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Genny loved her husband Max, but it was his ruggedly handsome business partner Sean who ignited the sexual charge in her. The more time they spent together, the stronger the attraction between them became. Then her husband offered to share her with Sean for one intoxicating night . . .


That night Max and Sean took Genny to the heights of ecstasy, although it was Sean who touched her very spirit. But as Genny learns, there’s a price to pay for such impulsive pleasure. What began as a night of forbidden desire spirals into a whirlpool of murder, sensual submission, secrets, and a scorching passion that threatens to consume everyone it touches.


Enter the world of Beth Kery,
where the rules of attraction are broken with that first electrifying touch.




CHAPTER ONE



Genevieve ripped open the sealed envelope and withdrew the slip of paper. The security code to enter Sauren-Kennedy Solutions Inc. had been written in a bold, slanting hand. She recognized Sean’s writing. She clenched her eyelids.


Slowly, the pain faded.


It had just been the unexpectedness of seeing his handwriting. She was shaken up—who wouldn’t be after watching their house turn into a smoldering, blackened husk? Practically everything she owned had been destroyed tonight. She didn’t have the energy to worry about what it meant to return to the penthouse after so many years.


Besides, Genevieve was in excellent practice at shoving any memory of the penthouse into the corners of her consciousness like a dirty, shameful secret.


She held up the paper and keyed in the numbers written in the familiar scrawl with a shaking hand. Sean had forwarded the updated security information through her lawyer about a year and a half ago. She’d never even opened the envelope, figuring she’d never use the contents. Thankfully she’d kept the code in the small safe at her boutique.


The code entry activated a retinal scan. The flash of light in her eye made a memory leap into her consciousness in breathtaking detail.


He’d taught her how to keep score at Cubs games. Sunlit gold strands of dark blond hair mixed with light brown as Sean leaned over and wrote on the program perched on his thigh. The bold, succinct strokes he made with the pencil contrasted so markedly with the instructions uttered in his mellow, New Orleans–accented voice—


The lock snicked open softly and Genevieve plunged into the office, acting as if she could run from her memories. It was the trauma of the night that was making her remember with such graphic detail. That’s all.


The deep-pile carpeting muted her footsteps as she entered the posh reception area. Genevieve set down the bag she’d hastily packed at her Oak Street boutique and reentered the code, securing the doors once again.


Sean had made Sauren-Kennedy Solutions the most sought-after private intelligence firm in the country. These premises were nothing if not secure. Her husband, the former owner, might have been as knowledgeable and clever as any client could hope for when it came to intelligence work, but it was Sean who’d earned the trust that mattered. She knew from her lawyer that Sean had procured several lucrative government contracts over the past few years.


All was silent in the offices at two A.M. She looked around, feeling like an interloper instead of part-owner of the business. She took in the receptionist’s circular mahogany desk and wondered if Carol still worked for them. She wouldn’t know. All of Sauren-Kennedy business affairs were managed by her attorney. The offices had been redecorated since she’d last been there, but that wasn’t too surprising. She hadn’t set a foot on the premises for more than three years.


Her husband had been killed five days after Genevieve had last stood here.


For a few seconds, she wavered on her feet.


She shook off her doubts and marched toward the elevators. Why shouldn’t she stay here? She owned the place, didn’t she? Her step sounded more brisk and confident than she felt when her heels hit the polished granite tile.


The penthouse was on the top floor of the building where Sauren-Kennedy housed its offices. Max had insisted they buy a huge house on a wooded estate in the suburbs when they married, but he hadn’t been completely immune to Genevieve’s disappointment about moving out of downtown Chicago. She’d been such a city girl ever since she’d moved downtown during her college years. It’d been where she’d discovered what she was capable of as a clothing designer and entrepreneur; where she’d first found success. The penthouse renovation on the top floor of the high-rise where Max’s company was housed had been for her—their city place, the weekend getaway.


Her phone began to ring as she stepped off the elevator. She drew her cell out of her purse and groaned softly when she saw the caller. Instead of ignoring the call from the man she’d been dating for eight weeks now—which is precisely what she felt like doing—she forced herself to answer.


“Hi, Jeff.”


“Genevieve? A friend of mine who reports on the northern suburbs just called me about the fire. Are you all right?”


Genevieve lingered in the foyer, the phone pressed to her ear and her leather carryall clutched against her chest. “Yeah, it’s been a hell of a night. And yes, I’m fine. Everything is going to be fine. Please, don’t worry,” she finished emphatically.


Jeff was a respected sports writer for the Chicago Tribune. He traveled a lot, and Genevieve knew he was in New York at the moment, covering the NBA All-Star Game this weekend. It didn’t surprise her that one of his fellow reporters had called him about the fire. Given the fact that Genevieve and he were so far apart, she knew he would worry all that much more. They hadn’t been seeing each other for long, but Jeff seemed pretty damn interested.


Genevieve had yet to decide how she felt about that.


“My friend said your house was . . .”


“It was completely destroyed,” Genevieve finished evenly when Jeff trailed off.


“God. What happened?”


She slowly started to make her way toward the penthouse front door. “I don’t know for sure. The fire chief said he’d get a report to me by tomorrow. Well . . . today, actually,” she added when she recalled it was nearly two A.M.


