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			Chapter 1

			August – Split, Croatia

			No one said taking down Zou Yao, Director of Cyber ­Surveillance Unit 21986, was going to be easy. They knew it was going to be a bitch. But the latest news ripped a hole in their initial planning.

			‘Fuck.’ Rafe Contini stared at his fixer, Carlos, standing beside him on the airport tarmac. ‘When?’ 

			‘Sometime last night. The Hong Kong apartment was tossed so we’re not the only ones looking for Zou’s mistress and child. Small compensation for missing them, but—’

			‘Useful,’ Rafe said softly.

			‘Right.’ A scrap of satisfaction in Carlos’ voice. ‘Zou’s going to be fighting on two fronts.’

			Rafe Contini, billionaire CEO of Contini Pharmaceut­icals, had just landed in Split and he and his party were waiting for their luggage to be transferred to a chopper that would ferry them to Rafe’s private island where the operation against Zou would be finalized. The two tall men standing off to one side were keeping their voices down. Rafe’s girlfriend – a term everyone would have regarded with irony only days ago – was talking to her mother on the phone, nodding as she listened, responding mostly with yeses and okays, taking her Uncle Dominic’s advice and being super-agreeable.

			After a quick glance at Nicole to check that she was still involved in her conversation, Rafe raised a brow in query. ‘Does Ganz have any idea who went after Zou’s second family?’ Zou’s young mistress and child were critical to the success of their mission. 

			‘Uh-uh. He says the possibilities are endless. Especially with the premier’s new anti-corruption campaign that has everyone covering their asses by pointing fingers at their rivals. Even Politburo membership isn’t protection against indictment, prison or worse. It’s insanity over there.’

			‘Understatement. How about word on the street?’

			‘So far nothing. Leo’s monitoring the chatter.’

			Rafe almost smiled. ‘At least we’re not the only ones with an unpleasant number of enemies closing in for the kill. When Ganz destroyed the unit’s cyber system, Zou’s blood in the water brought out the sharks.’ 

			‘No shit. If we’re lucky, one of Zou’s enemies might take him out first and we can all go home.’

			‘Wouldn’t that be sweet,’ Rafe drawled. ‘In the absence of that dream being realized,’ he added, a sudden coolness in his voice, ‘tell Gina we’re putting on a special team of analysts to help her narrow the search for Zou’s mistress and child. Webster’s ready, right? He’s unstoppable. Zou couldn’t have sent his secret family far. He didn’t have time.’ Rafe’s face suddenly lit up as Nicole approached; long-legged, curvy, fuck-me gorgeous in a summery, sleeveless, mini-skirted dress that had him thinking about finding a quiet corner, flipping up that little purple skirt, bending her over and making them both happy. Sucking in a breath of restraint, he smiled instead. ‘So is your mom all content and pacified?’ As she came within reach, he wrapped his arm around her shoulder and pulled her close. ‘Everything good back home?’ 

			Looking up, she gave him a relaxed grin. ‘Everything’s cool. Dominic spoke to Mom so I didn’t have to give many details about our holiday. She said to send pictures.’

			A lift of one brow. ‘Yeah?’ He’d recently gotten the impression that Dominic Knight thought he wasn’t exactly boyfriend material.

			‘Not you.’ Nicole smiled at the dark-haired, wildly handsome man looking at her, his amber gaze watchful. ‘Even though you light up my world. But I know you like your privacy. I just said there’s a bunch of us here. No lie, right? Anyway, my mom likes scenery. She’s never been to Croatia.’

			For a man who’d been in the front ranks of eligible bachelors his entire adult life, it was a novel experience to be invisible. It wasn’t a problem, just a data point. He understood. ‘Scenery we have,’ Rafe said with a warm smile. ‘Picture postcard stuff, I’m told. It looks like the chopper’s almost loaded. Give me a minute to say goodbye to Milo. He’s always accommodating.’ 

			The small group looked like anyone else on holiday; the men in shorts and T-shirts, Nicole’s designer dress simple enough to have come off the rack, everyone in sandals – including the pilot. It wasn’t even so unusual to fly in on a private jet; the Adriatic was popular with the privileged set in August. Not everyone had a 1.2 billion-dollar helicopter at the Split airport, however, or a personal acquaintance with the young customs official who’d greeted them. But then Rafe actually liked Milo and he travelled here a lot. The buildings on his island had been more or less under constant construction for years. He was one of the major employers in the area. 

