain unrecognizable. We exit the hotel, heading for my car in the portico as a reel of images flicks before me. The highlights of tonight insist on replaying, and I am bursting to share. Needing to tell her.

      Once Carlos opens the back door for us then shuts it, I rip off my mask, and Eliza does the same.

      Her grin is wicked, eager. She’s ready for the salacious details, and I’m ready to share them, now that we’re in the car, the partition raised. She wiggles her fingers as Carlos pulls away from the Aria. “Serve it up. I’ve been counting down the days till you had a proper banging.”

      Peals of laughter fall from me. I’ve missed this. Missed the chance to dish with my girlfriend. “I’m so glad to know you were rooting for me in the boudoir.”

      “Hello? I’m all about positive energy and putting it out into the universe.”

      I shoot her a playful look. “So you were offering prayers and well wishes for my sex life?”

      She lifts her chin proudly. “I’m thoughtful like that. I asked the goddess of Os to watch over you. Did she listen?”

      With a deep, satisfied breath, I flop back against the leather seat, then sigh contentedly. “She listened, and she listened well.”

      Eliza grabs my arm, practically squealing. “This is huge for you. You’ve been so nose to the grindstone since the whole incident. Been so buried in work. Tell me everything.”

      My lips go all crooked and naughty. “Everything?”

      I kind of want to tell all.

      I want to give voice to what happened to me. So it feels more real. So it doesn’t seem like smoke, curling away in the night air as we drive away from the scene of the liaison. So it doesn’t feel like merely a naughty memory, fading at the edges already.

      I don’t truly know that I’ll see them again.

      I have no idea if the promise of the next party is an empty one.

      “So it’s obvious there’s an everything to tell?” I say.

      Arching a brow, Eliza points at my mouth. “Well, your lipstick is noticeably absent, your hair is a mess, and you have that general JBF look.”

      “Just been fucked. Thanks.” But inside, I’m dancing a fox-trot. I like that I look well-pleasured. I am well-pleasured.

      “Am I right, or am I right?”

      I drop my voice to a whisper. “Not fucked. But . . . you did say earlier some things require two sets of hands.” I wiggle my fingers. “There were two of them.”

      Her jaw falls to the floor of the limo. She pretends to pick it up. “Yes. Everything. I require every dirty detail.”

      And I’m dying to share every detail, because tonight was all new. Tonight was a revelation. I discovered things about myself I never expected. “I never thought I would like that. The things they did to me. Both of them. The way they touched me.” I shake my head, not quite believing it. “I want it again.”

      Eliza clears her throat dramatically, then pretends to write in a book. “Dear diary, today my best friend discovered her brand-new kink.”

      My smile morphs into a huge grin as I slide a hand through my hair. “What am I going to do with myself? I should shove that dalliance out of my mind and forget about it.” I wave my other hand in front of my face, the memory singeing me with its hotness. “But it’s hard to forget. I think it was the most powerful, most intoxicating sexual experience of my life. The most exquisite touch I’ve ever felt.”

      Her grin is worthy of a portrait. “Good. You should feel good again. We deserve pleasure, don’t you think?”

      I shrug, not sure how to answer. Does anyone deserve anything?

      Eliza keeps going though. “And I know what it’s like to have to wiggle free from a past with a jackass, one who barely knew how to find his way around the female anatomy. Now you’ve got two men who know their way around, you lucky woman. It’s like you just went double on a double-or-nothing bet.”

      Perfect analogy. I draw a deep breath, one that seems to flood me with another round of endorphins. That quarter-hour will feed my imagination for a long time to come, I suspect. “I feel that way too.”

      “And are you going to see them again, whoever they are?”

      That’s the question, isn’t it? Will they show up in two weeks? And who are those masked men? Will I know them when I see them? Will I want them without their masks? “Yes. No. Maybe. We said we’d meet at a party at The Invitation the weekend after next.”

      Eliza wiggles a brow, the party planner in her sitting up, taking notes. “Then we will be going to The Invitation. And I can’t wait.”

      A spark of something flickers in Eliza’s pretty eyes. Maybe anticipation? Possibly desire? Something that tells me she has her own reasons for wanting to go.

      “Is there someone you met at the party?” I ask, nudging her with my elbow. “Someone you want to see again? The man with the beard, maybe?”

      She nibbles on her lower lip, then shakes her head. “He’s . . .” She takes a beat, like she’s searching for the right words. “Helping me with a project.”

      I give a tilt of my head. “Uh, hello? How about telling me everything?”

      “All in due time, I promise. All in due time. But right now, it’s nascent. It’s delicate.”

      “I can handle delicate,” I say, pouting, stomping my foot playfully on the car floor.

      “I know you can. But I need to do a little more . . . baking, if you will.” She mimes mixing a batter. “I promise I’ll tell you soon.”

      “You better share what you’re cooking up.”

      “I will. I promise.”

      We reach her condo on the Strip and drop her off, then Carlos whisks me to The Extravagant. I say good night to him. As I walk through the lobby of the hotel I own, I feel like I’m looking at everything—from the art on the walls to the slot machines, from the blackjack tables to the jewelry box sculpture—with new eyes.

      With new desires too.

      As if tonight unlocked a part of me.

      Perhaps a part I’d been denying for too long?

      A part that was eager to come out to play . . . and that had found not only one playmate but two.

      When I arrive in my suite, I unlace my boots, set them in the closet, then put my mask on a hook on the wall. I reach for my hair so I can unclip my barrette, but it’s not there. I pat my head, searching for it, then spin around in front of the mirror, looking.

      I check the folds of my dress.

      Search my mask again.

      My heart speeds, hammering too fast.

      That clip is from my parents.

      Have I lost it?

      Panic kicks in. I need to find it.

      I call Carlos, asking him to search for it in the car, but he says he comes up empty. With a racing heart and worried nerves, I call the Aria and ask the front desk to look for it.

      They tell me they’ll keep their eyes open. I say a prayer to the universe that someone will find it and turn it in.

      Thanking them, I take a breath, then do my best to put it out of my mind for now.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      But I can’t do the same with tonight.

      The memory of the alcove keeps me up for another hour.

      I’m wired, tuned to a new frequency, one I didn’t know I could reach.

      As I slide into bed in a cotton tank and panties, the memory tangos in front of me.

      Two men. Two sets of hands. Two hard bodies.

      The way they touched me. The way they knew how to hand off to each other, to trade me, to treat me as theirs.

      I shudder, my whole body lighting up as those last few seconds in the alcove replay.

      The American’s hands. His fingers.

      The other man’s lips. His words.

      My skin tingles, and I slide my fingers inside my panties, where I’m wet and aroused beyond reason.

      I’ve already come hard, harder than I thought possible, and yet I want more. More bliss, more touch, more bodies.

      More stolen trysts in alcoves, with crowds nearby none the wiser.

      That’s what I imagine as I take myself there again, no toys needed tonight, thank you very much.

      Only the fresh image of earlier, as I stroke and moan and spread my legs.

      As I imagine.

      As I beg.

      As I picture things I’ve never pictured before.

      And as I come again, sated.

      But not quite.

      I’m not sure I can be until I experience that again.

      And I pray to the gods of sexy masked men that my next encounter is even better than the first.
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      The morning after the party, as I’m getting dressed for the day, my phone lights up with a we’ve decided to go elsewhere email from The Exquisite Show.

      I grit my teeth in frustration.

      Yes, The Exquisite Show was a long shot, but our pitch was strong.

      And this stings. I wanted that show here. But it turns out the producers have chosen another hotel for their brand-new production.

      I text my sister and let her know.

      Ivy replies with an emoticon of a cartoon character’s head encased in fiery rage.

      Then a GIF with a celebrity shrugging off bad news with a Whatever-style hair flip.

      And a final text: Onward and upward!

      I laugh as I read the rapid-fire notes.

      

      
        
        Sage: Glad to see your ability to process your emotions at rocket speed is still top-notch.

      

        

      
        Ivy: That’s me! I drop emotions like college students drop boring 101 classes. In any case, I’ll see you in thirty minutes downstairs. Be the badass you are for our Sunday morning planning meeting. Since we’re workaholics.

      

        

      
        Sage: As if I’d be anything other than a badass.

      

      

      

      With tailored slacks and a white silk blouse, I do look the part. When my hair is done in its French twist, I slide into basic black heels and head to the executive offices to tackle the day, replying along the way to The Exquisite Show producers, letting them know we were grateful to be considered and that whoever won the show will surely do a fantastic job.

      Briefly, I run through my Rolodex of Strip hotels, picturing where the acrobatic fiesta would work best.

      The Bellagio maybe?

      Possibly The Venetian?

      It could fit at The Invitation too. But it seems unlikely that the new kid on the block would nab such a coveted show already.

      Wherever it winds up, though, I’ll see it.

      For pleasure and for intel, of course.

      It’s a shame we didn’t win it, but I won’t let that loss get me down. Competition is de rigueur in this town, and I’m already eyeing other fabulous forms of entertainment to bring to The Extravagant.

      That includes a hot new magic act that’s been rising up on the scene, with Penn & Teller-esque payoffs that boggle the mind and delight the eyes. Their names are Max and Alex, and I love that a pair of female magicians are getting their due.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The next day, Ivy and I meet with the magicians’ managers on a golf course off the Strip. We both know how to play. Our father taught us, saying golf was an essential skill for any executive to possess. Along with knowing a martial art, another language, and how to compromise. I learned Mandarin Chinese growing up, and Ivy can speak Spanish.

      Both help, since Max is from Beijing, and Alex hails from Madrid. Their managers are also multilingual, and as we golf, we tell them we’re putting together a proposal for their act.

      The meeting goes well, the golf game even better, and I have a good feeling after we say goodbye.

      But feelings aren’t enough.

      Rock-solid deals with terrific terms are.

      In the limo on our way back to The Extravagant, Ivy and I brainstorm how the magic act can fit into our new One Night Only lineup of entertainment.

      “I could see Max and Alex starting as a One Night Only act, but quickly moving beyond. To become a regular,” I say.

      Ivy gives an excited ooh. “Yes, I love that idea. Like we’re doing with Stone,” she says, mentioning the rock star who kicked off our One Night Only series of concerts a month ago.

      “Yes, his residency starts next month, and I can’t wait. We’re already selling out all his shows.”

      I offer her a palm to high-five, since she brought him into the fold, and he brings the crowds and the big spenders. “Here’s my idea,” I say. “What if we propose that Max and Alex start with a One Night Only, but we offer them the regular gig too?”

      Her blue eyes glint with enthusiasm as the limo turns onto the Strip. “I love their style of magic. It would be a risk to lock them in early, but I also think the payoff could be huge.”

      She’s right—it’s a gamble. But as I gaze out the window at the sky-rise hotels, the billboards taller than life, and the promise of thousands of dollars turning into millions, I see a whole city built on gambles. “And they want the security of a regular gig. We can give them that.”

      “Let’s do it.” Ivy wiggles her brows. “Wonder-twin powers activate.”

      I roll my eyes. “You are such a dork.”

      “So are you.”

      I stick out my tongue. She does the same to me.

      I love having a twin sister. Always have.

      We put our heads together that afternoon and send off a brilliant proposal that night.

      The pace continues into the next day and the next, when I spend the morning prepping for a solo meeting with the new hotel owner in town—Cole Donovan, who runs The Invitation. We’ll be working with the city’s marketing manager on a new ad campaign, now that “What Happens in Vegas” has run its course. The city wants marketing that focuses on the experiences that we offer them, and as such, all the hotel owners are working together on “Experience Las Vegas.”

      But before that meeting, I want to say hello to the man across the street.

      I’ve never met him. He moved to town a mere few weeks ago, but he’s the new competition. He’s supposedly ruthless, supposedly heartless.

      I’ll need to play nice with him, since that’s how we do things here, even though he’s the rival across the way.

      I’ll welcome him to the family, to this place marked by cutthroat competition under a veneer of friendliness. All of us here on the Strip, owning and operating these hotels, must come together at times, even if we tussle daily for everything—rooms, customers, money, employees.

      But manners are manners. And I was raised to welcome the new kid on the block with a gift.

      He won’t need champagne. A wildly wealthy hotelier has plenty of his own. Caviar is so horrid I refuse to give it. And it’s not as if he needs a weekend at a spa, or a retreat at a luxury hotel, so those are out.

      I’ve found the best gifts for men like him and women like me are the simplest ones.

      The ones everyone can love. Things we learn from, things we all enjoy.

      Books and chocolate.

      Since I don’t want to give him any of the brilliant nonfiction books I’ve finished recently on economics, social justice, or science—lest they provide a window into my other thoughts—I dip into my stash of chocolate from Paris.

      As my mother used to say, You can’t go wrong with chocolate from Paris.

      I select a few bars of dark chocolate, then a milk chocolate for good measure, add a silver bow, and place them into a small gift bag.

      I head to my office, check the time, and then make sure my lipstick looks good for my first meeting with the man across the street.

      He’ll be arriving any minute.

      I walk over to the window in my office that looks out on the casino floor, watching the crowds weave in and out, savoring the view of the hustle and bustle of my hotel.
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      Things I don’t want to think about when I go shopping with my mother in our luxury stores: the woman from the party.

      Things I can’t stop thinking about no matter what I do: the woman from the party a few nights ago.

      As we wander into a classy store in my hotel, my mother gestures to the maps of the world hanging on the wood-paneled walls, then to an antique globe on a shelf. “What do you think about this one? Should I get it for my office? It’s so professorial, isn’t it?”

      I give her a smile. “That would seem an ideal fit, then.”

      She wiggles a well-groomed eyebrow. “I get what you’re saying, Cole. Just embrace the whole persona. Perhaps I should start wearing tweed jackets next and add some horn-rimmed glasses to my look,” she says in a teasing little tone. I laugh, giving her a quick once-over in her designer jeans and silk blouse, paired with Jimmy Choos. She wears ultramodern clothes and teaches ancient history. She is a woman of contradictions, and she relishes that.

      “And as you embrace it, you should get anything you want,” I say, then I gesture to a map of the ancient world hanging on the wall. “But I have to admit, when I first stopped in here when it opened, I thought that would be perfect for you.”

      She pats my cheek, a thoroughly motherly gesture. “You know me so well.”

      “We’ll pack it up. We’ll ship it. We’ll send it where you want—your home, your office, or your classroom.”

      She gives me a soft smile. “You’re always so sweet about that, but I truly don’t need anything. I have everything I need.”

      “This isn’t about need, Mom. It’s about want. It’s about what you enjoy.” We had so little growing up, and anytime my mother, brother, or I wanted anything, that want was diminished, it was squashed. We were taught to want nothing. We were taught that wanting things was bad.

      As my mother’s gaze travels around the store, my attention is drawn to a small stack of leather-bound books. One of my indulgences. This collection happens to be of sonnets, so I pick it up. It fits the theme of the store—lush, intelligent gifts—and I love it.

      I decide to buy it as a gift for someone.

      “I’m getting you the map,” I tell my mother, since she’s still gazing at it with longing in her eyes.

      “If you insist,” she says.

      “I do. I do insist.”

      When we head to the counter, I tell the clerk that we want both the book and the map on the wall. The goateed man gives me a nervous look, then swallows. “Your money’s no good here, sir.”

      I laugh. “I’ll pay just like everybody else does. This is not on the house.”

      He stares at me as if I’m speaking Greek, but I give the young man a firm look. “I appreciate your effort, but trust me, I’m going to win this battle. And I’m going to pay for both of these,” I say, then I reach into my wallet and toss some bills on the counter.

      As we leave the store, Mom glances at the leather-bound volume. “You’ve always loved your Shakespeare.”

      “Of course. I was raised by a scholar.”

      And an asshole, I add quietly in my head. But we don’t speak of my father. There’s no need to. I don’t like to think of the man who told me that I deserved nothing growing up because I’d be nothing. That I was a mistake. That he never expected anything from me because he never wanted me.

      And so, for the longest time, that was all I delivered. Nothing. I thought he was right about everything, but he was wrong. I clench my fists, my shoulders tightening, that familiar surge of borderline anger rising in me when I think of him.

      Time to lock up the thoughts of the man who is out of my life, as I always do when they descend on me and try to convince me that I’m still nothing.

      He knew how to make my brilliant mother feel that way about herself too, and I’ll never forgive him for that. I’m so damn glad she’s finally out from under his thumb. It took long enough, but here she is, enjoying herself, living freely, being all she wants to be.

      We pop into a few more shops, and when we’re done, we stroll toward the spa. Along the way, she gestures to the design of the lobby, the sleek, stylish, thoroughly modern feel of this hotel. “You have great taste, Cole.”

      “You taught me well. You taught me to appreciate words. You taught me to appreciate beauty and the finer things in life.”

      She wags a finger at me. “And don’t forget that I taught you to appreciate history too.”

      “I would never forget that. I would never forget that you have to learn from history or it repeats itself.”

      “Indeed, it does. And now look at us, learning from it, and learning from it means treating yourself well and treating others well too.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.”

      She gives me a pointed but sympathetic look. “That includes yourself.”

      I bark out a laugh. “You think I don’t treat myself well?” I gesture with helicopter arms to the luxury surrounding us. “I want for nothing.”

      A soft smile crosses her lips as she shakes her head. “That’s not what I mean.” She taps my sternum. “I mean here.”

      I sigh softly, the muted kind. “I know what you mean.”

      “You’ve been so focused on business since Georgia,” she says, and my body tightens at the mention of a woman from years ago.

      I say nothing, letting her continue. “I know it’s hard to put yourself out there. I know you didn’t always see the best examples from your father and me. And I know that was hard, losing her.”

      It was hard. But it was also years ago. I’ve moved on. I’ve made it through. “I’m fine.”

      She squeezes my shoulder. “Then maybe let yourself . . . go out.”

      I roll my eyes. “You think I don’t go out?”

      “You know what I mean. Go out and let someone in,” she says.

      We’ve arrived at the serene waterfall that frames the entrance to the spa. “I’ll consider it,” I say, but she gives me a stare that says she knows I won’t.

      “Do consider it,” she says, a soft plea.

      “I said I would. Now go enjoy yourself.”

      “Oh, I love when you tell me what to do.”

      “Good. Go relax, have fun. You’re starting a new semester soon, and you have all of those young minds to shape, so unwind before you have to go back to California.” I look at my watch. Her trip has lasted less than thirty-six hours, but I’m glad she made it out here. “I’ll pick you up at the end of the day and take you to the airport.”

      She shakes her head. “You don’t have to take me to the airport. The driver can take me.”

      “I want to, and I will. End of story.”

      She gestures for me to take off. “I have an appointment to go get pampered, and you have your meetings. Who are you seeing this morning?”

      “The hotel owner across the street.”

      She straightens the lapels on my suit jacket. “Remember to play nicely with the other children.”

      I laugh. “We’ll see about that.”

      I say goodbye, and as I make my way through my hotel, my thoughts once more return to the other night with the stranger. I replay those moments on the dance floor and in the alcove. The taste of her skin, the feel of her long blonde waves, the sound of her voice, so sensual and delicious.

      And the slide of her lips. Pink and alluring.

      That woman is front and center in my mind as I walk across the street to my meeting, recalling how she moved against me, how she fell apart in my arms and Daniel’s arms too.

      How that felt.

      Exquisite.

      Everything about her was exquisite.

      I linger on thoughts of her for a few more minutes, knowing that once I head into the meeting, I’ll have to expunge them.

      With the book I purchased in hand, I weave my way along the walkway over the Strip. Once at The Extravagant, I stop at a mirror near the entrance to check my reflection.

      Custom suit.

      Silk tie.

      Pressed shirt.

      Combed hair.

      Neat shave.

      I look the part of the new hotel owner in town going to meet with Sage Carmichael for the first time.

      I’ve heard good things about her. She’s well-respected and is known for her focus on her employees. For above-average pay, as well as good healthcare. She attracts the best with what she offers them.

      With the revamp of the hotel, she’s been attracting a whole lot of bookings too. Bookings that, admittedly, I’d like to have at The Invitation.

      Competition is fierce in this city for rooms, and her renovation is amazing, with the ruby, emerald, and sapphire themes throughout the property. The jewel motif is gorgeous, extravagant indeed.

      That word alone—extravagant—shoots my thoughts back once more to my stranger, as I count down the days till I see her again. The woman who’s still dancing her way through my thoughts. And honestly, even though I’ll be seeing her with Daniel, part of me does want to see her alone.

      Take her alone. Have her all to myself.

      Bring her incandescent pleasure. Just me. Only me.

      Daniel won’t care. Daniel isn’t possessive, nor am I.

      We share women in the moment, not for a longer term. We share them because we love making women feel good.

      But I’m more than capable of doing that by myself too.

      Though she seemed like the kind of woman who wants us both, and what a woman wants in bed, she should damn well have.

      That is my rule to live by.

      I walk through my rival’s casino, surveying it once again. I’ve been here before. I checked it out. You need to understand the competition. I made sure I canvased every nook and cranny, knowing that I had to make mine better. Then I had my people pay visits here during the renovation so I knew what was going on every step of the way.

      I don’t ever want to be surprised in business, and nothing at her hotel surprises me. All of it impresses me though. It exudes class and says sophistication, most of all, beauty. That’s the theme the Carmichael sisters have chosen, and everything typifies it.

      Dragging a hand through my hair, I head to the third-floor executive suites with the book in hand, ready to give it to her as a nice to meet you and I’ll try not to be a dick gift. But I make no promises.

      The door to the suites is open, and the woman at the front desk lifts her face, flashes me a smile from behind her red glasses, then says, “Hello, Mr. Donovan. It’s good to see you.”

      She’s good at her job, since she knows me on sight.

      “I have a meeting with Sage Carmichael.”

      “Yes, you do. Let me tell her you’re here.”

      The woman disappears down the hall then reappears a minute later, gesturing to the hallway. “She’s ready for you.” I walk down the hallway toward the corner suite. The executive offices are set in the middle of the property, giving a view of the casino floor below. The woman shows me in and closes the door behind me.

      And holy fuck.

      Standing in front of the glass window overlooking the casino is a stunning woman in a red dress with a zipper all the way down the back.

      I want to unzip it with my teeth.

      Her blonde hair is twisted neat and tight in a clip. Those silky strands remind me of my stranger. That clip, too, reminds me of the one she left behind that night. The barrette I picked up when she scurried away. The barrette I plan to give her next weekend at the party.

      But right now, I’m not thinking of my stranger, because I’m too busy admiring the view in front of me.

      That body. That ass. Those legs.

      She stands at the window, hands on the sill, gazing at her empire below.

      She looks powerful, and power looks so damn good on a woman, especially when a powerful woman gets on her knees at your command.

      I’d like to put her on her knees.

      And I feel a little bit guilty for admiring my colleague like this. For focusing on her body rather than her brain.

      I vow to erase these momentary filthy thoughts when I speak to her. These sexual thoughts floating through my head of how she would look without that dress on.

      But admittedly, I also feel the slightest bit guilty too, because all my energy, all my ample sexual energy, should be on the woman I’m seeing at the next party. Only it’s on the woman in front of me.

      “Good morning, Sage,” I say.

      The woman in red turns around.

      My jaw threatens to fall to the floor, and it’s only years of practice, years of composure, that cause me to keep it shut when I see her face.

      Because that mouth. Those lush pink lips. There is no question. She is the one. She is one and the same.

      Sage Carmichael is my stranger.

      And I want her even more.

      But she’s also the cutthroat competition, and that is going to be a big problem.
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      Something about him feels deliciously familiar.

      I can’t quite put my finger on it.

      Or maybe I want to, but I’m not sure that I should.

      Or that I’m ready to.

      So I zero in on the man in front of me.

      Cole Donovan.

      Pictures don’t do him justice.

      Pictures don’t always convey smolder. Because his dark eyes are the most intense I’ve ever seen. They are bedroom eyes. They are I’d like to know what you look like naked eyes. A wicked glint tangos across those dark irises as they sweep over me.

      And that glint? It tugs at something. A fresh memory, a dirty hope.

      But I push it aside as I catalog more of the man in front of me.

      The competition.

      I steel myself, trying to strike thoughts of his sex appeal from my head.

      Because that smile he wears? That sliver of a grin? It’s of the we’re colleagues but also ruthless competitors variety. I’d do well to remember that—we might need to work together, but we will always be chasing the same prize. To be the hotel that visitors choose first.

      And I’m sure he’d be so damn happy to eat some of my hotel’s revenue for breakfast.

      Speaking of his lips . . .

      Another sliver of an image flashes before me brightly, like a crack of lightning across the darkening sky. I rewind to the other night. To the feel of my American’s lips on me. On my breasts, on my neck, on my mouth.

      Then I fast-forward to mere moments ago when he said my name, when Cole Donovan breathed Good morning, Sage, all raspy and growly on his lips, like he knew the secrets of my name. Like he knew me as the stranger he met the other night.

      My mind screams no.

      This can’t be the same man. My competitor can’t be my secret lover. Or rather, one of my secret lovers.

      Shake it off, Sage.

      Focus on the now.

      Let go of your fantasies.

      I stride across the plush carpet in my high-heeled shoes, fixing my focus on everything real around me.

      The desk.

      My office.

      The place where I make decisions.

      Where I run this luxury hotel and all the other ones around the country and the world too. This is not the room to indulge in fantasies. Nor is it the moment to linger on sensual memories.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Donovan. I’m so glad you could come to my hotel.”

      His lips twitch almost imperceptibly.

      Like he wants me to see a little hint of something in them. Saying he knows me. He has a secret. And he relishes that secret.

      I swallow roughly. My skin warms as he stares at me and I take his hand.

      No. “Warms” is wrong. More like sizzles from this man’s touch as he wraps his fingers around mine, almost like he’s reminding me what he can do with those fingers.

      And I know.

      I know that hand.

      Intimately.

      I do my best to remain cool, but it’s hard. So hard when he whispers in a seductive voice, “I assure you, Ms. Carmichael, the pleasure is all mine.” He takes a beat and levels me with another intense gaze, his eyes shimmering with desire. “Emphasis on pleasure.”

      So. Much. Emphasis.

      My breath hitches, my body hums, and my libido throws a ticker-tape parade. The traitorous bitch.

      This man.

      For a few delirious seconds, I’m lust-struck. I don’t want to let go of his hand. I don’t want to do the right thing. I want to do the bad thing. The dirty thing. I want to tug him against me and revel in the press of his body. I want to taste those lips again.

      I want to let him unclip my hair, jerk my neck back, and blaze a trail of hot, filthy kisses along the column of my throat. And then tell him to do it again. What he did the other night. I want to let him slide his hand between my legs and get me all the way off.

      Or better yet, ask him to bend me over my desk and show me what he can do when he hikes up my dress.

      Ask him to fuck me hard, fuck me dirty, fuck me with his friend watching.

      These thoughts.

      These out-of-nowhere thoughts.

      But are they truly out of nowhere? Or has he awakened a part of me that was sleeping peacefully for far too long?

      A part of me that’s peeking around corners of my desire, peering down halls of my lust, whispering, Do it again, do it again.

      Somehow, I find the will to put on my best professional voice. “I am delighted to make your acquaintance.”

      He says nothing. Just does that thing again with his lips. That little twitch. That hint of mischief.

      “You’re delighted to make my acquaintance?” And then, like he’s savoring the next word, he breathes out, “You mean . . . again? You mean delighted to make my acquaintance . . . again.”

      I could grab his tie. I could yank him against me and say, Yes, you cocky bastard, I am fucking delighted and let’s find out how much. Because this is not simple delight; it is wicked, filthy desire. Instead, keeping a very stoic expression, I say, “And is that how I look?”

      I try to be tough, but it’s hard to maintain the facade when his eyes eat me up. They devour me. They undress me.

      With his hand still clasping mine, he rumbles, “Yes, that’s how you look. Do you want to know why I say that?”

      I take the bait, lust leading me on. “Why do you say that, Mr. Donovan?”

      He lets go of my palm, raises his hand, and slides his finger down my collarbone to the neckline of my dress. His touch sets my body on fire, turns my veins to liquid gold. “Because you look the way I feel.”

      He says it all whispery, growly, and holy fucking shit.

      His words.

      His body.

      The way he stares at me like he owns my pleasure.

      Like he knows my pleasure.

      Like he wants to pour it in a glass, drink it down, consume it.

      The hair on my arms stands on end. His wicked words send tingles through me, around me, wrapping me up in them like someone has sprinkled me with erotic pixie dust, and it’s not fair, it’s not fair, it’s not fair.

      “And how do you feel?” I ask, unable to resist this back-and-forth.

      He steps closer and utters one dangerous word. “Hungry.” That’s all he says. He imprints it on the air.

      And I answer with the truth. “Me too. Yet indulging would be a bad idea,” I say, a little amazed I got that out.

      A lot amazed because I am all hot and bothered, and I need to cool it down. I picture dropping a bucket of ice water on my head.

      There. That works.

      “It would be a terrible idea,” I add, as rational as I can be.

      “It would be the worst idea.”

      “We can’t do anything about desire.” I pivot, doing my damnedest to go full CEO. “Why don’t we sit and talk about how we can work together? Since that’s where we should pour our energies.”

      “I couldn’t agree more. Especially since I’m new to town,” he says, and there’s still a hint of seduction in his voice. Perhaps that’s his natural state.

      But I can’t let it affect my state of mind, which must remain on business. That’s what my sister and I have focused on for the last few years—revamping this hotel. We completed the renovation recently, and it’s paying off. After a couple of rough years, we’ve turned the ship around, and now the hotel is thriving. My sole job is to grow it, and in so doing, to both honor my parents’ legacy and provide for the people I employ.

      That is it.

      I can’t entertain these wild fantasies involving Cole Donovan, the man I vie for business with. Hell, he might very well have won The Exquisite Show. He might be going after Max and Alex. For all intents and purposes, he’s the enemy . . . and so I should keep him close.

