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Chapter 1


Rafe and Nicole Story: Monte Carlo, Monaco, 1 August


Nicole Parrish squinted against the sun pouring in through the bedroom windows. Her uncle’s penthouse apartment was curtainless for some ungodly reason. Probably because it was forty storeys above the ground. ‘I’m up, I’m up, okay. I heard you.’ Her friend Fiona was standing at the end of the bed, looking fresh and bright, every golden hair in place. ‘Seriously, you’re sure it’s not a problem?’


‘God, no. It’s a mega-yacht. I googled it. Two hundred fifty feet, six decks, helipad, swimming pool, hot tub, gym, spa, crew of thirty-three, built two years ago of aluminium for speed and fuel economy – how’s that for an oxymoron. And the guest list is always huge, the invitations allow for escorts, partners, friends – whatever. So it’s not a problem.’


‘Still.’ Nicole pursed her lips. ‘It feels like party-crashing.’


‘You’re too sober. That’s your problem. My cousin says this is a not-to-be-missed party.’ Fiona Kelly, dressed in a green shimmering bikini that matched her eyes, lifted her mimosa. ‘Want some of my breakfast? Your uncle has one kick-ass champagne selection.’


Almost lost in the huge bed, Nicole stretched lazily. ‘It was a late night – actually morning by the time I got home. I need food.’


‘The buffet is set up in the dining room, as usual, thanks to the food fairies.’ Nicole liked her privacy so Dominic Knight, her uncle, had given his staff orders to be discreet.


‘Any breakfast tortillas?’


‘Of course. Your uncle runs a tight ship. Or maybe you’re his favourite niece.’


‘He’s good to all of us. Did Mom call?’ While her uncle was laissez-faire in his oversight of her, her mother wasn’t.


‘Only three times.’ Fiona grinned. ‘She must get up at dawn.’


‘Yoga at sunrise,’ Nicole muttered. ‘I didn’t inherit those genes.’


‘Don’t I know it, Miss Night Owl. Anyway, I didn’t tell your mom you rolled in at seven. I told her you were busy Skyping with your new grad counsellor at Columbia. A mix-up with your fall-class schedule.’


‘Which isn’t entirely untrue.’


A lift of perfectly sculpted brows thanks to the spa at the Hotel de Paris. ‘Only because you haven’t actually registered yet.’


Nicole groaned. ‘We’re not all programmed for a career path from birth,’ she grumbled. ‘Some of us—’


‘Want to be a screenwriter with a chem degree. Or work with that gorgeous Yash on his happiness research in Singapore. Which has more to do with your happiness than research.’


‘Hey – I’m trying not to think about any of that this summer.’


Undeterred, Fiona said, ‘The summer won’t last forever and you’re going to have to deal with it. Just saying.’


A mocking glance. ‘Thanks, Mom. Now be nice,’ Nicole murmured, still not fully awake. ‘Or you’ll go mega-yachting alone.’


‘You be nice or I won’t tell you what that lovely boy you were with last night sent in the way of a thank you for –’ Fiona flashed a wide smile – ‘your charming company.’


‘I already know. I smell the roses. And he was lovely.’ A hint of pleasure echoed softly in her voice. ‘Andre, right?’


‘With a whole lot of other names after that, don’t forget.’


‘You’re the one who likes titles. I just like to have fun.’


‘I try to combine the two since we’re in Europe. So how was darling Andre? Scale of one to ten.’ The proverbial female question the morning after.


Nicole thought for a moment. ‘An eight. He was a little too sweet. Not my favourite thing. We went clubbing, dancing, had a last drink at some little bistro on the beach. He wasn’t trying to score right out of the blocks. I liked that.’


‘Sometimes you like that.’ Fiona and Nicole had been talking boys since grade school. Nothing was taboo. ‘And sometimes you don’t – a few occasions, one in a bar bathroom – come to mind.’


‘So?’ Another lazy stretch.


‘So nothing.’ Fiona drained the flute, set the glass on the dresser and strolled to the windows overlooking the Mediterranean. ‘Wow. This isn’t Kansas, Dorothy. Even more yachts in port than yesterday.’ She spun around, her long blonde hair swinging in a silken arc, and threw her arms open wide. ‘Come on – it’s almost one. Get up or the party’s going to start without us.’


Nicole glanced at the bedside clock and made a grumbling noise.


‘Look, we only have a month left of summer break. That’s thirty more days to rub shoulders and other more interesting body parts with the rich and famous before we’re back to the academic grind. Or at least, I’ll go back to the grind. Slackers like you, who knows?’ Fiona walked to the bed and pulled the covers back. ‘Go – take a shower. Vite. Vite. I’ll pick out a bikini for you.’


‘And a cover-up,’ Nicole said, swinging her legs out of bed. ‘As a sop to my mom’s sense of decorum.’


‘None of which rubbed off on you. You’re lucky your uncle always bails you out of trouble without telling your mom or dad.’


‘Dominic understands craziness. What can I say?’ Nicole smiled as she came to her feet. ‘And you should talk. You were with me most of those times.’ She sniffed the air. ‘God, I love roses. I must have told him that last night.’









Chapter 2


Nicole was lost.


Every corridor on the huge yacht looked the same; miles of marbled tulipwood and polished brass, every cabin door identical – none with identifying signs, which, even after two crew members had pointed her in this direction, probably meant she was in the private quarters of her host.


Damn. She’d had one drink too many. But the well-trained waiting staff were always passing around another tray of yummy summer drinks, the Mediterranean sun was hotter than hell and Fiona kept saying, ‘It’s a party. What are you waiting for?’


So here she was in another posh corridor, looking for a bathroom and facing nothing but closed doors.


What now? Just start opening doors until she got lucky?


Ooops.


She skidded to a stop on the threshold of a large stateroom, the couple on the sofa went still and she met the hooded, amber-eyed gaze of her host.


‘Oh – God, sorry . . . wrong room,’ she stammered, feeling like a deer in the headlights under that hard, assessing stare, feeling seriously underdressed although every other woman at the party was in a bikini too. ‘I was . . . just looking for the loo.’ She started backing up.


‘Wait.’ He’d never seen such stunning, brilliant blue eyes – or a body of such incredible grace. Tossing the feathered sex toy behind the sofa, Rafe quickly rolled off the woman beneath him and, coming to his feet, zipped up his khaki shorts. ‘Use this one.’ He motioned to a frosted-glass door across the large stateroom.


Having come to a stop, Nicole tried not to look at Rafe Contini’s broad shoulders and ripped torso, nor at the semi-nude blonde casually lounging on the sofa, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world for people to stare at her. ‘Really, I couldn’t,’ Nicole murmured, focusing on a striking Picasso painting on the wall in front of her. ‘I’m intruding.’


‘Not at all.’ Responding to the beautiful interloper’s unease, Rafe grabbed his polo shirt from the carpet. ‘Silvie has to leave soon anyway.’


‘I do NOT!’ The blonde punched Rafe’s leg.


