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CHAPTER ONE



If you want to make it in this business, you must immerse yourself in the story.”


That was the advice Eden Huckabee’s editor had given her. But what Eden was getting ready to do was more than immersing herself. It was like jumping into the San Francisco Bay in a pair of cement shoes. How did she know that the man who waited behind the double doors of the penthouse suite wasn’t another Zodiac Killer? Or the real Zodiac Killer since he’d never been apprehended? All Eden had was the word of a prostitute who said that he wasn’t.


“He’s a really respectful guy,” Madison had said, “who must be afraid of women. That’s the only reason I can think of for the ‘no touching’ rule.”


No touching. That’s what clinched the deal for Eden. She could immerse herself in the story as long as there was no touching.


Taking a deep breath, she tapped on one of the doors. Per instructions, she’d stopped by the concierge’s desk for a room key, but she felt it would be rude to just walk in without knocking. The door handle turned, and for a moment, Eden tensed for flight. Her body relaxed when a young man who looked like Harry Styles from the boy band One Direction peeked out. He had long hair and pretty eyes, and still carried baby fat in his cheeks.


This was the man who Madison called the Dark Seducer? No wonder he kept the lights off; he probably didn’t want the escorts carding him. Eden bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. It appeared that all she needed to worry about now was being asked to perform a cheer in a pleated parochial school skirt. Pleated skirts made her butt look the size of a front-loader washer, and she had never been what you would call coordinated.


While she was trying not to laugh, the young man was giving her a thorough once-over. His gaze wandered over her damp hair, rain-drenched coat, and wet high heels. It was raining cats and dogs, and since she had forgotten to bring cash to tip the valet, she’d been forced to park a good block and a half away. San Francisco had a lot of things, but parking wasn’t one of them.


“So are you a hooker?” The young man finally spoke. “Because you don’t look hot enough to be a hooker.”


All the cuteness drained right out of him, and Eden had the strong urge to pinch his baby-fat cheeks until his eyes watered. “I believe that hot is in the eye of the beholder. And we’re called escorts, not hookers.”


“What’s the difference?”


Eden had wondered the same thing, but after meeting Madison, she’d learned that there was a big difference between being a hooker and being an escort. Hookers had pimps. Escorts had services. Hookers worked nightly. Escorts worked rarely. Hookers barely made enough to keep them in drugs. Escorts made a boatload of cash—not to mention the jewelry, vacations, and homes they received as bonuses. Hookers weren’t picky about their clients. Escorts were very picky.


Which didn’t explain why Madison had chosen this smart-mouthed yahoo.


“Are you going to let me in?” she asked. “Or am I not hot enough?”


He shrugged and opened the door.


The suite was over-the-top lavish. The marble floors of the entryway gleamed in the light of the overhead chandelier. There was an opulent contemporary dining room table on the right. And in the living area, white couches and chairs surrounded a fire pit coffee table with blue quartz in the center that flickered with gas flames.


Being wet and cold, Eden wanted to move closer to the fire. Instead she stood there, dripping on the marble floor and staring in awe at the spectacular view of downtown and the Bay Bridge. Obviously the kid made money. No doubt one of the growing numbers of Internet baby billionaires who struggled to spend their wads of cash. It wouldn’t be a bad angle for a story. But one story at a time. This story was about Madison. It was Madison’s perspective Eden needed to channel. What ran through her head when she walked into a hotel room? What did she see? Feel? And ultimately, how did she deal with selling her body for—


Eden’s mind came to a screeching halt when hands settled on her shoulders. She jumped and then turned to point a finger like a mother with a naughty toddler. “No touching, young man.”


Looking duly chastised, he held up his hands. “Okay. Okay. I was just going to take your coat.”


“Oh. Sorry.” She slipped off the coat and handed it to him. Beneath she wore a black sequined cocktail dress that she’d worn to the office Christmas party. She thought it was sexy, but Baby Cheeks seemed thoroughly disappointed. His eyes lost their gleam of anticipation, and his shoulders slumped in the ill-fitting burgundy jacket. A burgundy jacket with a gold nametag pinned above the breast pocket.


Jeremy Ross.


Eden’s eyes widened. “You work at the hotel?”


“Yeah,” he said. “I wanted to work at Starbucks, but they won’t let you show a tattoo on your neck. Not that I have one, but I want to get one. I’m thinking that one of those Chinese dragons on my chest with its tail wrapping around my throat would be so wicked—”


A cell phone rang, and he pushed aside his jacket and took the phone off his belt clip. When he spoke, he used a lot more respect than he had with Eden. “Yes, sir. Okay, I’m leaving now.” He hung up. “I gotta go. The concierge said that if you need anything, just call.” He was almost to the door when she stopped him.


“Wait! Where is my… date?”


He shrugged. “I don’t have a clue. I just dropped by the complimentary fruit basket that goes with the suite.” He nodded at the basket of fruit on the bar. “Maybe the guy stiffed you.” He gave her the once-over. “If so, what could I get for twenty-one dollars?”


Eden arched an eyebrow. “How about a swift kick in the seat of your pants?”


He rolled his eyes. “I don’t see how you make a living as a hooker. You’ve got way too much attitude.” He turned and walked out the door.


When he was gone, Eden stood there for a few minutes not knowing what to do. Part of her was relieved that she wouldn’t have a hand in sexually corrupting a minor, and the other part had gone back to being scared. So much so that she thought about helping herself to a couple of minis from the bar. But Eden wasn’t a drinker. Or a smoker. Or a midnight toker. Something that really annoyed her grandparents. Pops and Mimi believed that a glass of wine or the occasional hit of marijuana kept you from being an uptight asshole.