      Business close. Not naked between the sheets close.

      We sit on the couch, across from the table where I left the gift for him.

      “Tell me, what do you think of Las Vegas so far?” I pose the question to him, to this handsome man sitting on the couch with me, hoping that talking business will eradicate the dirtier thoughts from my head.

      He takes a moment, like he’s carefully considering his answer. “It’s a little different than the Italian Riviera.”

      “Does that mean you prefer where you were before?”

      A sly grin crosses his lips. “I tend to enjoy all sorts of fascinating locales. Though I think Vegas has a tremendous amount to offer,” he says, each word dripping off his tongue like seduction.

      Anything he says sounds like sex. So I try to keep the conversation professional, firing off more questions about the Italian coastline. But even as we talk about cities and the things we like about them, trading tales about our time on the Riviera and what makes that area tick, I’m aware of the undercurrent to our conversation.

      It’s in the air, this charge between us.

      “Your hotel is quite successful there,” I say.

      “And I hope my hotel here will be quite successful too.”

      “Hope?” I arch a brow, teasing him a bit. “Hope doesn’t sound like you. Are you just being polite? Aren’t you the type of man who declares something will be successful rather than hopes for it?” I ask, my voice dropping into a masculine tone as I mimic him.

      His grin goes crooked. “Were you just imitating me, Ms. Carmichael?”

      “Did you enjoy my imitation?”

      “I did. What else can you imitate about me?”

      “I’m a man who knows what he wants,” I say, parroting his words from the other night. I’m doing a horrible job of being businesslike. But flirting is a powerful drug, and it’s enticing me to take a hit, then another.

      “That remains true. And rest assured, I wasn’t saying hope to be polite.”

      I laugh, perhaps to try to deflect from my own desire to get closer to my rival. “You don’t need to soften anything for me.”

      He raises one dark brow, his brown eyes glinting. “Oh, trust me, Sage. Nothing is soft around you.”

      I blush. Flames lick my cheeks. Heat rushes to my core. I do my best to return to business matters, and perhaps even learn some intel. “The Invitation is a stunning property. Some might even call it . . . exquisite.”

      The way his lips twitch tells me I hit the mark. He’s the winner. He nabbed the show.

      “Exquisite? That’s what you’d call it?” he asks.

      I grit my teeth once more, frustrated over the loss. But better to dismiss those sour grapes. I’ve been vying for entertainers for more than a decade. It comes with the job. I’ve lost deals to the MGM, won them from The Mirage, and beaten out New York-New York. It’s all in a day’s work.

      My father taught me to go after deals tenaciously, but to let go of them graciously.

      I want to honor him, his wisdom, his legacy. Picturing a calm, serene ocean breeze, I give my rival as genuine a grin as I can muster. “The show is going to be amazing. I can’t wait to see it at The Invitation.”

      Cole is silent, his eyes registering surprise. Perhaps he expected me to come in with guns blazing or for me to tiptoe around the issue. But neither is my style in business.

      “Then you should be my guest on opening night,” he says, playing the part of the gentleman.

      I think we both know that won’t happen, but I simply nod and say that sounds lovely. And because you catch more flies with honey, I toss out a few more compliments. “You should be proud of your hotel. I’ve been admiring it across the street as it’s gone up.”

      That seems to delight him, judging by the way his lips curve into a smile. “And what do you like about it?”

      “I like the energy from it. I like that it entices you to come through its doors.” I take a beat, shooting him a challenging look, since I’ve doled out plenty of niceties already. “Are you fishing for compliments, Mr. Donovan?”

      He grins. “I think that is patently obvious.”

      “What would you like me to say? That if I didn’t already have a favorite hotel here, I’d be gallivanting around yours? Running my hands along the walls?” I demonstrate, dragging my fingertips along the wall behind me. “Talking about how wonderful it is? Draping myself across the lounge chairs?” I stretch back on my couch, as if imitating my own plans to luxuriate, having too much of a good time. “Running my hands over all the slot machines?”

      A rumble emanates from his chest. “I do like the sound of all that, and yes, I wouldn’t mind you saying that and doing that. Feel free to make my hotel your favorite any night of the week. You have an open invitation to come over,” he says, and now he’s having too much fun with the innuendo, it seems. “And I find your hotel quite alluring too. The colors, the luxury, the richness of it. It makes me want to . . .” His eyes lock with mine, heating me up. “It makes me want to have it.”

      The way he says have, like he’s underscoring that word with dirty promises, is a billboard, a sign flashing on the highway.

      And it’s clear what’s happening here.

      We are heating up. Again.

      I need to press the brakes.

      Because all this talk of what we like about each other’s hotels makes me want to grab him, wrap my legs around him, and ask him to take me here and take me hard. I clear my throat, making one more attempt. “Tell me what you are enjoying best about Las Vegas so far.”

      “I haven’t seen much beyond the Strip, but the hiking is great over at Red Rock,” he says.

      This surprises me. I tilt my head. “You like to hike?”

      His grin goes crooked again. “I don’t seem like I could be a hiker? Is that what you’re saying?”

      “You seem like you like to go to some underground MMA ring for exercise. Someplace you can burn off all that energy,” I tease.

      “All my dealmaking energy. All my intense alpha energy, right?” He’s having far too much fun.

      Perhaps I am too. “You said it.”

      “I assure you, Sage, I do actually like to hike. I get up most mornings and I go to Red Rock and I run, and sometimes I hike.” He leans in closer, interest flaring in his eyes. “What about you? What do you like most about Vegas?”

      That answer is easy. It’s so easy. “I like that it’s home. I grew up around here, and it feels familiar. I have people I love here, and that matters to me. This entire hotel and all its employees feel like family.”

      We stay on that topic for a few more minutes, and I pat myself on the back for keeping the conversation chaste enough. But there is business to be done, and it’s time to tackle it. “Why don’t we talk about the ad campaign? Since we’ll be working on it with the city’s marketing manager, and we have a dinner with her next week.”

      “Yes, let’s do that.”

      “So, ‘Experience Las Vegas,’” I say, getting back to the reason for the meeting. This is why we need to get along well enough. A public show, if you will. We have to band together at times.

      “Vegas has so much to offer,” he says, more professional in his tone, but still with a sultry finish to his words. “So much to experience. Don’t you think?”

      I laser in on the marketing message. “Fantastic nightlife, amazing restaurants, world-class casinos.”

      Nightclubs in my hotel, like Rapture. Restaurants and bars in my hotel, like Speakeasy. Experiences in my hotel, like the blackjack tables, the slot machines, the sports bets.

      And entertainment, like Max and Alex.

      I want them to be mine. Not his. He won The Exquisite Show. Max and Alex are in my court, and I intend to woo them to a yes.

      And woo them away from this man.

      That’s what I need to center my thoughts on because Cole Donovan and I are colleagues, but we will always be competitors too.

      I can’t forget that simply because he smells so damn good this close to me, or because he’s clever, or because he’s flirty and filthy.

      Or because he’s more fascinating than I imagined he’d be.

      I can’t forget that simply because I still very much want to experience all of him.

      It’s time to lay down the law. Be firm and clear.

      I draw a breath, square my shoulders, and look him in the eyes. “But the trouble is we both want the same experiences. We want this marketing campaign to go well, but ultimately, we want people to experience the city at our own hotels,” I say, reminding myself of the score as much as him. “And there’s not really space to experience each other when we want the same thing in business. When we’re angling for the same deals, the same stars. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      He doesn’t answer right away. He takes his time, his brow furrowing, as if he’s weighing my question, deciding if he likes the feel of it in his hand.

      When he answers, his tone is a cocktail mix of business and bedroom. “I agree. You and I will always be vying for the same prizes.” He exhales a satisfied sort of breath. “And yet, as I said earlier, I am a man who knows what he wants . . . and I would like to fuck you, Sage.”

      I blink.

      What the hell?

      Did he truly say that?

      “Excuse me?”

      He gestures to the window overlooking the casino. “Those are my cards. I’m putting them on the table.”

      “And what do you want me to do with your cards?” I ask, more flustered than I want to be.

      “That’s up to you,” he says with a shrug as he leans back into the couch, resting his arm over the back of it again, looking too cocky for words. “Lady’s choice. It is always lady’s choice.”

      “Who was the other man?”

      “My business partner. Daniel Stewart. Longtime friend. We went to college together.”

      Somehow that thrills me more. My two rivals.

      And as I sit with one of them, I’m burning up inside, wishing I didn’t want him.

      I deny that wish. I suffocate my desires with professionalism once more. I slice a hand through the air. “Nothing more can happen. When we go to the meeting with the city, that’s what we will do. We’ll focus on business, on partnerships that benefit us both, but nothing more. That’s my choice.”

      “But of course. Though, before you think I’m no gentleman,” he says, his tone a touch sexier now, “I do have a gift for you. Since I’m new to town, it seemed like the right thing to do. To bring you a little something.”

      Something in me softens, bends. I do love little gifts. Special trinkets that show someone is thinking of another person.

      Dipping his hand into the inside pocket of his jacket, he hands me a small leather-bound book. Warmth rushes over me as I remember the Fitzgerald he had at the party. Books—they must be his thing. I flip it open—it’s a book of sonnets.

      Maybe we can do this partnership thing, and only this partnership. We already have something in common—a love of words, a love of books.

      “Thank you. This is lovely,” I say, running a finger across one of the pages. “And I have something for you.”

      I reach for the bag of chocolate, handing it to him. When he looks into the bag, his lips curve into a grin. An irrepressible one. A smile that seems to light his whole chiseled face. “I love chocolate. How did you know? Did you research me? Admit it, you researched me.”

      Laughing, I shake my head, grateful that we can segue into a lighter mode. Surely we can put our competition and our lust aside and get along for the sake of the campaign. “I didn’t research you. I took a good guess. Are you a chocolate connoisseur?”

      “Absolutely. I enjoy the finer things in life.” He breaks off a small bite.

      He seems to savor it, letting the taste roll around in his mouth and on his tongue. I bet his mouth tastes spectacular right now, all decadent and divine.

      He snaps off a piece of the chocolate and offers it to me.

      I reach for it with my fingers. He raises his hand, shakes his head, and says, “Open your mouth.”

      I should scoff.

      I should say, Hell no.

      I should say, But I told you we’re not going there again.

      But I don’t.

      Because my body longs for the intent of his words, the sound of his voice, and the command in it. I part my lips and let him feed me a piece of the chocolate.

      I bite into it, savoring it as it melts onto my tongue. I moan around it.

      If our lips collided, we would both taste like chocolate, like sinful desires.

      I fixate on the book of sonnets, hoping it’ll root me to my resolve.

      When I flip it open, I’m about to read a line, but instead, taking the book from me, he does.
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      Whoever said Shakespeare isn’t sexy is wrong.

      Dead wrong.

      I flip to a sonnet that’s rife with innuendo.

      One hundred thirty-five.

      I read the first few lines out loud.

      

      
        
        “Whoever hath her wish, thou hast thy Will,

        And Will to boot, and Will in overplus;

        More than enough am I that vex thee still,

        To thy sweet will making addition thus.

        Wilt thou, whose will is large and spacious,

        Not once vouchsafe to hide my will in thine?”

      

      

      

      Stopping, I lift my eyes from the page to gauge her reaction. Her blue eyes twinkle with understanding. Perhaps some mischief too, as she says, “Are you saying that my sexual desires are enormous, and therefore you should put your desire in me?”

      I shouldn’t be surprised that Sage Carmichael knows Shakespeare. But truthfully, I am. Or perhaps delighted is more like it. I don’t need to let her know that though.

      “I was simply reading a lovely sonnet.” I do my best to appear innocent. Admittedly, that’s not my finest skill.

      Her eyes say she knows better than that. “Mr. Donovan, I studied English literature in college, and we lit majors made sure to know all the most innuendo-laden of the Bard’s lines. Like this one.” She lifts her chin, meets my eyes, and recites, “Graze on my lips; and if those hills be dry, stray lower, where the pleasant fountains lie.”

      And there she goes, turning the tables, turning me on even more with this quick-witted, bright side of her.

      “Venus and Adonis,” I say, naming the poem. “And yes, I’d like to stray lower. And I believe I’ve made all my desires clear.”

      “You have indeed. So, duly noted. But the jury is still out.” She draws a breath, like she’s mulling something over. Maybe whether she wants to say it. “Funny thing, this coincidence. I was going to get you a book for a gift.”

      “And why did you decide not to?”

      “I didn’t want you to feel any obligation to read it. Chocolate, on the other hand, rarely causes feelings of obligation.”

      “Obligation is the last thing I feel right now.”

      “What’s the first thing you feel?”

      I inch closer, pinning my gaze to hers as heat flares between us once more. “Desire. Longing. And an insatiable hunger. That time with you at the party was not enough.”

      She’s quiet for a spell, like she’s deciding. “And what about your English friend? If you fuck me now, what will he do?”

      I file away those three perfect words—fuck me now. Yes, I would like that very much. “He’s not the jealous type. The question is, would you want that? Without him?”

      Her blue-eyed stare is intense, but she doesn’t answer me. She asks another question. “Were you trying to seduce me by reading Shakespeare to me?”

      The question comes out as both a challenge and an invitation. The tone in her voice says she’d like to be seduced. “Yes. Yes, I was,” I say.

      She nods, taking that in. “Did you buy that book so you could fuck me?”

      I laugh, shaking my head. “I bought that book as a gift for a business associate—Sage Carmichael. When I learned Sage Carmichael is the woman I want, I used that book to entice her.”

      “But we agreed that nothing can happen again,” she says, standing, stepping away from the couch, striding across the carpet. It’s like she needs to put distance between us. Maybe it’s the distance between herself and her own desires that she’s struggling with. Well, I’m not going to push her. That’s not my scene. I stay on the couch, crossing one leg over the other. “Yes, we did agree to that. Yet I can’t help but wonder if the book is working.”

      She stops at the wall with the window that looks over her casino. The top half of a portion of the wall is glass, the bottom half wood. She stares out the glass, then back at me. “What do you think?”

      “I don’t want to make any assumptions. But when I look at the way your shoulders are rising and falling, when I look at how the flush spreads across your neck, I’d say it’s working. Or maybe it’s that this chemistry we have is working. That was a long and involved conversation on your couch, and neither one of us wanted to stop talking or flirting. So, you tell me if you’re being seduced, Sage.”

      She closes her eyes, swallows kind of roughly, then opens them again to look at me. “You’re dangerous, Cole.”

      “And do you like the kind of danger I bring to you?”

      Her voice dips, a little husky. “Maybe I do.”

      And that’s my cue. I stand, move closer to her, and tip my gaze to the window too. Because this window is part of the seduction. I’ve got a read on this woman. I can sense what she wants. And I want to give it to her. “This is quite a view you have, Ms. Carmichael.”

      She taps a nail against the pane. “It was my indulgence when I took over the CEO office. This window.”

      Taking a chance, but one I suspect will be met with shivers, I drag a finger down her spine. “You like to watch what’s happening at your casino?”

      She trembles as I inch lower, traveling toward the globes of her luscious ass.

      A second passes, perhaps one she needs to collect herself before she answers. “I do. I like to look at it and see everything that’s going on.”

      “You like to survey your empire. You like to feel your own power.”

      She turns to me, a skeptical look in her gorgeous blue eyes. “I don’t think of it as power.”

      “What do you think of it as?”

      “I think of it as business and family.”

      “But it’s also power. You have power over all of this.”

      “And is power what you get off on?”

      “No. I like opportunity. Opportunity is what I crave,” I say as I rake my eyes over her. “And you have an incredible opportunity in this beautiful casino you’ve built, this incredible property you take care of. That’s your opportunity, and you like to enjoy it with your view, don’t you?”

      She hums thoughtfully. “I suppose I do.”

      She gazes at all of the activity happening below, a queen ruling her realm.

      “I bet you like to look out at it because it reminds you of everything you have and everyone you’re responsible for,” I say, getting to the heart of what motivates this woman. She means it when she says her employees are kin to her. She wants to take care of them.

      “Yes. Seeing everyone reminds me of why I do what I do. Why I work long hours. Why I try to do the best for them,” she says, but her voice is getting fainter as my hand drifts lower, cupping her gorgeous ass.

      Her breath catches. I suppress a groan. “You know what else I think you’d like?”

      Her eyes are curious, her expression intrigued. “What do you think I’d like?”

      I move my mouth to her ear. “I think you’d like me to bend you over and fuck you by this window.”

      A gasp falls from her lips. “So someone could see me?”

      “You love the idea that maybe, just maybe, you could be caught,” I say, as her breasts heave, as a flush crawls over her chest.

      She parts her lips, exhaling a sensual breath. “Do I like that . . .?” It’s less of a question and more of an open-ended discussion point.

      I run my nose along her neck, and she trembles against me before I pull back. “Someone could open the door and walk in here. Someone could look up here and see you as I fuck you while you watch the casino below.”

      She shivers against me. A full-body tremble that moves through her frame. She bites the corner of her lip. Like she’s trying to hold in all the lust rattling through her. “Is that what you plan to do to me?”

      “I think that’s what you’d like me to do. And I only want to do things that bring you bliss. That bring you incomparable pleasure. Don’t you know? That’s what gets me off.”

      Her eyes blaze with desire, then she walks to the door, locks it, and returns to me. “Tell me what else gets you off, Mr. Donovan.”

      This woman.

      She’s comprised of passion.

      I slide a hand around her waist, pressing into her flesh, just out of view of the window. “What turns me on is making you feel so fucking good the whole time. It’s bringing you bliss. It’s making you moan, murmur, sigh. It’s you parting your legs and asking for it. And it’s giving you everything you want,” I tell her, and her eyes go glossy. She sets a hand on her chest as I continue. “And what I suspect you want more than anything right now is the thrill that you might be discovered. You like a little danger. A bit of risk. That also includes fucking someone you shouldn’t be fucking.”

      “And you think I shouldn’t be fucking you?”

      The lower halves of our bodies are obscured by the wood wall. Nobody below can tell we’re doing anything but talking, so I run a hand along the fabric of her skirt. “That’s what you want me to do right now.”

      Her tongue darts out, wetting her lips. A telltale sign of her desire. “Maybe you get off watching my hotel. Maybe you get off surveying my empire,” she says in the most challenging tone I’ve ever heard.

      A tone that turns me all the fuck on. That heats my body more. “I do. I absolutely do.” I slide a palm along her thigh, then under her skirt, up over her skin. “It’s a thrill, isn’t it?”

      She lets out a sexy murmur. Her breath comes fast.

      “You want a little danger, Sage? You want a little risk?”

      She takes her time before she answers, “I wouldn’t mind it.”

      And it’s a gorgeous answer.

      It’s everything I want.

      “Good. Because I’m going to make you feel extraordinary,” I say.

      She arches a brow. Her eyes glint. Her lips hold secrets. “Or maybe I’m going to do that to you.”

      Then she does the sexiest thing ever. Sage Carmichael, owner of this hotel, gets down on her knees, licks her red lips, opens them, and waits for me to fuck her mouth.

      I had something different in mind, but I’m not going to turn this down.

      I’m going to accept it for the gift it is.
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      I undo the button on my suit pants.

      Sage stares at me with those wide and not-at-all-innocent blue eyes. My vision goes hazy already. My chest buzzes. My dick throbs.

      I’m rock-hard, tenting my pants, and she’s gazing at the outline of my erection like it’s all she wants in the world. My cock grows impossibly harder from what she’s promising in this position, from what her hungry hands and eager lips are offering.

      I groan, sliding a hand over her chin. “I would love to mess up that perfect lipstick of yours.”

      As she unclips her French twist, letting her lush hair fall around her shoulders, she runs her tongue along her lips. “And I would love to see my lipstick all around your cock. So mess it up, Cole. Then we will never speak of this again.”

      I work the zipper down. “And no one will ever know your filthy little secret. That you love the idea that everyone out there, your customers, your employees, your managers, could potentially see how filthy you are.”

      She tugs the zipper down the rest of the way. “How dirty am I?”

      My voice rumbles, a dirty rasp to match a dirty woman. “You’re so fucking filthy that you’re going to take my dick all the way to the back of your throat here in your corner office. You’re going to play with my balls as you kneel on your own carpet. You’re going to run your red fingernails up and down my thighs as your employees deal cards, serve drinks, toss dice,” I say, my free hand sweeping toward the glass window. “And as they all make money for you, you’re going to suck my cock so damn hard.”

      Her eyes sparkle with filthy mischief. My balls buzz as she grips the base of my dick. She licks her lips. “I think you like when I stare at your cock,” she says, wrapping her hand tighter and squeezing as a torrent of pleasure unleashes inside me.

      “No thinking here, Sage. I do. I fucking love when you stare at my dick.” I flex my hips and thrust into her talented hand.

      Darting out her tongue, she flicks it across the head, then moans in pleasure. I nearly die of lust.

      This woman.

      She’s so incredibly sexy as she taunts me. As she teases me. As she lets me know how much she wants to suck me off. She draws the head into her mouth, sucking on it.

      White-hot bliss zaps through my body from her soft, decadent lips wrapped around the head.

      “And I love sucking it too,” she murmurs, then lets go as her gaze swings up, toward the window.

      I am electrified by the prospect of what Sage is about to do. In front of her window, but just out of view.

      And this naughty woman looks at me once again with wicked intent in her eyes. “Just make sure, Cole, that no one can tell from your O face that my rival is fucking my mouth,” she says, and it’s a miracle that I don’t shoot right then and there.

      But as she parts her lips then wraps them around my shaft, I don’t know that I can even speak. My hand curls around her skull. “I’ll keep all your dirty secrets, including the way my rival is sucking my cock.”

      She shakes her head, letting my dick fall from her mouth. “It’s more than sucking. I’m going to worship your cock like it’s the answer to all my dirty prayers.”

      I burn.

      Everywhere.

      Lust sizzles down my spine as she dirty talks my dick, then as she takes me into the warm heaven of her mouth.

      My knees buckle, and I press one hand against the window, bracing myself. Wild pleasure whips through me. I loop my other hand around her head again, threading my fingers through her hair. I tug her closer. “All the way now. Take my dick all the way to the back of your sexy mouth.”

      Opening wide, she takes me deep, her eyes saying Like that?

      My body lights up. Pleasure roars through me as I answer her unspoken question. “Yes, just like that. I want to watch you suck me off in front of your empire.”

      Her eyebrows wiggle as if she delights in taking me deep. My entire body vibrates with lust. “I don’t care if anyone sees me coming down your throat, because that’s what I’m going to do, Sage.”

      She practically swallows me, and I nearly lose my mind with pleasure, as all my senses fire. She sucks ravenously, greedily. I start to lose myself in the rhythm and bliss of fucking her beautiful mouth. I close my eyes, pumping, as she runs her hands up and down my thighs, her nails digging into my muscles.

      Then that perfect, manicured hand travels under my cock. Cups my balls, rolling them in her talented fingers. I squeeze my eyes shut, a shudder racking my body as fire rips through me. She presses one fingertip to the base of my cock, and holy fuck, I’m going to explode.

      I open my eyes and stare at the hedonistic vision in front of me. Her lipstick being ruined. Her mouth opened wide. Her eyes tearing up.

      And her throat humming around my dick.

      It’s filthy perfection.

      Trouble is, she needs something too.

      My gaze runs down her body to where she’s rocking her hips, seeking out some kind of contact.

      Before the switch flips in me, I squeeze my dick, wrap a hand around it, and tell her no. “Need you to stop, Sage. Now.” It comes out as a desperate command. That’s how I feel. Desperate to stave off my climax because I want hers more.

      She pulls off, pouting like I’ve devastated her. “But I could taste you. You’re warm and salty, and I could tell you wanted to come on my tongue.”

      A bolt of lust slams into me.

      I squeeze my dick harder, holding off. “I would love to see my come all over your lips. But I’m not going to leave you unsatisfied.”

      Letting go of my dick, I offer her a hand and pull her up.

      We move so I’m at the edge of the window, where it ends, out of sight. She’s visible through the glass, but only her upper body.

      I yank up her dress above her hips, and groan roughly as I stare at her gorgeous white lace panties. “Looks like your panties are already useless, like your lipstick,” I say, tugging the wet fabric off, then tossing them onto the carpet.

      “Don’t tangle my hair. Or everyone will know you fucked your rival,” she taunts.

      “You want everyone to know.”

      “Just shut up and fuck me,” she says, and I lift a hand and smack her ass.

      She cries out.

      I reach into my wallet for a condom. “I’m going to fuck you so good, Sage. I’m going to fuck you like the plaything that you are. That’s what you liked the other night, wasn’t it?” I ask as I open the condom wrapper. “When Daniel and I took you in the alcove. You liked being our plaything.”

      Her breath seems to stop. She trembles. It’s like everything’s on pause for a few seconds as I reveal her secret.

      Maybe to her.

      For the first time.

      Maybe she’s only now learning what she likes.

      Then she nods, and in a bare, honest tone, she whispers, “Make me your plaything.”

      And that’s exactly what I intend to do. I roll the condom down my length. “No one can see me. But if anyone looks up, they’ll see your face. They’ll know The Extravagant’s owner is getting fucked good and hard. And By the man who owns The Invitation. The man she ought to stay away from. So don’t let on.”

      “I won’t,” she whispers, lifting her ass, wriggling her cheeks, asking for me.

      I rub the head of my cock against her.

      She moans. It’s a wonderful, blissful sound, and then I thrust into her.

      And she takes me.

      In one gloriously deep thrust.

      She gasps.

      My fingers slide around to her front, playing with her clit. She rocks back against me as my cock fills her up. “You don’t want anyone to know that I’m the one making you cry out. Making you shudder.”

      With every word, she reacts.

      A groan. A moan. A murmur.

      Her hips pump back against me. She bucks and thrusts, writhing against me like she’s fucking herself onto my cock, and it is the hottest thing I have ever seen. This woman is using my dick like it’s her dildo, her hips taking over, seeking her pleasure.

      As she pushes back, I grab her ass tight, then swat a cheek, and she yelps.

      “Quiet, Sage. Or everyone will know how the boss likes it.” I punctuate my words by playing with her clit. My fingers slide over her until she’s shaking with pleasure.

      She lets out a muffled moan. I move near her ear, the soft strands of her hair brushing against my cheek. “What if someone hears you? What if someone sees how you like it hard from the man across the street?”

      “Maybe I don’t like it,” she taunts.

      I smack her ass again.

      She lets out a desperate cry, then grinds down on my dick.

      “You sure you don’t like it?”

      “So sure,” she whispers, rocking that beautiful body on my shaft.

      “You’re such a sexy liar,” I say, swatting the other cheek.

      She arches her back and lets out a guttural moan. “Hate it. Hate it so much,” she murmurs, and it sounds like a purr.

      “I bet you hate it so much I’m going to cover your mouth when you’re about to come.”

      “Yes. Do that,” she begs.

      I clasp a hand over her lips, and that winds her up more. She’s fucking me back even faster now. She seems to relish the risk that anybody out there could look up and see my hand over her mouth.

      Seconds later, she trembles, stills, and clenches around my cock.

      That’s all it takes for me too, and I’m coming inside her.

      My vision blurs, and pleasure crashes over me in a wild, carnal burst of bliss.

      I groan quietly, pant heavily, and brush a soft kiss to the back of her neck. Out of sight.

      A minute later, as we’re straightening up, her eyes are still wild. “Do you think anyone saw you fucking me?”

      A grin tugs at my lips. “I don’t think so. But the question is . . . do you wish they had? Do you get off on how forbidden it is to fuck the competition?”

      She shakes her head, her eyes a mix of regret and pleasure. “I don’t know. That’s the thing—I just don’t know.”

      I reach for her hand, tug her toward the couch, and hold her face so I can plant a hot, searing kiss on her lips. When I break it, I say, “We definitely won’t do that again. I promise.”

      She nods, resolute. “I promise too.”

      But when I leave, I don’t think there’s a chance in hell I’m going to keep that promise, especially since I’m going to see her at dinner next week.
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      That was not how I’d expected that meeting to go.

      I’d expected a business meeting, a chance to extend an olive branch, set rivalries aside, and work together on the campaign.

      I never anticipated my Wednesday morning appointment would turn into a private fantasy fulfillment session. Since I’m damn sure that’s what it was for her. I don’t think I’m wrong—Sage Carmichael is coming face-to-face with her own filthy desires for the first time.

      Indulging in them. Experiencing them.

      And do I ever want to be the man she uses to play out her dirty dreams.

      But sex with Sage Carmichael also can’t happen again. Too much is at stake. Too much rides on the success of my new hotel.

      My reputation. My goals. My vision. The plans I’ve had for the longest time.

      Ever since my father told me I’d never amount to anything.

      I’ve spent more than a decade proving him wrong, providing for my mother, my staff, thousands of employees around the world.

      As I make my way through Sage’s hotel, my gaze catches on the theater. Workers are installing a new sign on the marquee:

      
        
        STONE

        Two Weeks Only at The Extravagant!

      

      

      That piques my interest. The rock star did a one-night-only show here last month that was the talk of the town. And that show set The Extravagant on the path it’s on now as the it hotel. And the feel-good hotel too, since the Carmichael sisters donated 10 percent of the profits from that show to local charities, causes for the arts for children, for literacy, and for local hospitals. That’s their thing. That’s what they’re known for. The pillars of this city.

      They’re things I ought to do at The Invitation too.

      But first, this show makes me think about what it’d be like to have someone of his caliber at my hotel. I make a mental note to run this up the flagpole with Daniel when I see him in a few minutes.

      An A-list rocker like that could be a coup for The Invitation.

      That’s exactly where all my energy needs to go. Not on the sexy, filthy, fascinating woman who runs the it hotel, the feel-good property on the Strip.

      But I can still taste her kiss on my lips.