His head and arms slid out of his white polo shirt and the fabric dropped over his hard abs. ‘I just meant Emilio will be looking for you. Aren’t you dining with Shokov?’ Rafe said smoothly, ignoring Silvie’s pouty scowl. ‘But stay as long as you wish. I’ll open a bottle of that wine from Georgia you like.’ Bending down, he slipped her bikini bottom on, pulled the black lace top over her large breasts, slid the straps over her shoulders and stood upright. ‘Please –’ he glanced at Nicole – ‘go on in.’ He jabbed a finger towards the door, then raked his fingers through his long hair and flipped it behind his ears with a pivot of his wrists. ‘I’ll get us drinks. Any preferences?’


A flicker of a smile drifted over Nicole’s mouth. ‘I’ve probably had enough if I want to find my way back up to the main deck.’


‘Don’t worry about it.’ His voice dropped slightly, his golden gaze turned warm. ‘I know the way.’


His low, husky voice vibrated softly through her senses. Gently, without urgency, almost weightless – and she found herself saying, ‘Okay. Any drink is fine. Surprise me.’ Stepping into the room, she shut the door and moved towards the bathroom.


Surprise me. Now there’s a plan. Rafe watched her walk across the broad expanse of pale carpet with a breath-held wonder even he recognized as bizarre.


He didn’t remember her, Nicole thought. Two years ago, Rafail Contini, head of R&D for his father’s Swiss firm, Contini Pharmaceuticals, had presented a paper on the future of targeted chemotherapy at a conference in San Francisco. She, along with a group of chemistry undergrads, had been introduced to him by their professor. He was as gorgeous then as now: tall, super-buff, starkly handsome, with long, dark hair and intense amber eyes. Magnetic, jungle-cat eyes.


The kind of man who brought a hush to a room when he walked in.


Serious centre-fold eye candy.


Jesus, enough! Get a grip. He was probably just being gracious offering a drink.


And it was clear that Silvie Fermetti – trophy wife of the Italian ambassador to France, darling of all the gossip rags for her wild ways – had no intention of leaving.


In fact, when Nicole exited the bathroom a short time later, the same voluptuous blonde seated beside Rafe at a small table gave her an if-looks-could-kill glare as though to emphasize that point. Caught in the cross-hairs of the murderous look, Nicole had a moment of doubt. Did she really want to be in the middle of a possible battle royal? Should she refuse the drink and get the hell out? But before she’d taken more than a few steps, Rafe was walking towards her, holding a martini glass.


‘See if you like this Novatini,’ he said a moment later, handing her the drink. ‘Hendrick’s gin, white cranberry juice, half a lime, squeezed. Come sit. You’re an American, aren’t you?’


‘Yes. San Francisco.’ Nicole took the offered glass.


‘I know the city,’ he said as they moved to the table. ‘I spent a couple years at Stanford.’ He pulled out a chair for her.


Nicole glanced up at him as she sat. ‘Small world. I just graduated from Stanford.’


He grinned. ‘It must be karma.’


Conscious of Silvie’s glowering expression, Nicole murmured noncommittally, ‘If you say so.’


‘No doubt in my mind,’ he said very softly, when he’d never actually believed in karma nor in the word mesmerized, which described his reaction to this lithe, lush beauty. Sitting down, he nodded. ‘You’ve been swimming.’ Nicole’s long dark hair fell in damp ringlets.


‘The swimming platform was inviting.’


He smiled. ‘No one ever actually swims around here.’


‘I do.’


‘Often?’


‘Every day.’


He leaned forward. ‘Where are you staying?’


‘Goddamn it, you shit! I’m right here!’ Silvie spat, making a scene as natural as breathing.


‘Relax, Silvie,’ Rafe said. ‘I’m just making conversation.’


‘I want her to leave!’


‘Really, I probably should go,’ Nicole said, setting her glass down.


‘Nonsense.’ Turning to Silvie, he said, very softly, ‘Behave.’


Grabbing her wine glass, she was about to fling its contents at Rafe as if she were once again in the Italian soap-opera role that had brought her to prominence, when the stateroom door abruptly opened.


Emilio Fermetti paused in the doorway. ‘Ah, there you are, Silvie.’ Well dressed in a custom-tailored fawn linen suit, the tall, white-haired patrician was fully capable of artifice after thirty years in the diplomatic service. ‘I thought I might find you here,’ he said with a bland smile.


His wife dropped her glass on the table. ‘The sun was too hot on deck,’ she said with a defiant little shrug.


‘Of course. And you with such fair skin,’ he said gently. ‘But we do have to leave now, darling. Dinner with Shokov.’ He dipped his head to Rafe. ‘Thank you for your hospitality, Rafail. If you’ll excuse us.’


‘Certainly. A pleasure to see you again, Emilio. Make sure you let me know what you need for your Sudan aid mission. I’ll see that the drugs get there.’


‘I’ll send over a list. To you or the Contini Foundation?’ The ambassador smiled faintly. ‘Is Isabelle still in charge of your charities?’


‘She is. Would you like her to call you for the list?’ Isabelle was young, beautiful and unmarried, not that marital status mattered to a lecher like Emilio. But Isabelle could take care of herself.


‘I would, thank you. And thank you too for your continuing philanthropy. I can always count on the generosity of Contini Pharmaceuticals.’


‘Our pleasure. We like to help. Do you need any more of those 3D printers we sent you?’ The new, inexpensive robotic hand the printers made was one of Rafe’s personal projects.


‘Absolutely. We were able to fit forty people, mostly children, with artificial hands last quarter.’


‘Must you always talk business, Emilio?’ Silvie said, with a pettish little sniff, preferring to be the centre of attention. ‘You know I dislike it.’


Her husband cocked one eyebrow. ‘But a necessary annoyance when it comes to charity, my dear.’ He turned to Rafe. ‘If I wouldn’t be imposing, Rafail, another twenty printers would be useful.’


‘I’ll see that Isabelle’s notified. And if there’s anything else we can help with, don’t hesitate to—’


‘I’m leaving if you aren’t!’ Rising from her chair in a petulant huff, her boobs thrust out in an unsubtle ploy for attention, Silvie spun away, marched to the door and slammed it behind her.


Emilio dipped his head and gave Rafe a rare smile of sincerity. ‘You’re not your father’s son, Rafail. Your benevolence is commendable.’


Rafe recognizing the double entendre, grinned. ‘Thanks, I’ve tried very hard not to be my father.’


The ambassador sighed. ‘At times I envy you your youth. Not often.’ His diplomatic smile appeared. ‘I find the drama enervating.’


‘Not always. I’ve heard all the stories.’ Emilio always reminded Rafe of an eighteenth-century courtier. Worldly, rational to a fault, morally ambivalent.


Emilio shrugged. ‘Shokov will put her in a better mood. He’s young and aggressive.’


‘And is thinking of running an oil pipeline under the Adriatic to Italy.’


‘Exactly. It’s the only reason I eat his very bad food. His chef was a chemist first.’


Rafe groaned.