“I’ll catch a plane back in the morning.”


“No.” Genevieve made an effort to soften her voice when she realized how harsh she’d sounded. She didn’t want to be rude, but she had enough on her plate at the moment without having to worry about Jeff hovering around and worrying about her. “You have the game to report on this weekend. Besides, you’ve heard we’re supposed to be getting the snowstorm of the century starting tomorrow? I seriously doubt any flights will be getting into O’Hare for the rest of the weekend. And like I said, I’m fine. Things could have been much worse. No one was hurt. There’s nothing in that house that can’t be replaced.” She sighed heavily and placed her forehead against the penthouse’s wooden door. “To be honest with you, it would have been a lot harder on me if my boutique had burned down.”


“Are you sure you’re all right? Where are you going to stay?”


“I’m staying at a penthouse I own downtown.”


There was a short pause.


“You never mentioned owning a penthouse downtown.”


Genevieve straightened and began wearily searching in her purse for her keys. “We haven’t really known each other for that long, Jeff. It’s on the top floor of the building where Sauren-Kennedy is located.” She found her keys and looked for the least used one on the keychain. “Listen, I’m going to go. I’m here, safe and sound, and I’m exhausted.”


“Sure. I’ll give you a call tomorrow, all right?”


She gave a small smile. He really was a nice guy. Good looking. Great job. Funny. She couldn’t imagine why she was so . . . uninspired by him.


Of course, she hadn’t been inspired by much of anything for years now. Not in the romance arena, anyway. She’d been hoping Jeff Winton was the one who would pull her out of the doldrums, but it seemed unlikely.


Not that it was much of a surprise that she wasn’t feeling romantic at the moment, Genevieve thought wryly.


They said their good-byes and Genevieve inserted the key. The lock turned smoothly. She stepped into the dim, marble-tiled foyer. Without bothering to turn on the light, she removed her coat, her gaze never leaving the magnificent, luminous sight before her. She’d forgotten the stunning first impact of the penthouse view. She walked past the galley kitchen on the left and into the silent living room.


A different world existed outside the floor-to-ceiling windows. You became a denizen of the clouds when you came through that door, leaving behind the noisy, bustling world of sidewalks and traffic-filled streets. She stood next to the couch and the patio doors and looked down onto a different universe. She was like a bird perched on the top branches of a dense, metal-and-glass orchard of skyscrapers. That ground-world seemed so far away up here . . . so distant and muted.


The spires on the Sears Tower were partially obliterated by fast-moving, dark gray wisps. They were predicting a blizzard over the weekend. Genevieve had sensed the impending storm earlier in the heavy, oppressive air as she’d stood watching her house burn from a safe distance.


A woman moaned.


Genevieve froze. A man’s low voice penetrated the thick silence, his mellow tone belying the firmness of the command.


“Don’t strain for it. Let me give it to you.”


She recognized that voice.


She turned around, her breath caught on an inhalation. She hadn’t noticed the dim light at the end of the darkened hallway when she entered. Slowly, as though entranced, she walked toward the soft glow that spilled out of a partially opened door. Not the master bedroom, Genevieve thought. Not the same bedroom where she, her husband, and Sean had shared a carnal night of pleasure.


The night that had changed her life forever.


Genevieve’s heart slammed against her breastbone as she approached the room. She couldn’t have stopped herself from looking if she’d tried. It was as if she’d suddenly recalled with perfect clarity why her dirty little secret held so much power over her.


Because it was also exciting and forbidden. And at the core of that secret had been something neither time nor death nor harsh truths could diminish.


She peered into the room, her breath burning in her lungs.


The woman was naked and bound. Long blonde hair spilled down her back as she knelt on the floor. Her wrists had been restrained behind her back in a pair of leather cuffs.


Genevieve noticed all of this despite the fact that her attention was only for the man who stood before the kneeling woman. He wore a pair of faded jeans and a white collared shirt that had been unbuttoned, exposing an expanse of smooth skin gloving defined muscle.


The scar just above the waistline of his low-riding jeans was paler than the rest of his golden-hued skin. He’d been shot in Iraq, Genevieve knew; nearly died in an airless Army medical tent in the midst of the desert. When he’d finally regained consciousness in an Army base in Germany, they’d told him he’d won a medal for leading the successful rescue of a dozen soldiers being held hostage in a heavily guarded artillery station. He’d told them they could keep the medal and send him back to New Orleans for a reward.


They’d recruited him into the ranks of military intelligence instead.


Sean always used to say he should have just accepted the medal and kept his damned mouth shut.


His nipples were copper-colored. Genevieve could easily see the erect, flat discs through the smattering of curly, light brown hair on his chest. As usual, his short, wavy hair was tousled. It fell on his forehead as he looked down at the woman with a fixed, intent expression as he slowly pushed his cock between her widely spread lips.


Genevieve stared, held captive by the erotic sight. It was as if her brain had frozen right along with her muscles. She felt, she realized dazedly. It had become warm and achy between her thighs, but she was unconnected to her sexual arousal . . . as though she observed her body’s response in the same bizarre, detached manner with which she watched the man she’d once loved with all her body and soul having sex with another woman.