      Can still hear her sexy murmurs.

      Can still picture the arch of her back, feel the shudder of her body.

      And just like that, I’m aroused again.

      Not helpful.

      Best to put her out of my head entirely.

      Focus on plans for my business.

      Plans I’m reminded of as I return to my hotel and a text flashes across my screen from my good friend Wilder in San Francisco, who recently purchased the city’s NFL franchise, the Renegades.

      

      
        
        Wilder: We’re going to be playing the Vegas Hawks in two months. Plan on destroying them on the gridiron. What do you think the chances are I could get a discount for my players on some rooms in the city?

      

      

      

      I laugh as I pass through the revolving doors into my hotel.

      I reply like the asshole I am.

      

      
        
        Cole: I hear the Motel 8 off the Strip is running discounts for washed-up football teams.

      

        

      
        Wilder: That settles it. I will indeed take the deal that the Carmichael sisters are offering me at The Extravagant.

      

      

      

      I bristle as I read that text. No fucking way. She’s angling for my business with my friend?

      That shit is not okay. Wilder and his playoff-winning team are mine to score.

      I burn with frustration as I step onto the escalator heading down to the casino floor. This is not the time to text. This is the time for a phone call. But I don’t need everyone to overhear. I step off, say hello to a few dealers, and spot the high rollers club. I walk in, give a quick nod to the manager running it, then signal that I need to use the back room.

      Quickly, with the kind of alacrity that I like, the manager opens the door, lets me in, and says, “The room is yours for as long as you need it, sir.”

      I thank Angeline, pull the door shut, and ring my friend in California. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      He cackles. “Aww. Jealousy looks good on you, dickhead.”

      My jaw ticks. Just fucked the woman, and she might win this contract. And yet, weirdly, a part of me is turned on by this competition of sorts with her. Riddle me that. “Level with me. Are we truly in contention with The Extravagant?”

      “Cole, what did you teach me? Isn’t it all fair?”

      “Is that what I taught you? That all is fair in love and war?”

      “My God, it’s so easy to rile you up. It always has been. No. Listen. I’m all about loyalty. Well, that is unless I get a better deal. So maybe you want to give me twenty-five percent off your best suites,” he says, and I swear I can see him waggling his brows.

      “You wish.”

      “No deal, then,” he says, his tone full of sarcasm. He clears his throat. “But I do hear that The Extravagant is the shining star of Vegas now.”

      My eyes narrow. “Is that what you hear in California?”

      “Yeah, they turned that ship around. And now what are you going to do? You’re going to try to take all their business,” he says, teasing like I’m the big, bad wolf.

      Maybe I am.

      Maybe I like it that way.

      “Just like you’re going to try to take the Lombardi Trophy from thirty-one other teams.”

      “Damn straight.”

      I turn completely serious. “All kidding aside, it would be an honor to be the team hotel for you,” I say, then I offer him a great package.

      We firm up some of the details, toss around some numbers, and settle with a virtual handshake.

      He whistles appreciatively. “Let’s do it. Let’s go into business together.”

      I run a hand through my hair, relaxing now that we’ve struck the deal. “Consider it done.”

      “Great, I’ll have my people call your people,” he says with a laugh. “By the way, how’s everything going there?”

      I flash back on the last unexpected hour. On the most delicious sex I’ve ever had. On the most fascinating woman I’ve ever met. “I have nothing to complain about,” I say in the understatement of the year.

      “How’s Professor Donovan? Is she keeping you in line?”

      I laugh. “You’ve never stopped calling her ‘professor’ since the day you joined us for Thanksgiving and launched into a debate about ancient medicine.”

      “And she was all too happy to debate the efficacy of ancient medical techniques,” he says.

      “You can’t resist debating with anyone.”

      “That is true.”

      “And to answer your question, she’s great. She’s in town, and I’m taking her to the airport later today.”

      “You looking out for her?” he asks, a little more serious this time.

      “Always. Isn’t that what I do? Just like you do for your family.”

      “Always, my man, always.”

      I say goodbye to Wilder, leave the high rollers lounge, then return to the executive suite. I duck my head into Daniel’s temporary office, where he’s working until he returns to London in a few weeks. Ready to hash out whether we can nab an act like Jane Black, The Heartbreakers, or Zoe, a Christina Aguilera-esque rising star.

      But my longtime friend is looking quite smug. Kind of pleased with himself. Daniel’s eyes twinkle with mischief. The man is a born troublemaker.

      As he swivels the computer screen around, he says, “Cole, why don’t you say hi to our darling friend, Scarlett?”

      I grin as I see her face on the screen, her clever eyes meeting mine. “And how is our most fantastic business partner?”

      She flashes a fantastic smile. “You mean your better third?”

      “As if you’d be anything but our better third.”

      Scarlett smiles like she has a trick up her sleeve. “I’m fantastic, but I really think the operative question, Cole, is . . .” She shoots me a grin like she possesses a treasure chest of secrets. “How is Sage Carmichael?”

      I blink as I stare at her on the screen and Daniel at his desk, the two of them looking like they just pulled off the biggest magic trick.

      And once I think that, it occurs to me that I ought to make some other calls too, to try to nab Max and Alex, the hottest new pair of magicians in years.

      But first, what the hell are my two business partners up to?
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      My favorite time of day.

      Time to check in with Scarlett.

      In my office, I flip open the laptop screen, settle in at my desk, then start a video call to my business partner in Paris.

      She answers a few seconds later, her beautiful face filling the screen, her wavy brown hair spilling along her shoulders, her elegant yet still sexy sleeveless blouse revealing just a hint of décolletage.

      Just the way she likes to look.

      Professional, but feminine, with just a touch of something more.

      “Hello, stranger.” Her stunning eyes are etched with mischief. That’s how she is. Such a feline.

      I lean back in the comfy leather chair. “Good morning to you, Scarlett.”

      She arches a well-groomed brow. Everything about Scarlett is well-groomed and deliciously put together, never a hair out of place. “Did you lose track of time again, darling? You do know that it’s nearly wine o’clock here?”

      I park my hands behind my head. “Isn’t it always wine o’clock where you are?”

      A soft chuckle falls from her pink lips. “That’s certainly true. We love our brasseries and big fat glasses of wine, but you know that.”

      “Of course I know that. I haven’t been away that long. And I’m sure you miss me terribly.”

      She pouts, all over-the-top and insanely sexy. “Terribly.”

      Stretching an arm out of view of the screen, she reaches for something on her desk, perhaps a book to tuck into her purse. “I’m about to meet some clients at Abelard on Rue Violet.”

      “Stab me in the heart, why don’t you? That’s my favorite spot on my favorite street.”

      “Shall I lift a glass in your honor? Give a toast to my dear friend Daniel, who can’t join us because he’s having far too much fun in Vegas?”

      “Who said I was having fun?” I counter.

      She rolls her eyes. “You always do.” She drops a paperback into her purse, just as I suspected, then stands, smoothing a hand over her blouse, giving me an enticing peek at just the tops of her breasts. My eyes follow her every move, enjoying the way her delicate hand runs over the silk of her clothes. “Don’t you look lovely for your wine meeting.”

      “Are you jealous about who’s going to see me tonight?” she tosses back at me.

      Leaning farther back in my chair, I steeple my hands in front of me. “You know jealousy is not an emotion I’ve ever experienced,” I say, but that’s not true. That is, in fact, a horrid lie. I experience it all too often in the most inconvenient ways. And at the worst of times. Briefly, I catch sight of the scar that runs across my hand, and I tear my gaze away from the jagged mark, zeroing in on the woman in front of me instead.

      She rolls her eyes, shaking her head. “Yes, of course. You’re so magnanimous, never jealous, always eager to share. Speaking of . . .” She lets her voice trail off, her lovely eyes going wide and inquisitive. It’s been a few days since I last spoke with her. But she knew what my plans were. Played her own part in them. “How did your plans go?”

      “I would say they went swimmingly. Also, hello. Your plans.”

      She deals me a skeptical glance. “They were mostly yours.”

      “They were definitely yours too, love.”

      “But it was your idea.”

      “And you loved the idea. You said, if memory serves, ‘Ooh, that sounds brilliant and perfect for him,’” I counter.

      “Because you’re such a matchmaker, it’s hilarious. I simply couldn’t resist giving you my seal of approval.”

      “You’re a matchmaker too.”

      She brings her hand to her chest, acting all innocent. “Moi?”

      I nod vigorously, pointing at her. “Vous.”

      “Daniel,” she chides. “I just happen to know what’s good for the men in my life, and I want to make sure they’re happy. When you told me your plans, I saw a chance for Cole to be happy again.”

      “Oh, so does that mean you’re going to matchmake me next?”

      She waves a hand dismissively. “You? Please. You’re impossible. You would never settle down with anyone.”

      Is that true?

      I decide it is.

      It’s absolutely true.

      I can’t and I won’t settle down.

      I wouldn’t be able to.

      The only thing that’s fulfilled me since I lost what I value most is detaching myself, rather than attaching myself.

      But it’s fun to play with her. Playing is the balm to loss. Playing is the cure-all. “And why would I want to settle down? What’s enjoyable about that?”

      She shrugs, shouldering her handbag. “Some people supposedly like it.”

      “Not people like you and me.”

      Her eyes lock with mine, her gaze going pensive, as if she understands me completely, but I’m not sure anyone can, or that I’d let anyone. “And I suppose that’s true,” she says.

      We chat for longer, catching up on business matters for a few minutes, then she asks when I’m returning to the City of Lights. “Scarlett, does that mean you miss me?”

      “Of course I miss you. Nothing is the same without you.” She pouts her lips, bringing them closer to the camera. My God, those lips look so thoroughly kissable that if I saw her, I would have a hard time resisting them. “I just don’t know how to run a hotel without a man around.”

      “See? You’re just like me. You don’t need a man just like I don’t need a woman.”

      “But somebody does,” she says, her eyes meeting mine pointedly. “Give me the details.  Does he know she’s his mystery woman?”

      A grin takes over my face. Perhaps a wicked one. Machinations have a way of doing that to a person. “I have a feeling he learned who it was this morning, because he had a meeting with her,” I say.

      A second later, the man in question strides into the office. I swivel around the computer screen. “Cole, why don’t you say hi to our darling friend, Scarlett?”

      They chat briefly, then Scarlett tosses out, “I really think the operative question, Cole, is . . . how is Sage Carmichael?”

      And there it is. The truth of the tryst the other night. The tryst Scarlett and I maybe possibly engineered.

      “How’s Sage?” the normally unflappable Cole, repeats.

      Scarlett waves from the screen. “Yes. Tell me everything.”

      His brow knits. He stares hard at the screen. “Why are you asking?”

      “Oh, no reason. Now I’m off to go have some wine and make some deals. See you gentlemen later.” She blows a kiss and then turns off the call.

      Cole tilts his head, looks at me, and lets out a curious sigh. “Why did she just say that?”

      I shrug with an I’ve got no idea grin. That’s answer enough.

      “Were you engineering things?”

      I crack my knuckles. “Just because I happen to know what’s good for you doesn’t mean I engineered it, now does it?”

      He parks his hands on his hips. “Did you?”

      “Maybe I did, maybe I didn’t.”

      “Why would you do that?” He sounds mildly annoyed, but also mildly not.

      I strip away the light mood, the banter. I shove off the games we play. Because this is serious in its own way. “Because I happen to think she’d be good for you. I’ve read about her. I know about her. And you haven’t been the same since Georgia.”

      He sighs like it comes from the depths of his dark soul. He shuts the door, then sinks down onto the couch. “Daniel. You don’t have to keep making up for that. I’m fine. Perfectly fine.”

      That’s what he thinks. But I know better. “You say that, but . . .”

      He shakes his head. “Nothing is going to happen with Sage. It can’t. She’s the competition.”

      I give him a quick once-over. Some things are obvious, from the less than perfect hair to the satisfied glint in his eyes.

      I tap my chin like a detective. “And yet all the clues add up to ‘you just fucked her.’”

      He shakes his head, laughing. “How is it that nothing ever gets past you?”

      “I’m so good at reading people. It’s one of my many skills. Admit it—you had a little morning sex fiesta in her office. You’re unstoppable,” I say.

      “Okay, yes. Moving on. Let’s talk about anything else.” He shifts to intense speed, cranking the gas pedal. “I have a new idea. I want to try to get Max and Alex.”

      “The magicians. They’re fantastic,” I say, liking that idea, and we zoom into all-business mode.

      After we make some calls and agree to put together a pitch, Cole heads to the door, then glances back at me. “So you threw the bet?”

      “What if I did?”

      “You should play fair and square.”

      “Then we should play again,” I suggest, dangling that tidbit in front of him. He won’t be able to resist.

      He shakes his head. “Won’t happen. Can’t happen. Definitely a bad idea.”

      And with that three-times-no, he gives himself away. “Methinks the gentleman doth protest too much.”

      He flips me the bird and walks out, but I know he’s bluffing.
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      That afternoon I take my mother to the airport, say goodbye to her, and thank her for having visited.

      She wraps me in a big hug, and tells me she’ll be back soon.

      “I’m going to miss you, and especially our breakfast dates. They’ve been lovely the last few days,” she says.

      “I’ve enjoyed them too, especially since I usually head to the gym and skip breakfast. Just grab coffee and an apple.”

      “Yes, and I worry about that, Cole. You’re so busy, and I want you to take care of yourself.”

      “I just said I went to the gym,” I say.

      “That’s not what I mean.”

      “I know, I know.”

      “You’ve done great here. I’m very proud of you. Make sure you’re taking time to enjoy yourself now and then though,” she says, giving me a mother knows best look, reminding me once again of Georgia.

      Without saying her name.

      The last woman I remotely felt anything for. We were together five years ago. We dated for a few months in Los Angeles, and were falling in love, then she was killed in a car accident.

      Mourning a woman you’re only just starting to fall in love with is a special kind of hell. A uniquely terrible type of pain. But then, all pain is unique. All pain shapes us in its own way.

      Mine makes getting close to someone again particularly risky. I prefer other risks when it comes to women. I prefer games that are out in the open. I prefer pleasure, since pleasure can’t hurt you, unless of course you want it to.

      “I’m enjoying everything,” I say.

      She’s relentless though. “You risk all sorts of things, but you don’t ever risk your heart.”

      I want to say, And do you risk yours?

      But she has. She’s met someone new. Someone she loves. Someone she trusts.

      The last time that happened to me, she died on the way to the hospital.

      “Hearts aren’t for risking. Money is,” I say, then I put her on her plane.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When I’m in my suite that night, I find the barrette that my stranger left behind at the masquerade party. I run my finger over the metal, then along the inscription. I had planned to give this back to her the following Saturday at the party. But that night isn’t going to happen.

      I wrap the barrette, call my personal assistant, and ask her to deliver the package to Sage.

      I have her number, now that I know who she is, so I text her to tell her something is on the way.

      An hour later, I find a text from her.

      

      
        
        Sage: Thank you! This is wonderful. I was looking for my clip. I was hoping it would come back into my life.

      

        

      
        Cole: I planned to return it to you the following Saturday night. It’s a beautiful clip.

      

        

      
        Sage: It’s one of my favorites. I felt foolish having lost it.

      

        

      
        Cole: We had our hands all over you. Don’t feel foolish. Feel . . . adored.

      

        

      
        Sage: That’s a good way of putting it—how I felt. And thank you again. This means the world to me.

      

      

      

      I want to know why it matters to her. After I pour a glass of scotch, I sink down onto my couch and type a note.

      

      
        
        Cole: I had a feeling it was important to you. I couldn’t help but notice the inscription. Brilliant for brilliant.

      

      

      

      I send the message, hoping she picks up on the implied question, hoping she tells me what it means.

      

      Sage: It’s from my parents.

      

      
        
        Cole: They had a wonderful reputation. They did terrific things for the city.

      

        

      
        Sage: They were great people. I admired them so much. And I miss them a lot.

      

        

      
        Cole: I’m sorry for your loss.

      

        

      
        Sage: It was a few years ago. But I do miss them still. I think I always will.

      

      

      

      I stare at that word. Miss. I don’t miss Georgia anymore. But Sage and I aren’t talking about the same kind of loss. There is a difference between romantic loss and family loss.

      I certainly missed Georgia plenty during those dark few months following her death. More than I expected to. More than I knew how to deal with. And that’s why the games with Daniel became necessary. That’s why I craved them for new reasons. As the antidote. As the cure. A way to feel good again without getting attached.

      

      
        
        Cole: What does “brilliant for brilliant” mean? I bet it means something special.

      

        

      
        Sage: My parents always believed in NOT praising their daughters just for their looks. Little girls are often told they’re pretty all the time. My father wasn’t like that. He wanted us to be praised for our intelligence and heart. So that’s what he said to me. That was his line. Brilliant for brilliant.

      

      

      

      I smile as I read the note, loving that her parents believed that. That they were progressive and thoughtful.

      

      Cole: I agree with your parents. That’s the way to raise a child.

      

      Sage: We used to go to the park near our home, and my father would read to me, then ask me to read to him. We sat on the bench for hours reading. It was wonderful.

      

      
        
        Cole: He’s where your love of books comes from?

      

        

      
        Sage: Mom was a big reader too. All of us were, and are. You’d have found the four of us on family vacations, ensconced in our lounge chairs on the beach, tucked into books.

      

        

      
        Cole: That’s a wonderful image.

      

        

      
        Sage: I probably have an actual photo of that somewhere.

      

        

      
        Cole: Keep that photo safe. Moments like that matter.

      

        

      
        Sage: They do. I’m lucky I have those memories.

      

        

      
        Cole: I’m glad you have them too. And I also believe you’re brilliant.

      

        

      
        Sage: Cole, are you just trying to bend me over again?

      

      

      

      I laugh then reply, even though I should shut this down right now. I should stay far away from my rival. And yet . . .

      

      
        
        Cole: We agreed not to do that. And look, you went there. You are filthy and brilliant.

      

        

      
        Sage: Flattery will get you nowhere. You’re still the competition.

      

        

      
        Cole: And so are you. But here we are, talking about family. I think it’s fantastic that you’re close to them even though they’re gone. That they taught you things that are important.

      

        

      
        Sage: What about you? Are you close to your family?

      

      

      

      I stare at the question, thinking about how to answer. And I reply with the honest truth.

      

      
        
        Cole: I’m close to my mother. Actually, just sent her back to California today. She’s a professor.

      

        

      
        Sage: That explains a lot about you, with your love of literature.

      

        

      
        Cole: Yes, I definitely got that from her. I’m working my way through F. Scott Fitzgerald now.

      

        

      
        Sage: Like you were reading at the masquerade.

      

        

      
        Cole: I try to steal life’s interstitial moments to read as often as I can.

      

        

      
        Sage: Rather than scrolling through Instagram. I like that. What book are you on now? Tender Is the Night is my favorite. I do love a good tragic tale.

      

        

      
        Cole: That’s next. I’m finishing This Side of Paradise. I do love a good story of love and greed.

      

        

      
        Sage: We could start a book club. I choose Oscar Wilde next.

      

        

      
        Cole: I’m in. As the man said so aptly, “I have the simplest tastes. I am always satisfied with the best.”

      

        

      
        Sage: That sounds like you. At least, from what I can tell so far.

      

        

      
        Cole: What else can you tell about me?

      

        

      
        Sage: You’re direct. You’re determined. You’re passionate. Very passionate. Incredibly passionate.

      

        

      
        Cole: Flattery will get you everywhere, and you’re still the competition.

      

        

      
        Sage: Excellent. I know your weakness now.

      

        

      
        Cole: Since I can’t stop texting you, perhaps you’re my weakness.

      

        

      
        Sage: I’m not exactly stopping either. So, tell me something else. You’re close to your mother. What about the rest of your family?

      

      

      

      I take a moment before I answer her. There’s no point denying the truth, or tiptoeing around it. It’s no deep secret either, since I’m never photographed with my father, never seen with him. Meanwhile, my mother has attended plenty of events with me—charity fundraisers, galas, hotel openings.

      But I’d rather be the one to tell her about my father, rather than avoid the thorny topic. I want to be the man Sage sees me as.

      Direct. Determined. Passionate.

      I am that man, but she also brings out that side of me. I want to be that person with her, so I answer her straight from the heart.

      

      
        
        Cole: My father isn’t a part of my life. He never believed in me, never thought I would amount to anything. Said I was good for nothing. And he was the same way with my mother. He treated her without respect. I don’t speak to him.

      

        

      
        Sage: He was clearly wrong. You are someone who should definitely be believed in. And people should treat each other with respect.

      

        

      
        Cole: All the time, always.

      

        

      
        Sage: I’m glad we agree on that.

      

        

      
        Cole: I suspect we agree on a lot.

      

      

      

      I don’t say more about my father. I don’t tell her that’s why every day I work hard to prove the opposite. That I am not my father’s son. That I am my mother’s son. That I can deliver for her, for my family, for my brother, and for everyone I’ve worked with. And that also means I shouldn’t be having these types of earnest conversations with Sage Carmichael.

      Even over text.

      Yet the woman is hard to resist. And I’m not even in the same building as her. So I send her one more note.

      

      
        
        Cole: I bet you’d look stunning with that clip in your hair right now.

      

      

      

      I wait for her text, not entirely expecting one. But hoping. Absolutely hoping.

      Five minutes later, it comes. There’s a close-up shot of the clip in her hair, and she’s lying on her bed. I can just make out the pillows behind her, and all I can think is I would love to unclip her hair again, run my fingers through it, tug on it, and plant a hot, searing kiss on her neck. My body throbs with desire.

      

      
        
        Cole: If I were there, I’d have my hands in your hair.

      

        

      
        Sage: We agreed not to do this.

      

        

      
        Cole: We did agree. And yet I love the way your hair feels in my hands.

      

        

      
        Sage: And I like the way it feels when you tug on it. When you smack me. When you talk dirty to me.

      

        

      
        Cole: And when I fuck you hard.

      

        

      
        Sage: I believe we established all of that earlier today in my office.

      

        

      
        Cole: And so many other things about your desires too.

      

        

      
        Sage: But we’re not going to explore them anymore.

      

      

      

      I run my palm over my hard-on, firm as steel in my pants right now. And I reply with a lie.

      

      
        
        Cole: Of course not.

      

        

      
        Sage: Then I should say good night. And thank you again for the thoughtful return of the clip.

      

        

      
        Cole: Good night, Sage. Sweet dreams. Or dirty ones.

      

      

      

      I set down the phone, take my cock out, and get myself off to all the filthy thoughts of how I want to make Sage Carmichael my plaything again. How I want to make her scream, how I want to make her come, just the two of us, and how I want to do it again while Daniel takes her at the same damn time.

      This woman is in my head and under my skin.

      I both want to have her to myself and I want to share her.

      And I’ve never felt that way about anyone.

      I’ve never felt this kind of wild desire to have a woman in every possible way and to give her every possible kind of pleasure.

      But I want it with her. With a woman I absolutely can’t have.

      I do my best to remind myself of that when I see her reply.

      

      
        
        Sage: I have no doubt they’ll be dirty.

      

        

      
        Cole: Those are the best kind of dreams.

      

      

      

      Then I do shut it down. And as I woo Max and Alex throughout the next few days and over the weekend, I constantly remind myself that she’s the competition.
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      On Monday,  as I wait at a restaurant for my lunch meeting, my phone pings with a new email.

      From Max and Alex’s managers.

      

      
        
        Dear Sage,

      

        

      
        Thanks again for golf last week—it was great, and we loved hearing more about The Extravagant and think it’s a good fit for us.

      

        

      
        I know we indicated we were ready to sign on, but we’ve had an offer from another casino come through this morning that requires some serious consideration. We thought it only fair to let you know the reason for our delay.

      

        

      
        We’ll be in touch in the next few weeks.

      

        

      
        Regards,

        Max and Alex Management

      

      

      

      Damn it.

      I throw my phone on the table as the waitress places a jug of ice water down. I’d felt certain Max and Alex were as good as a done deal, in the bag. And with most of the casinos having residencies locked in for the next few months, who else could be courting them?

      A sheet of ice prickles my neck.

      I know of one man.

      One incredibly sexy, passionate, competitive man.

      I quickly shoot them back an email and increase our offer just as Eliza walks in, the first to arrive for our lunch with Stone.

      As always, my friend is perfectly put together and looking a little bit like a rock star herself, wearing designer jeans, a trendy violet top, and red shoes that I have no choice but to covet six ways to Sunday. They’re adorned with images of female comic book superheroes, and sport red sequins on the chunky heel.

      Perfect for her.

      Full of personality with a feisty touch.

      I give her a hug, then a once-over. “Why do you always have to look so perfect?”

      She flicks her silky chestnut hair and juts out a hip. “Because I’m meeting a rock star. Can you believe he’s been friends with my business partner for a few months now, and I haven’t met him yet?”

      “Nadia is evil and clearly likes to hoard her trophies,” I say.

      “That is true. Also, I was out of town for a while working up overseas deals,” she says.

      I give her a I know you were nod. “Exactly. So now you get to meet the man.”

      “Thank you again for letting me play groupie today.”

      I wave a hand dismissively, scoffing. “Oh, please. If memory serves, your football team is one of the sponsors of his upcoming concert series.” She’s not simply here because she’s the world’s biggest fan of Stone. Her team is partnering with us on the residency he’s doing at The Extravagant. “Also, I do believe we have a little contract going for your team to stay at my hotel the night before each home game,” I say with a wink.

      She bumps shoulders with me. “Woman power. I do love dealmaking with my bestie.”

      “It’s the best way to make deals,” I say.

      “Still,” she says, brushing some unseen lint off her shirt, “I don’t know that I’ll ever feel like anything but a groupie, so I’m approaching sky-high levels of excited. But speaking of excited . . .” She wiggles her eyebrows as we sit down, glancing around perhaps to make sure Stone isn’t here yet. “I want the full story about what went down with Cole Donovan.”

      I’d texted her after the meeting in my office, serving up the key details—he was one of my strangers, and oops, we did it again.

      Or rather, we did more.

      A sensory memory of what we did last week rushes over me, as images flicker by of how it felt to touch him and to be touched by him.

      “I gave you the basic facts,” I say, playfully evasive.

      Her green eyes widen, all tell me now, girlfriend. “And now I want the feels. Was it as amazing as it was at the party the other night?”

      I laugh, then take a drink of the ice water on the table. “Why do I feel like you’re egging me on? Aren’t you supposed to be my friend and say he’s bad news and to stay away from him?”

      Eliza reaches for her water, takes a drink, then simply shrugs. “Of course he’s bad news, but it’s not like the sex was the bad news.”

      “No, this sex was pretty much the opposite of bad news. The sex was good news. It was a gospel. It was a revelation. It was incredible.”

      She waves a hand in front of her face as if it’s boiling in here. Then she sets her chin in her hands. “So, what’s the problem?”

      I wave a hand breezily. “Oh, you know, his hotel won The Exquisite Show, nabbed the contract from the Renegades, and now they’re probably going after Max and Alex too, and I am determined to get them. It’s a dog-eat-dog world here. It would be like if you were to get involved with the head of the Renegades team.”

      She shudders. “That would never happen.”

      “Because your sights are set on Xavier,” I say, picturing the handsome, strapping backup quarterback who absolutely deserves his time on the gridiron. Too bad her team’s starting quarterback is at the top of his game. Though that’s not truly too bad.

      “What can I say? The heart wants what the heart wants.”

      I lift a glass again, clinking it to hers. “Isn’t that the truth?”

      She taps her nails against the table. “But on the bright side, hello, great sex to erase the memory of your cad of an ex.”

      I give her a naughty smile, a saucy lift of my eyebrows. “That is true. I am done thinking about him ever again.”

      “Instead, I bet the movie theater of your mind is doing you the favor of showing a repeat of Hot Office Sex with the Enemy.”

      A tremble runs through me, and I go warm everywhere. I flash back to the other day again. To the things Cole said to me. To how I felt when he took me. To getting down on my knees for him. “I think he’s some kind of sex magician. It’s like he can conduct tricks with my body and pull off all sorts of spectacular reveals. He did things I wasn’t expecting, didn’t know I wanted, and now crave wildly.” I’d do best to snap a rubber band against my wrist as a reminder that Cole Donovan is off-limits. After all, we’re both vying for Max and Alex now. I won’t lose them to somebody else, especially since I just contacted their managers to increase the offer. “But that’s behind me now.”

      Before she can reply, a big, beautiful voice booms across the eatery.  “Ladies. How the hell are you gorgeous babes?”

      I turn in the unmistakable direction of the famous singer. In well-worn jeans, motorcycle boots, and a stylish T-shirt, Stone strides across the marble floor with that easy gait and a shit-eating grin on his handsome face, his carved cheekbones on full display, his gorgeous green eyes lighting up the room even from a distance. He’s flanked by his bodyguard, a man who’s got the build of a pro football player and the looks of Chris Hemsworth, all blond and Thor-like.

      The big man walks beside Stone, his eyes swinging left and right, his focus intense.

      Funny, because this isn’t the type of restaurant where you’d think he’d be scanning for trouble. Then again, my sister relies on her bodyguard wherever she goes. She’s needed one, since she dealt with a stalker more than a year ago, and I briefly employed one too, but I no longer feel the need for security beyond the norm at the hotel.

      When Stone reaches me, I stand, grin, and offer him a hand. He scoffs like it’s the most ridiculous thing he’s ever seen, then holds his arms out wide. “Come on, Sage. Bring it in. Bring it in nice and tight.” He wraps me in a huge, warm hug, then lets go, appraising me up and down. “It is motherfucking good to see you.”

      “I could say the same about you, Stone,” I say. Then I say hello to the man by his side. “Hi, Jackson. How’s life treating you with this troublemaker?”

      “Stone is definitely full of trouble,” he says, with a quirk of his lips.