‘You see my dilemma.’ Emilio raised his hand slightly in adieu, and a moment later followed his third wife from the room.


As the door closed on the ambassador, Nicole raised her eyebrows slightly. ‘He seems to like you, you like him. I’m confused. Is she your girlfriend?’


‘You can’t be serious,’ Rafe said.


‘Ah.’


He didn’t respond to her insinuation, nor to her arched look. Instead, he slid down in his chair, lifted his gin and tonic to his mouth and surveyed her over the rim of his glass for a potent moment before he drained the drink. Fishing an ice cube out of the glass he held it up. ‘See this?’ When she didn’t answer he said, ‘The length of time it takes for this to melt is about the extent of my interest in a woman.’


She grinned. ‘Your numerous charities aside, you really can be an unmitigated shit.’


‘Somehow, I’m finding you the exception to my rule,’ he drawled, dropping the ice cube back in the glass. ‘If I believed in the trope of a mysterious stranger entering my life and changing it in a split second, I’d say it was when you walked in the door.’ His mouth twitched slightly in amusement. ‘Since I don’t, I’m going with instant lust.’


‘Fine with me.’ A novel concept in her life, unique to this man, although she liked the equally mysterious notion of second chances. ‘I’ve met you before you know.’


He quickly sat up. ‘Fuck if you have.’ He set his glass down. ‘I would have remembered.’


‘You were with a woman.’


He didn’t want to say that was too common to jog his memory. ‘Tell me where?’


‘San Francisco. Two years ago. You spoke on the targeted chemotherapy Contini Pharmaceuticals was developing.’


‘And I met you?’ He smiled. ‘Were you in disguise?’


‘I was with my chem class, our professor introduced us as a group.’ She didn’t say that the beautiful blonde doctor on his arm had been whispering in his ear at the time which may have distracted him. Nor that, afterward, she and a classmate had discussed the probable size of his dick, his scorching good looks and the fact that if he’d even crooked a finger in their direction, they would have jumped into bed with him, singly or together.


‘Forgive me for not remembering you.’ He suddenly grinned. ‘But there, you see, it’s an instance of awesome fate and opportunistic probability that we met again.’ That it might be something more bizarre, he chose not to acknowledge.


‘Somehow I don’t see you as a spiritual guru.’


He shrugged. ‘Whatever. But I’m glad I met you again.’ He didn’t care if it was the work of pixies or the hand of God; he wanted her. ‘Where are you staying?’


‘At my uncle’s apartment.’


‘Come to my place.’ He folded his hands on the table, leaned forward a little, his gaze focused, her appeal powerful as a riptide, ignoring the fact that what he was about to say was messing with his head. ‘I’ll kick everyone else out.’


‘Everyone else? Meaning?’ She’d never lacked confidence and he was notorious for his casual sexual encounters.


For some reason he didn’t mind her impertinence. ‘Only male friends. I never allow women to stay with me.’ He smiled. ‘Until now. So how about it?’


‘Sure, I’d like that.’ She almost said, ‘Jackpot,’ because so far the boys of summer had been only mildly interesting. Unlike Fiona’s playful pursuit of titles, she was super-picky. ‘But not for long.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘I have to go back to school in a couple of weeks.’


Rafe suddenly went still; her little nose-twitch reminded him of a child. ‘Just for the record,’ he murmured, ‘how old are you?’ People graduated college at any age; he had at nineteen.


‘Worried?’ Nicole flashed him a grin. ‘How much does it matter?’


He scowled. ‘It matters.’


‘Or?’


‘Or you’re gone.’


‘Now neither of us wants that,’ she said, amusement in the blue of her eyes. ‘Do we?’


He didn’t move a muscle; even his breathing quieted. ‘Don’t,’ he said, very softly. ‘No games.’


Nicole’s voice was lush with provocation. ‘Really? I’ve heard you like games.’


‘You heard wrong.’ He held her gaze for a moment, then sighed. ‘Tell me your age or get the fuck out.’ Hand of fate or not, he didn’t do stupid.


‘Twenty-two.’ Her brows rose in perfect arcs. ‘So, are we seeing blue skies and rainbows once again?’ Honeyed sarcasm dripped from every word. ‘Or do I find someone else at this party to entertain me?’


Rafe’s smile slowly unfurled, his eyes took on a predatory glow. ‘You could try, I suppose. But you wouldn’t get out the door.’


‘Oh dear, oh my, I do declare,’ she lamented in playful parody. ‘Am I your captive?’


‘You are.’ Smoothly rising from his chair, he strode toward the door. ‘Now I’m going to lock the door, then fuck you till morning.’


‘And then what?’


Whoa. The unmistakable note of demand in her voice brought him to a stop. He turned. ‘I’m sorry, did you say something?’


She met his insolent gaze and smiled. ‘I said – and then what . . . as in afterwards.’


Audacious or foolhardy? Fascinating certainly. He winked. ‘Afterwards, you can tell me your name. How’s that?’


She winked back. ‘I’ll think about it.’


He went very still. ‘Is this a contest?’


‘I hope not,’ she murmured, gazing at him from under her long, dark lashes. ‘I hope I get what I want.’


‘Which is?’


‘If you need a list, we can talk about it.’


‘Do you know what you’re doing?’ Unsure whether it was anger or lust igniting his senses, his voice took on a raspy edge, his golden gaze turned harsh.


‘I can’t answer that definitely, right now, but it looks like your dick knows what it’s doing,’ she noted, with a languid lift of her hand.


He looked at her for a moment. A woman had never taunted him before and for an uncomfortable moment he considered picking her up and knocking the smile off her face with his crazy-ass dick so far up her pussy he’d need a road map to get out.


‘Don’t,’ she said, very, very softly. ‘This could be really good . . . mind-blowing in fact. You have to know that.’


‘Fuck you,’ he whispered, shifting his stance enough to ease the pressure on his erection.


‘Anytime . . . just not that way, okay?’


He dragged in a ragged breath. ‘Don’t tell me what to do.’


She held his gaze, unflinching. ‘Nor you me.’


A smile slowly overcame his unnameable discontent as he held her contentious stare. ‘Why don’t we see?’ he said, very gently. ‘You might like it after all.’ Then he reached back, turned the key in the lock, slid it into his pocket and moved toward her.









Chapter 3


Only two people in the world were feeling what they were feeling, the sensations like a lightning flash illuminating the universe.


That they were both young, wild and wilful was deeply consequential. Perhaps even the sweet scent of summer played a role. Or maybe it was nothing more than the combustible combination of alcohol and easygoing hospitality on the yacht that day.


But whether fate or chance, lust or circumstance drove events, their dawning recognition that not only was this unprecedented, but might be real was stark.


The word real brought Rafe to an abrupt stop just short of the table where Nicole sat. A frown deepened on his brow as he slowly contemplated the stunning, barely dressed woman looking at him with an increasingly puzzled look as the silence lengthened. ‘I’m freaking out,’ he finally said, ‘because this situation falls into the category of unintended consequences and, as a rule, I generally avoid attachments.’ He smiled wryly. ‘Always, as a matter of fact. So –’ he took a quick breath – ‘no disrespect, but I’m going to pass on this.’