Even though she throbbed in desire, Genevieve had gone numb.


When the woman strained forward with her head, drawing several inches of thick, veined flesh between her lips, Sean grunted in dissatisfaction. He tightened his hold on the handful of blonde hair he grasped at the woman’s nape. Genevieve knew from experience the restraint of his hand would be gentle.


But firm.


The woman moaned in obvious protest when he withdrew his cock from her mouth. It made a popping noise as it cleared her lips. His penis fell at a downward angle, weighted by the heavy, tapered cockhead.


“I’m about to spontaneously combust down here, you bastard.” Her voice sounded gruff . . . desire-roughened. Genevieve could see that the crests of her small breasts were pointed and hard.


He wrapped a big hand around his erection and stroked himself, his manner casual. “Didn’t you say you were a trader at the Mercantile Exchange? Doesn’t that job require the characteristic of patience?”


The woman tried to duck forward to get at his cock, but his hand at the base of her neck held firm. “Damn you,” she hissed. She looked up at him, her expression both plaintive and irritated. He chuckled as he released her hair and stroked her jaw and cheek. The woman’s lips curved in shared humor. No one could resist Sean when he smiled.


“I’m going to have to do something about that itch you have, or you’re not going to play nice, are you, darlin’?” he teased with the soft New Orleans drawl that contrasted so sharply with all that hard muscle and brawn. Just the sound of his voice so close to her ear used to make Genevieve shiver . . . heat up her very core.


He helped the bound woman up from her kneeling position, his manner relaxed; his touch gentle.


Genevieve blinked, realizing her gaze had been glued to his glistening cock. It looked magnificent as it poked out from the fly of his jeans, a ready tool awaiting its master’s bidding.


It didn’t surprise her that he seemed so controlled. Not really. Even when he’d allowed full expression of his wild, primitive nature on that New Year’s Eve three years ago, even when he’d lost himself in the depths of intense passion, Genevieve had guessed Sean wasn’t typically so expressive during lovemaking. He was usually so somber, so contained; his gaze alert, watchful. He lived like he was always ready for the other shoe to drop . . . like it was inevitable something was about to happen.


In Sean’s experience, that something was usually never good.


His steel blue eyes didn’t blaze with wild, inner fires like they had on that night so long ago when he’d looked down at Genevieve as he fucked her with long, powerful strokes. Genevieve hadn’t been able to move a fraction of an inch from Sean’s thorough possession of her body and spirit because Max had held her securely from behind.


Just like Sean had bid him to do.


Max may have been his boss. He may have been Genevieve’s husband. But in the bedroom that night, it’d been Sean who was the undisputed master.


Hold her tight. Don’t let her move. She’s all mine.


No, none of that feral passion was here tonight. Sean seemed focused but calm as he led the woman over to an upholstered chair. He unhooked the leather cuffs from her wrists before he turned her around and seated her like a cordial gentleman. Genevieve stepped across the threshold of the room, still in the shadow of the door. She didn’t want to lose sight of him as he walked behind the woman and the chair.


He drew the woman’s wrists behind her head and bent her elbows, forcing her hands to fall behind the chair. He refastened the cuffs. The woman’s sleek torso stretched. Her back arched, sending her small breasts into further pronouncement.


Genevieve bit off a soft moan when he reached down and gently tweaked a distended nipple. The woman’s thighs clamped together and she squirmed in the chair.


“None of that now,” he chastised softly. He came around the chair and leaned over her lap, pushing her legs wide and draping her thighs over the corners of the seat.


The woman pressed down with her pelvis, trying to get friction on her spread pussy. For a second, Sean’s head lingered near the junction of the woman’s thighs. The blonde tensed expectantly. Genevieve felt like a heavy stone dropped in her gut. She started to back out of the room, suddenly wanting to be anywhere but in that time and place.


But then he stood. Genevieve let out a shaky breath of relief, careful not to make herself heard. A distant, screaming voice shouted for her to leave. To escape. If Sean had glanced over to the door as he walked over to a bedside table, he would have seen her standing there like a stunned deer in headlights. The horrible thought couldn’t galvanize her into action, though. It was like she was stuck in an emotion-filled, carnal dream.


An exciting, tortuous nightmare.


The woman cried out when he pulled out a flesh-colored dildo from the bedside table.


“No. I want your cock.”


“You’ll get it if you ever learn a measure of patience, darlin’,” he murmured as he walked back toward the woman. She’d heard him call other females “darlin’” before, and it never sounded insulting. Instead, his low, resonant voice and New Orleans accent made it into a tender endearment.


Dawlin’.


Strangely, Sean had never called Genevieve that.


His penis was still erect and bobbing in the air before him. He set down the dildo on the arm of the chair, ignoring the woman’s sound of disgust when he tucked his cock back into his underwear and fastened the first few buttons over the pronounced bulge.


He leaned over the arm of the chair and calmly, efficiently inserted the rubber dildo into her spread slit. The woman bucked her hips back and forth when he fully sheathed the sex toy. She whimpered in rising excitement and desperation.


Sean left the dildo inside her and sat down on the cushioned arm of the chair, his long, jean-clad legs bracing him. He placed one arm along the back of the chair, his pose casual but also effectively preventing the woman from lowering her restrained wrists.