			Rafe explained to Milo that he had a large contingent of guests arriving; Milo smiled and agreed that a good many had already flown in. ‘It’s high season,’ Rafe said with a little eye roll. ‘Try to keep them away, right? Are you playing at the music festival next week?’

			‘Wouldn’t miss it.’

			‘Good. No one handles a keyboard like you. Thursday, right? I think Simon’s bought tickets for us. Thanks again for your help. It’s always appreciated.’ They had an arrangement: Milo never asked for passports or went through their luggage and Rafe had seen that a large gambling debt Milo had incurred with the wrong people had been paid. Leaving Milo’s fingers intact. 

			*

			Twenty minutes later, the helicopter banked steeply to the right and the pilot pointed as Rafe’s private island rose out of the Adriatic Sea and spread slowly across the horizon – a sizeable expanse of mountainous landscape visible through the shimmering mist, a faint silhouette of a distant castle materializing out of the haze.

			Nicole’s brows shot up in surprise. ‘A castle?’ Leaning in close to Rafe so he could hear her over the rhythmic thump, thump, thump of the rotors, she felt a spiking shiver run up her spine. ‘You didn’t mention a castle.’ Castles had dungeons! Kink and dungeons were practically a stereotype, her overactive imagination pointed out, even as a flashback of images from way too many horror films suddenly had her heart tripping. Jesus, get a grip! She was on holiday with the most ridiculously beautiful, shamelessly loveable man; life couldn’t be better. Okay? 

			‘It’s not exactly a castle yet.’ Rafe smiled. ‘It’s closer to a rock pile that’s burning through money. I call it my hobby. My accountant calls it a nightmare.’ 

			‘Speaking of nightmares,’ Nicole said, apprehension flaring again at the reference to things that go bump in the night. ‘Reassure me about dungeons. Don’t ask. It’s stupid, I know, but . . .’ 

			Taking note of Nicole’s trepidation, Rafe chose a marginal lie rather than argue reality versus her wild imagination. ‘No dungeons. Don’t worry. And you’ll love the room that’s been restored in the tower,’ he offered, avoiding further discussions of dungeons. ‘You can pretend you’re a twelfth-century demoiselle. I’ll pretend I’m the crusader who never reached the Holy Land, built this castle instead and chose the lucrative life of a pirate.’ He grinned. ‘So wanna play? I’ll make it worth your while.’ 

			A small frown mirrored her lurking anxiety. ‘I don’t know – maybe, probably, let me think.’ Rafe’s unencumbered views on wealth always gave her pause to consider – how he could buy anything and anyone, for pleasure and perversion alike, no hassle, no questions. And the words pirate and play weren’t particularly reassuring as they approached this remote island with its spectacular limestone cliffs, wind-swept, twisted pines and medieval ruins. 

			‘Maybe?’ A teasing query.

			‘Look, if you must know – and don’t you dare laugh – your castle ruin is kinda creepy. It reminds me of Frankenstein monsters.’ 

			Rafe’s brows rose. ‘Seriously? You believe in that shit?’ 

			‘I’m trying not to. Oh God, is that the tower?’ As the distance to the island narrowed, the castle tower loomed, half derelict, dark and gloomy against the blue sky. She squinted, took a small breath, muttered, ‘That’s scary.’

			He stared at her. ‘You’re kidding.’

			‘Okay, how about it makes me a little unsettled?’

			‘Good.’

			His smile was so wide his goddamned dimples showed. ‘Meaning?’ she said, half guarded, wishing she hadn’t watched so many spooky movies. 

			‘Come on, pussycat, relax,’ he said, pleasantly. ‘I promise you’ll have fun.’

			Nicole gave him a hard, steady look. ‘No offence, but I’m in the middle of fucking nowhere. I’m allowed to wuss out.’

			He flicked a glance at the passengers behind them. ‘You’re in the middle of nowhere with beaucoup bodyguards. You’re safe as hell.’ A small smile. ‘If that’s what you want.’

			‘They’re your bodyguards.’ Her eyes grew wide. ‘Jesus, don’t look at me like that.’

			His smile was pure bad-boy brilliance. ‘Like what?’

			‘Like you’re going to eat me alive.’

			‘As I recall, you like—’

			She put her hand over his mouth then because the pilot was grinning and she wasn’t anywhere near as blasé as he was. 

			He licked her palm, she jerked her hand back and tried to glare at him, but he was smiling at her now like she was the best thing that had ever happened to him and her frustration fell away before the flat-out beauty of his smile. 