She didn’t doubt him. He’d spoken plainly enough. ‘How much?’ she asked.


He looked at her sharply. ‘I beg your pardon.’


‘How much do you want to pass on this? Give me a percentage.’ She sat up straighter as if she knew she dealt from a position of strength. And when he looked at her expressionless and silent, she said, ‘Do you want me to tell you why you’re spooked?’


She was sitting there quietly, and her self-possession struck him as strangely seductive. He wanted to be angry with her, but she was so assured he couldn’t help but admire her. And, of course, he wanted to fuck her too. ‘Really?’ he muttered, frustrated by his contradictory emotions, by his riveting interest in this woman. ‘You have all the fucking answers?’


‘Maybe just a few.’ She raised her brows slightly, immune to his male phobia of relationships. ‘Or would you prefer I leave?’


He dragged in a breath, stared at her, knew he was going to regret it even before he said, ‘No.’


‘Then be nice. I don’t need you to make my life interesting. I can do that on my own.’ She smiled just a little because he was looking at her with such blunt curiosity it was clear she didn’t conform to his notions of sex partners. ‘With all the single men on your guest list today, finding someone to entertain me won’t be a problem.’


She was a cheeky little thing– – actually not so little everywhere, he corrected himself, letting his gaze settle briefly on her lush tits. Suddenly, his misgivings were irrelevant, evaporating like rain in the desert after a hundred-year drought. Slipping his hand into his shorts pocket, he pulled out the door key and held it up. ‘One slight drawback to you finding other entertainment.’


Her eyes widened slightly. ‘You’re serious?’


‘As death and taxes,’ he said softly.


‘Hmmmm.’ She measured the distance from the table to the key.


He followed her glance and suddenly smiled. ‘In over your head?’


She smiled back. ‘Never.’


It was his turn to say, ‘Hmmm.’ She was relaxed, her breathing steady, not even a hint of unease in her lounging posture, despite the fact she was wearing very little and locked in a stranger’s stateroom. ‘Don’t tell me you have a black belt in karate or something?’ Pocketing the key, he dropped into a chair opposite her.


‘Not a black belt, but I do have something.’ Her eyes sparkled with amusement. ‘Something you want.’


‘I could just take it.’


She gave him a look of mild forbearance. ‘Now where’s the fun in that?’


He placed his hands on the marquetry table, slid them forward and, leaning over, held her brilliant eyes. ‘Tell me about this fun.’


‘First,’ she said, gently, ‘let’s clear away the obstacles. We’re both feeling this incredible attraction, excitement – whatever it is – don’t panic, I’m just stating a fact, I’m not looking for permanence. I have a life. You have a life. And that’s not going to change. You don’t have to explain anything to me about what you’ve done in the past or why you’ve done it.’ She leaned back a little in the shagreen and aluminium sculpted chair and smiled at him. ‘And if it makes you more comfortable, I don’t have boyfriends probably for the same reasons you don’t have . . . what? Attachments? Are we good now? Can we just enjoy ourselves? I’m sure you know how, and if you don’t –’ she laughed a little – ‘I have some suggestions.’


Her soft laughter was without artifice and damned charming. Sliding back in his chair, he smiled warmly. ‘Are you a bloody therapist?’


‘No – just realistic, fickle, super-busy – like you, I’m guessing. By the way –’ her voice was amused – ‘do you give that all-worked-up speech about no attachments often?’


He rolled his eyes. ‘Not until I met you.’


‘So I’m special,’ she said, her eyes alight.


‘Yes. In every impractical, improbable, disturbing way.’ Then he blew off his last unsettling doubts because the woman smiling at him inspired novel impulses apart from sex and desire and he’d spent a good many years chasing new sensations. ‘So the complexities aside,’ he said, sketching a small circle in the air with his index finger, ‘this thing we’ve got going – you and me – us . . . karma – whatever the fuck it is, I’d like to take it slow and easy if you don’t mind.’


‘You mean stamp the date and time on our psyches, tattoo it on our hearts, send word balloons out into the ether?’


His sudden smile was dazzling. ‘I’m obviously more sober than you, but yeah – something like that.’


She grinned. ‘Personally, I’m going with the liquor rather than magic.’


He sighed. ‘I’m not so sure. But I do know I don’t want to rush. That okay with you?’


‘Maybe.’


His eyebrows spiked upward.


‘You can’t plan everything, that’s all I mean. Sometimes shit just happens.’


‘I know.’


‘Like this.’


‘Yes.’ He held out his hand. ‘Like this.’


His long, slender fingers closed over hers, and rising from his chair he pulled her to her feet and drew her near. ‘Christ,’ he murmured, squeezing her hand lightly. ‘Did you feel that?’


Her breath caught, but she said, ‘I’m not sure.’


‘Fuck if you’re not. Tell me you don’t feel anything.’ Enveloping her other hand in his large grip, he dipped his head until their eyes were level – deep, vivid blue and a warm, unshadowed gold. ‘Tell me you’re not touched by the mythical electricity.’


She slowly exhaled. ‘I’d prefer not going there.’


‘Don’t tell me the lady who advised me not to be spooked is afraid of a little romantic sentiment?’ Pulling her closer so their bodies lightly met, he smiled. ‘Come on, take the leap. It could be an incredible rush.’


It helped that she felt the hard, solid strength of his body, so she was reminded of who he was and what he was, how she’d seen him casually rising from the sofa not long ago. ‘You and romance? Seriously? You’d have to have a personality change from what I hear.’


‘Don’t believe everything you hear,’ he said, brusquely dismissive. ‘And this is different. We both know that. Maybe we should google romance and set up a game plan for novices,’ he suggested only half in jest.


‘Speaking of game plans within the realm of possibility,’ Nicole said drily, ‘I do have to let my friend Fiona know I’m staying over. And – in the event even some of the gossip about you is true – just a quick FYI – I don’t take orders.’


‘You never know.’


She jerked her hands free and frowned. ‘I know.’


‘I can change your mind,’ he contradicted. She didn’t so much as blink. He liked it that she wasn’t intimidated.


‘I’m not here alone.’ She lifted her chin in wilful challenge. ‘Fiona’s with me.’


‘It doesn’t matter.’ His lashes dropped infinitesimally. ‘At all.’


‘Because this yacht is yours, the crew is yours.’


‘And I can buy anything and anyone,’ he finished softly.


Her skin prickled. But a second later she reminded herself that her uncle Dominic had given her a glimpse into both the joy and misery of great wealth and power. ‘Look,’ she said, briskly, ‘I don’t care if you can paper the world in money, but Fiona needs a heads-up.’


‘Then I’ll have someone tell her.’ A brief, perfunctory statement.


‘No.’ Her voice was curt. ‘I’ll tell her. She has my phone too. I need it.’