      “You would know,” Stone murmurs.

      Jackson’s lips twitch in the barest of a grin, then his gaze travels around the restaurant because that’s his job. To survey for trouble.

      I gesture to Eliza, who waggles a hand at the musician. “I hope you don’t mind that I’m crashing your lunch.”

      Stone gives her a look like she’s nuts. “I love lunch crashers. Crash all you want anytime.”

      “Eliza is one of the majority stakeholders of the Hawks, along with Nadia.”

      “Then you’re hardly crashing the lunch,” Stone says, kissing the top of her hand.

      That delights Eliza, who nearly coos. “It might seem like I’m crashing when I tell you I am the world’s biggest fan of your music. Your music got me through so much heartache.”

      Jackson chuckles, and Stone shifts his gaze to him. “Did my music get you through some heartache too, my man?”

      An eye roll comes from the bodyguard. “It’s just interesting how many people use your words as a balm for the heart.”

      Stone claps Jackson on the shoulder. “That’s what I am. I am a salve. I’m a balm. I am a cure-all. A magic elixir. I am the medication for whatever ails you.”

      Jackson laughs, then almost mutters under his breath, “A legend in your own mind.”

      Stone points a finger at him, narrowing his eyes. “A legend everywhere. But why not be a legend in my own mind too? It’s a great place to be a legend.”

      My gaze turns to Jackson. “Would you like to join us for lunch?”

      He shakes his head. “Thank you, but no.”

      “He rarely joins. He has his job to do,” Stone says, like he has to make an excuse for the man.

      “You want me to do my job, Stone,” Jackson corrects.

      “That is very true, because nobody does it better.” There’s a note of intensity in his voice, like these words are nothing but the truth. Stone points his thumb at the bodyguard. “He’s the best in the entire biz. A good bodyguard is worth everything.”

      Jackson says little. Simply offers a curt “Just doing my job.”

      That makes me wonder, though, if his job necessitates him being this close.

      But as soon as that thought touches down, Jackson walks away, stationing himself near the entrance to the restaurant.

      Stone sits down, and we look at the menus, and when the waiter arrives shortly, we order. We thank him, then I rub my palms together and dive into business. “Everything is going to be fantastic for your upcoming concert series.”

      “It is,” he says, cutting in. “And I want you to know I made a big decision.”

      “Oh, what’s that?” I ask, a little taken aback.

      “I saw you were donating ten percent of the proceeds to local charities.”

      “I am. We are. It’s part of what we believe in, my sister and I. And Eliza and her business partners on the Hawks as well,” I say, gesturing to my friend, who is also a big champion of many nonprofit organizations.

      “I’m going to do the same. Ten percent of my proceeds too,” Stone says.

      Eliza’s jaw drops first. I blink, stunned speechless for a moment by his generosity. Quickly, though, I compose myself. “That’s amazing. Fantastic. I’m even more thrilled to be in business with you.”

      “Happy to do my part.”

      I slide back to the details, a warm glow inside me. “I know Ivy has already gone over some of the details, but I wanted to meet to discuss how we can include this in our part of the ‘Experience Las Vegas’ campaign.”

      “So Vegas can experience me?” Stone suggests with a twinkle in his eye.

      I smile. “That’s exactly what I’m thinking.”

      Stone slaps his palm on the table. “I love it. I am all fucking in.”

      After the meal ends, we thank him, then Eliza and I walk ahead. As we wind through the blackjack tables, I catch a brief glimpse of him with his bodyguard again. Softly, I say to Eliza, “Does it feel like there’s an energy between them?”

      She nods vigorously. “Oh yeah. Especially since I’m pretty sure Jackson didn’t technically need to walk Stone all the way into the restaurant.”

      I picture Ivy and her bodyguard, Callum, how he’ll often escort her to a lunch meeting, walk her all the way in, drop a kiss on her cheek, then wait outside. But then, he’s her lover too. Which makes me wonder . . .

      “Exactly. I was thinking the same thing.”

      “It’s almost like they vibe off each other. Like they enjoy each other’s company.”

      “Or more so, they enjoy giving each other a hard time,” I add.

      Eliza wiggles her brows. “Do they, Sage? Do they like giving each other a hard time?”

      I smack her shoulder playfully. “You dirty girl.”

      “What? There is nothing wrong with a woman enjoying the prospect of a little man-on-man action.”

      “Nothing at all,” I second, since I’m learning too that we all like different things. “We all get our kicks in our own ways.”

      She holds up a hand, preach it style. “That is true. What about you? Are you hoping to return to your masquerade kinks?”

      My kink.

      What exactly is my kink?

      Is it two men?

      Is it being used?

      Being teased? Being taken? By both?

      And yes, I also like it when one of them, in particular, does that.

      When Cole does.

      I like being his plaything and their plaything.

      And I have no idea what that means or how it’s going to manifest in my life. If at all.

      As I head toward my office, I confess to my best friend, “I can’t stop thinking about one of them. And maybe also the other one.”

      And tomorrow night, I’ll be attending a dinner, and both of them will be there.
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      I head to a celebrity chef’s trendy new eatery in Caesars Palace. Eating out is my jam. Especially since I live in a hotel and dinner is a great chance to escape from the one that’s my home.

      I love my home, but I also love this city. The chance to visit other hotels on the Strip remains as giddy a delight now as it was when I was a little girl soaking in the sights and sounds of this city for the first time—all the noise, all the lights, all the people.

      With traffic being light, I’m early to arrive. As I weave my way through the roulette tables, my hair swishes around my shoulders. My short black dress clings to my frame. I’m not working the full after-hours look like at the masquerade party, but this isn’t the buttoned-up suit look I wear during the day either.

      I am evening Sage.

      I’m also keenly aware that I dressed for Cole.

      That even if I shouldn’t have him, I do want him to be captivated by me.

      I reach the restaurant and tell the maître d’ I’m here.

      “Right this way,” he says, escorting me to the private room where the dinner will be held. Along the way, I spot two gorgeous men at the bar, and my heartbeat quickens.

      My two Prince Wickeds are indeed male specimens, and all the more handsome with their masks off. Cole rests an elbow against the bar, chatting animatedly with Daniel, who laughs at something Cole has said.

      My pulse surges as I drink in the sight of the two business partners, the two longtime friends. The pair of gorgeous men who pleasured me that night. My skin heats, and instantly I imagine brand-new scenarios—sliding between them at the bar, perching on a stool, Cole’s hand on one of my legs, Daniel’s on the other.

      I’d draw a breath, inhaling both of them.

      I’d be intoxicated by the mix of their colognes, their soap, their deliriously sexy scents. Then, by their touch, as their hands glide up my thighs.

      Further. Closer. I’d spread my legs for them.

      I’d shut my eyes, and savor every delicious second.

      And with those filthy images dancing before me, I shiver.

      Yes, I definitely dressed with dirty hope in mind.

      And I need to resist.

      I clear my thoughts, trying to quench the fire inside me. “I think I’m just going to head to the bar and grab a quick drink,” I say to the host.

      “Of course.”

      When I’m several feet away, Daniel’s phone rings, and he picks it up, then signals to Cole that he’s going to take the call. As he walks away, Cole’s eyes swing around the restaurant, stopping at me. Lingering on me.

      My stomach flips. My chest flutters.

      I want both of them.

      And I also want him.

      Desperately.

      Glancing at the stool next to him, he gestures for me to join him. If a gesture could be possessive, his is rife with it.

      Is this why I’m early?

      For a chance to see him?

      Truth be told, I hoped for this—for another chance encounter.

      An encounter I shouldn’t want.

      So I vow to look, but not touch.

      I stride over, admiring the view of the rakish Cole Donovan. He’s dressed down in charcoal slacks and a crisp checkered shirt, nursing a tumbler of what must be scotch. The ice clinks in it as I reach him.

      He lifts the glass. “Join me, Ms. Carmichael.”

      Leaning in, he brushes his stubbly jaw against my face, dusts a welcoming kiss on my cheek, and whispers in my ear, “So lovely to see you.”

      A tremble tangos down my spine. “It’s good to see you too,” I say, a little wobbly, a little feathery, as hot sparks from that kiss rain down on my body.

      I want them both, yes.

      But I want this one solo.

      And I don’t know what to make of these twin desires.

      Or how to sort them out.

      “What’s your poison?” he asks.

      “Bourbon.”

      He arches a brow as if to say impressive.

      “Does that surprise you, Cole?”

      His eyes study my face. “Everything about you surprises me.”

      “Good,” I say.

      He calls over the bartender, orders my drink, then says, “You like being a surprise?”

      “I think I do. I think I like surprising you.”

      “You’re doing an excellent job at it.”

      I turn the tables on him, studying his face. “And do you like being surprised?”

      He takes his time, his eyes serious. “I like all the things I’ve learned about you, especially the surprises.”

      Another thing about him to like. Everything with Derek was by the book. Dates. Sex. Expectations.

      With Cole, nothing is by the book. Everything from the sex to the conversations to the gift he gave me, even to our texts the night after our daytime tryst in my office, has been unexpected. And, in some ways, they’ve been more meaningful than many of my times with Derek, and we were together for months. It’s almost as if Cole and I are on a collision course to know each other. Maybe we’re staying on that course too, unable to veer away. I crave knowing him, I’m hungry to understand him.

      “Did your mother enjoy her stay here?”

      He smiles, a genuine sort of grin as he talks about her. “She had a lovely visit,” he says, and tells me more about what they did—shopping, dining, her spa day. “Amazingly, she still found time to chide me, like any good mother does.”

      “What would she chide you about?” The bartender brings me my drink, and I thank him then lift my glass to clink with Cole’s.

      “To lovely visits,” I say.

      “I’ll drink to that,” he says, then knocks some back, sets it down, and taps his sternum. “She wants me to watch out for my heart.”

      “Do you not look out for your heart? Are you eating too much red meat?” I ask, teasing.

      He laughs. “I’m all about fish and salad and healthy meals.”

      “Then why does she worry about your heart, Cole?” I tilt my head, gentling my tone. “Was it broken?”

      He takes a deep breath. In that silence, there’s my answer. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to make light of it.” I bring my hand to my chest, opening myself up to him. “My heart was broken several months ago. I was falling in love with the man I’d been seeing, and I learned he’d been cheating on me. He did it publicly too. It was incredibly humiliating, and I was devastated.”

      Cole sneers. “He didn’t deserve you. And you don’t deserve to be devastated.”

      “No one does, and yet so many of us are.” I swallow some of my drink, enjoying the burn and the way it makes my nostrils tingle too. I return to the issue of his heart. “May I ask? What happened to you? Broken heart? Something worse?”

      He’s quick, clipped, even. “She died. In a car accident.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry,” I say, my own heart lurching toward him, my hand reaching for his arm, rubbing it up and down. But not in a sexual way. More in a comforting way. But I still feel like an idiot for having said something about my situation when his story runs deeper, hurts more. I let go of him. “I didn’t mean to commandeer the conversation and make that comment about a breakup, since what you went through is much worse.”

      He shakes his head, adamant, then sets a hand on my shoulder. Possessively, once again. That’s his style, and I don’t mind it. “Don’t belittle your experiences. We go through what we go through. That was something to you, and the way you were treated is awful. And you didn’t know what had happened to me.”

      I take a beat, then dive back in. “What happened? May I ask?”

      He clears his throat as he takes his hand off me. “We were in LA. The three of us had gone out to dinner.”

      I file that data point away. The three of them.

      “We were out as friends,” he clarifies. “Daniel was driving. A car swerved out of nowhere, hit her side of the car. She died on the way to the hospital.”

      My heart craters, shards of pain slicing through me like jagged glass as I try to imagine how he felt. The horror of all that. The immediacy of the loss. The terror and the fear and the denial that must have come that night, and in the days to follow.

      “You were in love with her?” I ask, seeing the feelings in his brown eyes.

      “No,” he says. “I was, however, falling in love with her—yes.”

      That adds another layer of complexity. “It’s so hard when you lose someone. I’m sorry that happened to you.” I tilt my head, curious. “You didn’t mention anything about it last week when we were talking about loss.”

      “Because you were talking about your parents. This was just a nascent relationship.”

      “But that can hurt too. As someone recently said to me—we go through what we go through.”

      He lifts a glass, giving me a small smile. “Let’s just say we both understand that life can get complicated and life can be painful.”

      “It can be painful,” I say, taking another drink of my bourbon. “I will definitely second that.”

      “I’m glad you’re not with that guy anymore,” he says, his gaze locked tight on mine.

      “It’s all for the best. Looking back, we didn’t really connect. I didn’t realize it at the time, but with hindsight I know he was the wrong guy.”

      Cole finishes his scotch, sets it down, and roams his hungry eyes over me again, like he’s cataloging my dress, my hair, my lips. The heat in his dark eyes sears me, as do his words when he asks, “Did he not understand all your sides, all your kinks?”

      I give him a curious look, a little surprised at the way he jumped right into that question. “Do you appreciate them?”

      “Oh, I definitely appreciate them. I adore them. I worship them.” His lips part, and his stare sends the temperature in me soaring as his body inches closer. “And I want to experience them again.”

      A hot flush spreads through me. “I thought we agreed we weren’t going to do that,” I say in a low voice.

      “We did agree. That’s true. Yet I still believe kinks should be explored. With trusted partners, that is.”

      My lips curve into a grin, and I can’t resist zeroing in on one thing he said. “Partners being the operative word, Cole? Partners, as in plural?”

      His eyebrows lift. “If you want to explore more with partners.”

      This is my chance to understand him. To dive into what makes him and Daniel tick. “Is that your kink with your friend?”

      He owns it with three strong words. “It certainly is.”

      “That’s interesting. That this is a regular thing. That I’m a part of it.” I digest this new intel, trying to understand it, to make sense of it. But I suppose I don’t have to make sense of it. Because it makes sense on its own pure level. On the level of pure pleasure. On the level of kink. On the level of exploration.

      It’s what they like.

      They have their kinks.

      I have mine.

      “You are a part of it, Sage.” But then he takes his time, inches even closer to me, lifts his hand, and runs it over a strand of my hair, making me shiver. “But you’re also the only one I’ve had something separate with since . . .”

      He doesn’t have to finish the sentence. I’m the only one since the woman he lost.

      The trouble is I have no clue what that means or what I want it to mean.
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      I believe in listening to your gut, but I also place a hell of a lot of faith in doing your research.

      I’d never spoken to Sage before the night of the party last week. But my instinct coupled with my research told me she’d be good for Cole.

      That’s why I shared my plan with Scarlett in advance. That’s why my gorgeous and clever business partner urged me to go for it. To keep an eye open for Sage at the masquerade. Which is exactly what I did, and that strategy paid off.

      Because Cole and Sage fit. They go together. I knew that because of her background, her life, and her place in Vegas. All of her story aligns with my friend’s story, with his unspoken wishes, with the wants he tries to deny.

      I can still recall how Cole changed during those few months with Georgia. He was happier than he’d been since I met him, and I’ve known him for years. He’s always carried a burden because of his father, but when he was with the vibrant and lovely Georgia, that burden started to lift. A weight moved off his shoulders; a glimmer shone in his eyes. I saw what the kind of connection he had with Georgia could do for the man. It could free him of some of that pain he’s carried since childhood, pain wrought from the things his father said.

      Love seemed to change him, until the night it all shattered, the night when I was behind the damn wheel.

      Doesn’t matter that someone else hit the car. Out of nowhere.

      I was the fucking driver.

      I owe this to him. I owe him the chance to find someone who will make him happy. I want that for him again.

      Want it desperately.

      I love the guy.

      He’s the best mate I’ve ever had.

      And I’d like to see him happy.

      He needs it, only he doesn’t realize it.

      And so I can work toward that again tonight.

      Something I’ll do by chatting with Sage. I get to do that throughout dinner, since I’m sitting next to her while Cole is on the other end of the table.

      I have her all to myself, for all intents and purposes, as we work our way through the salad course, finishing the arugula. I set down my fork, take a drink of my white wine, then lean a little closer, glancing around the table full of Las Vegas’s glitterati. “So, you’ve got a room full of the most powerful hotel owners in Sin City. Do you think this dinner is actually a sinister plot to drug and kidnap all of us? And then robots or androids will take over owning the hotels?”

      She laughs and gives me a you’re crazy look. “My, my. Someone has an active imagination.”

      I flash her a grin. “But I’m right, am I not? This could be the moment.”

      “Shall we make a run for it, then?” she asks, her forehead tipping toward the door as she makes a running gesture with her fingers.

      “See? You’re also convinced we’re being targeted. How else to explain a dozen or so hoteliers in one room?”

      “Either that or it’s a punchline to a joke,” she offers with a playful glint in her pretty blue eyes.

      “In that case, I vote joke. But I’ve been known to opt for the light and easy answers,” I say.

      “I had a sense you were like that.”

      “You did?”

      She meets my gaze, tilting her face. “Yes. You have this sunshine air about you. A happiness. A lightness,” she says.

      If she only knew what it masks.

      But at least the ruse is working.

      “That’s me,” I say with a smile.

      As the waiter swings by to clean up this course and bring us the next one, I shift my voice, turning more serious. “The other night was quite lovely,” I say.

      She shudders. Dips her head. Her cheeks turn the most delicious shade of pink. “But it won’t happen again,” she says in a whisper.

      I arch a doubtful brow. “No? It won’t?” I say it like I don’t believe it, because I don’t.

      “You’re the competition,” she says, almost like she’s imploring me to understand the nuances of this situation.

      I set a hand on my chest, acting ever so innocent. “Me?”

      “Both of you are, aren’t you?”

      I dodge the question. “Hardly. And regardless of whether you’re competition, you’d be good for Cole,” I say, since why beat around the bush? I may as well speak the truth. I’d rather she know what I believe. Life is short. This is a chance. It must be seized.

      “So you’re cupid,” she says, like she’s intrigued by this new bit of intel.

      I give a little shrug, an impish one. “I might be.”

      She taps her chin. “And why is that?”

      I speak from the heart. “Because I care deeply for him.”

      “And why am I right for him?”

      That’s so easy to answer. “Because you’re smart, kind, respected. Because you’re learned, and so is he. Because you’re both passionate about your families. And you both play hardball, but are softies underneath,” I say, rattling off all the things they have in common, all the reasons I know this would work.

      Her eyebrow remains arched, but her body shifts toward me, as if she’s slightly more convinced. “And are you sure that aligns with his wishes and wants? Or, to put it another way, are you revealing his weaknesses to me by saying he’s a softie?”

      I shake my head. “I suspect you’ve seen that side of him already. It’s impossible to spend more than twenty minutes with Cole and not see it. He tries to pretend he’s such a hard-ass, but underneath he’s a teddy bear. Isn’t he?”

      A smile seems to tug at her lips. “I suppose there’s a little bit of a teddy bear in him.” She’s quiet for a beat, her eyes lost in thought. “But I have a question for you.”

      I hold my hands out wide. “I’m an open book. Hit me up.”

      Her face is inquisitive, her eyes intense. “What does the cupid in you want, Daniel? Are you trying to set me up with him or with both of you?”

      I give her nothing but the truth. “Either, Sage, either. And since we’re speaking the truth, let me tell you that I return to London after this weekend. He lives in the same town you do. I’m leaving. He’s staying. That ought to underline my intentions and my limitations.”

      She nods several times, getting it. “So you’re offering up another time with the two of you before you go?”

      My lips twitch, and my dick throbs at the possibility. “I would love another time with you. I’d love to see you savoring new worlds of pleasure. Isn’t that what we offered at the end of the party? To show you that. To give you that.”

      Her breath hitches with a sexy little gasp. Her shoulders rise and fall. “And do you still want what we can give you?”

      I inch closer, thoroughly captivated by her, and completely determined, too, to deliver this woman for us, and then for him. “I can still taste you, smell you, feel you. If you want us again, I’ll make it happen.”

      She might be determined to resist. He might be determined to stay away from her. But I’m determined too.

      Especially when she shivers all over from my words, then runs her tongue across her lips. She whispers, her voice already giving away her desires, “You don’t care that I’m your rival?”

      I shake my head. “There are too many other things on my list that I have to care about. Fucking a rival or my friend fucking a rival is not one of them.”

      She blinks, drawing a deep breath, like she’s digesting this information. “Then I have a question for you.”

      “Ask it.”

      Her chin lifts, a defiant gesture. “Why do the two of you do this? I know I’m not the only one.”

      So he told her about Georgia. More proof that Cole likes this woman in all the ways I anticipated, because he’s opened up to her already. He’s told her something precious and private. “You’d have to ask him for his reasons. I can only give you mine.”

      “And what are they?”

      I slide a hand along her thigh under the table, savoring the way she trembles against my touch. “Giving a woman pleasure, more pleasure than perhaps she’s ever known, makes me feel less empty,” I say.

      She presses her lips together, her eyes softening. Perhaps with understanding. “So you need it.”

      “I do. But I also think he needs someone like you. And perhaps more important is this—did you enjoy the evening we spent with you? The fifteen minutes in the alcove?”

      Her cheeks flame red. The hair on her arms stands on end. “You know I did. More than I ever expected to.”

      I lean back in the chair. Smile. “Then why fight it? Why resist it?”

      She arches a brow. “It’s that simple?”

      “We complicate things that don’t need to be complicated. Pleasure doesn’t need to be complicated.”

      She hums, like she’s considering my proposition. “That may indeed be true.”

      When the dinner ends, I whisper, “Have a drink with us.”

      She says yes, and she looks drunk already.
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      I am attracted to two men. Both are attracted to me.

      One wants me so that his friend can have me. And I’m growing fonder of his friend. I think, too, that his friend is growing fonder of me.

      Perhaps I complicate things by focusing on business. But this situation is already complicated. Maybe I can un-complicate it with a little bit of pleasure.

      Here I am at a bar, perched on a stool, drinking bourbon with my two rivals as the bartender services other customers, as my dinner companion rests an elbow against the bar, and as the man who fucked me in my office knocks back some of his scotch, his fingers gripping the glass like he’s going to break it.

      Cole stares at me with both hunger and resistance in his eyes. “Did you enjoy your dinner?” It comes out a little tight, like he’s holding back.

      “It was terrific. The company more so. But we missed you terribly,” I say with a playful pout, trying to get him to lighten up.

      “Did you?” he tosses back at me, a hard edge to his tone.

      An edge I want to smooth over. I pat his shoulder. His strong, firm shoulder. “Of course we did. It was awful without you near us, wasn’t it, Daniel?”

      Daniel frowns. “It was terrible.”

      Cole scoffs. “You two looked quite cozy.”

      And that’s why Cole is tense. The man is wracked by envy.

      That’s red-hot. A burst of desire ignites in me over the dragon thrashing in Cole.

      Daniel arches a brow at his friend. “Oh, are you jealous?”

      Cole stares harshly at him and speaks plainly. “Yes. Yes, I am.” Then Cole looks at me, inhaling sharply. “We’re supposed to behave, and yet I’m jealous. Look what you’ve done to me already, Sage.” He bends his head near to me, dragging his nose against my neck, inhaling me.

      My pulse thumps.

      My heart beats at rocket speed from that admission in front of his friend that there’s already something building between us. Something that I feel, something I’m trying valiantly to deny.

      Or perhaps not deny at all.

      Daniel cuts in, playful again. “But we talked about you all night, Cole. You have nothing to be jealous of.”

      Cole rolls his eyes. “And yet I am.”

      The way these two tease each other, the way they know each other is endearing in its own way. I rather love their friendship. That’s another thing I’m attracted to about Cole. The way he and his friend look out for each other.

      Cole locks his eyes with mine. “Don’t believe a word you heard.”

      I grin, a wide and naughty one. “Too late. I believed it all.”

      Daniel lifts his drink. A martini. “So here we are.” He glances around, then takes a sip. “And I have a confession to make.”

      “You do?” My eyebrows rise in question.

      One look at Cole reveals he doesn’t know about this pending confession from his business partner either.

      Daniel sighs heavily and dramatically. “Yes, I do. And it seems now is the right time to tell you both.”

      Cole glares at him. “Out with it. Say it.”

      The Englishman smiles, full of secrets. “I brought a little something with me tonight.”

      That intrigues me to no end. Goosebumps rise against my flesh, spreading all over my body, a rush of anticipation, a hint of dirty wonder. “What did you bring?”

      “I’m an optimist,” he answers, by way of a non-answer.

      “And so what did you bring?” Cole presses.

      Daniel leans a little closer to me. Not so close that we might look tawdry to anyone passing by, but close enough to drop his voice near my ear. “You like it in public, don’t you?”

      Cole answers for me with a possessive growl, sliding a hand up my thigh. “She loves it in public.”

      I shiver as Cole grips my thigh.

      Daniel wraps his palm around my other thigh. “I thought this might help, then.” He slides that hand up my leg, toward my pussy, where I ache for him—for them. Where I’m already enwrapped in rabid desire. My want pulses in my body like a loud, insistent drumbeat. “You wore a short dress for us,” he adds.

      My thighs clench as I admit the truth with a yes ghosting across my lips. The full and filthy truth. “I did. I wore this for you.”

      Cole’s hand rises higher up my leg. “For both of us?”

      The American’s dark eyes blaze with a thousand fires. I swallow roughly as that heat in him fans the flames in me. “I did,” I say confidently.

      “You keep telling me to behave, and yet you wore this skirt, hardly behaving at all,” he says roughly, chiding me.

      “I’m a conundrum,” I say, owning it.

      “Did you want something to happen tonight?”

      “I don’t know,” I say in a breathless whisper as Daniel’s hand glides closer to my center. I pant, and it feels urgent, this sharp ache of desire, so I bite out the truth. “That’s a lie. I did. I did want something to happen tonight.”

      “I can tell, love,” Daniel rumbles. “I can feel how hot you are. How wet your pussy is, and I haven’t even touched you yet.”

      “I can feel the heat too,” Cole growls. “You want us so much.”

      I let my legs part wider underneath the bar. I lick my lips, heady, hazy already. I lift my glass of bourbon, holding it tight as Daniel’s fingertips reach my panties. I set down the glass as he tugs them to the side. In a second, I feel the faint buzzing against my clit.

      Holy hell.

      He brought a tiny finger vibrator. A silent fucking vibrator, and it’s spectacular as he rubs it against me, against my clit, where I’m dying for him already. The powerful vibrations rocket me to another plane of pleasure just as Cole slides his hand higher up my thigh.

      Two men, two hands.

      Daniel is leading this time.

      And they both seem to want it that way.

      I want it that way.

      I’m trembling in my very bones as I murmur, “Oh God.”

      With those words, all of the tension in Cole’s face unwinds at last, as if he’s been waiting for this. As if he’s been wanting it, craving it, needing it.

      My desire.

      Seeing his reaction to my pleasure turns me on even more. Makes me long for his words, his hands, his cock.

      As Cole’s hand goes higher too, Daniel whispers in my ear, “Shall I stop?”

      I turn to the fair-haired man, my eyes feral, and I issue a warning. “Don’t you dare.”

      Cole stares at his friend and speaks sharply too. “You heard the woman. Finish her off. Make her feel incredible.”

      As Cole strokes the inside of my thigh, Daniel rubs the toy against my throbbing clit.

      Sensations pinwheel through me.

      From Cole’s hand gripping my inner thigh.

      From Daniel’s masterful control of the vibrator.

      I shiver. I shudder. Lust radiates in my bones, camps out under my skin. “Why do you like this, Sage?” Daniel whispers near my ear.

      “She’s a glutton for orgasms,” Cole answers. “She can’t get enough of them. I’ve never met someone so orgasmic before.”

      My God, I want that. I want to be bathed in orgasms. I want to drink them down. I want to have another, and another, and another.

      I groan. Try to hold the sound back in. I can’t though. My body is desperate, craving release like it’s breath.

      “She’s so good at coming,” Cole continues. “She loves to come. She loves to be touched. She loves to have all of her body lit up all over.”

      Daniel turns the vibrator higher. The pressure and the buzzing are so intense, so delicious I bite the inside of my cheek. I’m seconds away from coming. I’m on the cusp. I’m riding the edge.

      Then Cole joins in.

      His hand travels up my thigh and slides right underneath Daniel’s hand. He pushes two thick fingers into my hot, wet center, crooking them inside my pussy.

      Right as the vibrator reaches its crest against my clit, Cole’s fingers hit my G-spot, and I come like a hurricane.

      The biggest, most intense orgasm I’ve had in ages happens here in public at the bar, lashing me like a beautiful storm, waves crashing against the shore, with the bartender no more than ten feet away from me.

      I’m biting my lip, clenching my teeth, holding in all the moans and groans in the world.

      Finally, when the pleasure ebbs, my shoulders slump and I pant and turn to Cole. “Can we please go fuck in my limo?”
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      I take the woman at her word.

      But there are many ways to fuck, and they don’t all start with cocks. I haven’t tasted her, and that’s first on my agenda.

      After Daniel excuses himself to take off for a meeting at the Bellagio, I head to the portico with Sage, who’s called her driver. The second the limo door slams, I pounce on her, pinning her to the long leather seat in the back, grateful the partition is up. Raising her arms above her head, grabbing her wrists, grinding against her. Moaning, she wraps her legs tightly around my hips.

      “Did you like it when he fucked you with that toy back there?” I push my rock-hard cock against her center as I rasp out the question, a tight edge to my voice, since she likes that, since I feel it.

      “You know I did, Cole. Why do you ask questions you already know the answer to?”

      “Tell me,” I demand, hungry for her, hungry to know how dirty she is, how kinky she is. “Tell me how much you loved it.”

      “I fucking loved it. You’re right. I love coming. I love it when you make me come. I love when you and Daniel make me come.”

      My vision goes hazy as desire rockets through me. “You like when we both find ways to fuck you,” I say as I let go of her wrists and move down her body, hiking up the skirt of her dress.