He began to caress her perspiration-damp torso. His hand looked big and masculine spread over the female’s delicate, heaving rib cage. He caressed her ribs, belly, and waist languorously while the woman panted and moaned and flexed her hips against the penetrating dildo with increasing franticness. He played with her breasts, gently squeezing and stimulating the hard, small nipples until the woman growled in frustration.


“Make me come,” she begged. “Please.”


Her arousal felt tangible to Genevieve; as if she shared in it.


The female’s hips bucked against the inserted dildo. When her bottom slid forward in the seat as she tried to stimulate herself, Sean’s hand finally dropped, holding the base of the sex toy in place, giving her the resistance she required.


“That’s right. Fuck yourself,” he murmured as he watched her brace her feet on the floor, making her hips rise off the seat. She began to thrust her slit up and down on the rubber shaft.


“God damn it. Why are you making me work for it?” the woman squealed as she pumped wildly.


“You want something different?”


“I want to get it . . . hard,” the woman spat out as she thrashed against the dildo.


“Well, since you asked so sweetly.”


He stood and grabbed her splayed thighs, pushing them back firmly until the woman’s pelvis rolled back. He pinned her spread knees to the back of the chair with a forearm. He leaned over the side of the chair, his profile to Genevieve. With his other hand, he began plunging the dildo into the woman’s pussy, giving her the hard fuck she’d asked for. The blonde keened and thrashed her hips in wild excitement.


He slid the dildo all the way into her and turned the rectangular base until it hit the woman’s exposed clit. His fingers pressed and circled, vibrating the hard rubber against the sensitive tissues.


The woman shook in orgasm. When her screams of passion quieted, he let go of her restrained legs. He leaned down and inserted an erect nipple into his mouth, his cheeks hollowing out as he supplied a firm suction. He vibrated the base of the dildo against her clit even more stringently than before.


The blonde woman cried out in agonized pleasure as her orgasm notched back up again to its original potent blast.


Genevieve must have whimpered in mixed misery and arousal, because suddenly Sean’s head whipped around.


The woman continued to keen and moan while she gushed in climax, and Sean pinned Genevieve with his stare. His fierce, blue-eyed gaze hit her like a bolt of electricity. Her muscles jerked, the harsh movement awakening her from her trance.


The next thing she knew, she was flying blindly down the hallway. She heard him call out to her, his voice sounding flat with incredulity. He called out again, this time sounding closer . . . too near for her to make it all the way to the front door without him overtaking her.


She thought she might shatter into a million pieces if Sean put his hands on her at that moment. She fumbled for the master bedroom door and rushed inside.


“Genny. What the hell—”


His exclamation was cut off when Genevieve slammed the door and swiftly turned the lock. The handle jerked. His hand thumped on the door. She pressed her back against the wood, straining to hear in the taut silence that followed.


“Genny.”


She clamped her burning eyes shut at the softly uttered plea. It must be a hollow-core door, because she could actually hear him quite well. It sounded like he’d spoken with his forehead pressed against the crack between the door and frame. They were only inches apart—


“You picked a hell of a time to come waltzing back into my life,” he said, his low voice vibrating with emotion.


“I didn’t know you’d be here.”


“Obviously.”


She licked her tear-spattered lips. For the first time, she realized her face was soaked. She must have been crying for a while now . . . maybe since she’d first heard Sean’s easy drawl resounding from the depths of the penthouse.


“Go away, Sean.” Her heart thundered in her ears in the pause that followed. The door gave slightly, as though he’d just pushed himself off it.


“I was here first.”


“You can go straight to hell second, boy.”


His chuckle sounded appreciative . . . amused.


Sad.


“Just give me a minute to tell her good-bye.” For a second, she thought he’d walked away, but then his deep voice penetrated the crack of the door again.


“Are you okay? Did something happen?”


She stared at the enormous king-sized bed in front of her—the bed where the three of them had become drunk on pleasure three years ago.


Did something happen? She’d say it had.


Genevieve had been forever changed on the night Max had offered his young wife to his super-sharp, right-hand man . . . the night she’d burned beneath Sean’s touch.


“I’m fine,” she said blankly, her eyes glued to the bed as vivid memories played before her mind’s eye . . . memories brought to the forefront by being in the room where it’d all happened.


“Yeah, right,” she heard him reply wryly.


“Will you just leave me alone?”


“That’s likely.”


This time, she sensed for certain that he’d walked away. A minute later she still hadn’t moved. They passed within feet of her.


“You’re acting very rudely,” the woman accused petulantly as she moved down the hallway.


“Yeah, I’ve been told I have a problem with that,” Sean replied evenly.


“Is there someone here? Who were you talking to?”


But then their voices faded. She heard the front door open and shut, and knew Sean was escorting the female out of the tight Sauren-Kennedy Solutions security. He’d get her a cab. He may have grown up poor, friendless, and fatherless, one of the “conduct disordered” terrors of the mean streets of New Orleans, but Sean’s manners were impeccable.


Genevieve still hadn’t moved when he returned a few minutes later. She stood stock-still, her back against the door like she thought she was on the penthouse’s window ledge with the city looming below her toes. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the handle turn. He spoke softly again near the crack in the closed door.