			Recognizing her capitulation, he leaned in, tucked a dark curl behind her ear and kissed her cheek softly. ‘Consider me your guardian angel,’ he murmured and, at her sceptical look, amended it to, ‘Personal guardian – how about that? And we’ll have privacy once we land.’ He flicked a glance toward the pilot. ‘Just you and me. No one else.’ 

			‘Except for those down there.’ She pointed at a small village of white-washed, blue-roofed houses spilling down the hillside from the castle gates. ‘And the staff required for that.’ A sprawling peach-coloured Venetian-style palazzo surrounded by gardens came into view beyond the castle walls. 

			Rafe touched her ear with his lips. ‘Everyone will keep their distance. I’ve given orders. So you’re free to scream as loud as you like, wherever and whenever you like.’ 

			She turned, grinning. ‘Appreciate your foresight and planning.’

			‘I’m here to make you happy, Tiger.’ Dropping a kiss on her nose, he turned to the pilot as the landing pad came into sight. ‘Take it easy, Davey. No showboating.’ 

			The pilot gave Rafe a thumbs up. And instead of skimming the tops of the large palms bordering the pad as usual, he set the chopper down so gently it practically floated to earth.

			The small party alighted into the brilliant sunshine, Rafe first so he could help Nicole down. Then Ganz, Rafe’s childhood friend, Mongolian hacker extraordinaire, and current target for Shanghai’s assassination squads. Carlos stepped out next, followed by Dominic and Rafe’s security men – Leo and Simon respectively.

			After deplaning, Simon glanced at Rafe. ‘I’m assuming guests are allowed up to a point.’

			‘As long as she’s willing to leave on short notice.’ Simon had a girlfriend in Split. 

			‘Understood. Not a problem.’ 

			‘Go for it then.’ Rafe nodded at Carlos. ‘We’ll see you tomorrow. My phone’s on.’ He’d insisted on twenty-four uninterrupted hours with Nicole, or as uninterrupted as possible considering the circumstances. Rafe gave Ganz a narrowed look. ‘That means you’re not to bother me unless the sky’s falling. Got it?’

			Ganz frowned, looked at Rafe through a tumble of straight black hair. ‘Am I allowed to decide when the sky’s falling or am I at the mercy of my minders?’ Jerking his chin up, he flipped his hair out of his eyes. 

			‘All you have to do is limit the blow, dude,’ Rafe drawled, ‘and you won’t have minders.’ 

			‘If only,’ Ganz drawled back.

			Rafe laughed. ‘Gotcha. Then listen to Carlos. And if you need coddling, I believe some of the women at the spa might be willing to help you out.’

			Ganz flashed a broad smile. ‘You really do love me, don’t you?’

			‘Fucking A,’ Rafe murmured. ‘You’re the love of my life. Now play nice with the ladies and behave, okay? I know you can do it.’

			Nicole was always touched by the warm, teasing affection between Rafe and his friends. It was rare and unselfconscious.

			‘Ration my blow, behave, don’t piss off the women at the spa. Fuck, I’m gonna have to set my timer so I know there’s an end to the fucking rules. Twenty-four hours, right?’ Party to Rafe’s conversation with Carlos, Ganz punched his timer icon a couple times and shoved his cell phone toward Rafe.

			Rafe arched one brow. ‘Cute. Now remember to eat something.’ He took Nicole’s hand. ‘Come on, Tiger. We’ve got things to do.’ 

			‘Such as?’ she murmured playfully as he drew her away from the men. 

			His grip tightened on her hand. ‘Such as anything your little heart desires. I’m all yours.’

			She glanced up. ‘For twenty-four hours.’ She’d noticed the grim-faced look on Carlos when Rafe had said, We’ll see you tomorrow. 

			Rafe shrugged. ‘It’s a half-assed deal. My phone’s still on.’

			‘You don’t have to coddle me. I understand you’re dealing with . . . ’ She paused, quickly discarded several comments on precarious reality. ‘Lots of stuff.’

			‘It can wait until tomorrow.’ His smile was a slow unfurling of tenderness. ‘That’s my gift to myself. Twenty-four hours. Fuck the world till then.’ 

			‘I shouldn’t be so selfish, but thanks. Really.’ Her heart beat harder and faster because she knew how little time they had. ‘Thanks a lot.’