      “I do. I love it all.” She raises her hips, begging me with her body. Begging for anything I can give her. Begging to be taken.

      “You’re so fucking ravenous, sweetheart. You want it all, don’t you?”

      She rocks up as I pull the black lace panties down her legs and over her heels, tossing them onto the floor of her car as the limo moves slowly through traffic.

      “I want everything,” she says, breathless and bothered.

      “Then get those sexy legs wrapped around my neck. I’m going to fuck you with my tongue,” I say, and she parts her legs, inviting me to devour her pussy. She’s so aroused already, so pent-up, so fucking wet from what we did to her at the bar. I spread her open, dip my face to all of that glistening wetness.

      My eyes squeeze shut as a jolt of pleasure so fucking intense I swear I will feel it for days slams into my spine.

      I lick her. I kiss her. I get drunk off the sexy, sensual taste of her arousal. I slide my hands under her ass, lift her pussy closer to my face, and eat her.

      She can’t even form words anymore. She’s moaning, thrusting against my face, her gorgeous legs wrapped tight around my neck. I devour her sweetness, flicking my tongue against the delicious rise of her clit as she cries out.

      My dick thumps against my slacks, hard as iron, begging to get inside her. But I intend to give her orgasms in every possible way, starting with this. I flick my tongue where she wants me most. She grabs at my hair, tugging it, yanking me closer, and in seconds, this decadent, sinful woman is bucking against my face, shoving her pussy against my tongue, shamelessly rocking her hips against me.

      I follow her every move as I drink in the delicious taste of Sage Carmichael aroused beyond reason. She pulses against me, shaking, tightening her legs. Nothing but incoherent sounds fall from her lips until she grips me even harder so I can barely breathe, but I don’t care.

      Not one damn bit, since she’s flooding my tongue and drowning my senses in this delicious taste.

      Her.

      I lap her up, savoring every last drop of her orgasm. Then I rise, park myself on the seat, and unbutton and unzip my pants. I reach for a condom in my pocket, then grab her hand, tugging her up.

      “Get on top of me. I want to fuck you and kiss you at the same time.”

      In seconds, Sage climbs over me, rolls the protection down my length, then straddles me. She drops down on my dick, her pussy swallowing my cock in one mind-bending, lust-rattling move.

      I grab her hips, gripping them, staring into her sex-drunk eyes, cataloging the flush in her cheeks, the crazy hunger I see written all over her face. With one hand on her hip, I raise the other one to the back of her head, drag her close, and whisper against her luscious mouth as I thrust up into her cunt. “Get those lips on me. You can taste how delicious you are, Sage.”

      She crushes her lips to mine, like she’s devouring me.

      The kiss is long and deep and hard. It’s hot and fevered, and it shows no signs of ending. Pleasure jolts through my body, rattling through my bones as she fucks my cock.

      She’s an animal, carnal and wild, rising up and down, taking me over and over, deeper and deeper, and owning this moment, owning this pleasure.

      We pull apart as I slam her down hard on my shaft, then give her more of her dirty wishes, painting a scene of what’ll happen next time. “This weekend, we’re both going to fuck you, Sage.”

      She nods, fast, fevered. “I know.”

      “I bet you wanted him in here tonight, didn’t you?” I thrust up into her.

      “I did. I wanted to taste him.”

      “I bet you’d love to suck his cock while I ate your pussy.” And the sound that comes from her mouth is . . . pure filth. It’s the hottest groan I’ve ever heard, so I keep going, doling out more dirty details. Filling her mind with what I have planned for her. “Did you want him to feed you his cock while I was eating your pussy?”

      The look on her face is bliss. “I think I’d love that,” she says as she wraps her hands around my neck and thrusts down harder on my shaft.

      I bring my hand to her mouth, running my finger over her bottom lip. “Bet you’d love that. Bet you’d love having this gorgeous mouth filled with his cock while I ate you.”

      She grows wetter, clenching against me. “I would take him so deep in my throat, just like I’d do to you, Cole,” she whispers, and I growl in her ear at that thought.

      At how willing she is to take us both. To take anything we have to give her.

      I bring my hands to her ass, gripping the flesh. “I bet you’d love it if he fucked your pussy while I slid inside this gorgeous ass of yours,” I say as my fingers dance close to her back entrance.

      The woman arches against me, like a beautiful wave is running through her entire body. She’s writhing, and then, her face falls into the crook of my neck, her lips whisper across my skin. “Do that to me sometime. I’m begging you.”

      Pleasure coils in me, and I can tell she’s near the edge. “We’ll give you everything, Sage.”

      That’s what I want to do with this woman. I want to make her feel spectacular. I want to give her more ecstasy than she’s ever known.

      I jerk her head back, kissing her mouth hard and deep as she fucks my cock to the edge of desire.

      We take each other over the cliff, spiraling into white-hot bliss as we both succumb to release.

      A little later, after we come down from the orgasms, I clean her up with some tissues, pull her onto my lap, push my hands through her hair, and kiss her. This time it’s soft and slow, and I want her with a new kind of desperation. “Why don’t we just drive for a bit?” I ask.

      “I like that idea.”

      Me too, because I don’t want this night with her to end.
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      The inevitable question comes quickly.

      “Why?” she asks, curling against me in the cool, air-conditioned stretch limo.

      There it is. The why.

      But this skirts too close to that organ in my chest. The one that likes being in a time-out. That is accustomed to hibernation. To this long winter’s nap it’s been taking.

      “Why what?” I answer, evading as I run my fingers through her soft hair, a futile attempt at distraction.

      “Don’t play dumb. It doesn’t become you,” she chides, then turns her face to me, pulling away from my hand in her hair, her eyes locking with mine.

      She’s as direct as she’s ever been. She’s not a woman who suffers fools. Nor is she a woman who settles for anything less than what she wants.

      Knowledge.

      But I know how to navigate around topics I’m not ready to tackle.

      “Is that what you think I’m doing?”

      “You know that’s what you’re doing, Cole.” She takes a beat, keeping those blue irises pinned on me. “Why do you want to fuck me with your friend? Because I can tell it’s not only a kink. It’s a need. It drives you on, beyond the sexual.”

      No one has ever asked me that.

      Not even Georgia.

      No one has ever demanded to know.

      To peer inside and find the answers.

      Maybe no one else has needed them the way she needs them.

      I lean back against the seat, drag a hand roughly through my hair, and consider her question, her observations, and if I want to answer.

      And what this means. Because she’s keyed in on something, and the least I can do is try to give her some truth. She deserves it. And I suppose I want to let her in. I like having her in. Being seen, being understood feels good in a way I haven’t experienced in years.

      But the truth is complicated. “This kink—it’s not as simple as pleasure. And it’s not as twisted as I’m fixing a hole in my heart,” I say.

      “Okay, I’m listening.”

      I run a hand up her leg, craving contact. “I do love touching you. That’s true. That doesn’t need to be deconstructed. We don’t have to unpack that. Some things simply are.” My fingers travel along her thigh, the same path they journeyed earlier in the night at the bar, and as she did then, she shivers.

      “Agreed. Pleasure for its own sake is . . .” She stops, laughing lightly. “Simply pleasure for its own sake.”

      I give her a faint smile. “Yes, it is. And that’s not a bad thing.”

      She tap-dances her fingers up my chest. “Pleasure is a good thing. Too often, we focus on work, work, work. We don’t give ourselves chances to unwind. At least, many women don’t. We often deny ourselves pleasure and the exploration of it. But why deny it?”

      She asks the question as if she’s fully processing it now—as if she’s asking it for the first time. Maybe because she’s letting herself fully experience a new kind of bliss.

      “Don’t deny it,” I say, an intensity in my voice, because I detest the thought of her doing that. “There’s no reason to forbid yourself from having bliss. And I am, admittedly, obsessed by it. I am consumed by the pursuit of pleasure at times. I want the woman I’m with to feel . . . out of her mind.” I slide my hand up her arm into her hair, threading my fingers through those locks, and I tug. Hard.

      She lets out an enticing moan, a long, needy ohhh.

      Then I chase it with my lips. I press my mouth to the column of her neck. Dust a soft, barely-there kiss over her skin. Let it turn into a trail of delicate, open-mouthed kisses along her throat, up to her ear, across her jaw.

      As she murmurs.

      As she sighs.

      “Like that?” she asks, her voice going all feathery.

      “Yes. Like that. I want the woman I’m with to feel spectacular,” I say, but that’s not enough. These statements don’t cover it. These statements keep her at a distance, and I don’t want her far. I want her near. She’s not any woman. She’s the one I can’t get out of my head.

      Cupping her cheek, I turn her face closer to mine. “I want you to feel incredible. I want you to feel amazing. I want you to feel . . . undone.”

      She nibbles on the corner of her lips when I change the focus to her. To where it should be. And as I say those words, I start to feel how deeply they resonate with me already. I want this woman to feel everything I can give her.

      “I feel that way with you. Undone,” she says, all soft and vulnerable, like a confession.

      Pride suffuses me, spreads through my chest, makes me feel like something inside me is glowing. An odd feeling. One I’m not quite used to. But one I like. One I get with her.

      “Good,” I say, then give her another kiss. On the end of her nose.

      She laughs again.

      “It’s hard to resist kissing you. I have a hard time resisting you in general,” I add, then quirk up my lips. “As you might have noticed.”

      “I have,” she says, tracing her fingers over my chest once more. “But you still haven’t answered the question. And I want to know the answer. I want to know why,” she presses, urgency in her tone. “Because I don’t think we’re going to stop until both of you fuck me at the same time.”

      That knocks me in the chest.

      That steals my breath.

      Because this woman is fearless.

      She is brave and daring and so damn direct.

      I clasp her chin, holding it. “And do you want that?”

      She gives me that look. The one that says you know the answer. “More than a week ago, I’d have said I had no idea.”

      “And now?”

      She doesn’t answer immediately. She simply studies me. Her eyes are serious. “And now, I’m not sure how I can’t have it.”

      A groan works its way up my chest. A hungry rumble. All my senses are firing at full speed, all my desires are living close to the edge of my skin as I lower my hand, sliding it down her arm. “You’re going to love it, Sage. Do you know why?”

      “Why, Cole?”

      I stroke her forearm, savoring the soft feel of her skin as my fingertips graze her. “Because of everything I said to Daniel at the bar. You love to be touched. Everywhere. All at once. You love to be so blissed out you can’t think. You can only feel.”

      She trembles as I tell her this, then nods. “That sounds true.”

      “And I think I know why.”

      “You do?”

      “I do,” I say, threading my hand through her hair again, letting her lean back, seeking out the contact she craves.

      “Tell me.” It’s a needy plea from her. Perhaps a desire to understand herself.

      And it’s far easier to focus on her than on me.

      I meet her eyes again as the limo cruises slowly down the Strip, past the flashing lights of skyscrapers and billboards flickering beyond the tinted windows. “You spend all day taking care of people. You work hard for your employees, for your hotel, for your family name. You care about the city; you care about giving back. You care deeply and immensely for your sister and friends, and your parents’ legacy.”

      “I do. That’s all true. And so?” She seems eager to hear what I have to say. She’s on the edge of her seat even as she’s in my arms.

      “And at night, you want to be taken care of. Everywhere,” I say, running my fingertips down her chest, through the valley of her breasts, along her belly. “And in every way. You want so much pleasure it blots out all the things you store up here all day long,” I say, returning to the side of her face, tracing her temple. “You want to let go of your need to care about everything and everyone. Including your legacy. Including the ones you love most—your family,” I say, and her eyes widen, her lips flatten. But not with annoyance—more with wonder. Maybe even with an awareness that perhaps she’s been understood. “And you can let it all fade from your mind. Fall away from this big, beautiful brain of yours.” I lean in close and whisper in her ear, my voice going low, harsh, even. “And you like it when I can fuck it all away.”

      Lifting her chin, she pulls back, locking her eyes with mine. “Stop reading my mind,” she says, a little curve on her lips.

      I drop a kiss to her sweet, sexy mouth, consuming her kiss, her sighs, her murmurs.

      She breaks the kiss and sets both hands firmly on my chest. “And is it my turn to analyze you?”

      I laugh, then shrug. “Sure.”

      “Were you trying to get out of answering the question, Cole?”

      “No. I wasn’t,” I say, though that’s not completely true. Perhaps I was. “So tell me. Why do I want you the way I do?”

      She slides her hand down my chest, resting it on my stomach. I brace myself for her to mention the last woman I cared for. For her to delve into how it felt to lose someone I was falling in love with.

      “Because you want to prove you’re worthy.”

      My eyebrows shoot up. Her answer came out of left field. “What do you mean?”

      “You said your father told you that you weren’t good enough.”

      “Yes, he did.”

      “And I think you do everything you do to show that you are more than good enough. That you can build and create and make things happen. Now, pleasure is one of those things. I believe it’s part of how you see yourself. As a man who can give the most incredible pleasure to a woman.”

      That’s interesting.

      Perhaps surprising too.

      I hadn’t thought of it like that. I suppose the sharing was always a game, even a bond, I shared with Daniel. Then it turned into something more after Georgia. A need. A craving.

      An excessive desire to feel good and wipe away the hurt.

      But was it always something else all along?

      And if so, what of that?

      Is this part of how I show I’m good enough?

      There’s only one way to find out. I curl a hand around her head, a sly grin tugging at my lips. “Let’s see if you’re right, Sage. Let’s see if I’m that man who can give incredible pleasure to one woman. To you,” I say, then I lay her down on the seat.

      “Yes, show me. Prove it to me.”

      And I do, fucking her again, taking her over the cliff.

      I’m not sure if this has anything to do with being good enough.

      But I know this—being with her is almost too good.

      For my head. For my body.

      And it seems, most dangerously, good for my heart.
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            Daniel

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, the sound of one of Brahms’s violin sonatas fills my suite as I shave.

      The rising crescendo weaves into my soul and wraps fierce tendrils around my heart, pumping it with blood, with oxygen, with passion.

      And as I slide the blade across my jaw, I imagine conducting an orchestra, leading them through the stormy, impassioned fourth movement.

      I can hear every chord perfectly, every broken chord too, can feel the frenzied, virtuosic soul of Violin Sonata 3.

      This one is lyrical—fevered, even—and it reminds me of last night with Sage.

      That is no surprise.

      They all do. Every sonata, every symphony, every piece of masterful music returns me to a particular place.

      Or rather, the opposite is more true.

      Every night I’ve ever enjoyed with a woman brings me back to music.

      A lovely, clever, open-minded woman is like a Stradivarius. Precious. Rare. Capable of producing incomparable beauty.

      Capable of touching that part of my soul that can’t be touched anymore. The part that is black.

      As the music thunders, I slide the razor across my jaw one last time while a deep and potent longing burrows into my soul.

      And as it does, the ache starts again. An all too familiar ache.

      For all the things I once wanted. All the things I once held dear.

      But no matter.

      I wash the blade, set it down, and shake off the futile wishes, the never-to-be-fulfilled wants.

      I get dressed for the day.

      Once I’m in a suit, I grab my phone, click on an email, and find one from Jane Black’s manager.

      Yes.

      This is brilliant.

      The start of a terrific plan.

      Plans like this, nights rich with pleasure—they all play their part in my life. In giving me the only things I need now. The only things I want.

      As I walk down the hall toward the lift, I call the manager back. We chat, catching up on the latest goings-on for the Grammy-winning rock star, then I confirm her for a two-week residency.

      When I tell Cole, I’m sure he’ll be thrilled.

      Just another way for us to stay ahead of the competition. The competition he’s falling in love with.

      Of that I’m certain.

      I’m certain, too, that they won’t realize they’re falling in love unless they fall into hate again.
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            Sage

          

        

      

    

    
      After several early conference calls I take from my suite in the morning, I slip into the shower, letting memories of last night flash before me as the water beats down.

      Closing my eyes, I lean my head back under the stream, getting my hair wet as I replay.

      Hands under the table.

      Words in my ears.

      Lips whispering filthy truths.

      And as I rub the tropical shower gel over my skin, I imagine the limo interlude yet another time. Cole’s powerful arms pinning me down. His filthy mouth marking me. The things he said when he fucked me.

      I draw a deep breath, a dose of morning pleasure cascading through me.

      And my body needs.

      I don’t want to do this.

      Truly, I don’t.

      But already, I can feel the crush of the day. The weight of all this wanting hanging over me as I go through the hours. The last thing I need as I dine with colleagues, as I host meetings, as I make calls, is to ache between my legs for my rival.

      I give in, sliding a hand between my legs where I’m pulsing for him so desperately.

      Wet, needy, and wound up, and it isn’t even nine a.m.

      The glide of my fingers feels like blessed relief, but also like it’s barely enough. Well, this is why the goddess of all good things invented waterproof toys.

      I grab my trusty dolphin friend from the shower bench, turn it on, and bring it between my legs. The buzz and hum sate me for a few seconds as the hot water beats down.

      The pressure builds quickly in me, and soon I need more. I need all. I slide down to the shower bench so I can spread my legs, lean my head back, and fuck myself shamelessly.

      And my God, that’s what I do.

      In goes the vibrator in one long, slow slide, the dolphin’s fins flickering over my clit as the toy fills me to the hilt.

      I groan, the sound of my own solo pleasure hitting the shower stall.

      My moans, my pants, my hungry sighs echo against the glass as I let my knees fall open wider, as I take the toy deeper.

      I say his name. Cole.

      I say the other man’s name. Daniel.

      And I give myself permission to fantasize. To go places I’ve never been. To Cole’s dirty words from last night. I imagine.

      Two men pleasuring me.

      Two men having me.

      And me being used by them.

      Me being the woman who makes them feel. Who makes them shudder and groan. Who makes them hard as steel, hungry as animals.

      Images fly by as the dolphin drives deeper, as my head falls back, as my legs go wide and wider still.

      Fuck me.

      Take me.

      Have me.

      Make me come, over and over.

      I am thrusting and groaning and panting, a wanton wild woman enrobed in steam and enveloped in her own wild fantasies. As pleasure winds tighter in me, tighter, then bursts, I breathe a name.

      One name.

      I want to say his name as they both fuck me.

      Cole.

      I want to taste it on my tongue as I come for him, for them, for me, just as I’m coming hard, ruthlessly, right now all on my own.

      Minutes later, I’m practical, businesslike Sage again. The dolphin is clean and put away in its corner. My body is washed. I turn off the shower, and surely this ought to be enough for me.

      This shower diversion needs to get me through the day.

      It will. It will knock him from my mind. It will erase my X-rated reel of images.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Twenty minutes later, my mind is clean, along with my body. My hair is dried, twisted in a clip. Makeup is on. I’m dressed in a skirt and a blouse.

      As I slather lotion on my calves, my phone dings with a text.

      I set down the bottle, wipe off my hands, and adjust my skirt.

      My belly flips more than I want it to with the unexpected hope that Cole is texting me.

      It’s crazy to feel this way.

      That’s what the shower was supposed to do.

      It was supposed to wash him away.

      And yet it didn’t.

      Because last night is with me still.

      Last night was like a cocoon of a moment. Like a bubble of intimacy, of true connection, of closeness that I’d never expected and I know I shouldn’t pursue.

      And yet.

      Here I am.

      Hoping. Pursuing.

      I reach for the phone on the bathroom vanity, then slide it open, and I actually gasp.

      Against all my judgment, against all my logical wishes, I am giddy with delight when I read his message.

      

      
        
        Cole: What is your favorite type of chocolate?

      

      

      

      That is easy to answer. I write back immediately.

      

      
        
        Sage: Patrick Roger from Paris. 70 percent dark chocolate.

      

        

      
        Cole: Excellent choice. Incidentally, I wasn’t thinking of you at all when I woke up.

      

      

      

      A strange sense of relief courses through me. Perhaps this is what I needed to know. That I’m not alone with this intoxication. I carry my phone around my suite, heading to the closet, hunting for my favorite pair of red-soled shoes as I type a reply.

      

      
        
        Sage: I wasn’t thinking of you either this morning. Or when I fell asleep last night.

      

        

      
        Cole: Same here. Not one bit. And I definitely wasn’t thinking of you in the middle of the night, when you were haunting my dreams, and I took my cock in my hand and replayed the way you made me feel in the limo.

      

      

      

      My eyes widen as I read, and reread, and read that one more time. A rush of heat flings itself through my body, white-hot sensations whipping through me as the memories collide, smashing into each other. So much for my best efforts to start the day fresh.

      

      
        
        Sage: You were in the shower with me moments ago.

      

        

      
        Cole: I was, was I? Did I hike up your legs around my waist and fuck you against the wall?

      

        

      
        Sage: No. You and Daniel took turns with me. And you finished me.

      

      

      

      I tense, wondering if that was too much.

      

      
        
        Cole: Say the word, Sage. Say the word, and I’ll make that happen.

      

      

      

      I’m pretty sure I just said it, but I also understand that for a request like that, I need to be absolutely clear. So I tap back.

      

      Sage: I will. I will say the word soon. And for the record, this morning and the middle of the night aren’t the first times I’ve taken myself on solo rides to thoughts of you.

      

      
        
        Cole: I doubt the middle of the night will be the last time for me either. You are in my head. You are under my skin. And I can’t stop wanting you over and over. And then one more time.

      

        

      
        Sage: I think I’m going to need to change my panties before I head to my office.

      

        

      
        Cole: Show them to me.

      

        

      
        Sage: Make it worth my while.

      

        

      
        Cole: Don’t I always?

      

      

      

      He does, and I would send him a photo of my panties, but I don’t know if I’m comfortable enough to send that kind of text yet.

      Instead, I opt for flirty, casual.

      

      
        
        Sage: You do. You definitely do.

      

        

      
        Cole: And I’m definitely not thinking about you as I hike right now.

      

      

      

      I laugh as I read that last text while taking off the lacy fabric and grabbing a new pair. I put them on, then slide my feet into my shoes.

      

      
        
        Sage: Are you truly hiking right now?

      

        

      
        Cole: Do you want me to prove it?

      

        

      
        Sage: Are you actually going to send me a picture of you hiking?

      

        

      
        Cole: I am. O ye of little faith.

      

      

      

      A picture arrives seconds later. And my God, my heart somersaults unexpectedly.

      Cole Donovan looks gorgeous, all tanned and fit, his body rippling with those muscles I love running my hands over. They’re on display in a T-shirt that reveals his biceps. He wears shorts that show off his strong legs. Sunglasses hang on the neck of his shirt. He must have removed them for the photo—a little touch I love because it gives me the chance to stare into his soulful brown eyes. Almost as if he knew I’d want that.

      

      
        
        Sage: Are you playing hooky?

      

        

      
        Cole: Depends how you define playing hooky. I woke at 5:30. Struck three deals already. Now I’m taking an hour-long break for a hike.

      

        

      
        Sage: Show-off.

      

        

      
        Cole: I’m not sure you’d like me if I were less ambitious.

      

        

      
        Sage: That assumes I like you.

      

        

      
        Cole: And that is a fair assumption.

      

        

      
        Sage: You know what they say about making assumptions.

      

        

      
        Cole: I do, but you like me and I like you, and therein lies the issue.

      

      

      

      I sigh heavily, reading that last note as I make my way toward the foyer, reaching for my purse. I tap out a reply.

      

      
        
        Sage: And what is that exactly? This issue?

      

        

      
        Cole: We want to hate each other. But attraction is proving stronger than enmity.

      

        

      
        Sage: Perhaps it is.

      

        

      
        Cole: I will continue to do my best to resist you, but every taste of you makes me want more.

      

        

      
        Sage: It seems you are bewitched by your rival.

      

        

      
        Cole: Yes. You have bewitched me, Sage, and for that, I will likely need to put you on all fours in my office, push a hand between your shoulder blades, press your face to the floor, cover your mouth with my hand, and fuck you till you come so hard that you bite my palm.

      

      

      

      I stop, setting my hand on the wall, collecting myself so I don’t melt into a puddle of fiery lava, which is how I feel right now. Because all I can think is . . . make me your plaything.

      I write back deciding to tell him that. To lay it all on the line. To let him know.

      

      
        
        Sage: If I ever show up in your office, feel free to use me like that. You know I love it when you make me your plaything.

      

      

      

      I head to my office, doing my damnedest to erase the man from my mind temporarily. While there, I focus on my own dealmaking, on setting up a phone meeting with Max and Alex’s managers again for this afternoon.

      An hour later, my assistant knocks on my door, opens it, and hands me a gift. It’s a box of Patrick Roger chocolate. My favorite flavor.

      This time, my heart handsprings. It spins and shimmies as a smile owns my face.

      I open a bar and take a bite, my eyes rolling back in my head in pleasure. Grabbing my phone, I type a note saying thanks, but then I decide a picture is worth a thousand words.

      I snap a close-up of my ruby-red lips, my tongue licking the corner.

      He replies quickly.

      

      
        
        Cole: Need to be between those lips. Also, I trust you received the gift?

      

        

      
        Sage: I did. And it’s decadent. Like the way you treat my mouth.

      

        

      
        Cole: Woman, I want to treat your mouth decadently right the fuck now.

      

        

      
        Sage: Good. I hope you’re as aroused going about your day as I am, then.

      

        

      
        Cole: I am steel. I am relentlessly hard for you.

      

      

      

      And that thrills me. That delights me to no end.

      In fact, the entire day delights me until Ivy pops into my office late in the afternoon. There’s a crease between her brows. Her eyes are worried.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Did you hear that The Invitation just signed Jane Black for a two-week concert series?”

      My ears ring. My vision buzzes. I grit my teeth. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes.” Her answer is crisp.

      “This isn’t a goddamn game.”

      But maybe it is. Maybe this is precisely a game. And Cole isn’t the only one who can play.

      All my competitive instincts sharpen, coiling like a jack-in-the-box, and I snap.

      I pick up my phone, stab the dial pad like I want it to die, and ring the managers for Max and Alex.

      When they come on the phone, I swipe away all my annoyance, and I calmly up the offer. It’s a little more money than I want to spend. But I won’t lose them. Not to anyone.

      “We want them. Let’s make it happen.”

      Five minutes later, they say yes.

      Ivy grins at me like I’m magic.

      I don’t feel like magic. I feel like fire. And fury.

      I say goodbye to my sister, telling her I have something to take care of at The Invitation. And I go across the street to pay a visit to my rival.
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            Sage

          

        

      

    

    
      I am fuming. Red billows from my eyes. Anger floods my veins.

      This is war.

      I won’t lose. I march through his casino, cursing the slot machines, flipping the virtual bird to the poker tables, and seething at the sleek, elegant, absolutely magnificent design of this place. It’s silver and mirrors, chrome and elegance, black and white. It exudes sophistication, and I detest every square foot of it right now.

      I imagine myself as a Marvel superhero, spraying fireballs at the floor from my palms while wearing a black leather suit and stilettos. Unleashing my rage.

      Imitation might be the sincerest form of flattery, but their flattery feels more like theft. Like plagiarism.

      I make my way to the stairwell leading up to the executive suites, stalking down the hall.

      When I reach the CEO’s offices, I rap hard, then open the door. A receptionist with a sleek black bob raises her chin, gives me a professional smile, and says, “May I help you, Ms. Carmichael?”

      She knows me. She should know me. And because I am known in this town, and because I have a reputation that matters, I practice what I’ve spent my whole life learning—how to be a woman of grace even when the world around you goes up in flames.

      Even as I go up in flames.

      I tamp down my anger. I set it aside, since there is no place for it in front of her. “I’m here to see Cole Donovan,” I say in as even and professional a tone as I can.

      “He’s in a meeting right now. But I can let him know you’re here.”

      “Daniel, then,” I say with a huff. Then I breathe, correcting myself. I will not huff. I will not puff. “Please. I would love to see him, please.”

      Another smile comes my way. “Actually, they’re in the meeting together. They should be available shortly. I don’t believe they’re expecting you, but I’m sure they’ll be delighted to see you.”

      A voice drifts down the hall, growly, sexy. “‘Delighted’ is precisely the right word.”

      My neck turns hot. My chest tingles.

      Against my damn wishes. I didn’t come here to be aroused, dammit. I turn in the direction of Cole’s deep, raspy voice, as he says, “Please join us, Ms. Carmichael.”

      I fight the desire by whirling toward the dark-haired receptionist and focusing on her. “Thank you so much. By the way, your hair is stunning. Truly striking.”

      She pats it, pleased, clearly. “Thank you, Ms. Carmichael.”

      I stride to where Cole holds open a door.

      Daniel is at the edge of the office suite, standing by a sliding glass door that leads out to a balcony overlooking the city five floors below. The two men wear suits, but in that delicious state of afternoon undress that powerful men often find themselves in—jackets off, sleeves rolled up. Daniel’s, I surmise, is the one slung over the back of a chair on the balcony. Cole’s is off too, tossed on a couch. His blue silk tie is slightly unknotted, while Daniel’s purple one is still tight around his neck. The Englishman’s eyes twinkle devilishly, flickering with I know what you did last night.

      My eyes swing back to Cole. His eyes twinkle with mischief too as they roam my frame. “What a pleasure to see you.”

      I stalk in, my teeth clenched, my jaw ticking. “Is it? A pleasure to see me?” I ask, crossing my arms.

      “Always, Sage. Always,” Cole says, shutting the door with a resounding click.

      Daniel gestures to the balcony. “We were just about to have a five o’clock drink. Why don’t you take part?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t think I want to.”

      Cole walks closer to me, setting a hand on my arm. I shirk away. “Sweetheart, join us.”

      I tense. Back away. “Do you know why I’m here?”

      Cole, to his credit, says, “I can guess.”

      From his vantage point by the balcony, Daniel raises a brow, a little coy. “We do?”

      I point a finger at him. “Don’t play me.”

      “Sage,” Cole implores me.

      I swivel back to him. “Don’t play me for a fool.”

      “You are not a fool. So how could I ever play you for one?”