“You’d better open up, girl. You don’t really think that excuse of a lock is gonna keep me from you, do you?”


Her pulse threatened to leap right off her neck. She’d never heard him call another female gull, his drawl softening the “r” until it was only barely audible.


The sound of it on his tongue had always felt like a caress.


She spun around and flipped the lock. Her gaze remained fixed on the carpet as she stormed past him. She grabbed the bag she’d dropped in the foyer and reached for the handle on the front door. His hand rose behind her, shutting the door with a precise snap.


“What happened?”


“What makes you think something happened?” she asked irritably. She was hyperaware of him just inches away, leaning down over her. Heat resonated off his body.


“Don’t, Genny. Haven’t you punished me enough by avoiding me all this time? You know I’d never have wanted you to see what you just saw. Not in a million years.”


Her soughing breath was the only thing that broke the silence that followed. Her chin dropped to her chest.


She did know it. She may have her doubts about him, but she knew instinctively Sean Kennedy would never purposefully hurt her.


The havoc he’d wreaked unintentionally on her life was another matter altogether.


“The house in Lake Forest burned down,” she whispered. “It’s . . . gone. Everything.”


He placed his hands on her shoulders and spun her around. His tall shadow loomed over her. She blinked in disorientation when he switched on the crystal chandelier. He stared. The color washed out of his face.


“Come ’ere,” he growled, taking her hand. Genevieve stumbled after him into the living room. A bar lined the north wall. He slid one of the suspended goblets from the rack and grabbed an open bottle of wine. The crimson liquid splashed into the bowl of the glass.


“Drink it,” he ordered, all traces of his accent absent from the terse command. Genevieve hesitated before she glanced into his glittering eyes. She took the glass, draining half the wine in her first swallow. He pried the trembling goblet from her clawlike grip. He guided her over to the sofa and pulled her down next to him.


“Were you in the house?”


She shook her head as she released her hands from his warm grasp.


“I was working late on Oak Street. I drove home at around nine. I’ve been watching them try to put the fire out all night.”


“Why didn’t you call me?”


She just stared at the carpet sightlessly. He didn’t seem to expect her to answer once he’d considered his impulsive question.


They both knew the days were gone when she would have leaned on Sean for support.


“Four engines were working on it when I got there, but they were just trying to contain the blaze at that point . . . keep it from getting to the trees and spreading. One of the firemen told me it had likely started in the garage and spread first to the kitchen. They had it out by the time I left. It was a nightmare. The police were there. The press . . .”


His body tensed for action but he remained seated beside her. She threw him an exasperated glance. Three years hadn’t dulled her almost preternatural ability to read him. Never mind that he’d been trained by the United States Army to be an intelligence operative.


She’d known her fair share of spies. Max had held a top position at the CIA before he’d retired and started his private intel firm. But while Max had proved to be an enigma to her, Sean was pretty much an open book.


“Go ahead, call if you want to,” she said. “There was a cop—Sergeant Gould. The chief from the fire department was a Martin McGruder.”


“I’m not going anywhere right now. What about Jim? Is he okay?” Sean asked, referring to Jim Rothman, Max’s longtime, live-in employee who did everything from house maintenance to grocery shopping.


“He’s fine,” Genny whispered. “He’d been out for the evening, like me. He came home from the movies at around eleven and stood with me, watching it burn.” Her breath caught on an inhale. “He was more upset than I was. He kept worrying he’d left some appliance running or hadn’t maintained the furnace the way he should. I must have told him a million times it wasn’t his fault, poor man, and even if one of us had done something inadvertently, it wasn’t intentional. He was worried sick. He’s staying with his daughter in Niles.”


“There was no indication it’d been set?”


“Set?” She sharpened her gaze on him. “Of course not. Who would have set my house on fire?”


His brows drew together as he studied her. His hand rose to cradle her jaw. “Was there a medical unit there? Did they treat you?”


“For what?”


“Shock.” Their gazes met and locked.


He didn’t try to stop her from standing. She returned to the bar where she lifted the wineglass to her lips. The crystal hummed when she set the goblet on the bar too forcefully. She saw him watching her in the mirror lining the back of the bar.


“Am I going? Or are you?”


“I think you know the answer to that, Genny.”


She turned around. “You can’t expect both of us to stay here.”


He shrugged and leaned back, spreading his arms along the back of the couch. He’d buttoned the crisp white shirt, but not completely. When he spread his arms, the fabric parted. Genevieve found herself staring at the sexy triangle of exposed skin and curling, light brown hair. She blinked when he spoke.


“I’m working on a big project. My assistant will be here first thing in the morning. It’s easier to sleep here when I’m staying so late in the office.”


“Sleep, huh?” she muttered sarcastically.


“You couldn’t expect me to know you’d show up here tonight. I said I was sorry about that.” He waved toward the hallway and the bedroom. When she glanced out the window dismissively, he added, “Right—I forgot. You’re good at ignoring my apologies. You’re an expert at the business of ignoring me in general.”


Heat flooded her cheeks. She opened her mouth to bring him to task for changing the subject but he interrupted her before a word left her tongue.