			‘I’m totally selfish myself but, hey, why change now,’ he said with a grin. ‘Ready for a climb? I’m going to take you to the best view on the island.’ 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Ganz twitched his broad shoulders, gave his head a shake, then surveyed the grounds beyond the landing pad for a second as though getting his bearings. Then he turned to Carlos.‘Who came in before us?’ he asked, crisply and clearly.

			‘The tech team. Or most of them. Three security teams. A couple cleaners.’

			Ganz frowned. ‘Zou’s mobilizing every fucking resource at his command. So tell me more are coming or I might as well shoot myself now.’ 

			‘No need for that,’ Carlos said with a tic of a smile. ‘A fucking army’s on its way. Ours, Dominic Knight’s, Gora’s – his includes every thug in eastern Europe. He’s called in his markers back to the Dark Ages.’

			‘For Rafe’s mother.’

			‘Yeah. Word has it Gora would take on the world single-handedly for Camelia.’ Carlos smiled faintly. ‘And apparently has; maybe even her late husband.’ 

			‘Gora got tired of waiting for his happy ending?’

			‘Their happy ending the story goes. This from a man who’s racked up more professional hits than he can remember,’ Carlos murmured. ‘Love is strange – or maybe not so strange.’ A slice of laughter. ‘Gina’s volunteered to help; I’m guessing she’s on board to help protect her favourite lover boy.’

			‘Then don’t tell her Rafe might be considering a change in his role as stud to the world,’ Ganz said with a grin. ‘’Cause we need Gina’s mad skills. Hell, her intelligence contacts are almost as good as yours, Sanz. She found Timur when no one else could.’

			‘And slit his throat after he fucked her; talk about dying happy,’ Carlos noted with a flicker of his brows. ‘She might actually be half in love with Rafe, though, so keeping him alive is real personal.’

			‘Love?’ Ganz snorted. ‘It’s just raw sex.’ 

			‘Au contraire,’ Simon interposed, catching the last of the comments. ‘Not that Rafe doesn’t give her what she wants, but she’s really into him. He is fucking loveable. I don’t often say that of a guy. Never, as a matter of fact.’

			Carlos grunted. ‘Love, sex, kink up the ass – who cares. Right now, we need to focus to survive.’

			‘Then show me our tech capacity and I’ll let you know if it’s adequate, fixable or we’re totally fucked,’ Ganz said, sharp, tight, fast. 

			Carlos recognized the C-rush in that staccato delivery. ‘Think you can make it up the hill? It’s steep.’ 

			‘No problem. I’ll be wired for—’ Ganz glanced at his watch and grinned. ‘At least three hours. Wanna race?’ 

			‘Save your fucking energy,’ Carlos said, drily. ‘You’re gonna need it.’

			By the time the men reached the castle gates, Rafe and Nicole had disappeared. The huge iron-strapped doors were open, the inner court fully restored to the last polished cobblestone. The entrance hall was equally resplendent, the high-timbered ceiling a hybrid Gothic/Saracen design so intricate it could have been patterned on a spider’s web. And as for the painting alone, it had taken six Florentine workmen two years to fully redecorate the ceiling timbers. Other artisans had also been hard at work on the castle; not that the project was anywhere near finished, but portions of the castle were livable. Carlos led the men to the back of the entrance hall, then down a flight of stairs to an elevator. ‘The tech equipment can withstand a nuclear attack,’ he explained. ‘We’re five stories down in the dungeons.’ 

			While the four men were descending underground, Rafe and Nicole were climbing a circular staircase winding up the inner walls of the tower. Despite the original design being built for defence, a railing had been installed for safety. 

			Rafe held Nicole’s hand as he guided her up the stairs, explaining the various restoration projects in detail, his obvious reverence for the historic structure gradually eliminating the last vestiges of Nicole’s paranoia. By the time they reached the small landing at the top of the stairs, she was relatively satisfied no monsters lurked and acutely aware of the tower’s antiquity, the sense of history in the weathered stones so vivid she could almost visualize the previous occupants who’d travelled these stairs. ‘Do you ever think of all those who’ve lived here before? You must,’ she said, answering her own question.

			‘It’s impossible not to.’ Turning the large key in the lock, Rafe pushed open the centuries’-old, iron-studded door and waved Nicole in. ‘I don’t believe in ghosts, but you can feel the spirits in these old walls, in the worn stair treads, in this room that served as the last bastion against enemies.’

			‘Seriously?’ She scanned the large, airy, elegant space. ‘Here?’ 