Which probably explained Eden’s personality.


Trying to stay focused on the goal, she glanced around the suite and started her story: The blue flames of the fire reflected in the floor-to-ceiling windows that offered a spectacular, rain-drenched view of the city. A view that had been bought for a price. But Madison had learned early on that anything could be bought for a price… including your soul.


Or was that too dramatic? Eden’s boss and the editor of the small newspaper she worked for always got on her for being too dramatic.


“You should write romance novels,” Stella would say. “Because with that kind of mushy prose, you’ll never make it as a serious writer.”


But Eden would make it. She might write a little dramatically, but she had something that other people didn’t have. Her father called it true grit. Her mother called it enlightened aura. And her brothers called it pain-in-the-ass stubbornness. Eden called it goal setting. And she had never left a goal unaccomplished.


Never.


And right now her goal was to become the next Woodward or Bernstein. She wanted to do investigative reporting like her father had done before he started teaching college journalism. So far, Eden had been given only human-interest stories. Charity walks, doggy costume contests, and a night at the opera. But now she had a story that she could sink her teeth into. A story about the underbelly of prostitution. It was the first real news story Stella had given her, and Eden was determined to knock her editor’s socks off with it. Even if it meant she had to go above and beyond. And this was certainly going above and beyond.


Taking her phone from her purse, she made a few notes describing the furniture, fireplace, and view. But the living room wasn’t what she needed to describe as much as the bedroom. She glanced at the double doors to her left, and after only a moment’s hesitation, she walked over and opened one.


Light from the living area sliced through the dark, across plush, white carpet and the puffy satin duvet on the bed. Was this the room where she would be expected to strip? Not that she was actually going to strip down to her skin. She wasn’t about to go that far for a story. All she needed was a taste of what it felt like to be in Madison’s shoes. Just a glimpse of the debauchery of the escort world. Once she had that glimpse, she intended to contract a bad stomach virus and get the heck out of there.


But for now, she might as well get a feel for her part. Channeling Mimi’s favorite actress, Mae West, Eden placed a hand on her hip and strutted seductively into the dark room. “So what do you want, big boy?” She ran a finger along the cool, slick fabric of the duvet. “You want a slow burn or a fast trip around the world?”


There was a rustle before a smooth Southern voice spoke. “Personally, I’ve always liked things slow and hot. But I am a little curious as to what going around the world consists of.”


Eden dropped her phone, and it thumped to the carpet, but not half as loudly as her heart thumping against her rib cage. “I-I’m sorry,” she stammered as she turned toward the voice. “I didn’t realize someone was in here.”


“Then who were you talking to?”


She tried to collect herself, but it wasn’t easy when her knees felt like overcooked spaghetti. “I was just…” Unable to think up a lie, she told the truth. “Practicing.”


There was a long pause before he spoke. “Close the door.”


She tried to clear the fear that clogged her throat. “There’s no touching, right?”


“I thought I explained the rules to your service.” His voice sounded closer. “No talking and follow my instructions to a tee.” The door slammed closed, causing Eden to almost jump out of her heels.


Being in the dark with a complete stranger had her reevaluating her goals. And becoming a good investigative reporter took a backseat to self-preservation.


“Look.” She took a step closer to the door. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think I can do this.”


“Obviously. You seem to have a problem keeping your mouth shut.”


Suddenly, she wasn’t scared as much as annoyed. “And you seem to have control issues.”


“I believe I’m paying two thousand dollars for that control.”


“Two thousand?” Eden couldn’t hide her shock. She knew that Madison made a lot of money as an escort, but she hadn’t thought it was that much. “Are you kidding me?” Realizing that she didn’t sound very professional, she backpedaled. “I mean, Madison told me that I’d make much less.”


“She lied.” The words were spoken so close to her ear that she released a strangled gasp. She backed away and bumped into the bed, sitting down with a hard bounce. The mattress dipped as his hands pressed on either side of her hips. “There will be touching.”


“B-but that wasn’t part of the deal.”


“I don’t know what kind of deal you made,” he said, “but the deal I made was for a woman who will do exactly what I say.”


“Exactly?” she squeaked.


He leaned closer, his breath falling against her lips like steam on a bathroom mirror. “Exactly.”


Before Eden could make it very clear that she wasn’t about to do exactly what he said, he moved away. Only a few seconds later, a light clicked on. Not a light that lit up the room, but a soft, recessed light that shone only on the bed. The Dark Seducer stood by the window, his tall, lean body outlined by the small amount of light that filtered in through the curtains.


“But you’re right,” he said. “I won’t be doing the touching. And you won’t be touching me. Now take off your dress.”


With his words, Eden’s determination to succeed returned. All she had to do was slip off her dress and endure just a brief sampling of the humiliation that Madison went through. Of course thinking you could do something and actually doing it were two different things. Her hands shook so badly she had to fist them for a few seconds before she reached for the straps of her dress. She tried to calm her nerves with a little mental justification: This is no different from going to a nudist beach with your grandparents. Except she hadn’t been to a nudist beach with Pops and Mimi since she was three. The human body is beautiful and should be shared. Except her body wasn’t beautiful and she had never been good at sharing. This is only a few minutes of your life. Except as the dress slipped to her waist, time seemed to stand still.


“Take it all the way off,” he said.