      I march over to Daniel, close enough that I can inhale him, close enough that his heady scent drifts into my nose, pine and soap and so sexy that my nipples stand at attention. I do my best to keep my cool as I speak in a low voice. “This is a game to you, isn’t it? You’re a games man. I can tell.”

      He lifts his chin, a smirk across his far-too-handsome face as he steps all the way out onto the balcony, walks over to the railing, surveys the city briefly, then parks himself in a chair. He takes his sweet time. “No, it’s not a game. It’s simply the way it goes. There are rock stars at nearly every hotel on the Strip, Sage,” he says, sweeping his arm out grandly to my city.

      My city.

      Goddamn him for being logical. Goddamn him for being right.

      I want to be righteously angry.

      And my latent rage simmers in me, but so does desire. It’s burning higher, hotter, the closer I am to these two. I’m embarrassingly turned on.

      I press my thumb and forefinger against the bridge of my nose.

      What is wrong with me?

      Why is my skin so hot?

      Why do I like this?

      Why is my body betraying me?

      I drop my hand and look at Daniel.

      “Nobody played you, Sage,” he says, his tone softer now, conciliatory. “I thought this was best for all of us.”

      I knit my brow in question.

      Cole strides out, joining us on the balcony, moving in behind me and dusting a kiss across the back of my neck that makes me shiver. I hate it and I love it at the same time. “I’ll admit it. When I left your office after we fucked by the window, I was driven mad with wanting you. With knowing I couldn’t have you again. And when I saw your hotel had landed a show with Stone, I wanted someone too. I couldn’t have you the way I craved, so I zeroed in on business. I set my sights on a business goal, even though I wanted to have you again and again,” he says, and I heat up. Fire licks my body, and a needy, desperate pulse beats under my skin.

      “So you stole my idea,” I bite out.

      “Sage,” he says.

      He doesn’t need to say more.

      I know what he’s not saying. It’s not an original idea. The city is lined with rock stars.

      Still.

      “I wanted you, and I wanted a show. I want to have you, and I want this hotel to be the best. Both are true,” he says gently.

      I hate that he’s gentle. I love that he’s gentle.

      “And yet it feels personal,” I say, since I’m not ready to give in.

      Daniel crosses one leg over the other. “We’ve all vaulted over the personal line, haven’t we? Everything between the three of us is personal. Is it not?”

      I exhale sharply, taking that in, finding some truth in it. “Perhaps,” I say, barely giving an inch, but maybe giving a millimeter.

      “And so, here we are. The personal and the business are played together, like a violin and a piano sonata. In this case, you wanted Cole and you had a rock star. Cole wanted to have you again and also to have a rock star. What happened then in this situation? I booked her. I secured the rock star for us.” He taps his chest, emphasizing his role in this situation. “And it’s for the best for everyone, for every reason. You have Stone. We have Jane. You have poker. We have poker. You have rooms. We have rooms.”

      I snap my gaze to the man with the smooth accent. “Don’t patronize me. That is the problem.” I swivel around to look at Cole, who’s inches from me, his brown eyes blazing with lust. “We want the same things.”

      Cole slides a hand down my arm, and I should step away. But I don’t. Not as his hands trail along my skin, making me shiver. Not as he laces his fingers between mine in a delicious, erotic slide. “We do want the same things,” he says, all low and smoky.

      I hate that I want him so much. I love that I want him so much.

      But he’s not the only one I want.

      That’s part of the problem.

      I am here wanting so much. Craving so much. More than I ever expected to. And I don’t know how to reconcile all these desires twisting and coiling inside me, winding around my organs, taking over my mind.

      Daniel, from his spot in the chair, stretches out an arm and wraps his hand around my calf. Maybe he knows how to reconcile these parts of me. “We do want the same things,” he says, as a ribbon of heat unfurls in my body. “But we didn’t take anything from you, love.”

      Cole dips his face against my neck, whispering along my skin, “Just let us give you what you want.”

      “We want it too,” Daniel murmurs, his hands tracing dizzying lines up my leg as Cole’s lips trace my neck.

      I close my eyes, feeling wobbly, like I’m going to fall. When I open them, I swing my gaze toward the vast expanse of the city, staring across the Strip at my very own luxury hotel towering gorgeously over there. It’s flanked by so many others. By the Wynn, by The Venetian. By MGM down the way. By Paris. And here on this side is the Bellagio, Caesars, The Cosmopolitan, and The Invitation.

      They didn’t take anything from me. I don’t need Jane. I have Stone.

      And they might have won The Exquisite Show, but I landed Max and Alex.

      So why am I here, then? To confront them? Or am I here because of what Cole promised in his text messages earlier today? When he swore he’d put me on all fours in his office?

      “Besides,” Daniel continues, as they both touch me, “it’s good for all of us to have a little healthy competition. It’s good for the two of you.”

      He takes a beat to stroke a tantalizing line up my leg, and in that pause, I am reminded of last night, of what he said. You’d be good for Cole. This man is masterful. He’s been moving the chess pieces of Cole and him and me around the board.

      But I’m not voiceless. I’m not without agency.

      “Why? Why is it good for the two of us, Daniel?” I ask, my tone gentler now as Cole’s hands glide down my arms.

      “Because you two love competition. You wouldn’t be where you are if you didn’t. Competition is what this city is built on. It’s what makes all of our businesses thrive. You have plenty, Sage.” He leans forward to press a soft kiss to my leg, then settles back in the chair, his hands working their way up my thighs. “I could certainly say you made it harder for us to open up. In less than two years, you’ve turned that property across the way into the it hotel, the feel-good hotel. You do all of these incredible things with it, and then you got Stone with his fantastic show. I could turn this all around and say you were trying to squash us before we even came to town.”

      I swallow, knowing he’s right. Knowing that he could indeed say all of those things. This is just the name of the game. This is who we are, these men and I. We run billions of dollars in business. We walk tightropes every day. We fly on the trapeze of our own ambitions, our own riches, and we take wild, daring chances with dollars, with property, with cities.

      And maybe sometimes, every now and then, with hearts.

      That’s why I’m here.

      I’m not here for Cole’s wicked promise to put me on all fours.

      I didn’t show up just for sex.

      I marched over because this news cut deeper. It hurt because of last night in the limo with Cole, the things we shared, the things we said. Because of the way we talked before dinner too.

      And because of this morning.

      Our messages.

      Our connection.

      It’s only days old, but feels soul deep.

      Our intimacy is more than physical, and he knows it.

      And I feel blindsided, though rationally I have no right to be.

      But tell that to my heart.

      My heart that can’t bear to speak the full truth to Cole. Not now. Not as I’m discovering it.

      Not as I’m understanding what I want, what I need. So I speak their language—dealmaking, reconciliation, compromise—since it’s mine too.

      “It’s true that our business and personal lives are entwined. It’s true, too, that we all have something for our hotels,” I say diplomatically.

      “We do indeed. Also, I believe you won Max and Alex,” Cole says, weighing in. “We got the call that you landed the contract with them. You have something. We have something.”

      He breathes these words against the back of my neck, and goosebumps rise in the wake of his hot breath. A flush spreads down my spine from his closeness. Heat pools between my legs from Daniel’s hands on my knees, sliding up my legs.

      “You got The Exquisite Show,” I say, but my voice is so breathy. It’s so transparent. I sound like a woman on the edge of desire.

      A woman about to beg, borrow, and steal. To have these men.

      Daniel’s hands slide up my thighs. Cole’s run down my arms. “You have Stone,” Cole whispers in my ear, like a seduction.

      “And you have Jane here,” I say as I stretch my neck to the side, letting him rain kisses down on my skin. “And you have the Renegades football team staying here,” I murmur.

      Daniel’s fingers glide higher, perilously close to my center. “And you have the local team’s business. I’d say we’re all good.”

      I lift my face, caught in this sensual haze, trapped in the cage of my own desire. I look back at Cole. I turn my gaze to Daniel.

      “No,” I say, my voice firm as I take back the control, as I wrest it with my words, and now with my deeds. “We will be all good after this.”

      Here on the balcony, I grab Daniel’s jacket, toss it to the ground, sink to my knees, and unzip his pants.

      As I take out his cock, Cole breathes a feral yes.
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      I don’t object to a five o’clock blow job.

      Not at all. Not from this beauty, down on her knees.

      Lush red lips encircle the head of my cock.

      “That’s right, love. That’s what you came for, isn’t it?” I rope a hand through her blonde locks so I can see the side of her face. She looks up at me, her eyes blazing. “I’m sure that’s why you’re here. I heard you like to have your throat fucked.”

      She shakes, her whole body trembling, her hips rocking as she draws me deep into her mouth, wrapping those gorgeous red lips tighter around my dick.

      My friend heads to the table with the liquor, lifts the decanter, and pours a glass of scotch. “She loves it deep. She can take you all the way in,” he says, exceedingly casual, like he’s making a simple observation.

      One that drives her wild in its offhandedness, judging from the way she exhales sharply, her eyes glimmering with fresh flames.

      “Good. I like to be sucked hard and deep,” I groan, thrusting my hips into Sage’s lush mouth as she shows me how well she can take it, as she seems to savor the praise from Cole, and the attention from me. I push her hair to the side so I can watch her cheeks hollow out. I growl at the gorgeous sight between my legs, lust rattling through my body as she sucks harder, deeper. “Love that. Love how you show us how much you like it. Love how hard you can suck my cock.”

      I drag a finger across her top lip. Cole knocks back some scotch as he watches her, like he can’t look away. As I curl my fingers tighter around her skull, I glance over at him, then say, “Do you think this is why she came here?”

      He swallows his drink, then moves closer to Sage, running his hand along her hair so he can whisper in her ear, “Didn’t I tell you what would happen if you came to my office? That I’d put you on your hands and knees?”

      She nods and takes me deeper, her eyes falling shut, a hum coming from her lips.

      Pleasure barrels down my spine from her reaction. From how she’s losing control. From how she’s spiraling into a filthy kind of bliss on her knees as she takes me deep. Then Cole asks me, “How do you want to fuck her?”

      I laugh. “Cole, it’s always lady’s choice. You know that, don’t you? And right now, the lady is choosing my cock,” I say, stroking my fingers across her cheek as my dick fills her. “You want to taste my come, don’t you, love?”

      She nods, a ragged groan ripping from her even as she takes me to the back of her throat. One hand of hers grips the base of my cock, and the other slides between her legs. “But I’m not quite there yet, Sage. Maybe you need a little help while you keep sucking me off?”

      Cole lifts a brow in question as he takes another drink of scotch, then sets the glass down on the table. He moves behind her, kneels down, and brings a hand between her legs.

      She gags against me, maybe from the pleasure, maybe from the way I’m fucking her throat. But she doesn’t stop sucking as he hikes up her skirt, pulls her knickers to the side, letting me see her wet pussy as I fuck her lips. He yanks the fabric of her skirt all the way up to her hips, and my God, she is a stunning sight. So wet, so pretty. So fucking aroused. My cock throbs, my body tightening with pleasure. He drags his fingers between her flesh, pushes them inside her. She lets out an epic moan against my shaft, one so strong it makes me feel like I’m vibrating inside her mouth.

      And that’s a good fucking feeling.

      “That’s right, love,” I murmur. “I knew that would make the difference for me—you getting pleasured too. Turns me on to see you like that, all hot and aroused. Makes me want to shoot into your mouth.”

      She cries out against my shaft, but keeps going.

      “Makes me want to give you all my come,” I groan.

      And as he fingers her, I close my eyes and let my release take over, let it barrel down my spine, let my balls tighten as it spreads throughout my entire body. I shoot into her mouth, my come filling her throat. My vision blurs; my body floods with endorphins. She moans against my cock, and when I pull out, I set a hand on her chin, lifting her face. She’s panting, licking her lips, and she’s still fucking high from his fingers. “How do you want him, Sage?” I ask.

      She slams her hands on the ground, raises her ass for Cole, and chooses. “I want to be on my hands and knees.”

      “You heard her. Get inside her.” I meet my friend’s eyes then glance down at this wanton, needy woman in front of me. “Fuck her good and hard.”
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      I remove her panties, roll on a condom, and slide into her, filling my woman.

      Mine.

      She is mine.

      I don’t care if she’s had her lips around his dick.

      Don’t care if she kisses him either. Don’t care who makes her come. I just want her to be coming over and over and over again.

      She belongs to me. He can fuck her, he can kiss her, but at the end of the day, at the end of the night, he’ll only do those things with me in the room. I tell her as much as I thrust into her. “You’re going to fuck him too,” I growl in her ear. “You know that, right?”

      “I do.”

      “But only with me there. You know that too. Say you know it, Sage.”

      She pants, pushing back onto my cock, murmuring, “I know it.”

      I cover her body, rasping in her ear as I fill her. “You can do whatever you want with him. Whatever you want as long as I’m there,” I say on a thrust, going deep as my fingers glide across her clit, faster and faster, taking her there. Taking her to where she’s shattering, shaking beneath me, crying out as she comes loud and hard.

      Her first orgasm.

      As she shatters, pleasure runs roughshod over me, barrels through my veins. And I intend to fuck her to another climax. “I want you to fuck him next. The second I’m done, I want you to fuck him in front of me. I want to watch,” I rasp out as I find a pace, moving faster.

      “You like to watch,” she whispers.

      “I like to watch you feel good,” I correct, and I go deeper in her, hitting that spot inside that drives her wild, and keeping my fingers on her clit the whole time.

      Her breathing quickens.

      Her murmurs intensify.

      Her body quakes.

      Within a minute, she cries out while I pump into her. I kiss her neck, her shoulders, her cheek as she rocks against me, her body reaching for another release.

      She moans.

      She begs.

      She pleads.

      “I want to come in front of the whole city,” she says, raising her face, staring through the slats of the balcony railing at all of Vegas in front of us. This town is ours. Daniel leans against the railing, watching us.

      Her eyes lock on his hand stroking his erection.

      “You want all of Vegas to know how you like to be fucked, don’t you?” I ask as I push as deep into her as I possibly can, as I bury my cock so far into her that pleasure radiates through my bones.

      “I do, I do,” she gasps.

      “You want everyone to know that the most powerful woman in this town is at the mercy of the two most powerful men. That this gorgeous beauty, this brilliant woman, likes it when two men take her to the edge of pleasure?”

      “Yes,” she calls out, crying out in pleasure, as Daniel stares heatedly at her body, as she’s ravaged by blissful agony.

      I slam my eyes closed, coming hard inside my woman. My vision blurs, and ecstasy takes over my entire being. I pant, moan, kiss her cheek, then, as I gently pull out of her, whisper, “Are you ready for him? Can you handle it again? Can you come again, sweetheart?”

      She looks up at Daniel. Back at me. She’s intoxicated. Drunk on bliss. All she does is nod. And I kiss her cheek, sliding my lips to her mouth, kissing her soft and gentle. “You’ve never been sexier.”

      I offer her a hand, help her rise, and steady her as she moves to the railing and lifts her ass for my friend. He covers himself, moves behind her, and slides into her. I dispose of the condom, zip my pants, and reach for my scotch. And as I finish my drink, he fucks her to her third orgasm and his second, both of them groaning and grunting against the balcony as the city conspires to commit sin five floors below us.

      As we sin above it all.

      But is this sin? Or is this its own filthy heaven?

      Maybe it’s both. Maybe it’s more. Maybe it’s everything I’ve been searching for but didn’t know I wanted till now.

      Didn’t know till she danced into my life behind a mask more than a week ago.

      And now, I don’t want her to waltz out of it.

      I want her in it, in so many ways.

      Her breath comes in staccato bursts as Daniel pulls out. Kisses her neck. Her cheek. Her mouth. Slides a hand down her back. She leans against the railing, panting hard.

      Her lips are parted, her face flushed. Slowly, languidly, she turns her gaze to me. Her blue eyes are so vulnerable, so open right now.

      They call out to me, and my heart thunders. With need. With warmth. I close the distance between us, wanting to ease whatever worry is written in her eyes, whatever nerves are rising to the surface in my woman.

      I dust a kiss to her soft, bee-stung lips. “Sweetheart,” I whisper.

      A soft breath ghosts over her lips. A fluttery sigh.

      Daniel steps away, heading inside.

      “Cole,” she murmurs, and in my name, I hear so much more than I ever expected when I met her.

      Since I expected nothing that night. I only hoped for pleasure. And instead, I’ve found something I don’t want to lose.

      “Let’s get you cleaned up,” I say softly.

      She nods, tugs down her skirt, and finds her panties.

      I step inside, head to the table, and pick up a gift for her. Something I selected earlier today from one of our shops at The Invitation.

      When she comes in from the balcony, still dazed, she blinks and asks hoarsely for the bathroom. I gesture to the private one in my office.

      “But first, I thought you might like this,” I say, then give her the pink box. She opens it, smiles softly at the lace panties inside, then whispers a thank you.

      “I’ll need these,” she says, as Daniel settles onto the couch.

      “Timing is everything,” I whisper, then cup her chin and plant another hot, possessive kiss on her gorgeous lips. Wanting her to know she’s mine. She belongs to me.

      After we break the kiss, she makes her way to the bathroom.

      Daniel arches a brow, smirking.

      “What?” I ask.

      He shrugs impishly. “You can say it.”

      “Say what?”

      “I was right.”

      “Or is it that you and Scarlett were right?”

      Another grin is my answer. “Scarlett does have a rather astute sense of what you need, as do I.”

      I lean against my desk, but I’m not annoyed, not in the least. “You relish being right.”

      His eyes glint with the glow of satisfaction. “So you admit I knew best? From the start?”

      “Is that what you want most of all? The admission? And here I thought it was the wagers.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I suspect the wagers are over, mate.”

      “Yes, I suspect they are,” I say, and my heart thumps a little harder, beats a little faster as realization slams into me once more. Sage is wonderful. She is brilliant. She makes me want to take care of my heart. “She makes me feel again,” I say to my friend, speaking the truth.

      Trouble is, when she emerges from the bathroom, she looks polished, put together.

      And entirely different.

      Like she’s wearing a mask.

      Instinct takes over, and I go to her, sliding an arm around her. “What’s wrong, sweetheart?”

      She smooths a hand down her skirt. Shakes her head. “I have a meeting to go to. I’ll talk to you later.”

      And then, just like that, she’s gone.
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      The meeting is with myself.

      It’s a conference with my conscience.

      Because what the hell did I just do?

      I can’t even answer in my own head.

      I’m still shocked. Still in a state of disbelief. Perhaps there are two versions of me.

      I leave The Invitation and ask the valet to call a cab.

      The uniformed man nods crisply, blows a whistle, and yanks open the door of the taxi when it pulls up. “Have a good evening, Ms. Carmichael.”

      “Thank you,” I say, shutting it behind me, putting my phone on silent, sliding it into my purse, and clutching that to my lap.

      “Where can I take you?”

      I give the man an address. One I rarely go to.

      But this evening, I feel compelled.

      The sun dips toward the horizon as the cab speeds out of the portico, onto the Strip, then quickly away from it. Tugging me from the epicenter of my world as I stare out the window, a strange mix of doubt and self-loathing brewing in me.

      The car cruises past familiar landmarks, along streets I know, past stores, libraries, shops. The cocktail of feelings in me grows stronger, the emotions whirring higher as we drive toward the suburbs.

      My stomach churns.

      My chest twists.

      And my mind hurts.

      When at last the driver reaches my destination, I hand him a fifty, thank him, and get out of the car.

      I draw a deep breath, gulping for air. Setting a hand on my belly, I walk into the park. The one I know from my childhood. The place where I came when I was younger. There’s the bench where my father read to me, and where I read out loud back to him, proud to show off my skills.

      I reach the green wooden bench, sink down onto it, and hold my head in my hands.

      Is this who I’ve become?

      Is this the brilliant for brilliant woman?

      Did my parents want this for me?

      Casting my eyes to the playground, I toss questions around in my head as nearby school children climb slides and totter on seesaws.

      What kind of woman lets two men fuck her?

      In. A. Row.

      One after the other.

      I tear my gaze away from the kids, close my eyes, and try to understand myself. Since I met Cole and Daniel, I’ve been on a wild ride, gaining reckless speed, picking up crazy momentum.

      Not thinking.

      Just feeling.

      Doing.

      Taking.

      I’ve been fucking.

      That’s what I’ve been doing.

      Fucking and indulging.

      And then justifying.

      That’s why I left. Why I exited faster than I entered.

      Because my actions slammed into me after my third orgasm cleared, after the haze of bliss drifted away.

      I’m a woman who’s been acting on every impulse, indulging in every sexual whim.

      I’ve had two men. Within mere minutes.

      A shudder rushes through my body.

      “Damn you,” I mutter, cursing my libido.

      But the shudder doesn’t stop.

      It turns into a tingle as images taunt me. Daniel’s cock pushing into my throat. Cole’s fingers traveling between my legs. My body aching for them both.

      The orgasms we had. Daniel’s. Mine. Cole’s.

      Then mine again.

      And one more time as they took turns.

      They. Took. Turns.

      And I wanted them to.

      My pulse surges, spiking in me, as the temperature rises.

      And I want them again.

      But the trouble is, I don’t know how to be this person.

      If I even can. If this is who I was raised to be. Does a woman who everyone knows, who the town respects, who oversees boards, who signs checks, who gives, who cares, who loves . . . also get down on her knees for two men?

      I raise my face, snap open my purse, and fish around for my phone.

      When I grab it, I dial one person.

      The one person I need to see right now.
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      Eliza opens the door and instantly wraps me in a hug. She brings me inside and gives me a once-over. “Friend, you look like you need ice cream therapy. As well as Macallan therapy, and probably even a-day-at-the-spa therapy.”

      I shake my head, a tear slipping from an eye as she guides me to the couch, hands me a tissue.

      “What’s going on, Sage? Talk to me. I’m here for you.”

      I wipe my cheek, then blurt out, “I fell in love with the enemy, and I’m also attracted to his best friend. And I had sex with both of them just now.”

      She takes my hand, squeezing it. “I kind of want literally every detail, but I also want to honor the fact that you seem stressed about this, so I’m going to be totally blunt—I’m both turned on and totally supportive.”

      And that’s all it takes for me to laugh. This is so very Eliza – wildly supportive and sexually progressive. I crack up, head falling into my hand. “I guess I came to the right person.”

      Eliza smiles. “You did. So, seriously, what can I do to help?” She gestures to the kitchen. “Do you need some wine? Do we need a session with Belvedere? If not, I just got some new chocolate from your favorite place. I’m happy to break it out.”

      My voice wobbles as I dab at the remnants of a tear. “He knows my favorite chocolate too.”

      She furrows her brow. “That’s good, right?”

      “Cole asked me this morning. An hour later, he had it delivered to me. He bought me lingerie too. It’s gorgeous, and I’m wearing the new panties now. He bought me a book the day of our first meeting. I know they’re only things. But already he knows all these little things about me, and he knows exactly what to do and say at exactly what moment, and it’s wonderful and terrifying.”

      “That sounds good?”

      Is it? That’s what I’m trying to figure out, so I ask, “But the thing is, who am I, Eliza?”

      Eliza squares her shoulders. “The same person you were the night we went to the party.”

      “But how? How can I be my parents’ daughter? How can I be this woman of the city? How can I be an upstanding person and citizen and have all of these fetishes that I’m only just now discovering?”

      She draws a deep breath, like it fuels her, gaze full of certainty. “Because you’re human, and you’re a woman, and people have desires, and people have wants and wishes, and there is nothing wrong with any of that. This is what I’ve learned from books, Sage. I started reading romance novels a long time ago, and you know what they taught me?”

      Curious, I raise a brow. “What did they teach you?”

      “There is no shame in sex unless you bring it there. There’s no shame in desire. There is no shame in wanting. If everyone consents and everyone is safe, that’s really all that matters. I believe that with my whole heart.” She takes a breath, then asks one more thing. “The question is, do you?”
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      That is the question, isn’t it?

      What do I believe?

      Do I believe I can be the woman my parents raised, and also be the woman I was this evening?

      It’s one thing to attend a masquerade where one man kisses my neck and another fondles me.

      It’s another thing to let two men enter my body. In succession.

      This evening in Cole’s office overlooking the city is like a pendulum in my heart. It’s the swing from one Sage to the other.

      Which one will I be?

      I felt like a different person. A different woman. Like I was stepping into a new land, crossing a border, entering foreign territory.

      But I don’t have to cross it alone.

      I can share. I tell Eliza pretty much everything. I tell her what happened with the rock stars, how I marched to The Invitation, how I stormed into Cole’s office, how I asked them to fuck me on the balcony.

      Her eyes go wide, hungry, savoring every dirty detail. When I’m done, she fans herself. “That’s kind of ridiculously hot.”

      I roll my eyes, grateful to feel light in this moment. “You also thought it was ridiculously hot when Jackson and Stone were into each other.”

      “Yes. I did. Because that is hot too. Also, no shame, friend. There is no shame at all in what we think is hot. And I’m kind of an omnivore. I think a lot of things are hot. I think two men into each other is hot. I think two men just into you is hot as well.”

      That’s the thing—it is hot. But is that enough? “True. But should I base my decisions on sex? On my own craving for something I haven’t had before?”

      She lifts a brow, taking a beat before she answers. “Is that the issue though? Or is there something else going on?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Because I don’t think sex is the issue.”

      I arch a brow, a little confused. “You don’t?”

      “Look, I think it’s part of it. I do. But I also think that there are other factors at play. Because desire is desire. Love is love. Sex is sex. People like it different ways.” She exhales deeply. “Is that truly what you’re struggling with? Because I’m not convinced.”

      I don’t answer right away. I ask myself the same question. Is the type of sex my issue? To some degree, yes. But to some degree, no. I close my eyes, rewinding through the day, through how I felt, through what I longed for.

      Was it the desire that ate away at my soul? Or was it something else?

      I remember my rage—misplaced, but rage nonetheless—when I stalked over to Cole’s hotel.

      And in an instant, I know the heart of the matter.

      I open my eyes. “It’s him. It’s Cole. All these things I feel for him. And it’s trust,” I say heavily. But also lightly too. Because that’s what I’m truly struggling with—can I trust my competitor? And more so, can I trust my new lover?

      Eliza smiles, nodding. She is such a wise woman. “This is about trust. You’ve had your trust broken. You’ve seen it violated. That’s what eats away at you.”

      “It’s trust in everything. Because I have to trust that man across the street with my body and, increasingly, by the minute, as I fall harder for him, with my heart,” I say, as awareness dawns on me.

      “Exactly. And you want to know, as you explore these brand-new desires, if he’s a man you can trust.”

      She’s hit the nail on the freaking head.

      I thought I trusted Derek. And he broke that trust in a terrible way. He broke it in a public way. He humiliated me.

      That’s a big reason why I worry so much about my reputation. My perception.

      Derek exposed me by revealing to the city that the man I had chosen was cheating.

      Can I trust anyone?

      And . . . can I trust myself?

      But I know the answer.

      I can trust if I choose to.

      Trust is a choice.

      Love is a choice.

      Sex is a choice.

      We get to choose whether we act on our desires, or whether we entertain them in our minds.

      Whether I act on them or not, I am them.

      I am this woman.

      I am all of these women all of the time. I am a woman of the city. I am the CEO of a hotel. I am my parents’ daughter. I am a sister. I am a friend. I am powerful. I am submissive. I am all of me all the time.

      Do I know myself enough to trust Cole with my desires and with my heart?

      I meet Eliza’s eyes. “Can I trust myself with Cole?” But I don’t let her answer. Because I know the answer. I say it aloud to give it the power it deserves, the weight he’s earned. “He’s demonstrated trust every time. From the first night with him. I feel safe. I feel adored. I feel wanted. I feel cherished.” I draw a deep breath. “And I also feel respected. Every time I’ve been with him, he shows me respect. In the way he touches me and the things he says. He always seems to know where I am every step of the way. And every step of the way, I feel respected. I feel respected with how he wants to honor my desires. How he’s obsessed with them. How he lets me in.”

      She grins.

      It’s not wicked. It’s more like she’s so damn delighted.

      Perhaps I am too.

      Delighted to be understood. To be seen. To be respected.

      That night in the limo was indeed a revelation, and it wasn’t because of the sex. It was the talking. It was the closeness. It was the way we both seemed to get under each other’s skin and into each other’s heads and inside each other’s hearts.

      Do I trust him with business?

      He hasn’t stolen from me any more than I’ve stolen from him. We are not backstabbers. We are not underhanded. We aren’t enemies.

      We are competitors through and through.

      Perhaps we always will be. This city is always going to be powered by business, and I am always going to be a businesswoman. That’s just how it goes. The issue isn’t whether I trust him.

      The issue is whether I trust myself.

      That’s what I tell Eliza. “Am I willing to trust myself again after my heart has been hurt? After I’ve been publicly humiliated, am I willing to put myself out there? Am I willing to be in a relationship that is going to be on display? That is going to be scrutinized? Am I willing to do all of that and say, this is the person?”

      Part of me wants to wait for Eliza to give an answer. But that’s not the purpose of this speech. The purpose of this speech is for me to give an answer, and my friend knows that. With a stoic expression, she waits for me.

      I stand, drawing a breath, feeling a new dose of power. Power in my sense of self. I stride across the living room then back to her. “I trust him. What I do behind closed doors isn’t the issue.”

      “You’re right, friend.” And she smiles, like a teacher when the student understands the lesson.

      The question is, can I be with him in public? Because that’s what I want. I want to be with Cole Donovan. And not just in a way where I could be caught—though I do love that. But in a way where I could be seen.

      “This is a chance I have to take.” I give her a hug. “Thank you for helping me see what I needed to see.”

      “You learn things when you’re ready to learn them. Go get your happiness, friend.”

      When I leave Eliza’s building, I take my phone out of my purse and send him a message.