“I own this penthouse, too. Have you forgotten that?”


“No, I haven’t forgotten. Fine. If you’re staying, I’ll be the one to go. I’ll stay with my mother.” Her eyes widened when he just shook his head slowly, his expression implacable.


“I’m sorry,” he said. “But until I can get some more information about what happened with the fire . . . until I know for sure nobody set it with the intent of harming you, you’re staying here. And so am I, Genny.”


Her muscles felt as if they’d snap like rubber bands stretched too tight when he said her name again. He was the only person who called her Genny. The only one who could and make it sound so natural . . . like her true name. Once Max had tried to call her Genny. It had sounded forced and foolish on his tongue. She hadn’t said anything, but Max had never done it again.


Max had encouraged her and Sean to spend time together. Her husband had confessed to her once that he felt a little guilty about the fact that he had so few interests in common with her, given their twenty-four-year age difference. Max had never shown an ounce of jealousy over the fact that Sean and she shared a love for taking in a Cubs game on hot summer afternoons or biking for miles along the lakefront. Sean had even taught her how to shoot at the Sauren Solutions in-house firing range.


It’d all been innocent . . . on the surface anyway.


Until that New Year’s Eve three years ago, when Max had suggested the three of them indulge in a night of pleasure.


Until five nights later, when Sean had murdered him.




CHAPTER TWO



Sean watched her closely, seeing her indecision, her exhaustion. He sensed something else in her; something he strongly suspected was fear. The realization that it was he who was making her practically vibrate with anxiety made him feel like he’d just tipped pure acid down his throat.


He understood why she was so nervous around him . . . to an extent, anyway. He cursed himself at least once a day for his uncharacteristic impulsivity on that night three years ago. Genny had every right to avoid him like he carried a particularly potent version of the plague. When he’d been desperate to see her after Max’s death, he’d sometimes catch her wincing when she looked at him.


He’d made a mistake. But that’d been years ago. How long did he have to suffer for caring about something beyond wisdom and circumstances?


Beyond reason?


He knew he wasn’t good enough for Genny, but that simple fact had never once stopped him from wanting her more than he’d ever wanted anything. Besides, Sean figured he possessed some kind of deep psychological flaw that made him rebel against the obvious.


Stubbornness stiffened his backbone and he sat forward on the couch, elbows on his knees. He’d grown up knowing that if you wanted something, you had to do more than just fight for it. You had to go into that fight like it was your last volitional act on earth. You had to be willing to sacrifice everything before you went into that battle, whether it was a back-alley scrap with a bully or an Iraqi who hated you so much it was like a poison in his blood.


It hadn’t been hard for him as a kid to live by that code. He’d had nothing of substance to lose but his own life—and hadn’t he gotten the message from plenty of people that even that was a worthless commodity?


He still had nothing to lose at age thirty-seven, Sean admitted to himself grimly. But Genny had wandered into his domain again, even if it had been unintentional on her part. Mistakes and sins be damned. He wasn’t going to let her go again without a fight. He just needed to work on regaining her trust.


If he could just spend some time with her, get her comfortable with him once again, maybe she’d open up.


“You’re staying right here, Gen. There are two bedrooms. You can have your pick.”


“I don’t want to sleep in either one.” Her usually soft, soulful gray eyes turned as sleety as the hovering gray clouds outside the window, but Sean pretended not to notice.


“The couch is nice and soft then.” He stood and walked to the foyer. He locked the front door and keyed in the code for the alarm. She came up behind him as he finished.


“What are you doing?”


“Locking up for the night. Is this your stuff?” He picked up a huge leather carryall and peered inside, seeing hastily folded clothing and a bag of toiletries. “I’ll put it in the guest bath.” She ignored him as she stared at the alarm system mounted on the wall. She turned to him, an incredulous expression spreading on her face.


“That’s a different system than the one downstairs. I’ve never seen it before. I don’t know the code,” she said slowly. “You just locked me in here.”


“’Course I didn’t. I locked everything else out.”


Her mouth fell open at his terse reply. He resisted an almost overwhelming urge to crush her to him, to send his tongue between the tempting target of her lips. His lust for Genny had always been a given, but something about seeing her so unexpectedly and the knowledge she’d stood toe to toe with danger tonight added an extra edge to his hunger.


Her skin looked extremely pale next to the rust-colored knit dress she wore with a pair of leather boots. That dress highlighted every lush curve of her slender body while managing to look sophisticated at the same time. The clean lines and elegance of the garment made him suspect it was Genny’s own design. Sean had never been much for fashion, but he liked Genny’s style. He’d come to admire and respect her talent. Her face was still damp from tears and reddened from crying. Some mascara had smeared below her right eye.


She looked as sublimely lovely to him as she ever had, and it had nothing to do with a body and face that could alter the trajectory of a man’s life. Sean’d known from the first time he laid eyes on her that Genny’s beauty came from within.


He blinked, realizing he’d been staring at her breasts and thinking about how soft and shapely they looked pressed against the clinging knit.


Okay, so her beauty wasn’t just spiritual.


He headed for the hallway. He was supposed to be rebuilding her trust in him, not gawking at her chest like a horny teenage boy, he thought irritably.