She swallowed, then got to her feet, allowing the dress to drop to the floor. Beneath, she wore a bra and panties that had been chosen for coverage more than sex appeal. The black, fully padded bra was more similar to a bulletproof vest than a piece of lingerie, and her multicolored-heart boy shorts could’ve easily been worn for a pickup game of volleyball. Still she felt exposed and vulnerable standing under the light like a piece of fried chicken beneath a deli warming lamp. She tried to assess all the emotions racing through her so she could write them down later. Humiliation. Fear. Excitement. Excitement? Yes, it was there nibbling at the edges of her humiliation and fear.


“Now the bra and panties,” he said, “slowly.”


This was Eden’s cue to exit—to grab her dress and phone and get the hell out of there. But the shadowy man who stood so rigidly in the corner had her curiosity getting the best of her. “Why do you do this?” she asked.


“Excuse me?”


“Why do you hire women?”


There was a pause, and she thought he wasn’t going to answer. Then his voice came out of the darkness, low, deep, and Southern-soaked. “Why else? Because I’m sexually deviant.”


His blatant response should’ve reinforced her belief that he was a wealthy man who enjoyed victimizing women, but somehow it did the opposite. It made her see him as a human being with flaws. And Eden had always had a weakness for flaws. Probably because she had so many herself.


“Watching a woman pleasure herself while you sit in the dark really isn’t all that deviant.” She took a step closer. “I’m sure a lot of men would want to do the same thing if they had the money.”


His laughter wasn’t filled with humor as much as derision. “Somehow I doubt that.”


“Okay, so maybe they would want to do more than watch.” They also wouldn’t worry about being seen. She squinted. Was he ugly? Disfigured? A pitiful Elephant Man shunned by society? Again she felt sympathy for the man. “If you’re worried that women won’t find you attractive, you shouldn’t be. Unlike men, women aren’t hung up on physical looks. We prefer a good personality. And with all the dating sites, you should have no trouble whatsoever finding a companion.”


“The problem isn’t finding a companion.”


It took only a moment for the truth to dawn on her. “Oh. I’m sorry. But look on the bright side. They have medicine for that now. One little pill and things are looking up. And you shouldn’t be afraid to tell a doctor. Lots of people suffer from it. Even me.”


“What?”


Eden’s face filled with heat. She had never shared that information with anyone and didn’t know why she did so now. But since it was out, she continued in hopes that, if she shared her truths, he’d share more of his.


“I don’t know if it’s called impotency with women, but it runs along the same lines. I’ve never experienced an orgasm.” Her hands gestured as she talked, something she did when she was nervous or trying to get a point across. “Weird but true. And I don’t think it’s a physical problem as much as a mental one. I just have other things besides orgasms to concentrate on right now—although I have faked a few. Men seem to get very depressed if you don’t make them think they’re good in bed.”


There was a long stretch of silence and then the light clicked off. Eden barely had time to tense before her dress was slipped over her head and within seconds, she was completely clothed.


“What are you doing?” she asked.


“It’s time for you to leave.” With a hand on the small of her back, he pushed her toward the door.


“But—” Before Eden could finish, she was standing outside the closed bedroom door, listening to the click of the lock.


Obviously, faked orgasms had been the wrong subject for an escort to bring up.















CHAPTER TWO



I realize you’ve always been a daydreamer, Nash, but lately you’ve become more of a sleepwalker. Now wake the hell up and pay attention!”


Nash Lothario Beaumont looked away from the view of the bay just in time to deflect the lingerie catalog that came sailing at his head. Once the catalog was lying at his feet, he lifted an eyebrow at his older brother, who sat behind the large desk. “You want to head to the gym and go a couple rounds, Deacon?”


Since all three of the Beaumont brothers loved to box, Deacon smiled. “I would like nothing more than to take you out in the first. But right now we’ve got to figure out why our bras aren’t selling.”


As much as Nash wanted to stay at the window and continue to ignore business, he walked to the chair across from his brother’s desk and sat down. “You do realize that if anyone back home in Louisiana could hear you, they would revoke your redneck country boy card.”


Grayson, who was sprawled out on the couch, looked up from his sketchpad. “I think those were revoked the moment we inherited a lingerie company. Do you realize that duck season came and went and neither one of you seemed to notice?”


“I noticed,” Deacon said. “But I’ve been too busy saving a company from bankruptcy to go on a hunting trip.”


“Which hasn’t stopped you from taking Olivia on numerous vacations.”


Deacon scowled. “One was our honeymoon, and the rest were business.”


“What business did you have in Cancún?” Nash teased before looking at Grayson. “And I don’t know what you’re talking about, baby brother. You aren’t a hunter. You’d rather draw a bird than shoot it.”


“I’ve gone hunting.” When Nash sent him a skeptical look, Grayson backpedaled. “Okay, so maybe I haven’t hunted as much as you two, but I’ve bagged my share. And I’ve never drawn a duck in my life.”


“He’s right, Nash. Grayson prefers his subjects to be human, female, and naked.” Deacon tossed down the sales report and leaned back in his chair. “Which brings up something else I’ve been wanting to discuss.” He pointed a finger at Grayson. “Leave the supermodels alone.”


“Me? What about Nash?” Grayson asked. “I only want to paint them, and I never choose a time that interferes with their work. Nash, on the other hand, wants to do a lot more than paint. The kiss he gave Natalia in front of millions of television viewers is a perfect example.”


Nash hadn’t kissed Natalia. The aggressive Russian had kissed him. But since it went with the playboy persona he had perpetuated, he didn’t enlighten his brothers. “You’re just mad because sales for my Lothario Collection went up twenty-five percent after the kiss aired.”