Rafe was in no rush to exert his authority. Hell, it might be interesting to show this blue-eyed beauty the finite details a propos who did what to whom. ‘Suit yourself.’ His voice was urbane, his smile well-mannered. ‘Would you like me to find someone to entertain your friend?’


She grinned. ‘You know when to stop pushing.’


He inclined his head slightly in acknowledgment. ‘I do.’ He laughed. ‘But don’t get reckless.’


‘I hope that’s not part of the orders.’


Her smile dazzled and for a split second it bothered him that she handled herself so well. But a split second later he reminded himself that he wasn’t looking for innocence; he never had. ‘Of course not,’ he said, polite as hell. ‘Now, does your friend need my help?’


‘No, thanks,’ Nicole answered because she could be polite too when she wanted something. ‘Fiona likes to make her own selections from the titled ranks. It’s her thing this summer.’


‘Then she’s in the right place. There’s a full phalanx of titles on-board. If she needs any introductions, I’d be more than happy to oblige. Tell her you’ll be gone for a while though.’ He smiled. ‘I have plans – with your approval of course,’ he added smoothly.


Nicole grinned. ‘Women don’t talk back to you much, do they?’


‘Not often, no.’


‘And if they do?’


A small pause, before he said, ‘It depends.’


‘On?’


She was fearless. He smiled. ‘What I want.’


‘I may want things too,’ she warned him. ‘So you still have time to change your mind.’


You don’t. ‘I think I can deal with it.’ A quick flash of white teeth. ‘I’m a problem solver.’


‘Speaking of problems,’ Nicole said, suddenly groaning, ‘I have five brothers and sisters and a mom and dad who like to be involved in my life. So I’ll have to coordinate stories with Fiona. My mother calls at least once a day, usually more often.’


‘Don’t worry about it. I’m an only child . . . sort of,’ he added. ‘My mother remarried after my father died and I now have a stepbrother. But Mother’s also part of the business – always has been and we stay in touch. But I’ll be quiet when you’re on the phone and vice versa.’


‘Christ, why do I feel like I’m fifteen and out past curfew?’


‘I can’t speak for you, but with the brevity of my female friendships, phone calls have never been an issue before.’


‘Jesus, maybe it really is karma. I’ve never had to plan past a few hours either.’


‘So everything’s brand new with us,’ he said, husky and low.


‘Fresh as spring.’ She gave her head a little shake. ‘I don’t actually believe it.’


He smiled, eminently comfortable now with the wisdom of his choice. ‘Maybe I can show you – make you a believer.’


‘Or I’ll show you,’ she said with a grin.


He laughed. ‘Be my guest. I’m easy.’ If she was talking about sex though, he guessed his skill set was more varied and sophisticated than hers. Not that he was questioning her expertise, but few people were introduced to the flesh markets of the world at fifteen as he’d been by a father whose taste for vice was notorious. Although the strangeness of his current feelings was so far removed from lust, he was looking forward to having the tender mysteries of the universe revealed. Not that he’d characterize his feelings as entirely asexual. He suddenly grinned.


‘What?’


‘I was trying to decide to what degree sex enters this new emotional world of ours.’


‘You better be kidding.’


‘Ah.’


‘Damn right – ah.’ Nicole slid her hands down his chest, brought her palms to rest on his fly. ‘Because I have plans and apparently you do too,’ she said, smiling up at him as his erection swelled under her fingers.


‘But not right this second,’ he murmured, lifting her hands away and taking a step back. ‘I’m going to take a quick shower first. I don’t know why I’m sorry about Silvie but I am. It won’t take me long. In the meantime,’ he added, moving toward an intercom on the wall, ‘if you tell me what Fiona looks like, I’ll have someone bring her here and you two can coordinate your schedules.’ He paused before striking the call button. ‘Although, say the word and I’ll see that she has a companion with any title she wants.’


‘Really? You can do that?’


‘Absolutely. A lot of these aristocratic families are short of cash. I’m not. So she can put in her order.’ When Nicole hesitated, he added, ‘Or if you prefer, she could come with us. We could sail somewhere – the Adriatic, the Greek islands. The weather’s nice this time of year and most businesses, ours included, are on semi-holiday.’ Whatever she wanted she could have; whatever made her happy made him happy. An imaginary world come to life with her. Not that he was going to begin to parse the strange earnestness of his feelings; he preferred uncomplicated sex.


‘Is that what you want to do?’


‘I want to do whatever you want to do,’ he replied very politely because he had an explicit personal agenda; he’d not developed into a paragon of beneficence regardless of the novel circumstances. ‘Our time is limited if you’re going back to school.’ His gaze suddenly narrowed, a compelling urgency glittered in the golden depths of his eyes. ‘Tell me your name.’


‘Nicole Parrish.’


He didn’t move for a fraction of a second, his brow furrowed. Then he took a breath and smiled the most beautiful smile. ‘A pleasure to meet you, Nicole Parrish. We’re going to have fun.’


‘I know,’ she said with a lavish grin. ‘I find you very attractive.’


He laughed. ‘And I find you,’ he said, his voice taking on a husky resonance, ‘my reward for ignoring every cautionary precept in my life.’ His expression shuttered slightly as he gazed at her. ‘I’m both disturbed and obsessed, but,’ he added more softly, feeling an improbable pleasure, ‘I’m looking forward to my obsession.’


‘Is this where I say I’ll be gentle and not take advantage of you?’


‘God no.’ His smile was sunny. ‘By all means take advantage of me.’


‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you,’ she teased.


She was too tempting, he thought, as she stood before him, barely clothed, confident and assured, aware of her extravagant beauty and for a moment his gaze cooled.


She could see that he was uncomfortable; too many compliant women had left him unequipped to deal with her directness. ‘Forgive me. I only meant it in fun. If you like, I promise not to be demanding.’


Her astonishing offer made him smile. ‘You couldn’t do it.’


The light of mischief shone in her eyes. ‘For you, I’d really try.’


‘You’ll have to show me then,’ he said, circumspect and polite, as if she’d offered him some superficial kindness.


‘My pleasure.’


Rafe smiled. ‘I know,’ he said cryptically. ‘Now, give me a description and we’ll get Fiona up here.’









Chapter 4


Shortly after Rafe left to shower, there was a discreet knock on the door, a crew member ushered Fiona into the stateroom, then quietly withdrew.


‘Holy shit! Is that a real Picasso?’ Fiona moved towards the painting which hung above the lime-green sofa.


Nicole smiled. ‘I guess. It’s signed.’


Fiona surveyed the enormous painting of Picasso’s young family on the beach at Juan-les-Pins. ‘I recognize this from Art One.’ She swung around. ‘And that and that,’ she added, pointing at several more works of art. ‘Fuck this is real money.’ She waved her arms. ‘Everything here is like antique or designer. Did you really score the god himself?’ She grinned. ‘Or am I in a museum?’


‘No museum. And he’s just a man, so relax.’


‘Yeah, right. Like Jesus Christ was just a long-haired hippy and Kim Kardashian is just a lady with big tits and—’


‘Okay,’ Nicole said drily, ‘I get the picture. He’s got something else going for him.’