She followed him into the bathroom.


“You can’t force me to stay here, Sean,” she said when he deposited her bag on the granite countertop and walked over to the steam shower.


“Who said anything about forcing you?” He turned the faucet. “You’re in shock. You’d be acting all kinds of irrational if you stormed out of a nice, warm, available apartment after your house burned down.” He raised his brows and came toward her. She stepped back quickly, pressing her butt against the vanity to avoid him as he went past her in the narrow confines of the bathroom. She glanced up warily when he paused next to her, his hip brushing her belly.


“Give me one good reason why you can’t stay here, girl,” he demanded quietly.


She seemed too flabbergasted by his audacity to speak, so Sean steamrolled ahead. “Go ahead and take a nice hot shower. It’ll help you to relax. I’m going to try to contact someone at the Lake Forest police and fire departments and then go to bed. Do you want another glass of wine?”


She glanced around, as though searching for a reason she couldn’t stay at the penthouse hidden amongst the fluffy towels and rising steam. Her shoulders slumped suddenly, and Sean knew her shock and exhaustion had finally caught up to her.


“No. Just . . . just leave me alone.” She brushed past him and grabbed her bag. She hadn’t moved quickly enough for him not to see the tears that sprung into her eyes, though.


“Sure thing, girl,” he said as though she’d requested the easiest thing in the world instead of the hardest. “I’ll bring a pillow and blanket out to the couch.”


He saw her frown furiously at the contents of her bag before he shut the door.


He lay in bed, his hands behind his head, thinking. The sun had been valiantly trying to come out for a half an hour now, but it was proving to be a weak opponent against the heavy snow that had begun to fall at dawn.


Genny had come out of the bathroom earlier wearing sweatpants and a huge T-shirt, her brown hair still damp. He’d stood in front of the sliding glass doors that led to the small terrace, dialing the number for the Lake Forest Police on his cell. She hadn’t spared him a glance. She’d laid down on the couch and pulled the blanket almost over her entire head. She kept her back to him when he got off the phone after having a brief conversation with the Lake Forest Police desk sergeant.


She was making a point of ignoring him. He knew he’d pushed her defenses enough as it was, so he’d left her in peace.


She’d said she hadn’t wanted to sleep in either bedroom, Sean recalled. How much had she seen of him fooling around with that woman—Suzanne? He shifted restlessly in the bed, made uncomfortable by the thought.


Why hadn’t Genny called out to him? From the look on her face, she’d been appalled by what she’d seen taking place in this bedroom. Her face had been frozen in shock as silent tears rolled down her cheeks.


Funny, when he’d first heard her whimper of distress, he’d mistaken it for arousal.


Had she been shocked because he’d restrained Suzanne? Or had her distress been caused by seeing him with another woman? Sean suspected it was the former. Max had restrained her that New Year’s Eve at Sean’s request. Maybe Genny didn’t like seeing such a stark reminder of an event she regretted so greatly.


He understood why she didn’t want to sleep in the master bedroom. He never slept in there, never took a woman in there . . . never went in there period if he could avoid it.


Genny still thought of that New Year’s Eve, all right. She regretted it, but not for the same reasons Sean did. Genny would have wiped that night clean out of existence, if she could.


He, on the other hand, clung to the exquisite memories like a miser stroking his treasure. Sometimes, in the middle of the night, Sean would go over each detail, torturing himself. It hurt like hell, but it was a pain he wouldn’t have sacrificed for anything. Once the memories were gone, he’d be left empty and hollow.


He relished the memory of burying his face against Genny’s neck and breathing the scent of her arousal while her cries of pleasure vibrated into his lips. He thought of what it’d been like to have her shaking to orgasm in his arms while he poured himself into her.


His cock swelled and lurched against the sheets.


He hissed a curse and got out of bed. For once, he didn’t welcome the pain of the haunting memories. Not when the dream-woman lay just feet away from him, soft and warm in sleep.


Ten minutes later, he’d showered and dressed, forgoing shaving to save time. He wanted to leave and get back before the storm made transportation impossible.


He wanted to get back before Genny awakened.


He checked on her before he left. She’d turned onto her back and slept with one arm over her head, her clenched fist opening slowly as the muscles relaxed. Her eyebrows drew together slightly, making her look like she was trying to puzzle something out in her dreams. Her breasts looked soft and inviting beneath the thin layer of her T-shirt as they rose and fell with her even breath.


Sean turned away, wondering if there’d ever be a time when he didn’t look at her and feel regret.


He returned to the penthouse three hours later, glad to see Genny still slept. The snow fell so heavily it looked like a gray and white veil flickering outside the windows. With the storm and the light weekend traffic, he’d been able to drive up to Lake Forest with relative ease in his SUV. The plows and salt trucks had been surprisingly efficient for once.


But the snow had started falling heavier on the Edens Expressway on the return trip. It was just a matter of time before the city became immobilized until Mother Nature had her say.


Fatigue overcame him as he removed his coat, gun holster, and boots and keyed the code into the alarm. When he was here alone, he rarely bothered with added security. No one could enter the penthouse without first getting into Sauren-Kennedy, and that was a near impossibility. Certainly nothing the Lake Forest fire chief had told him had raised Sean’s hackles or made him suspicious the fire had been set purposefully.