“Enough,” Deacon said. “Both of you are banned from photo shoots from now on.” He looked at Nash. “But I’ll expect you at the fashion shows. Customers seem to love your smiling face.” He glanced at the sales reports, and his brow furrowed. “If not our new line of bras.”


“They’re selling, Deacon,” Nash said. “They just aren’t selling as quickly as you would like them to. You need to relax. Christmas sales weren’t good, but I’m sure sales will pick up around Valentine’s Day.”


“We can’t relax. Not if we want French Kiss to continue to be the leader in women’s lingerie.”


Nash wanted to argue with his brother but knew he couldn’t. While Nash was good with people, Deacon was good with business. He was the reason that French Kiss hadn’t been sold to the highest bidder. He was also the reason that Nash and Grayson found themselves living in San Francisco.


They had wanted to sell their controlling shares of French Kiss right after they’d inherited them from their uncle. But then Deacon had fallen in love with the company… and their uncle’s stepdaughter, who also happened to be French Kiss’s CEO. And since after their mother died from cancer, Deacon had become more of a father to Nash and Grayson than their own father, they had made the sacrifice of moving to the West Coast. Not that living in San Francisco as a wealthy billionaire was that much of a sacrifice. After a year of getting used to living with money and fame, Nash was starting to enjoy his new lifestyle. He slipped his hand in his pant pocket. And maybe he’d been enjoying it a little too much.


The phone was still there, cool and slick against his palm. It was an older version in a case that matched the dress she had worn. Black. No frills. But attractive. And he had been attracted to her. The moment she sashayed into the room and made her outrageous offer, his senses came alive. It didn’t have to do with her looks. She was pretty, but not breathtaking. It had more to do with the way she carried herself—as if she had the world by its tail. She had been afraid of him for only a split second before she regained her confidence.


He almost smiled at the thought of her trying to make him feel better about being impotent. It was sweet. And hot. But not as hot as her confession about being an orgasm virgin. If she hadn’t blushed, he might’ve thought it was a ploy to turn him on. And maybe it was. If so, it had worked. There was a moment when he almost lost control. When he almost stripped off her ugly bra and boy shorts and showed her what she’d been missing. But if he had, it would’ve ruined the entire point of the exercise.


He couldn’t lose control.


Never again.


“What do you think, Nash?”


He blinked from his thoughts to see Deacon waiting for an answer. He could only hope that they were still talking about bra sales.


“What about if we do an online survey?” he said. “Not just for the customers who have bought the new bras, but for all women. We could ask what they look for when shopping for a bra—pretty material, comfort, support, whatever.”


“What would be their incentive for taking it?”


Nash shrugged. “For every person who answers the questions, we offer a twenty-percent-off coupon to French Kiss.”


Deacon grinned. “I knew there was a reason you were in charge of customer satisfaction. Although I don’t know if a twenty-percent-off coupon will hook them. What if we entered them into a contest to win something bigger?”


Grayson set down his sketchpad. “What about a trip to San Francisco and tickets to the fashion show in the fall? Or we could do tickets to the Lover’s Ball.”


“The Lover’s Ball is too close,” Nash said. “Valentine’s Day is only weeks away.”


Deacon groaned. “Don’t remind me. Olivia’s mother has made our lives hell the last few months with all the details for the ball. I wish Olivia had never put her in charge.” He glanced at Nash. “Or that you hadn’t come up with the lame idea in the first place.”


“Don’t blame me. You were the one who wanted me to come up with a charity event sponsored by French Kiss. Since our great-grandpa started the tradition of naming Beaumont boys after famous lovers, it just made sense. And according to ticket sales, it’s already a success.”


“Let’s hope we can get our bras to sell as well,” Deacon said dryly. “So let’s go with the prize of a trip to San Francisco and tickets to the fashion show—including dinner with Nash Lothario.” Before Nash could object, he leaned up and pushed a button on the phone. “Kelly, could you come in here? I need you to take some notes. And see if you can pull Olivia away from the design studio for a few minutes.”


No more than fifteen minutes later, the door opened, and Deacon’s assistant, Kelly Wang, walked in with a tray of coffee. She wore the standard gray and purple that all French Kiss employees wore, but Kelly always added a dash of her own personality. Today that dash was a pink headband printed with little cartoon cats.


“Mrs. Beaumont is on her way, boss. But she wasn’t exactly happy about being taken away from her sewing machine.” She handed Deacon a cup of coffee. “Black and strong, just like you like it. Something I hope you remember when you’re passing out raises. My wedding plans have gotten completely out of hand.”


“You should’ve stayed with your first idea for a wedding,” Deacon said. “A wedding during the seventh-inning stretch of a Giants baseball game wouldn’t have cost you more than the tickets and a catcher’s mitt.”


“If I didn’t come from a traditional Chinese family, it might’ve worked. But my grandmother won’t ever talk to me again if I don’t wear her Chinese wedding dress. And I can’t see myself standing at home plate in a qipao.” She handed Grayson a cup, then brought Nash his. “Do not throw that away. Lothario Beaumont cups are going for twenty-five dollars on eBay.”


Nash sent her a skeptical look. “You’ve got to be kidding.”


She shook her head. “I got a hundred for one of Romeo’s.”


“Ha!” Grayson punched the air. “I knew I was seventy-five percent better than you, big brother.”


“Only because you had doodled a naked model on it,” Kelly said. “The art dealer I sold it to was ecstatic to get it for a hundred. Especially when your nude paintings are going for thousands.”