‘About a gazillion somethings. Where is he?’ Her face fell. ‘Oh, God, sorry. Did he hit and run? Am I here to take you away?’


‘Have a little faith, babe.’ Nicole grinned. ‘He likes me. I like him. We like each other.’ She gestured over her shoulder. ‘He’s in the shower washing off the scent of Silvie Fermetti. It looked like they were about to have sex when I accidently barged in.’


‘You’re kidding!’


‘I couldn’t see for sure, but he was zipping up when he came to his feet.’


‘Oh my God!’ Fiona dropped into the nearest chair as though knocked off her feet by the shock. Then her smile appeared, widened, crinkled the corners of her eyes. ‘Tell me every little sordid titillating detail.’ She shoved herself upright. ‘Mostly how he got rid of the firebrand Silvie Fermetti. You know how wild she looked in those pictures in Paris Match last week. And that guy she was punching . . .’


‘I’ll tell you later.’ Nicole glanced over her shoulder. ‘Privately. What I wanted to tell you was that I’m going to stay with him for a while.’


‘A while!’


‘Calm down. Seriously, it’s not that big a deal.’ Nicole took the chair beside her friend. ‘And Rafe said if you want to come sailing with us, you’re welcome. Also, if you want introductions to anyone, or if you want him to set you up with some titled dude, he’s willing.’


‘Wow. So I can put in my order and he’ll do the pimping?’


Nicole smiled. ‘It sounded like it. See anyone you want today?’


‘Lordy, lordy, if I have that big a menu,’ Fiona murmured. ‘Lemme think . . .’


*


While Fiona was trying to decide, Rafe had already made a few decisions. First, he’d prefer being alone with Nicole. Second, the title of prince seemed to have a certain cachet with women. And last, his cousin Giacomino owed him a favour.


Picking up the phone in the shower, he gave instructions for someone to find Prince Giacomino Santori and a few minutes later the phone rang.


‘How busy are you?’ Rafe’s Italian was rapid fire. ‘I’m in the shower. I don’t have much time.’


Giacomino knew that tone of voice and, with a smile for the lady he was flirting with, he moved away from her. ‘Not that busy, Rafe. What do you need?’


‘I’m calling in my marker. Do this for me and we’re even.’


Since Giacomino owed Rafe three hundred k, his answer was predictable. ‘Name it.’


‘There’s a lady in my stateroom I need you to take off my hands. I haven’t seen her, but I’m assuming she won’t hurt your eyes. Her name’s Fiona, she’s blonde and since I want her friend for myself, I need you to entertain Fiona somewhere else for a few days.’


‘Presumably this Fiona has a choice. What if she’s not interested?’


‘We both know you can make her interested. So just do it. Take her shopping, to the casino, wine and dine her. Spend what you need to make her happy – although I’m not paying for your lack of skill so don’t run up any charges at the roulette table. Carlos will give you a credit card. Use it, no questions asked. OK?’


‘Fuck yes.’


‘Oh, and be sure you see that Fiona is happy sexually too – or she’ll move on. Apparently she’s adding up her conquests this summer.’


‘Cristo Dios – you don’t want much.’


‘Actually, I do. I want three hundred k and expenses worth of fucking. We both know you can do it. Hell, you might even like her. See you in five.’


*


Rafe was walking out of the bathroom, dressed in fresh clothes, his T-shirt faintly damp against his skin, rubbing his hair with a towel when the corridor door opened and a tall, blond, very handsome man stood on the threshold.


Rafe smiled. ‘Jack, come on in. I looked for you earlier. Did you just get on-board?’


‘A few minutes ago,’ Giacomino said, picking up his cue. ‘Am I interrupting anything?’


‘No, have a drink with us.’ Rafe dropped the towel on a chair, quickly finger-combed his heavy hair and waved his cousin in. ‘I’ll introduce you to the ladies.’


Fiona and Nicole were seated beside each other on matching chairs upholstered in white duck, hand-painted in a colourful Japanese dragon design.


Arriving from opposite directions, the men met at the chairs. Rafe lifted his hand briefly in his cousin’s direction. ‘Jack, may I present Nicole Parrish and Fiona . . .’ He hesitated and Nicole interjected, ‘Kelly.’


‘Fiona Kelly. Jack’s my cousin and his entire name is Prince Giacomino Franceschini-Santori, but he prefers Jack. Nicole, Fiona, Jack. There, that’s done.’ Rafe smiled. ‘Now what does everyone want to drink?’ He winked at Nicole and lowered his voice. ‘Another surprise for you?’


‘Sure.’ She held his gaze and spoke as softly. ‘I like surprises.’


A small hush fell, a faint frisson of anticipation ruffling the air, the ripe sense of opportunity palpable.


Fiona and Jack exchanged glances. ‘Would you like us to leave?’ Jack asked. ‘We can find a drink on deck.’ He moved to Fiona’s chair, held out his hand and smiled with incredible charm. ‘Or if you’re tired of the crowd here, we could go somewhere else. Anywhere you like.’


As he pulled her to her feet, Fiona grinned. ‘Paris, Rome, Madrid?’


He looked down at her, his grey gaze amused. ‘Which one first?’


‘God no, I was just kidding. But I couldn’t resist a line like that.’ She did a little flutter of her fingers. ‘This – yachts and such – is rarefied air for a girl from the suburbs.’


‘Why don’t you two fly to Ibiza?’ Rafe said, his gaze still on Nicole, wondering how one woman could make him so goddamn needy, thinking he’d never seen such flawless skin, a mouth as soft and pink. Feeling his erection begin to rise at the thought, he quickly said, ‘The nightlife and beaches there are prime. Take my Gulfstream. You’ve two more weeks of vacation, right?’


‘Uh-uh – a month,’ Fiona corrected.


Rafe shot her a sharp look over his shoulder then turned back to Nicole, the warmth in his eyes extinguished. ‘A couple of weeks?’ There was a sudden hostile edge to his voice.


She stared right back. ‘You’d just explained your ice-cube policy to me.’ She shrugged. ‘I was giving myself options.’


His riveting eyes narrowed. ‘What makes you think you have options?’


‘Fuck you,’ she hissed, starting to rise.


Moving with surprising speed, he shoved her back down with a stunningly soft push and, planting his palms on the chair arms, leaned in close. ‘Don’t be childish,’ he said under his breath.


She glared at him. ‘I decide when I leave, okay?’


‘Come on, kids, no fighting on a nice summer day,’ Jack drawled.


Rafe silenced him with a raised palm.


‘Really, I don’t need a protector, but thank you,’ Nicole said into the electric silence, not a trace of anxiety in her expression. She smiled at Jack over Rafe’s shoulder. ‘Why don’t you get our drinks while Rafe and I talk?’


Jack had recovered his equilibrium. ‘Only if you two promise to make up,’ he said with a cheerful breeziness.


Rafe stood upright and glanced at his cousin. ‘I’ll have a whisky. Neat.’