      

      
        
        Sage: Can you come over? I’d like to see you. I’ll text you the room number and elevator access code.

      

      

      

      When I reach my suite at my hotel, he’s already there waiting for me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            30

          

          
            Cole

          

        

      

    

    
      Two hours.

      I’ve waited for two hours. First downstairs, then up here as soon as she sent me the room number.

      That’s nothing.

      I’d wait all night for her.

      All day.

      The second I hear the elevator doors whoosh open, I lift my eyes from my pocket copy of Tender Is the Night.

      At last. She’s here.

      I put the book in the back pocket of my pants.

      This woman is all I need.

      And I hope she wants the same thing I do.

      But I won’t know till I ask.

      My heart hammers as I take in the sight of her.

      Her hair is wild, curling over her shoulders. Her blue eyes are no longer cool, like they were when she left my office. They’re open, vulnerable. Her lips curve into the slightest smile.

      A smile that’s like an admission.

      And it eases some of the worry in me.

      She walks to me. I walk to her. We reach each other.

      The air is charged. With hope. With possibility.

      I wait for her to go first. Because I sense that’s what she needs. To know I’m here for her, but that I’ll give her the space to speak.

      She parts her lips and licks them. Then she whispers, “I trust you.”

      That was not what I expected her to say.

      Not at all.

      There she goes again, surprising me. That’s her style. Her MO. And I absolutely love it.

      I surprise myself when I say, “Good. I want you to. That matters to me more than anything.”

      It surprises me because I didn’t expect this with her.

      All I wanted was pleasure, touch, contact.

      And I got so much more than I bargained for.

      She cups my cheeks, holding my face. “And I trust myself with you. So, come inside.”

      Relief flows through me. She’s here with me, and we can figure this out.

      “I thought you’d never ask,” I say, but before she can let go, I lean in, brush my lips to hers, and taste her.

      I taste her sweetness and her power.

      Her confidence and her submission.

      Her desire and her faith.

      And it goes to my head.

      When I let go, my hand travels down her arm, and I take her hand in mine. It feels so right. And with her, I don’t feel that crush of ambition, that tightening drive to win it all, own it all, prove everything.

      With her, I feel like myself. I am good enough. I am the man she wants.

      We go inside. I’ve never been here before. I take a moment to drink it in—the plush feel of her hotel home.

      The rich colors—burgundy and sapphire.

      The framed photos of her parents, her sister, her friends. The shot she mentioned of her family reading at the beach. Another picture of her sitting on a park bench with her father, smiling, happy.

      Then I’ve seen enough, because all I want to see is her.

      “Talk to me,” I say, as she sets down her purse and her phone on a sleek marble table, then guides me to the soft gray couch. “Tell me why you left so quickly.”

      She sits next to me, kicks off her shoes, and tucks her feet under her. A woman in repose. She draws a deep inhale, then lets it out. “Because I didn’t know who I was,” she says, her voice stripped bare.

      I tilt my head, about to speak, to tell her who she is—strong, passionate, brilliant.

      But she stops me, setting a hand on my chest. “And I needed to collect myself. My thoughts. My feelings. I needed to get away from my own emotions. And my desires. For you, and for you with Daniel,” she says, and I love that she understands there is no Daniel without me, that what she shares with the three of us is intrinsically tied to the two of us—to her and to me.

      To the pairing that has surprised me.

      To the connection I never expected.

      “And I had to be alone for a bit. To think. I went to the park near the house where I grew up.”

      “The one where your father used to read to you?”

      A soft smile curves her lips. “Yes. You remember.”

      “Of course I remember. It’s important to you. It was a memory you shared with me. It matters to me.”

      Her hand travels down my chest, but it’s not a sexual move. It’s more intimate. It’s about contact. About the need to touch. To feel this connection we’re experiencing.

      “I had to think about how to be this woman who wants these depraved, filthy things.”

      I arch a brow. “Are they depraved though?”

      She lets out the tiniest laugh. Scoots a little closer. “That’s what I had to get away from you to figure out. They’re depraved . . . and they’re not. They’re filthy . . . and they’re not.”

      “Sounds like you, sweetheart,” I say.

      Her fingers tap-dance along my shirt, her eyes twinkling now. “And sounds like you.”

      “Absolutely,” I agree.

      “And then I went to see my friend Eliza. I needed to talk it out. And I realized, too, that there are things I want. Things I haven’t told you about,” she says, swallowing, her eyes a little nervous now, but she keeps her chin raised, staying strong.

      “You don’t mean in bed, I trust?” I ask, reaching for her other hand, sliding my fingers through hers.

      “I don’t mean in bed,” she confirms. “I mean in life.”

      “Tell me,” I say, and I’m not shut down.

      I’m not in hibernation.

      I was that man. I was closed off. I kept my heart in a safe. But in a little over a week, she’s unlocked it, and I don’t want to shut that door again.

      “Tell me, and I’ll give them to you,” I say again.

      “How do you know you will if you don’t know what they are?” she asks, a little playful.

      And fuck it, I can’t resist.

      I let go of her hands, cup her cheeks, and lock my eyes with hers. “Because I am crazy for you, and I can’t stay away from you. I can’t resist you, and I don’t want this to stop. Whatever is happening, I want it to keep happening—and I mean you and me. You know that, right? This is about you and me. The way I feel is for the two of us.”

      Her eyes glint with happiness and hope. “Yes, this thing that’s happening is us. And it’s about trust and possibility. And I don’t want it to stop either. That’s what I wanted to say to you. But you went first.” She puts on an over-the-top pout.

      I sweep out an arm dramatically. “The floor is yours.”

      She rises up on her knees, inches closer to me, and parks her hands on my shoulders. “I want to be with you. In public. And I don’t mean risqué sex, though I do like that,” she says, a little raspy and a lot sexy. “But I mean, together. Like, I want you to hold my hand and take me to a party. I want your arm around me at an event. I want you to walk through my hotel, meet me in the bar, and kiss me in public. Then leave with me. So everyone knows we’re together. Everyone knows we’re competitors and lovers. That by day, we vie for business, and at night, no one can get between us,” she says, then gives me the naughtiest look as she nibbles on the corner of her lips. “Unless we let them into bed with us.”

      Pleasure zaps through my body, chased by love, by passion, by want. “You are filthy and beautiful, and I want to fuck you and make love to you, and let the whole damn city know you belong to me. That you’re mine. That this brilliant for brilliant woman is with me. And whatever we do behind closed doors belongs to us.”

      She gives a coquettish shrug. “As long as we don’t get caught.”

      “You want to get caught,” I say, roaming my hands up her arms, into her hair, tugging it back.

      “Maybe I do,” she purrs, showing off her gorgeous neck.

      I slide my lips along the column of her throat, savoring her taste, her scent.

      “Maybe you will,” I say, then I haul her onto my lap, hike up her skirt, and adjust her legs so they wrap around my waist. “Now that we’ve inked that deal, how about we fuck again? Just you and me.”

      Her blue eyes shine with wild desire. “And can we go bare? I’m on protection, and I’m clean.”

      “I’m clean too.”

      “Good. Now take off all your clothes, because I can’t wait to ride you. And I want you to tell me all the things you’ll do to me now that we’re together.”

      Her confidence is so fucking sexy. “Get naked, and I will.”

      She’s in nothing in seconds flat, lowering herself onto me. As she fucks me, I whisper in her ear, detailing all the filthy, beautiful, depraved things I intend to do with my woman.

      She pants out yes after yes after yes.

      Well, it is lady’s choice, after all.
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      I stretch out on the king-size bed, luxuriating in post-sex bliss.

      Correction: in my second postcoital bliss of the day.

      I am such a Leo. I couldn’t be anything else but a Leo, indulging in all this sex, and loving it. Loving, too, that this is more than sex. That Cole and I are on the same page. And I hope the same page includes something I want desperately right now.

      I run a hand down his strong arm and make my request. “Would you stay the night?”

      His dark eyes flicker with mischief. “Depends.”

      “On what?” I ask, indignant.

      He strokes his chin. “Does this sleepover include, say, room service?”

      A laugh bursts from my chest. “Of course. After all, this hotel has the best chocolate cake on the Strip. Everyone knows when you want a decadent dessert, you come to The Extravagant. In fact, the best room service belongs to my hotel.”

      His eyes widen. “Is that so? That’s not what I’ve heard. The sushi and sake at The Invitation was already written up in ‘Seven Best Room Service Indulgences.’”

      “Where? Reddit?”

      He rolls me to my back, pinning my arms above my head. “Travel and Leisure, O ye of little faith.”

      I lift my chin, all mock-haughty. “Then why don’t you see if your people can bring some across the street? To the best hotel in the city.”

      That earns me a nibble on my earlobe, and a whispered “Dream on.” A bite on my neck, followed by a husky “You wish.” And a soft, lingering kiss on the hollow of my throat, chased with a “Second best.”

      I thrash. “Best. The best. This hotel is the best.”

      With a laugh, he pins me tighter, and then drops his lips to mine, brushing a hot, fierce kiss there that makes me moan and arch my back.

      When he pulls away, he lets go of my arms, then slides next to me. “Let’s order burgers, truffle fries, and cake at this fantastic hotel that I plan to be a guest at for many nights,” he suggests.

      My stomach rumbles. “Someone knows my menu.”

      He shoots me a sharp stare. “Of course I know the menu.”

      “That’s one of the many things that makes you so sexy. Your eye for business.”

      He eyes me up and down. “I have an eye for sin too.”

      “I know, Cole. Trust me, I know.”

      “I do trust you,” he says, and that makes my heart glow.
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      A little later, I’m in a soft gray tank top and sleep shorts, and he’s in his boxer-briefs as we devour burgers and fries on the couch.

      He brandishes a truffle fry. “These aren’t too bad.”

      I snag it from him and take a bite. “These are so good they’re orgasmic.”

      “Like you,” he says, laughing.

      I whack him with another fry.

      He raises his hands in surrender. “Woman, that’s a good thing.”

      “I know, but you still deserved a fry swat for your impudence.”

      “Maybe you could add that to the marketing? ‘Good for swatting new lovers with’? That might help increase your bookings.” He gives a casual shrug. “Just a thought.”

      With a glare, I jerk my arm out, point to the door, and say, “Feel free to see yourself out.”

      Cole laughs, drops a kiss onto my cheek, then whispers, “You won’t kick me out. I’m not done with you.”

      I arch a brow. “Prove it.”

      And prove it he does, setting me on my bed, kissing me everywhere, licking and tasting and brushing those soft, confident lips all over my body until he settles between my legs and spends his sweet time edging me closer to the brink of orgasm, and closer still till I’m a panting, writhing, begging mess, and he takes me over the cliff once more.

      After, he pulls me into his arms, kisses my forehead, and whispers, “I love making you come. I don’t think there’s a thing I enjoy more in the world.”

      I like the sound of that. But it also wedges under my skin, makes me consider something I hadn’t thought to consider till now.

      I prop my head in my hand.

      “Hey,” I say, in a tone that suggests I’m about to broach something.

      He picks up on the shift immediately. “What’s on your mind, sweetheart?’

      “I want to ask you something. About Georgia. Is that okay?”

      He nods, his eyes darkening, his lips straightening. “Yes.”

      “You said you and Daniel and Georgia were out as friends the night she died.”

      “That’s correct.”

      “But also that the three of you had been together before. That you started out that way,” I say, and my mind is assembling the pieces, trying to understand. “Did you close it down? The idea of more threesomes, once you became serious with Georgia? Or did she?”

      “We both did, Georgia and I,” he says, his eyes staying locked on mine.

      For several painful seconds, I wait.

      For a kernel of jealousy to form. For it to grow roots, dig deep into me. For it to clutch my heart in its green-eyed grasp.

      But that doesn’t happen.

      Something’s different with us. With Cole and me. I don’t want to compare myself to his past, yet I can sense that the two of us have something . . . unique.

      “Neither one of you wanted to?”

      “We both enjoyed that it started that way. But I don’t think either one of us cared deeply if it continued that way.”

      “What about Daniel?”

      “He rarely wants more. He’s happy with the physical. Only the physical,” he says heavily. Sadness crosses Cole’s eyes, and that tugs on my heart. It’s a sadness for his friend. For that part of Daniel that’s empty, like he told me at the dinner. Giving a woman pleasure, more pleasure than perhaps she’s ever known, makes me feel less empty.

      “So Daniel was content for the three of you to be friends?”

      “He was.”

      “How did it start with Georgia? Like it did with me?”

      This time, the silence lasts longer.

      A lot longer.

      And worry thickens in me.

      “Look, Sage,” he says, sitting up in bed, dragging a hand over the back of his neck. “It started as a game. You might not want to hear this.”

      It comes as a warning.

      Be careful what you wish for.

      But I need to know. And I can handle it. I want honesty. I want trust. “No judgment. Tell me. I want to know,” I say, earnest and truthful.

      “It started as a game. In college. We played it as a game. We made bets.”

      “What sort of bets?” I ask, my brow furrowing.

      He swallows roughly, and I tense. Have I touched on an aspect of his past that’ll turn me off? My stomach churns as I wait for an answer I might not want to hear.

      “We would celebrate business victories that way – with bets. We’d place wagers on who between the two of us the woman would want to lead the tryst. We’d bet on which man she’d want more than the other,” he says, and a part of me wants to let my jaw drop in shock and say, How dare you.

      But another part is unbearably turned on.

      And is thoroughly understanding.

      I have my kinks. They have theirs.

      If I believe what Eliza said—There’s no shame in desire. There is no shame in wanting. If everyone consents and everyone is safe, that’s really all that matters—then I can’t judge Cole and Daniel for their sex games.

      I can’t, and I won’t.

      Because my kink is being a part of their games.

      It’s being their plaything.

      Having them use me for their pleasure, and for my own. For my own multiplied pleasure.

      “Does that bother you?” The worry in his question cuts straight to my heart. Makes me want to reassure him too.

      That’s what surprises me.

      But also what doesn’t surprise me at all.

      Because everything he said makes sense.

      I reach for his face, sliding my thumb along his stubbled jaw. “Did you win the bet with me?”

      A glimmer of a smile shines in his eyes. “Yes. But in all honesty, he threw the bet. He wanted me with you. He said you’d be good for me.”

      Pride bathes me. Because I am good for him. And he is good for me. “Daniel was right. We challenge each other. We are good for each other.”

      His shoulders relax. His lips curve into a grin. “You’re not bothered?”

      I shake my head. “No. The opposite. I’m honored, and I’m turned on too. I like that I was part of your game. It thrills me. And I like it because you wanted more of me. You wanted me without games.”

      He growls, his eyes narrowing. “I want you, games or not. Bet or not. Threesome or not. I want you. I want whatever you’ll give me, however you’ll have me. This thing with us has played out the way it has because I am obsessed with you. Because I want to give you pleasure. Because I can feel how much you want to be coveted. And I want to do that for you, in and out of the bedroom,” he says, laying his dirty wishes on the line, but somehow his heart too.

      Maybe they are one and the same.

      That’s how they feel to me.

      That’s how mine are to me.

      Maybe that’s what feels different. Unique.

      This openness, this honesty, this level of trust.

      “I want everything you’ve given me,” I say.

      “I want you all to myself, and I want to share you if that’s what you want. But only if it’s what you want, what you crave. If you want more, if you want a night with Daniel and me, I can make that happen.”

      A sly grin slides across my face. “Lady’s choice, right?”

      “Always,” he says, roping an arm around my waist.

      I sidle up against him, curling my body around his, running my hands along his arms, down his chest, over his abs.

      “I want my two Prince Wickeds one more time before Daniel leaves, and then I want you all to myself.”

      A groan seems to rip from the center of his chest. “That can be arranged.”

      And so, we make plans.
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      But some of my plans include coming clean.

      Even though that’s not entirely what this lunch with my sister is. It’s a working lunch in my office to discuss Max and Alex, when the shows will begin, and how we’ll trade off marketing the magicians and then marketing Stone in the “Experience Vegas” campaign.

      As we plot and work our way through Asian chicken salad for me and edamame and sushi for her, I take a break, clear my throat, then say, “There’s something I need to tell you.”

      “You stole my Princess Leia figurine when we were in fourth grade and I couldn’t find her in her badass snow outfit?”

      I roll my eyes. “Yes. I love Leia. She is the best princess of all the princesses.”

      Ivy holds up her chopsticks to make a point. “True words.”

      And there are more true words to come. They feel a bit like a confession, and a necessary one. One that gives me butterflies. I don’t want to upset Ivy with my news. I don’t want to worry her either. But then, I know my sister. And I have a feeling that she’ll understand.

      “I’m seeing Cole Donovan,” I say, chin up, words strong.

      She answers me with a do tell arch of her brow. “The Cole Donovan?”

      “Yes. The Cole Donovan.”

      “You’re sleeping with the enemy?” she asks carefully.

      “I am. But he’s not really the enemy.”

      “I know, I just really wanted to say that.” She sets down her chopsticks, takes a drink of green tea, then pats the couch cushion. “I require details.”

      I join her on the couch, and I serve up some of the details from my threesomes. My sister smiles like the Mona Lisa as I share.

      “What is that grin all about? You’re enjoying the details of my indulgences?”

      She laughs, nodding vigorously. “I’m enjoying them because they make perfect sense to me. Twins and all,” she says, a little vaguely.

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Well, I might have indulged in one too,” she says, and at first, I’m surprised to learn that I’m not the only Carmichael who has enjoyed the pleasures of two men.

      But then, I’m not that surprised either. Ivy and I have that twin connection. We are our own people, but we also share some of the same tastes.

      And some of the same tastes in bed, it turns out.

      “Well, we’re clearly going to need to break out some wine and chocolate and have a much deeper dive into all our dirty secrets,” I say.

      “Count on it.”

      I turn more serious. “But more importantly, do you still trust me to run this hotel with its best interests in mind?”

      Ivy gives me a soft smile. “I’ve known you literally my entire life. I trust you with everything.”

      My throat catches, and I hug my sister. I didn’t know I needed that permission till she gave it, but I’m so glad I have it now.
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      At the end of a long and stimulating Saturday, I walk past the jewelry box display in the lobby of The Extravagant.

      Smiling at it, I feel a little like I have a private joke with the lobby sculpture.

      A jewel for a jewel.

      I’m wearing one.

      Been wearing one all day long.

      I went to meetings with a purple jewel inside me.

      My sister and I had lunch with Max and Alex. We met with Stone’s bodyguard about the coverage during his two-week stay.

      And the entire time, I wore this . . . jewel.

      I’m naughty, and I love it. I love all my dirty secrets.

      When I return to my suite, I’m both relaxed and wildly aroused.

      And ready too.

      Because that’s the point.

      Inside, I strip off my work clothes, unclip my hair, and make my way to the shower, turning it on, adjusting the water to hot.

      After shimmying out of my lace panties—a new gift from Cole, and this pair is black—I step under the water, letting the steam wrap around me.

      And then I reach behind me, about to take the jewel out of my ass, but I tap it first.

      And ohhh.

      Ohhh yes.

      I’m buzzing everywhere.

      And I see no need not to pregame.

      So I do, enjoying a shower session with two of my friends—my trusty shower toy and the new toy.

      Yet another gift from my man.

      Wear it all day. And wear it to the party tonight.

      That’s all the card on the gift said when it arrived first thing this morning.

      After I enjoy the first of what I hope will be many Os, I work out the plug, wash it thoroughly, and then indulge in a long, hot shower.

      Once I’m through, I turn it off and take my time getting ready, spreading lotion on my legs, brushing mascara through my lashes, and applying the rest of my makeup.

      I blow-dry my hair, brush it out, and curl the ends.

      Then it’s time to visit the closet, where I find a bustier. A black one that’s easy to snap into myself. I slide on stockings, clipping them into garters, and when a knock on the door booms through my suite, I saunter over to answer it, like a cat.

      I feel like a cat.

      I peer through the peephole to confirm it’s my man.

      When I see his handsome face, a wild thrill rushes through me.

      Cole Donovan.

      He’s wearing a tux. Holding a black mask.

      My rival. My lover. My partner.

      Without any panties on, I open the door.

      His eyes narrow, and he growls—a low, animalistic rumble as his eyes devour me. Eat me up.

      His gaze turns my temperature up one thousand degrees, and he closes the door, scoops me up, carries me to my bedroom, and sets me on the bed.

      “Let me taste you. Let me have you before the party.”

      Perched on the edge of the bed, I’m like a queen in lingerie, sitting tall, legs spread wide. “You can have me, but I have to tell you something,” I whisper, as he peppers dangerously decadent kisses along my inner thighs.

      “Tell me,” he rasps against my skin.

      I give him my confession. “I already came.”

      The groan that comes from his chest is wild.

      “Then you’ll come again,” he says, and peers up at me. “Where’s the gift I got you?”

      I gesture to the bathroom. “Lube is in there too.”

      He’s a man on a mission, and thirty seconds later, he’s back, on the floor, between my legs. Licking me.

      Eating me.

      Consuming me.

      His tongue flicks the most delicious lines up my wet center, and when he reaches my clit, he stops, stares up at me, and grins wickedly. “Later tonight, you’ll get this again,” he whispers, then shares a few dirty details of how he wants to have me again this evening.

      His words ignite a wave of lust in me so powerful that I grow wetter, hotter.

      “You like that, sweetheart,” he says, then returns to eating my pussy. I thrust against his mouth, wrap my hands around his head, and fuck his face till I’m moaning and riding the knife’s blade of pleasure. Till exquisite agony twists in my body. Till the first crush of bliss spirals in me.

      And right when I’m chasing the prize, he slides a finger down to my backside, presses it against me, and pushes in.

      His finger is slick, lubed up, and he works it inside me, then another, and I buck against him, almost there.

      Just when I think I can’t take it anymore, he pulls out his fingers, and pushes back in with something cool.

      Something I spent the day with.

      With the jeweled plug.

      And I lose my mind.

      A brand-new wave of white-hot bliss crashes over me as he pushes the toy inside me and I come.

      Pleasure overwhelms me. It floods every cell. It fills every pore. It is me, and I am pleasure.

      The world slips away into ecstasy.

      When he rises, he shoots me a devilish grin. “That’s just the beginning.”

      I can’t wait for what’s next.

      But the thing is, I get to decide.

      And I tell him what I want. I slide a hand over his face, hold his jaw, and meet his gaze. “Let’s make a bet. We are all the stakes.”
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      One last bet.

      One last time.

      Sage and I enter The Invitation together. I’m in a tux with a black mask in my hand. She’s in a sinful Venetian dress, slit up the side, long in the back and short in the front. Her mask is silver, sparkling like diamonds, ready to put on when we reach the ballroom.

      “You’re brilliant for brilliant and beautiful for beautiful,” I tell her.

      She shoots me a sexy, powerful glance, her blue eyes twinkling with dirty deeds. “Do you think compliments will make me throw the bet your way? You still won’t get me to bend.”

      I laugh. “Woman, I’m not trying to get you to bend.” Then I whisper in her ear, “Unless it’s over the bed, or over my desk.”

      “Don’t forget the table. You could bend me over a table,” she offers as we sweep through the casino.

      My hand slides down her back, curling over her ass. I squeeze her hard.

      She snaps her gaze to me. “You’re doing that to me in public? Among the roulette tables?”

      “Yes. Yes, I am. And you want it,” I say in a low growl.

      “I do. I definitely do,” she says, chin up, tall and proud by my side, like she wanted. Anyone can look at us. Anyone can see we’re together.

      Let them look. Let them enjoy the view. The very public view.
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      We reach the ballroom, and we separate.

      Our masks are on. The masquerade begins.

      Sage moves fluidly through the crowd, her lithe body weaving between men and women, men and men, women and women, all in their finery, satin and tulle, lace and silk, and secrecy.

      Secrecy is possible with masks.

      Gold, silver, white, black. Faces are half-covered, shrouded in mystery, flanked by feathers, by beads, and by the wish to play. Sage stops to chat with her friend Eliza, who’s clutching the arm of a burly, bearded man. Eliza whispers something to Sage, then heads off with her date, though they look more platonic than romantic. I turn away from them, watching my woman as she weaves through the masquerade, music floating, drinks pouring, glasses clinking.

      Daniel goes first.

      On the dance floor, he finds her, slides up against her, and takes her hand. He’s wearing a Phantom of the Opera mask.

      Fitting.

      So damn fitting.

      I make my way to the bar, order a drink, and watch the woman I crave.

      The woman I covet.

      The woman I’m absolutely crazy for.

      She’s perhaps twenty feet away.

      Far enough that I feel like I’m spying on her, but close enough that I can catalog her every move. Her visceral reaction, too, as my friend slides his hands around her waist and curls them over her lower back. My skin sizzles, knowing what that does to Sage. Knowing how sensitive her back is. How the woman gets turned on from a brush of fingertips there.

      Then again, nearly everything I do to her—and we do to her—makes her wild.

      Her whole body is an erogenous zone if you play her right. Hit the right notes. I can. Daniel can. We can.

      The bartender slides me a glass. I thank him, knock some of the drink back, and stare shamelessly, enjoying the view of the best show in the hotel.

      As Daniel’s hands trace gentle lines near the top of her ass, Sage shudders. I can tell she’s growing hotter. I can tell from how she moves with him. How she wraps one arm around his neck, then the other, letting her head fall back.

      Such a gorgeous hedonist.

      As they dance, he bends his face to her, cheek to cheek, whispering in her ear. I groan inside. Lust slams down my spine, my cock thickening as a tremble runs over her body.

      A visible fucking tremble. Even from a distance. It is the most sensual thing I’ve ever seen in my life. My chest rumbles of its own volition.

      My throat groans, with a mind of its own.

      I take another swallow of the liquor, the tension in me mounting, along with the prospect of pleasure, as Sage grows more aroused.

      I can only imagine the things Daniel’s saying.

      I don’t have to imagine what they do to her though. Because they’re doing everything we want.

      They’re melting her. They’re breaking her down. They’re wrecking her.

      That’s what we want for her tonight. A hot, wet, turned-on-beyond-any-and-all-reason woman ready to be fucked both ways.
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      The game has never been this close.

      And maybe it’s never been this necessary.

      Or this electric.

      This illicit.

      But then, I’ve never gone this far with it. Multiple trysts, multiple times. Never wanted to. Never needed to. I’ve been content to walk away.

      That’s what I do. I walk away, and it’s perfectly fine.

      I’m sure I’ll walk away from this one perfectly fine as well, because I’m not in this for feelings.

      I’m not in this for her. I’m a selfish fucking bastard. I’m in it for me. And I want this night because it blots out everything in my past.

      When the game is this good, I’m ravenous, ready to devour anything and everything to fill me up again. To make me feel less empty.

      Tonight, that something is Sage.

      A wicked thrill rushes through me knowing the role I’ll be playing in fucking my best friend’s woman in ways she’s never been fucked before. Unraveling her in ways she’s never been unraveled before.

      Starting now.

      On the dance floor, I run a hand over the soft waves of her hair, savoring the feel of it in my fingers. “Tell me, love. How many times did you get yourself off today?”

      She raises a brow. “How do you know I did that?”

      My hand roams down her back, toward the top of her ass. I dip my face to her neck, inhaling her scent. Dragging my nose along her skin. “Because you smell like . . .” I take my time, sliding my nose even closer to her, then finishing the thought, “Sex. You smell like sex and like desire.”

      I inch back to record her reaction—the way she bites the corner of her lips, the admission in her eyes.

      “And what makes you say that?” Her feathery voice betrays her lust. A lust that’s racing through her, I’m sure.

      “That. The way you tremble. The way you shiver. The way you radiate desire. When you’re in my arms, you look and feel like a woman who wants to be fucked. In fact, I bet your fingers were flying between your legs at some point today,” I say, then reach for her hand, draw two fingers into my mouth, and suck. Her eyes fall shut as I draw her fingers deeper, then I let them fall out with a wet pop. “I bet these fingers were on your clit, between your legs, sliding between the slippery, wet folds of your pussy, all slick and hot with your arousal. All that wetness. I bet you loved the feel of your own heat, moaned when you felt your body’s reaction to your thoughts. I bet you even prepped yourself all day long,” I say in a challenge, wanting her to feel challenged, since she loves that.

      She swallows, then speaks gravelly words as she whispers, “Did he tell you?”

      I grin, a satisfied smile. “About the gift? Love, it was my idea.” I slide my other hand down her side, curling it over her hip, my thumb stroking her hip bone. “So tell me, did you play with your pussy this evening? Before the party?”

      She nods savagely, wanting to admit this. “Yes,” she says, as we whirl past other partygoers dressed to the nines. “I did. And then when Cole arrived to pick me up, he spread me out on the bed, and he feasted on me.”

      She says it like a taunt. She wants to taunt me. She wants to work me up. She wants me to be the one to break.

      But I won’t break. I never break.

      Still, a growl moves through me, and I’m jealous, I’m so fucking jealous. And I tell her as much. Because I want to taste her.

      My hands tighten around her, and my nostrils flare. “I want to smell you. I want to taste you. I want to feel you all over my jaw, my lips, my tongue.”

      Her lips are playful as she whispers, “How much do you want to taste me?”

      “I’ve wanted to since that first night. I’ve been deprived. I want to bury my face between your legs and make you come so damn hard.”

      She slams her hips against me. “And I want you to devour me.”

      “I will,” I say, and in my head, I add, And I’ll return to London, satisfied, sated.

      At least for a little while.

      Maybe I’ll be happier. Or perhaps more content.

      Tonight, though, I can take a little bit of decadence for myself. A bit of her.

      A taste, a fuck, a mind-bending liaison can quench so much of my thirst. It can satiate so much of my hunger because there’s so much I want to do to her body. When I bring my face between her legs, it will blot out all the other things I long for.

      It will take all the longing away.

      It has to, because this tryst is ending. Tonight will be the last time with her.