“Wait a minute,” Deacon said. “You’re selling our used coffee cups on eBay?”


Kelly shrugged. “Did I not just tell you that my wedding has gotten completely out of hand? And unless I want to live on the streets, I’ve been forced to take extreme measures. But don’t worry, boss. I’m not selling yours. No one seems to be interested in the married Beaumont’s coffee cups. Of course, they might’ve heard about your wife trying to hijack an airplane and they’re scared she’ll fly into a jealous rage and murder them in their sleep with her lemon juicer.”


“I did not try to hijack a plane.” Olivia breezed in the open door wearing a flirty little purple polka-dotted dress along with the signature purple high heels that all female employees wore. Since Nash had always liked a woman in heels, he was all for the company dress code—at least, the female company dress code. Whenever possible, he ignored the male company dress code of gray suits and purple ties.


“That entire hijacking incident was blown completely out of proportion,” Olivia continued. “I was just making sure that the plane didn’t leave.”


Deacon came around the desk and pulled his wife into his arms. “You mean you were just making sure that I didn’t leave.”


“You are extremely arrogant for a man whose coffee cups won’t sell on eBay,” she said before she gave him a quick kiss. “Now why did you pull me away from the design studio?”


Deacon placed a hand on her stomach. “You need to be pulled away from the design studio more often. In fact, you should be at home resting.”


Olivia covered his hand with hers. “We’ve been over this before, Deacon. I’m pregnant, not an invalid. And I want to work for as long as I can before the baby gets here.”


There were few people on the face of the earth that Deacon would concede to. His wife seemed to be one of them. “Fine, but stop wearing those damned high heels. I’m a nervous wreck that you’re going to fall.” He released her and then pulled out his chair and waited for her to sit down. “Nash has a good idea about doing a survey for the new bra line to see what people think of it.”


A frown marred her forehead. “So sales are still down?” When Deacon nodded, she released a sigh. “I blame myself. I was so busy working on the Legendary Lovers Line that I didn’t pay much attention to the new bra line. I just thought that Samuel had it under control. I should’ve realized that he was depressed and done something to help him.”


Deacon sent her a warning look as he leaned on the edge of his desk. “You’re not still thinking about matchmaking, are you?”


“I just think that if Samuel had a partner—”


He cut her off. “Samuel’s personal life is his own, Livy. And unless he asks for your help, you need to stay out of it. Besides, I don’t think it’s the design of the bras that’s the problem—something I think we’ll discover when we get the results of our survey.” He clapped his hands. “So let’s get started.”


With Olivia and Kelly’s help, it didn’t take long to pull together some questions for the questionnaire. When Deacon was satisfied, he called an end to the meeting and took Olivia to lunch. Grayson headed to a design meeting for the new catalog, leaving Nash to finish up with Kelly.


Since he had gotten little sleep the night before, he stretched out on the leather couch while Kelly sat at Deacon’s desk and finished inputting the questions on her laptop.


“Times have certainly changed,” she said as her nails clicked on the keyboard. “In my grandmother’s time, it was the woman being auctioned off to the highest bidder. Now it’s the men.”


“I’m not being auctioned off. I’m simply taking the winner to dinner.”


“Are you going to include sex in the deal?” Kelly asked. When Nash opened his eyes and sent her a dubious look, she shrugged. “I know, I’m not supposed to talk about sex at work, but since I can’t have it, it’s the only enjoyment I get.”


“So Jason’s sticking to his celibacy before marriage pledge?”


She closed her laptop. “The man has the willpower of a Buddhist priest. Jason says he wants our wedding night to be special, but what’s so special about ripped clothing and premature ejaculation?” She got up and started collecting coffee cups. “I mean, wouldn’t it be better if we weren’t so primed and ready?”


One of Nash’s biggest attributes was knowing when to keep his mouth shut. He stretched before he got to his feet. “Well, thanks, Kelly. I think we should get it up on the website tomorrow, then follow with a social media blitz.”


“The media blitz is all yours. All you need to do is tweet it. Every woman who has a phone or computer is following you. And speaking of phones…” She walked over and bent down. “Whose is this?” She held up the escort’s phone, and Nash felt his heart drop to his feet.


“I found it.” He reached for the phone, but she turned away and tapped the screen.


“And you didn’t check to see if you could figure out who it belongs to?”


Oh, he’d checked. He’d spent most of the night trying to figure out the passcode. He hadn’t had any luck. Kelly, on the other hand, figured it out in three tries.


“People don’t usually think up complicated passcodes,” she explained at his look of surprise.


“Great. Thanks. I’ll take it from here.” He held out a hand, but she ignored it.


“The best thing to do is call the most recent number. If it isn’t the person looking for their phone, it’s a friend or family member who can tell you how to get ahold of them.” She tapped the phone and then hit speaker.


With each ring, Nash grew more and more uncomfortable. All he needed was Kelly finding out about the escorts he hired. There was absolutely no chance in hell that she would be able to keep her mouth shut. And Nash didn’t want his midnight rendezvous being tweeted around the world.


“Obviously, no one’s at home.” He went to hit the button to end the call, when a man answered.


“Well, it’s about time you called your grandparents, Eden. Your grandmother was about to call out the National Guard. And don’t give me any excuses about having two jobs. I called The Lemon Drop last night, and the girl who answered said you’d taken last night off. And if you can take off a night from your busy schedule, you can stop by to see your grandparents.”