That clipped tone didn’t invite further conversation; nor did the prince’s large debt inspire him to persist. And when Nicole said, ‘The same for me, thanks,’ Jack readily surrendered his conciliatory role.


As Fiona and Jack walked away, Rafe pulled up a matching hassock so close to Nicole’s chair her feet were in imminent danger. But before her alarm fully registered, Rafe slid his hand under her legs, lifted them, dropped the hassock, sat and placed her feet in his lap.


Then, quietly infuriated, half hoping she’d resist, he leaned forward, slid his palms up her legs, her inner thighs and when his thumbs came to rest on the flowered silk covering her crotch, he looked up and met her angry gaze. ‘I told you this isn’t a game,’ he said, his voice taut with challenge, pressing his thumbs deeper. ‘Did you not get the message?’


It took her a half-second to reply with the lustful jolt shimmering through her senses in a totally outrageous give-it-to-me NOW response. But the blue of her eyes sparked flame-hot when she snapped, ‘Our messages must have crossed then, because I distinctly remember telling you I don’t take orders. That includes me telling you everything I’m thinking in advance.’


‘So is it two weeks or a month?’ he growled.


‘If you don’t change your damned tone, it’ll be two minutes.’


Rafe slid his thumbs under the bikini bottom and gently stroked her silky wetness. ‘Two minutes?’ His smile was knowing. ‘I’m guessing a pussy this wet is going to want more than that.’


‘Stop it,’ she muttered, trying to draw away. ‘I mean it.’


Hooking his thumbs in her slick heat, he dragged her back. ‘Liar,’ he whispered, the single word uttered in a low, husky, obscenely sexy tone, the soft assertion rich with authority, making her squirm and turn liquid around his fingers. ‘You like that?’ he said, amused. ‘Or are you just glad to see me?’ His thumbs stroked up and down, gently, deftly, divinely, while she melted inside, grew slippery with longing, tried not to pant openly.


Rafe shot a quick look toward the bar. ‘Give us some privacy,’ he said in Italian. ‘Go.’


Jack smiled at Fiona. ‘Want to fly somewhere?’


Fiona didn’t understand Italian, but Rafe’s sharp, staccato delivery had been clear. ‘One stupid question first and it really doesn’t matter, but are you actually a prince?’


Jack grinned. ‘I’d better be or I’m going to have to send back all the monogrammed towels.’


‘Perfect,’ Fiona said cheerfully. Turning to Nicole, she raised her voice enough to be heard across the large salon. ‘Hey, babe, are you going to be okay if I leave for a few days?’


‘She’ll be fine,’ Rafe answered crisply.


Fiona touched Jack’s hand. ‘Be right back.’


As Fiona walked toward them, Rafe turned back to Nicole. ‘Don’t fucking move,’ he murmured, and pressed both thumbs down on her swollen clit with flawless dexterity.


Stifling a gasp, reality momentarily eclipsed by a wild, scorching delirium, Nicole suddenly wondered if the awesome pleasure Rafe offered was worth forfeiting her independence for. Quintessentially wilful, however, the answer was only briefly in doubt and, drawing in a small breath, she said, ‘Maybe I’ll leave with Fiona.’


His expression held a hint of triumph. ‘No, you won’t, because you want me to put my big, stiff dick in your wet pussy and get you off.’ Swiftly rolling his wrist, he slid his index and middle finger palm deep into her sleek, pulsing warmth and at her shocked surprise whispered, ‘Just. Like. That.’ Then smoothly withdrawing, he sat back and casually wiped his fingers on his shorts.


With Fiona drawing near, Nicole suppressed her shudder, tried not to think about how desperately she wanted to screw the egotistical prick. That Rafe was watching her, clear-eyed and brilliantly relaxed, made her unspeakably pissed off and shamelessly horny. Damn, his quiet arrogance was hot.


Fiona stopped at Nicole’s chair and, not entirely sure she wasn’t in the midst of a war zone, asked cautiously, ‘Are you going to stay or come with us?’


‘I haven’t decided,’ Nicole said, when, of course, she had, with her libido full speed ahead in its not-to-be-missed rendezvous with destiny.


Rafe couldn’t recall a woman ever challenging him – acquiescence the rule when it came to the females in his life – and he briefly wondered if he’d be picking up the tab for a holiday that didn’t include him. Probably not – actually no way in hell – because he wasn’t going to let her leave. Nicole Parrish intrigued him, made him curious to discover what made her different. Although it might just be her prickly defiance that made him hard.


Whatever the reason, a swift adjustment to the personal dynamic was required. Lowering his voice, Rafe said, softly, ‘I’m sorry.’ Reaching out, he touched Nicole’s fingers where they lay on the chair arm. ‘I’ll apologize any way you wish. I had no right to take offence. Forgive me?’ His golden gaze was warm, his smile innocent as a child’s. ‘Two weeks is perfect.’


Nicole stared at him for a second, then a small smile twitched at the corners of her mouth, broadened a moment later to light up her eyes. ‘Goddamn, you’re smooth, Contini. Even better than my younger brother when he wants to drive my car.’


Rafe returned her appealing smile. ‘You can drive my car – cars, yacht, planes, choppers. Anytime. Anywhere.’


Then he left the silence undisturbed.


He was entirely too good-looking. Too familiar with a revolving door of women making asses of themselves to please him. She could choose not to join that vast legion, but then her rendezvous with destiny was beckoning like a mirage in the desert. And like mirages everywhere, the lure was irresistible. Perhaps not completely irresistible, because a little voice inside her head reprimanded her sharply: I’m disowning you if you cave in completely. I need a quid pro quo. ‘Just so everything’s clear,’ Nicole said, hardwired not to cave in with or without a niggling voice, ‘we’re agreed on two weeks?’


He recognized her challenge, said as much with a look.


She laughed. ‘They always just say yes, don’t they?’


‘Of course not,’ he lied.


Nicole looked up at Fiona, who was failing to follow the subtext of the conversation. ‘I’m going to stay,’ she explained. ‘You and Jack have a good time.’


‘You’re sure now?’ There was a note of uncertainty in Fiona’s voice.


‘Rafe said he was sorry.’ Nicole gave him a smug smile. ‘So everything’s good. What about you? Are you fine with –’ she wiggled her fingers – ‘wherever you’re going?’


‘Are you kidding?’ Fiona let out a throaty giggle. ‘I feel like I won the lottery!’


Nicole laughed. ‘Have fun then. Oh hell,’ she said. ‘Do you know where my phone is?’


‘With mine. I’ll go get it.’


‘I’ll go with you.’ Jack set down the two whiskies he held, intent on giving Rafe the privacy he wanted.


Rafe glanced up. ‘Carlos is in the wheelhouse. I told him you’d be up.’


Nicole waited until they were alone before offering her own apology. ‘I’m sorry too. I have a short fuse.’ Whether her mother’s admonitions about common courtesy were prompting her or she was trying to semi-manage the uncharted craziness, she wanted to clear the air. ‘Can you deal with the fireworks? We’ll probably fight like a couple of cats.’