      I won’t be back for a while, and I can’t imagine, the way the two of them are growing closer, that they’re going to want somebody to come between them again.

      Can’t imagine, either, that they’re going to need it.

      But they’ll take this one last time. She’ll get it out of her system.

      And I’ll get it out of mine.

      And that will be enough. It has to be enough.
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      I cut in, sweeping her away from him. I draw her close, needing to be next to my woman. Wanting to feel her when she’s already wickedly aroused, when he’s already done his job of spinning her higher.

      It’s evident everywhere—in the glimmer in her eyes, the flush in her cheeks, the way she inches closer, needing contact, needing it more than she usually does.

      “I want to look in your eyes when he slides into you,” I rasp out, close to her ear. “When he pushes his cock far into your ass, I want to see the rapture on your gorgeous face.”

      Her eyes widen, and she whimpers. “This isn’t fair.”

      I smirk, tilting my head. “Are you sure?” I drag a finger down her chest, between the valley of her breasts. She shivers as I touch her. “Seems fair when you’re clearly aroused.”

      “You’re trying to get me to cave,” she murmurs.

      “No, I’m trying to get you to bed,” I correct. “I want you naked, wet, and begging for both of us to fuck you in every single filthy way.”

      “Damn you,” she says, swatting my chest.

      I chuckle, then let my fingers travel up her skin, over her collarbone, to her cheek. Tracing a line along her body. “I need to watch your lips part as I fill you. As I fuck you. As he fucks you. As we fuck you together.”

      She shudders but tries so valiantly to win the bet. “You won’t be able to look away from me. You’ll stare shamelessly as your friend consumes my pussy with his mouth.”

      Sparks burst inside me. Sweet torment from my filthy-mouthed beauty. “Perhaps you’re not playing fair now.”

      “Maybe I want you to cave,” she says, a little saucy, a lot naughty. “I want you to give in. To say it’s time to go so you can spread me out on the bed and consume me however you want.”

      She. Is. Killing. Me.

      But I have a plan. “I’ll pull you on top of me. Drive into you just the way you like it. Spread those cheeks, get you ready, tease your ass. You love that, Sage. You love when I play with your ass. And I know you’re dying to be fucked there.”

      She gasps, running a hand through her hair, a telltale sign that she’s breaking.

      I push her. “I want to know your toes are curling. Your back is arching. Your mind is spiraling into bliss.”

      Another pant. Another gasp.

      I don’t want to lose. But I also want the rest of this night to begin so much more than I want to win.

      The winner takes all, and the bet is who will cave first. Who will leave first to start the night. It’s the men versus the woman. That’s the bet.

      She rubs her pelvis against me. “You’re so cruel,” she whispers, sounding so damn needy.

      “But you want to be fucked senseless, don’t you, sweetheart?”

      “I want to be ruined for anyone else.”

      “That can be arranged.”

      Sage glances back and forth. Licks her lips. She’s ready to concede. But I won’t let her. I go first, taking the fall, throwing in the towel. “I need to get out of here right now.”

      She grins wickedly. Flinches in surprise. “Does that mean I won the bet?”

      I glide my hand down her back. “You did, sweetheart. You won the bet. All the money’s yours.”

      “And I’ll take some of the pleasure too.”

      That is what we want to give her.

      Because I have no more games left to play. I want her to win. I want her to feel everything.
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      In the elevator, we rip off our masks, and we take turns.

      I back up against the wall, yanking her close, kissing her lush lips. Daniel crowds her, running his hands along her arms like he did that first night.

      Sage melts against my mouth, moaning and sighing, and kissing me dreamily.

      As the elevator chugs upward, we switch.

      He spins her around, claims her mouth, kisses those lips I adore.

      This is no Pretty Woman threesome. We have no rules, no limits. Anyone can touch her. She can touch either one of us. We all want the same thing—for her to feel spectacular, and there’s no room for jealousy.

      I don’t feel an ounce of envy as his lips devour hers while I lick the back of her neck in a way that makes her shiver.

      The elevator dings, and we’re at my floor, quickly heading into my suite in the penthouse of the hotel. The door falls shut behind me with a resounding click.

      Sage walks backward, reaching for my tie, reaching for Daniel’s, pulling us both closer and closer. We toss our masks on a table.

      Like that, she leads us to the bedroom, lets go of our ties, and falls onto the bed. She climbs back, hikes up her skirt, and lets her legs fall open.

      I am undone. I am utterly undone by the sight of my woman.

      On my bed. Wanton. Wicked. And waiting for two men to please her.

      “Take off your panties, Sage,” I say, commanding her.

      Daniel shakes his head. He shucks off his jacket, moving closer, saying, “I’ll take care of that. My mouth has a date with her pussy.”

      And Daniel, the cocky bastard, steps in. Tugging off her panties, tossing them onto the floor, then burying his face between her legs.

      Sage arches her back, her head falling on the pillow, her lips parted. The loudest, most gorgeous moan I’ve ever heard falls from her lips. Keening. Hungry. And full of wild need.

      I strip off my jacket, then my shirt, kick off my shoes, and climb onto the bed, taking her face in my hands and pressing a deep, possessive kiss to those lips of hers. Needing her to feel me. Needing her to know that no matter who she kisses tonight, no matter who she touches, she comes home to these lips, to this mouth, to this man.

      She wants that, judging from the way she lifts her hands, reaches for my face, and tugs me closer, kissing me ferociously as he kisses her pussy. She breaks the contact momentarily to whisper, “Kiss me all night. I want to feel you. I want to feel the possession in your kiss.”

      “You will, every time.” I bring my lips down to kiss her again, but she jerks her head to the side, unleashes a wild cry, and then stares down at the sight between her legs.

      My best friend flicks his tongue over her clit, moaning against her wetness, and she grabs his head, bringing him closer.

      My cock thickens from her unfettered reaction. From her delirious need.

      I can’t look away from her face as she gets closer and closer. I strip off her dress, tug it over her head, and reveal her fully to me, and to him, and to us. She wears a bustier, her stockings, and nothing else. She’s fucking his face as I shed the rest of my clothes.

      And when she comes hard and ruthlessly, she falls back on the bed, moaning and groaning, running her hands through her hair.

      She turns to me. “I want to ride you now. Take you all the way in me. And then I want Daniel at the same damn time.”

      “You can have anything you want,” I tell her. And seconds later, I’m on my back as Sage takes off her bustier, climbs on top of me, and slides onto my cock.

      After she takes me all the way in with a blissed-out groan, she turns her gaze behind her. Asking the other man in the room to join the party.
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      Lube is my friend.

      My most excellent friend.

      As I languidly move up and down on top of the man I am falling for, Daniel moves behind me, spreading my cheeks open. After taking out the plug, he pushes in a finger. The pressure is intense, mind-bending as he adds one more. It feels so fucking good to have his fingers there as I take Cole deep into my pussy.

      “Tell me how it feels, sweetheart,” Cole demands, as I savor, just savor, the delicious feel of his length filling me to the hilt.

      Another voice cuts in from behind me. British and sexy as sin. “Yes, tell him. Tell him how it feels to have a cock deep inside you and two fingers in your gorgeous fucking ass,” he says roughly as he pushes deeper, crooking them while Cole thrusts his cock up into me.

      The answer? I’m shaking. I’m trembling. I’m an earthquake, and I’m breaking with desire. It feels like my body is the center of the world.

      It feels, too, like I’m not quite there. Like I need a little more.

      I turn my head back, gazing at the Englishman. He’s shirtless, but that’s not enough. “I need your pants off. I want to see that cock of yours again. I want to watch as you sink into me.”

      Cole growls.

      Grits his teeth.

      He’s even more turned on.

      He fucks up into me, then cups my cheeks and looks in my eyes. “You’re so fucking filthy, and I love it. I love how you speak your dirty mind.”

      I rise up and down on his fantastic shaft. A fire roars in my veins as Daniel keeps crooking his fingers inside my ass. The twin sensations ignite me, setting off more flames. When I think I can barely take it anymore, I turn back, stare at Daniel, and say, “Show me how it feels to have my two Prince Wickeds.”

      As I ride my lover, the other man kneels behind me, rolls on a condom, and pushes the head of his cock against my entrance.

      I’m ready, so ready. I’ve been ready all day. Still, the pressure even from the slightest push makes me tighten all my muscles.

      Cole slides a hand to my face, holding me. “Breathe, Sage. Breathe and relax onto me.”

      I draw a deep inhale, feeling it spread through my body as Daniel works the head farther into me. A moan falls from my lips as he pushes, a mix between pleasure and pain.

      “There you go, love,” Daniel whispers, praising me as he slides a little deeper. “You feel fucking amazing.”

      “She feels incredible, doesn’t she?” Cole says to him, wonder and awe in his tone as the pressure builds.

      But even as it does, I begin to relax so I can take Daniel in at the same time.

      I relax when they talk about me. When they trade words of praise. When they tell each other how I feel.

      “She’s so hot and tight,” Daniel says, his hands gripping my ass, holding fast to my hips.

      The pressure in me intensifies. It flies up and down my body. It radiates in waves to the edges of me. It’s everywhere as Daniel sinks all the way in. I feel them both everywhere, still in me, waiting for me.

      There’s pain, but pleasure too.

      Pain as I adjust.

      As the foreign sensation of a thick shaft inside my ass starts to dissipate. Starts to shift from strange to good to out of this world.

      “I’m ready,” I whisper.

      Cole grips my face, brings my lips to his, and kisses me tenderly, then fiercely. When he breaks it, he instructs his friend, “She loves being filled. Loves to feel a cock all the way in her.”

      I gasp, a long, needy sound chased by a delirious moan as Daniel takes Cole’s order to heart. Daniel slides out the slightest bit, and I spiral.

      I slip into another world as he pushes back into my ass, as Cole thrusts into me.

      One where I’m lost in my men.

      Where I’m wedged between my rivals.

      Where the man I’m falling for fucks up into me. And the man who won’t let himself fall drives deep.

      I groan, wincing from the wildness, from the forbiddenness.

      As Cole rocks into me. As Daniel pumps harder.

      As I am fucked senseless.

      Fucked every way.

      Fucked endlessly.

      I’m groaning, crying out, rocking into Cole, swaying against Daniel, lost, just lost.

      I am drowning in sensations, flooded with endorphins.

      Sweat slides down my chest, my hair is a tangle, and my body is theirs. It’s theirs to pleasure. Theirs to worship. Theirs to have.

      And that’s what they do to me.

      They have me.

      They’ve got me.

      I give in. I turn myself over to them.

      As I drop my face against Cole’s, kissing his cheek, whimpering against his ear, holding on tight, the wicked, wild sensations coil in my belly.

      Like a storm raging out of control, pulling everything into its eye.

      Every delicious, dirty feeling.

      They collide in me, turning me into nothing but a woman seeking release. Chasing the ultimate bliss as my orgasm shatters me.

      And I cry out.

      Begging and moaning and screaming in exquisite ecstasy, I’m blasted into another world.

      And I’m not alone.

      They follow me there, Cole grunting as he comes with a feral groan, and Daniel shooting next, slamming into me with his own cries of pleasure.

      I collapse onto Cole.

      He ropes his arms around me.

      Daniel slides his hand down my back, presses a tender kiss to my neck, and eases out, inch by inch.

      He pads across the carpet to the bathroom, and then it’s just my guy and me.

      I raise my head, looking at the sex-drunk man under me.

      Only it’s not just sex I see in his eyes.

      It’s so much more.

      We just shared the most intimate thing, and the dirtiest too.

      And it feels right.

      To say this.

      To tell him.

      I slide off him, but stay in his arms as I whisper, “I’m in love with you.”

      He smiles. Just a happy, lovely grin. His hand caresses my hair. “I’m so in love with you.”

      And that’s when I know—we both won the bet tonight.

      And we won so much more.

      We won all this trust, all this love, all these promises.

      A few minutes later, Daniel strides out, hunting for his clothes. He pulls them on, then brushes a kiss to my cheek. “Night, love.”

      And just like that, like a phantom, he’s gone.
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      What’s truly unfair is this.

      This decadent French toast. With cinnamon swirls, strawberries, raspberries.

      And whipped cream. The kind a chef from Paris makes. Not the kind from a can.

      Plus, coffee so rich it could have its own casino.

      I roll my eyes in pleasure as I take a forkful of breakfast the next morning, grumbling that his room service is this delicious.

      But there’s not much to grumble about as I drink in the morning after. Well, I grumble a little over the soreness. Sitting isn’t the easiest it’s ever been, but I can handle it, especially with this view.

      All of Vegas unfurls before us, the soft glow of dawn painting the city as it wakes up, stretches its arms, and gets ready for another day of sin and glory.

      I savor the sight across the table from me too, here on the balcony on the forty-fifth floor of the hotel. The man who belongs to me. My rival. My lover. My partner.

      His dark hair is a sleep-rumpled mess. Stubble covers his jaw, and his dark eyes glint with obvious satisfaction as he takes a bite of the dessert-like breakfast, and watches me enjoying mine.

      After he chews, he says, “Go ahead. Say it.”

      I growl.

      Laughing, he sets down his fork, leans across the table, and dusts a kiss to my lips.

      “Fine,” I admit. “The room service is good here too.”

      An eyebrow lifts. “Good? Just good?”

      “It’s very good.”

      Another laugh comes my way as he picks up his cup, takes a long drink, and puts it down. “The best, you mean?”

      I shoot daggers at him as I take another bite. And, embarrassingly, I moan around the food.

      Cole cracks up. “Like I’ve said, you’re the most orgasmic woman I know.”

      “And you love that about me,” I say, raising my chin.

      He reaches for my hand, threading his fingers through mine. “I love everything about you. Because I love you.”

      I sigh, soft and gentle, as warmth blooms in my chest. “I love you, Cole Donovan.”

      He’s quiet for a few seconds, his fingertips tracing lines across my palm. Then his eyes twinkle with mischief as he says, “And my room service? You love my room service, don’t you?”

      I narrow my eyes and toss my napkin at him. He catches it easily with his free hand. Then he beckons me to him. “Come here.”

      “On your lap?”

      “Yes. You’re done with the food orgasm, aren’t you? You cleaned your plate,” he says, his eyes drifting down to my empty dish.

      “Like I said, it was good.”

      “It was the best. As Oscar Wilde said, ‘I have the simplest tastes. I am always satisfied with the best.’” I roll my eyes as he wraps his strong arms around me, then kisses my neck, my ear, my cheek. “So, what will it be for you next, Sage?”

      “Well, lunch comes after breakfast. But don’t forget we have an Oscar Wilde book club, you and me. We can discuss this quote: ‘Everything in the world is about sex except sex. Sex is about power.’”

      He hums, like he’s considering that thought. “And do you believe that?”

      “I do believe sex is about power.”

      “And is that what you want it to be about?”

      That’s an excellent question, but the answer is easy. Now that I’ve explored it. Now that I’ve moved in it, through it, under it. Now that I know. “I think it’s about power, but for both of us. It’s a good kind of power when it’s used and exercised in the right way. When we pursue what we want in bed, that’s powerful. When we ask for our desires, that’s a wonderful sort of power.”

      I flash back to Eliza’s wise words from the other day, and I share them with Cole. “Desire is desire. Love is love. Sex is sex. People like it different ways.”

      “They do,” he says, like he’s musing on that notion.

      “And when we know what we like and can ask for it, that’s powerful,” I say, playing with his hair as I talk, as I sort through these ideas that once felt tangled, possibly shameful. Now they’re nothing of the sort. They’re simply . . . me.

      They’re who I am.

      True and honest and without shame.

      He drags a finger down my arm. “You are powerful. I love that about you. I admire that about you.”

      “And knowing yourself, knowing your wants—that’s powerful in all the best ways.”

      He sighs deeply, then nods. “So, I ask again, what’s next?”

      Nerves flutter through me. I know what he’s asking. But I think I know the answer too. “Are you asking if I want more threesomes?”

      And my equally direct man answers back with a “Yes, that’s what I’m asking.”

      I shrug, but then shake my head. “I don’t think so. I won’t close the door, but I think opening the door was all I needed. Once you and Daniel introduced me to double the pleasure, I knew I had to kick the door open and go all the way in. Taste it, feel it, be it. And I loved every second of last night, and our other nights together. But I don’t know that I need to live in that opium den.”

      He laughs as he touches me. “‘Opium den’ is a good way to put it.”

      “What about you though? Do you want it again? Need it again?”

      He nuzzles my neck, kisses my earlobe, then pulls back to meet my eyes. “Pleasure is my goal. Pleasing you is my passion. That’s what I want to do, and I am cocky enough to know I can do it on my own. And humble enough to say we can do it however you want. With toys. Or with words. Or with whatever new kinks we discover together.” He takes a moment to look into my eyes. “All I ask is that you discover them with me.”

      His voice is so vulnerable, his tone so giving that it makes me want to give him everything—all of my heart, all of my body, all of my love.

      I run my fingers across his jaw, loving the feel of him. “You can have that. You can absolutely have that with me. Because that’s what I want too.”

      He hauls me closer, kissing me deeply, passionately as the sun rises higher over our city.

      When the kiss breaks, something still nags at me. “What about Daniel?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t mean is he heartbroken over me. I know that was never the case with him. But something happened to him. Maybe a long time ago? He flits through life, happy, carefree. Except it’s a mask. His heart is clearly hurting, and it’s also as cold as ice at the same time.”

      Cole sighs, running his fingers through my hair. “That’s a fair assessment.”

      “Why?”

      He’s quiet again. “That’s not my story to tell. All I can say is he knows hell. And someday I hope he’ll know what it’s like to feel this,” he says, then whispers a kiss onto my lips. “What we have, my gorgeous, brilliant rival.”

      I laugh lightly, sweeping away thoughts of any other man as I savor the power and grace of this newfound love.
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      Later that day, I meet Eliza for wine.

      She’s tapping her fingers on the bar, as if she’s waiting for me to tell her everything.

      But the look in her eyes says she has something to share too.

      And I’m ready to listen. As I join her at Speakeasy in The Extravagant, I order drinks, then say, “And now it’s time for you to tell me what you’ve been up to.”

      Her grin is naughty. “Where do I even begin?”

      “How about at the beginning? And then finish up with what you were doing last night at the party with that guy who you finally confessed is Xavier’s best friend.”

      And so she does.

      Because it turns out the guy she was meeting at the other parties is indeed helping her with a project. The Xavier one. And she’s got her hopes set on seeing Xavier at a masquerade in a few weeks.

      “Anything can happen at a masquerade,” I say.

      Don’t I ever know that…
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      Daniel

      

      A Little Later

      

      I catch sight of her legs first.

      They come into view as I turn the corner on Rue Saint-Dominique.

      Long, lean, and sexy as sin.

      Scarlett kicks one high-heeled foot back and forth, laughing lightly. The sound of her laughter floats down the street and briefly, ever so briefly, warms my cold heart.

      What is she laughing at? A friend on the phone? Something the waiter said? A book?

      I haven’t seen her in nearly two months. I spent four weeks in Vegas, then the last four in London. Now I’m in Paris again, and it’s time to catch up.

      When I reach her, I tilt my head to the side. “What’s making a woman like you laugh like that?”

      A bright and sensual smile from my business partner comes my way. “The waiter.”

      “Ohh,” I say, curious. “Was he funny? Did he entertain you as well as I can?”

      She pats the red wicker chair at the outside café, pouting her lips. “No one entertains me the way you do, Daniel. Now join me.”

      “That’s not how you greet someone you haven’t seen in what feels like a decade, love.”

      “Oh, excusez moi. Do it properly, then, mister.”

      I bend to her, bring my face close, and dust a soft, barely-there kiss across her cheek. Then the other.

      Her breath catches the slightest bit, then she seems to collect herself as I join her, taking the seat right by her side.

      This is Paris, so we are packed in. She’d be in my lap if she moved another inch or so, and honestly, I would not object to this brunette beauty sitting on me.

      But there are lines.

      Lines you cross.

      Lines you don’t cross.

      And you don’t cross them with business partners.

      This kind of business partner, that is—a beautiful, daring, clever woman. A woman whose body you want to explore.

      A woman whose mind you admire.

      And a woman whose heart might be as damaged as yours.

      “What made the waiter so hilarious?” I ask, pressing.

      She gives me a coy look as evening crowds stroll by, chattering in French, talking about the Metro, their days, the things they’re doing tonight. “He wanted to know if my husband was joining me.”

      I shoot her an unamused look. “Presumptuous of him.”

      “Indeed it was, and he apologized immediately. We had a laugh. And then we laughed again when I assured him that the man I was meeting had no heart to ever be a husband.”

      I clasp my hand to my chest. “You cast aspersions on me when I can’t defend myself.”

      “I’m so terribly cruel.”

      “You are. I’m wounded. But I’ll let you buy my drink.”

      She pats my hand, her index finger briefly traveling along the jagged scar. She stops her journey, meeting my gaze. “I do love this scar. It’s so very you. So handsome.”

      “Thank you,” I say, not wanting to discuss it more, but somehow glad she’s lured by this mark that says so much more than any other cut could.

      “Now, let’s get you that drink, and tell me everything about your time in Sin City,” she says, then calls the man over and orders a bourbon for me and another wine for herself.

      I spend the next hour entertaining Scarlett with tales of business and debauchery.

      She seems to revel in both, and I revel in telling her them. They make everything else disappear for a while, except the sound of her voice and her laughter.
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      Cole

      

      The next several months pass in the blink of an eye.

      First, my mother comes to visit, and I take her and Sage out to dinner. At The Invitation, of course. My hotel does have the finest restaurants in the city.

      The three of us enjoy the view of Vegas from a spot on the top-floor restaurant, overlooking the city.

      “Can’t beat the view, can you?” I ask my two favorite women.

      My mother lifts her glass of wine, takes a sip, and casts her gaze to the floor-to-ceiling windows. Then she grins, catching Sage’s eye. “I don’t know. I heard the view from The Extravagant is just a little bit better.”

      Sage smiles. “It is, and our spa is incredible. Why don’t you let me treat you to a spa day, and I can take you shopping after too?”

      “I’d love that,” my mother says, then winks at me. “She’s a keeper.”

      “I know. I absolutely know.”

      A few weeks later, Stone’s concert kicks off, and Sage invites me to opening night. “You’re truly embracing this whole ‘being public’ thing, aren’t you?” I say when I pick her up.

      She wiggles a brow. “Or maybe I simply want all the photos everyone will snap of you partaking in my hotel’s terrific entertainment. ‘Experience Vegas’ and all.”

      I squeeze her ass, yank her close, and thread my fingers through her hair. I tug on those strands. “That’ll earn you a night on your hands and knees.”

      “Good. That’s what I want.”

      As we head through her hotel to the concert, I whisper all my dirty plans in her ear. By the time the show begins, she’s buzzing on the prospect of the kind of sex, the kind of intimacy I plan to deliver.

      The music seems to turn her on even more as the charismatic rocker makes his way through an epic repertoire of songs of love, songs of sex, and songs of heartache. As he sings, I stand behind her, my chest to her back, my arm wrapped around her waist, then going lower, and lower still. My fingers tease at the hem of her skirt, playing with the soft flesh of her thighs.

      Making her hotter.

      Making her want me.

      When the show ends, she’s ready to pounce, but business is business, and she needs to pay tribute to her star. We visit Stone backstage in his dressing room.

      “You were amazing. I am in love with every single song,” she says.

      He flashes her a huge grin. “Can I play all my shows here forever then?”

      She narrows her eyes. “Don’t taunt me with something like that. I would sign you up for the rest of your life.”

      “I’d do it. I love it here. But mostly I’m just glad you liked it,” he says, then Sage introduces me to the Grammy-winning musician.

      “Great songs. Terrific show,” I say after we shake hands. “I have to say my favorite tune is Bedroom Eyes.”

      Stone’s gaze swings to the big man in the corner of the dressing room. “Isn’t that your favorite number too, J?”

      “Yes. It’s the most-played song on my playlist,” the guy says, thoroughly deadpan.

      Stone returns his focus to Sage. “He’s fucking with me, Sage. Don’t you think?”

      My woman bobs a shoulder, gives a who knows shrug, then leans in close to Stone. “You should find out.”

      He drops his voice. “Maybe I will.”

      “Go for it,” she says, then waves goodbye, spinning on her heel.

      Before we leave, she swivels back, calls to the Thor-look-alike. “Hey Jackson?”

      The bodyguard lifts his chin. “Yes?”

      She points to the musician. “Look out for this guy.”

      Jackson’s lips twitch like he’s hiding a grin. Or failing to. “I will.”

      When we walk away, Sage whispers in my ear, “I think they have a thing for each other.”

      I take one last look at them. Energy crackles between them, a sizzling kind of chemistry. “I’d have to say you’re right. And it sounds like you were trying to do your part to push them closer together.”

      “I think they want to be closer together.”

      When we go back to her suite, all thoughts of others tumble out of my head as I put my woman on her hands and knees.

      Exactly where she likes to be.

      Among so many other places, so many other positions, so many other nights.

      A few months later, The Exquisite Show opens, and Sage joins me, along with Eliza and Xavier. I insist on meeting Sage in front of my hotel, as photographers snap photos of The Extravagant’s owner joining The Invitation’s owner for the much-anticipated opening night.

      Sage is resplendent in a black dress that clings to her gorgeous figure. Her hair falls soft and lush down her shoulders. I bring her close and plant a possessive kiss on her lips, then I reach for her hand, taking it in mine, and we walk through my hotel together, with her friend and the new starting quarterback for Wilder’s team by Eliza’s side.

      Sage is next to me during the show, and once the performance ends, we both stand and shout, “Bravo!”

      It feels good to have her with me.

      It feels right.

      It feels like all my wanting, all my ambitions, and all my need to prove myself have led me here—to her.

      To all this love and trust with her.
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      A year after I met her at a masquerade, I take her someplace else.

      Someplace off the beaten path. Away from the Strip. Far from photographers and the public. There are no slot machines, no card tables, no thousands upon thousands of dollars changing hands here in the park near the home where she grew up.

      There is only the green bench where her parents used to read to her and where she read to them.

      We sit on a Sunday morning with our paperbacks of Edith Wharton.

      We read. For a bit.

      When she seems particularly engrossed, I seize my chance.

      I’m not nervous. I’m only hopeful as I move off the bench, drop down to one knee, and take her hand in mine.

      The book falls from her hands, landing on the ground with a thud.

      She blinks, eyes widening. “Cole . . .”

      I clasp her hands in mine. “A year ago, I told you I want everything you could give to me. And I’ve loved every moment with you. Every night, every morning, every show, every challenge, every competition, every dinner, every room-service breakfast, every time. I love when you win business from me and when I win business from you. And most of all, I love you, no matter what games we play.” I reach into my pocket, drawing a deep, fortifying breath. “And I want you to be mine always. Will you do me the great honor of being my wife?”

      Her answer is immediate and beautiful. It’s the only thing I want to hear. “Yes. I would love to be your wife.”

      My heart glows as I remove a stunning diamond from a velvet box. It’s several carats, set in platinum, and it’s everything a woman like her deserves.

      She holds out her hand. Her fingers tremble. Tears slip down her cheeks.

      “Read the inscription, sweetheart.”

      Her lips quiver as she lifts the diamond and studies the words in script etched inside the band. “Brilliant for brilliant,” she whispers.

      “That’s who you are. My brilliant love. And soon, my brilliant wife,” I say as I slide it onto her finger.

      She pulls me to her, and I kiss her on the park bench far away from the noise and the lights and the money of the city.

      Here, just with her, I have everything I could ever want.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      

      What secrets is Daniel keeping? What’s his dark backstory? Why does he have that scar on his hand? You won’t believe his story! Scarlett and Daniel’s intense passionate romance will be told in ONE ALLURING CHANCE, a forbidden romance between two business partners with tragic pasts! Preorder now!

      

      But first, don’t miss Stone and Jackson’s scorching romance! Their story is next in a fiery, opposites attract romance between a rocker and his bodyguard! Stolen nights, secret trysts, and a high-stakes forbidden romance are coming in ONE TIME ONLY. It’s available everywhere to order!
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      And now, I’m thrilled to share your bonus story as promised for preordering! Here is Eliza’s scorching, incendiary romance, AN INDULGENT MOMENT. Grab it here! This will only be available til Oct 30!

      

      Plus, here’s a sneak review of Stone’s romance coming next!

      

      I can either go inside my suite and spend the rest of the

      night in my head, fantasizing . . .

      Or I can follow him. There is only one choice.

      I pick up the pace, racewalking down the hallway, reaching

      him at the elevator right before he hits the button, and setting a hand on his arm. Jackson turns around. His eyes are blazing. His jaw is tight.

      “You are so fucking sexy,” I whisper. It feels fantastic to say it, to speak this immutable truth.

      He glances away, lets out a shuddery breath, then turns

      back to me. It’s as if he’s fighting against words, fighting to keep everything inside.

      I don’t have that problem. Yes, I know I shouldn’t be here. With my employee. With the guy who protects me better than anyone ever has. But just like when whiskey kicks in, when the music thrums low and strong, I’m warm and hazy. Liquid gold flows through me, and I’m turned all the way on, everywhere. Every damn molecule is tingling.

      This man is . . . perfection. His soulful hazel eyes are edged with angst and desire, the twin combination potent and alluring. His lips part the slightest bit. His breath seems to ghost across them, and he doesn’t move. He stares at me like an animal hunting for prey. Spotting it. Finding it.

      I don’t move either.

      We stand in the hall by the elevator.

      And I want. So, I take. I close the distance…
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      I love hearing from readers! You can find me on Twitter at LaurenBlakely3, Instagram at LaurenBlakelyBooks, Facebook at LaurenBlakelyBooks, or online at LaurenBlakely.com. You can also email me at laurenblakelybooks@gmail.com
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