“Excuse me, sir,” Kelly said. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I found your granddaughter’s cell phone last night.”


“Found it? Or stole it? I’m calling the cops—”


“No!” Nash said a little too quickly. “I mean there’s no need to involve the police. I’m sure your granddaughter just accidentally dropped it.”


“Who the hell are you?” Grandpa asked.


Nash cleared his throat. “I’m the one who found your granddaughter’s phone. And if she works at The Lemon Drop, I’ll be happy to see she gets it back.” Then before the man could ask any more questions, Nash hung up. He turned to find Kelly studying him with a calculated look.


“Okay, so what’s going on?” she asked.


He tried to give her a carefree smile. “Nothing’s going on. I happen to know where The Lemon Drop is, and I’m going to make sure the woman gets her phone back.”


Kelly’s eyes narrowed. “If you say so. But that doesn’t explain why the coolest Beaumont looks like a little boy who just got caught with his hand in the cookie jar.”















CHAPTER THREE



Hey, Huckabee.” Mike Foster peeked over her cubicle. “The Dragon Lady wants to see you in her office.”


Eden saved the article she’d been working on about the upcoming Bay City Marathon before giving Mike her attention. “Now?”


“No.” He smirked. “Tomorrow.”


Using her toes, she searched for her high heels beneath the desk. “Did she look happy or mad?”


“It’s hard to tell. With circulation down, she constantly wears a scowl. So I wouldn’t keep her waiting if I was you.” He watched as she slipped on her shoes. “So did you get my text about going for sushi tonight?”


“No. I lost my phone last night and haven’t had a chance to get a new one.” Or not lost it as much as left it. Once Eden had discovered that she’d left her phone in the suite, she’d called the hotel looking for it. It still hadn’t shown up. Which meant that a deviant pervert or someone in housekeeping now owned her cell phone. Between getting rejected by the Dark Seducer and losing her phone, last night had been a complete bust.


“Thanks for the invite,” she said as she saved her article and got to her feet, “but I’m bartending tonight.”


Mike shook his head. “Did anyone ever tell you that all work and no play makes for a pathetic life, Huckabee?”


“Just my entire family,” she called over her shoulder as she headed down the hall toward Stella’s office. When she got there, she tapped lightly on the open door before walking in. Stella sat behind the desk wearing her usual beige pants and black sweater. She had her chair swiveled toward her computer and was reading the article on the screen. Even from that distance, Eden could see that it was the first story she’d written about Madison. Excitement swelled, and it took everything she had not to slap the air in a high five. This was it. All her hard work and dedication was finally going to pay off. Stella was going to promote her, and Eden was going to reach her goal of becoming a true journalist.


Stella swiveled the chair and looked at Eden through the red-framed reading glasses perched on her nose. “It’s shit.”


Eden blinked. “What?”


“Your story is shit.” Stella grabbed one of the many coffee mugs on her desk and took a sip. Her scowl deepened. “Is it too much to ask for a hot cup of coffee?” She set the mug down with a thump that had coffee splashing on the stack of articles beneath it. She ignored the mess and pointed to the chair across from her. More than a little stunned, it took a moment for Eden to sit down. Once she did, Stella leaned back in her chair and released a long, exasperated sigh.


“When I asked you to do a series of stories on prostitutes, I wanted a dark, bittersweet series about the nefarious side of the streets of San Francisco.” She waved a hand at her computer. “I did not want stories about a high-end escort who plays canasta with wealthy old men for a new bauble or a vacation to the Bahamas.”


“But Madison doesn’t just play canasta,” Eden said. “That was just one story she told me. She’s told me a lot of others. Including one about a guy who hires escorts to take off their clothes while he talks dirty in the dark. In fact, I actually met the guy—”


Stella’s chair squeaked as she sat forward. “A guy who talks dirty in the dark? Just what is nefarious about that? My husband talks dirty in the dark. Now if it was the mayor talking dirty to a high-end hooker, that would be a story. But some Joe Blow hiring an escort to take off her clothes means absolutely nothing to anyone.”


It had meant something to Eden. After leaving the hotel, she couldn’t seem to get the man out of her head. The hint of Southern drawl in his voice. The scent of musk. The heat that seemed to emanate from his pores like asphalt in the middle of August as he’d slipped her dress on and walked her to the door. Everything about him had stayed with her. And she couldn’t understand why a man she hadn’t even seen had such an effect on her.


She also couldn’t understand how Stella could think her story was shit.


“I guess I wasn’t sure what you wanted,” she said. “But if you want nefarious, I can give you nefarious. I’m sure Madison has darker stories about—”


Stella held up a hand. “Please, I can’t take any more stories from the Happy Hooker.” She picked up one of the tubes of ChapStick that littered her desk and liberally coated her lips with it before continuing. “Look, Eden, I’m going to be honest with you. You’re not a writer. At least, you’re not a newspaper writer. The only reason I gave you the job is because you bugged the hell out of me. In fact, I’ve never met a more determined young lady in my life. I just happen to think you’re determined to do something you’re not well-suited for.”


“So what are you saying?” Eden tried to keep the panic from her voice. “Are you firing me?”


Stella didn’t hesitate to answer. “Yes. It’s time you release the chokehold you have on being a newspaper reporter and try something else.” She paused. “Anything else. But if you want, you can finish the stories you’re working on.”