He offered her a lazy grin. ‘Cats?’


‘Not you, I suppose – unless it’s some huge jungle animal.’ Her gaze flicked up, a playful glitter in the blue depths. ‘Points to you on weight class.’


‘Why don’t I promise not to use my size to my advantage.’ His smile could have melted the last of the Arctic ice. ‘Deal?’


She nibbled her bottom lip. ‘Deal, but still . . . last warning – I can be difficult. You might be better off with someone else.’


‘In what way?’


‘Less angst. More compliance.’ She smiled. ‘All those yeses you like.’


His eyebrows rose. ‘Tut, tut. You want compliments? You want me to tell you how special you are? How I can’t live without you?’


‘Screw you,’ she muttered, taking offence at his silky sarcasm, chafing at her flagrant attraction to a man who only knew adoring women.


‘Oh, you will,’ he said, softly, ‘a hundred different ways. And,’ he added with a smile, ‘if I’d wanted someone else, I wouldn’t have sent Silvie away.’


His deep voice was like a caress, his smile sensual, the subliminal message so overt she felt the pleasure ripple through her body, particularly where his fingers had so recently rested. But he was watching her, so, ignoring his lazy smile and her fevered senses, she spoke with deliberate coolness. ‘You forget, her husband came for her.’


‘I could have dealt with it. Silvie likes to fuck me. She would have stayed.’


Nicole gave him a sharp look. ‘You really are an arrogant bastard.’


‘But that’s what you like. You don’t want someone too nice, do you?’ When she didn’t answer, he said very softly, ‘I’ll tell you what you want. You want raw, sweaty, rock-your-world sex. You want to be pushed and pushed and pushed some more until you’re dripping wet and desperate, until you’ll do anything to be taken over the fucking orgasmic edge. Because under all that sass and audacity of yours you don’t really want a man who takes orders, do you?’ Her heart was pounding, her ears buzzing, her breath caught in her throat and, as if knowing what he’d done to her, he held her heated gaze, gave her a mocking smile and repeated in a whisper, ‘Do you, Nicole?’


She didn’t have to answer. She shouldn’t with that insolent smile on his face. She should tell him to find someone else to fucking push over the edge. But she didn’t because all she felt was an insistent, impossible craving that she was powerless to contain and she wasn’t entirely sure she wasn’t going to simply melt in a puddle of lust right before his eyes. So with a noticeable wince because she’d never before said anything so abjectly submissive, she answered, ‘No.’


‘That’s what I thought,’ he said, amused.


She gave him the finger and he only said, ‘You’re going to be a great fuck.’


‘Maybe I don’t need you,’ she muttered, sullen and testy.


‘Need and want are two different things.’ His smile was warm. ‘I can show you.’


Annoyed by that lovely smile –a reflex for a man used to getting what he wanted – she held up her hands and wiggled her fingers. ‘FYI – these work just fine.’


‘I’m going to teach you a whole new meaning of the word penetration,’ he gently said, as if she’d not spoken. ‘Nothing extraordinary or shocking,’ he added at her nervous start. ‘Just a different kind of compliance.’ His brows rose faintly as he watched the colour flush in her cheeks. ‘Don’t tell me you’re afraid. Or does it turn you on – the thought of what I’ll do to you?’ Looking at her directly, he lowered his voice to a sultry whisper. ‘It’s about me setting the rules and you obeying them. Willingly. Totally. Without complaint,’ he whispered as she uttered a soft breathy moan. ‘You’ll be sore in the morning, but you’ll come so many times you’ll be grateful and –’ he grinned – ‘knowing you, probably resentful. But I guarantee you’ll enjoy it.’


Even as lust in all its torrid, earth-shaking intensity roared through her senses, she bristled at his assurance. ‘You can’t guarantee that.’


‘Fuck if I can’t. You’re getting wetter just thinking about what I’m going to do to you, aren’t you?’ His voice was exaggeratedly soft. ‘Wondering how it feels to submit for the first time in your spoiled life.’ He took an exasperated breath. ‘Don’t pretend you don’t know you’re beautiful.’


They looked at each other for a taut, simmering moment, both defensive and defenceless. Both stunned by a rare feeling of freedom lost.


Then with zero interest in shutting down this freaking flame-hot drama, Rafe reached out and gently slid a damp curl behind her ear. ‘I’ll make sure you’re happy with the arrangement,’ he whispered. ‘I promise.’


The door abruptly opened and Fiona and Jack walked in.


Instantly Rafe’s face was wiped clean of expression. ‘So no more arguments?’ His voice was bland. ‘Only sunshine in paradise for us?’


Less practised in casual prevarication, it took Nicole a second to regain her composure and a further second to answer as blandly, ‘I’ll give it a try.’ Her smile was carefully rationed. ‘That’s all I can promise.’


Now there was an award-worthy bitch. ‘Trying’s good,’ he said smooth as silk, glancing up as Fiona reached them. ‘You found the phone. Perfect.’ He held out his hand, took Nicole’s purse and set it beside him on the hassock.


‘We should check in every day,’ Fiona said. ‘In case our mothers need some explanation.’


‘Or we do,’ Nicole noted, unsure of the length of her stay.


‘Agreed. When?’


Nicole shrugged. ‘I don’t care. I talked to my mother earlier, so I’m off the hook for today.’


‘Oneish then tomorrow. Anything else we should agree on?’ Fiona’s voice plainly conveyed her reservations.


Rafe smiled. ‘You two have your code words in case Jack or I misbehave?’ Lifting Nicole’s feet from his lap he lightly kissed her toes. ‘And just for the record,’ Rafe said, glancing up and smiling at her, ‘I’ve never done that before.’


‘I do so like to be special,’ Nicole purred.


‘And you are, pussycat.’ He winked. ‘No doubt in my mind.’


Conscious of his cousin’s unprecedented show of affection, Jack immediately made their adieus with a promise that he and Fiona would stay in touch.


With the door closing on their friends, Rafe glanced at the clock, as if fixing this extraordinary event in his memory. He’d always been a practical man, but his feelings for Nicole offered him no reference points in his past. This holiday was about play, but not just play; it was something more. Something honest and joyful, something that made him happy when he’d always been critical of the significance of the word.


And for the first time in his life, he was planning on spending more than a few hours with a woman.


Weeks in fact.


Perhaps . . . the less infatuated portion of his brain reflected, as did the deep-seated pragmatic centres of his subconscious.


This was, after all, a completely unorthodox situation.


No sense in jumping to conclusions.


‘Hey.’


He looked up.


Nicole gazed at him from under lowered lashes, her smile playful. ‘What if I said you’re the sunshine of my life, and you’re probably a little bit right about everything you said – like sex-wise?’


He laughed. ‘I’d say give me whatever you’re smokin’.’ Then his voice softened and he said, quietly, ‘You make the sun shine for me as well . . . the moon and stars too, I’m guessing.’ His mouth twitched. ‘We’ll find out tonight.’
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