But Genny was here now, and it never hurt to be cautious.


It’d been three years since Albert Rook had attempted to blackmail Sean with knowledge that could potentially send Genny to prison—three years since Sean had threatened Rook in return and sent the former Sauren Solutions intelligence operative packing.


Sean’s intelligence contacts informed him that Rook was in Indianapolis, Indiana, where he owned an outdoor hunting and fishing store that served as a front for laundering money for a local drug kingpin. Sean wished the slimeball was a hell of a lot farther than Indianapolis from Genny, but Rook had never done anything to make Sean think his threat held strong. Sean had meticulously kept an eye on the man over the years.


Although he had to admit, when Genny had said her house had burned down, Sean’s thoughts had leapt immediately to Max’s old lover.


He hesitated in the living room, his gaze on Genny curled beneath the blanket. He told himself to go back to bed.


He found himself sinking into the cushy leather chair instead.


As his relaxation grew, the barriers faded. Memories flooded his brain. He stared at Genny as the snow fell silently outside the windows.


And Sean remembered.


He’d first met her at a company party that he’d looked forward to about as much as he might a trip to the dentist to get his teeth drilled. Making nice-nice just wasn’t Sean’s thing. Manners were like the sport of a world-class athlete. It was necessary to have it hammered into you from an early age for it to become as natural as breathing. Sure, he’d attended his fair share of social events during his military career, and he’d learned how to comport himself. But he was usually ready to leave a shindig like this before he’d ever crossed the threshold.


Besides, Army brass had nothing on Max Sauren.


He’d reminded himself repeatedly as he drove to Max’s Lake Forest estate that he had only himself to blame for the unpleasant errand. He’d understood what he was getting into when he’d taken the position of chief operating officer at Sauren Solutions Inc. eight months before. The corporate world was a whole new adventure for Sean Kennedy—one he wasn’t entirely certain he was equipped to navigate.


He’d sighed dispiritedly when he’d walked onto the huge, terraced deck that overlooked a lush garden and manicured lawn. Dozens of small cocktail tables had been set up on the deck, each of them adorned with a single white orchid and a tea light. An elaborate, built-in bar and a buffet table were being well patronized by Sauren Solutions employees.


Two white-jacketed waiters weaved amongst the partygoers, tables, and enormous pots of lush flowers. Amy Brighton and Jess Cheaver, two young surveillance experts, greeted him cheerfully. From their eager expressions at seeing him, Sean figured Amy and Jess were relieved to have something break the monotony. The long faces of the partygoers only strengthened his suspicions.


Max was schmoozing a gray-haired man who Sean recognized as Senator Joseph Carmichael from Ohio. Sauren Solutions had managed to bail Senator Carmichael out of a sticky situation involving illegal hiring practices in the senator’s home state. It’d been before Sean’s time, but he’d perused the file. Not that the file gave much away. Somebody at Sauren Solutions had obviously found some dirt on Carmichael’s chief rival in the senate, Mycroft Stokes. Stokes had been the one pushing the investigation against Carmichael.


Following the hiring of Sauren Solutions, Stokes had suddenly discovered much more pressing matters with which to make headlines, and the Carmichael illegal hiring practices scandal had slowly evaporated.


A waiter passed and handed Sean a small plate and a glass of champagne. He was staring dubiously at the contents of the plate when a woman spoke.


“The fork is small enough to get the meat out of the shell.”


He grinned and glanced over his shoulder to the speaker.


He forgot what he meant to say.


Her brown hair was parted on the side and fell in shiny waves past her shoulders. She wore a white, sleeveless sheath dress that fastened at her neck. The dress was simple, and her accessories spare, but the woman gave the impression of effortless chic. It was the look of uncertainty on her heart-shaped face that mesmerized Sean from the first glance—the way her vulnerability contrasted so greatly with her innate sense of style.


It hadn’t been just because it was the first time he’d been exposed to her beauty that Sean had forgotten his glib comment. Genny had never ceased to have the power to knock rational thought clean out of his brain.


“I know how to eat escargot,” he said, firming up his sagging grin. “I was just wondering what the hostess was thinking, serving it at a Fourth of July party.”


He knew he’d erred when he saw her expression falter.


Shit.


On so many levels. She was the hostess. He just knew it all of a sudden. And if she was the hostess, than she was Max’s wife. And wasn’t it just his luck that Mrs. Max Sauren and this incredible creature were one and the same woman?


“It was a stupid thing to serve,” she mumbled, looking stricken.


“Are you kidding me?” Sean asked as he walked over to one of the white tablecloth-covered tables and began to eat with relish. He was relieved to say that she followed him over to the table.


“My mama was a waitress at the Bourbon House for a spell. I lived like a king for ten months or so, eating leftover escargot, oysters, and clams. When I first ate escargot, I thought I’d lose it f’sure. But I was bound and determined to eat every last slimy bit of it. Didn’t Mama tell me it was the equivalent of eating money? Took me about three bites before I realized rich people weren’t the idiots I’d started to think they were when I saw snails on my plate.”


He’d relaxed a little when she laughed. She put out her hand.
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