Eden sat stunned in her chair for a moment. But just a moment. Then her resolved kicked in, and she got to her feet. “I’m sorry that you didn’t like my article, Stella, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to give up on being a reporter.” Her voice gained in volume and strength. “Because I’m not a quitter. And to prove it, before I leave this newspaper, I’m going to get you your story on prostitution.” She punched the air. “The best darned story this newspaper has ever seen. Or I’m not Eden Tulip Huckabee!”


Stella took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. “Somehow, I knew that.”


Once Eden left Stella’s office, she forced herself to go back to her tiny little cubicle and finish her story on the marathon. As she wrote about the strength and endurance it took to complete the run, she set another goal. She would sign up for the marathon. She would train and get herself in shape because she could do anything she set her mind to. Including write a story about the seedy side of being an escort.


After finishing the marathon story, she reread the first story she’d written about Madison and realized that Stella was right. It wasn’t very dark or nefarious. Obviously, Eden had just scraped the surface of the escort world. If she wanted a great story, she needed to delve deeper. She needed to stop worrying about hurting Madison’s feelings and ask some hard-core questions. Something she would do that very night when Madison showed up at The Lemon Drop.


The Lemon Drop was a trendy bar that catered to the businesspeople who flocked there after work to grab a drink and decompress. Since working at the newspaper didn’t pay the bills, Eden bartended there four nights a week. It was where she had first met Madison.


Madison was one of those women who stood out from the pack. Not just because she was beautiful and gregarious, but also because she had a heart of gold. Eden had witnessed her giving a loan to a regular who was struggling to pay his bills, her couch to a waitress who had been kicked out of her apartment, and a designer coat to an old street bum who was cold.


That night, as Eden watched Madison breeze in the door of The Lemon Drop with a bright smile on her face, she had to wonder if Stella wasn’t right. Madison was the walking definition of a happy hooker. There wasn’t a time when she seemed depressed or angry or frustrated. But certainly underneath the mink-trimmed coat and Tiffany diamonds there had to be a dark story. Why else would you become an escort?


Madison jockeyed through the crowd until she reached the bar. All the stools were taken, but it didn’t take long for a guy to notice Madison’s pouting lips and offer his seat to her. She took it with a husky “You’re such a sweetie” before greeting Eden. “Hi! So how did it go with the Dark Seducer?”


Eden finished pouring the grapefruit and vodka into a salt-rimmed glass and placed it on the tray with the other drinks. “Not so great. He kicked me out.” She started to ask the guy next to Madison if he wanted a refill on his rum and Coke, but Madison had taken her coat off and the guy’s attention got captured by the full-figured body beneath the white sweater dress. Madison was one of those women who could be fifteen pounds overweight and still cause men to salivate. Probably because most of her weight was carried in her boobs and butt.


“You didn’t listen to me, did you?” Madison said, seemingly unaware that the guy was drooling. “You talked.” The look in her clear blue eyes wasn’t mad as much as sympathetic. As if she pitied Eden’s inability to shut her mouth… or seduce a man. Which annoyed Eden. Probably because she was right. And Eden couldn’t help wondering what would’ve happened if she’d kept her mouth shut and followed all the Dark Seducer’s commands.


“Okay, so maybe I talked too much,” she conceded. “But I think him kicking me out had more to do with his disappointment that I wasn’t you.”


Madison looked surprised. “Why would he be disappointed? He’s not my client.”


Eden almost dropped the bottle of rum she’d just picked up. “He’s not your client? Then why did you fix me up with him?”


“Because none of my clients would work as research for an erotica novel.” She giggled. “Unless lots of elderly women read erotica.”


Eden hadn’t wanted to lie to Madison about being a romance novelist. Even now, she felt guilty about deceiving her. But if she wanted to be a news reporter, she would have to learn to stretch the truth. No one would want to confide in her if they knew she worked for a newspaper.


“So whose client is he?” Eden asked.


“Chloe’s. She’s the young girl I was telling you about. The one who got mixed up with that asshole Zac.”


“The guy who runs your escort service?”


“Yeah. Zac has to be in his mid-thirties and Chloe’s not more than twenty, tops. Too young to be in this business.” Madison picked up a maraschino cherry from the condiment tray and sucked on it. It was like watching a television ad for lipstick. The guy next to her must’ve thought so too because he released a groan when she pulled it from between her lush red lips with a pop. “Are cherries fattening?”


“Those are. They’re soaked in syrup.” Eden leaned closer. “So she’s had a hard life?”


“More than hard. She doesn’t say much about it, but one of the other escorts told me that she was a runaway.” She set the cherry on a cocktail napkin and pouted. “Everything seems to be fattening. Which explains why I can’t lose weight.”


“You’re not fat. You’re voluptuous.”


“Only because you’ve never seen me without my Spanx.”


Eden laughed, then took the cocktail napkin with the cherry and tossed it in the trash before giving her a clean napkin. As she started mixing Madison’s usual martini, an idea struck her. “You should run in the Bay City Marathon with me. I did an article—I mean I read—an article about it, and people who train for the marathon lose tons of weight and completely tone their bodies.”


“I don’t know. Anything with a ‘thon’ attached to it sounds hard to me. It’s too bad I’m not famous enough to get on Dancing with the Stars. I’m a good dancer, and those contestants look great afterwards.”


Eden handed her the martini. “We could look just as good if we trained together. In fact, why don’t you invite Chloe along? The bigger the group, the more likely we’ll succeed. We could start Saturday at Golden Gate Park.”


Madison picked up the toothpick with the olive. “I guess I could try it. But I’ll definitely need a massage after.”


“I’ll be happy to give you a massage,” the guy next to her said.


Turning, Madison flashed him a smile. “Now aren’t you a honey.” She waggled her hand with the wedding band on the ring finger. “But I’m afraid Rocky wouldn’t like it.”


Eden had seen the wedding band prop used before. Madison might be an escort, but she was a picky one. In fact, Eden had yet to see her leave with a guy. Or even flirt with one.


A waitress squeezed between Madison and the guy and set her tray on the bar. “I guess I got it wrong. The woman didn’t want a Salty Dog. She wants a Salty Chihuahua. And I need two margaritas on the rocks and an iced tea with plenty of sugar.” She leaned in closer. “And you’ll never guess who the sweet tea is for.” Before Eden could guess, she hurried on. “One of the panty billionaires.”


Eden filled two glasses with ice. “The who?”


“The panty billionaires. You know, the three brothers who inherited the French Kiss lingerie company.” She glanced over her shoulder. “He’s the middle one. Nash Lothario Beaumont.”


“Holy smokes,” Madison breathed. “Are you kidding me?” She stood on the rungs of the barstool and tried to see over everyone’s heads. “I see him. He’s sitting at that table chatting with those two women. Or more like keeping them from eating him alive. God, he’s so-o-o cute. It sorta makes you want to run out and buy a pair of his panties—even if the Lothario Collection is a little racy for my taste.”


Wanting to see what all the fuss was about, Eden finished pouring the margarita mix and tequila before she stepped up on a plastic crate they used for glasses. Her gaze scanned the tables. “So what does he look—?” Her breath left her lungs in a rush as her eyes landed on the man sitting at the corner table.


Cute? Cute was the last word Eden would use to describe the guy. Gorgeous, breathtaking, and smoking hot all came to mind but still didn’t capture his amazing good looks. His thick brown hair was combed back from a high forehead, and a wayward lock hung over the dark slash of one eyebrow. A day’s growth of stubble shadowed his angular jaw and square chin and framed a pair of full lips. Lips that were tipped in a smile that took her breath away. She looked at his eyes to see which of the two women he found so amusing and realized that he wasn’t looking at either.


He was looking straight at Eden.


Completely embarrassed to be caught staring, she hopped down from the crate. “He doesn’t look that hot to me,” she lied as she went back to filling the order.


Madison laughed. “Which explains the blush on your cheeks.”


After getting caught staring, Eden purposely ignored the panty billionaire for the rest of the night. Which wasn’t hard to do. The next few hours went by in a flurry of drink orders. Madison left only an hour after she’d arrived, promising to meet Eden at the park on Saturday morning. Eden was excited about the prospect of killing two goals with one marathon. She could pick Chloe’s brain and train at the same time. Chloe sounded like just the type of escort her editor had been talking about: a young, disenchanted girl forced to sell her body on the streets.


Around eleven, the crowd at The Lemon Drop dwindled to the diehard drinkers and poor souls who just didn’t want to go home to an empty house. The poor souls she felt sorry for. But the diehard drinkers could get annoying. Especially when she had to cut them off.


“What do you mean, you won’t s-serve me another drink?” The guy in the ill-fitting suit leaned over the bar and grabbed Eden’s arm. “Are you sayin’ I’m drun-nk?”


Before Eden could deal with the drunk, the panty billionaire appeared. And while she’d had no problem ignoring him when he sat across the bar, it was impossible to ignore him now. Especially when he was even more devastatingly handsome up close. Beneath the gray Henley, his shoulders looked wide and his chest nicely muscled. Faded jeans hugged his lean legs and hips… and the nice package that snuggled right between.


Her gaze snapped up, hoping he hadn’t caught her again. But this time, he wasn’t looking at her. He was looking at the drunk’s hand wrapped around her wrist. His jaw tightened for only a moment before he flashed a smile that seemed to light up the bar like late-afternoon sun.


He pointed a finger at the drunk. “I thought that was you.” He gave the guy a hard whack on the back, causing him to release Eden’s arm. “Hell, it’s been ages. How are you doing? You still working over at Merrill Lynch?”


The drunk tried to say something, but the panty billionaire didn’t give him a chance before he hooked a muscled arm around his neck and pulled him to the door. “You’ve got to come home with me and say ‘hi’ to the family. They’ll be thrilled to see you.”


Before Eden could blink, he had the drunk out the door. It didn’t take her long to figure out what had happened. The panty billionaire had just rescued her, and he’d done it so slick that the drunk didn’t even have time to cause trouble. Eden stared at the door for only a second more before she turned to the other bartender.


“Can you take over, Jen? I’ll be right back.” She lifted the gate in the bar and headed for the door. She told herself that she just wanted to thank him. But deep down, she knew that she also wanted to see all that hotness just one more time. When she got out front, the two men were nowhere in sight so she headed for the parking lot in back. She stopped in her tracks when she rounded the corner of the alleyway and saw that the billionaire had the drunk shoved up against the wall.


“Now here’s how this is going to play out,” he spoke in a low, deep voice that no longer held one trace of friendliness. “I’m going to call you a cab and you’re going to go home and sleep it off. But when you get up tomorrow, you better remember four words. Don’t. Touch. Her. Again.”


While the drunk stammered his agreement, Eden slipped back around the corner of the building and held a hand to her thumping heart. Because while she hadn’t recognized the friendly billionaire’s voice, she had recognized this one. She recognized the huskiness. The authority. And the smooth Southern drawl.


For a moment, she just stood there and tried to catch her breath as the truth dawned.


The panty billionaire had a dark secret.


And Eden had a great story.
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