			‘Yeah. This was the final sanctuary from attack, the top floor, the ultimate defensive position. The stairway was deliberately narrow in order to thwart invaders. And this door . . . ’ He rapped his knuckles on the much-worn, four-inch-thick oak. ‘Shows evidence of some hard-fought battles.’ He smiled. ‘No sword marks on the inside though. The castle survived intact until the palazzo was built in 1507; after that the comte’s descendants allowed this to fall into decay.’ 

			‘You must have had a decorator.’ Nicole surveyed the circular area, carpeted with layers of antique rugs, the walls hung with colourful tapestries, the furniture richly carved, gilded and upholstered in sumptuous Venetian velvets. ‘This is posh for a medieval interior.’ 

			‘Not in this part of the world. Byzantium’s trade with the East was flourishing, every luxury was available. The furniture is original, although most of the fabrics had to be replaced. Miraculously, the tapestries were transferred to the palazzo and escaped destruction. Legend has it the original French comte had an eye for beauty and extravagance.’ And lush women who he housed in this: his tower harem. With Nicole’s declared misgivings about the tower, Rafe chose not to mention that bit of history. ‘Apparently, the comte’s free-booting life gave him the wherewithal to live in comfort. Take a look at the view though,’ he added, changing the subject. ‘It’s the reason I had this room finished first.’

			Resting his shoulder against the door jamb, Rafe watched Nicole cross the room to the windows overlooking the sea and briefly considered locking the door, shutting out the world with all its lethal consequences and indulging his sexual appetites as the original comte had. It was only a fleeting thought; those on Ganz’s trail were tenacious. They had to be. The price of failure was high. 

			With a soft sigh, Rafe eased the door shut, resolved to forget the precarious future for the next twenty-four hours and simply gratify their wild, mad, soul-stirring desires until the clock ran out.

			Sharply aware of the limited time, Rafe followed Nicole to the new large windows he’d had installed, wrapped his arms around her, and drew her back against his hard body. ‘God, you feel good,’ he whispered, tightening his grip. ‘We should just stay here. Fuck everything. What’d you think?’ 

			She turned slightly to meet his gaze and smiled. ‘Count me in.’

			He laughed. ‘Wouldn’t that be nice.’ He slid his fingers through hers, smooth and easy, his voice when he spoke so soft she had to strain to hear. ‘If only the world wasn’t ready to wreck everything good, grind it up and throw it away. If there actually was a second first time.’ Or better yet, a way to overcome their numerical disadvantage in this war, he thought, a muscle in his jaw twitching. ‘As if, right?’ He shrugged, winced; his shoulders were coiled tight. ‘Screw it. Let’s just play hard till we flame out and go down for the count. Whadda you say?’ No beat beforehand, no advance notice, a raw-edged, flaring pressure in his voice. ‘Oh shit, forget it. I shouldn’t have asked.’ 

			You shouldn’t have asked like that, she wanted to say. But he was breathing fast, like he’d been running and his fingers were folding and unfolding around hers in taut restraint. ‘I don’t mind,’ she said, feeling the urgency too, the swirling danger spinning in the air, the reeling sense of imminent loss. ‘How about a small wager on who flames out first?’ she added, wanting to make him smile even for an instant.

			‘You can’t be serious.’ 

			The smile she was looking for drifted through his words. ‘So far I’ve been able to keep up, Contini.’ Her voice was soft as silk, a hum of pleasure beneath her words, the smallest hint of backward thrust against his crotch. 

			Anyone less familiar with her impatience would have missed the slight movement of her ass. ‘We’re talkin’ pro leagues, Tiger.’ A playful note rang in his voice now, the sharpness and tension gone. 

			‘Sign me up.’

			His husky laugh warmed her to her toes, sent a spiralling heat racing downward, brought a flush to her cheeks. 

			He liked that she blushed; his barely chained testosterone liked it even more. ‘No ground rules,’ he said softly. ‘You okay with that?’ 

			There was an unmistakable warning in the low-pitched statement; an irresistible invitation as well. He offered rich, flamboyant pleasure with virtuoso ease, the thick, straining length of his dick against her back the ultimate temptation. ‘I’ll let you know if I’m not okay.’

			The silence lasted three seconds too long. ‘I may not listen. I’m a moody, selfish fuck. Just so you know.’ 

			‘Wow, newsflash,’ she said, drily.

			‘Keep it up, Pussycat,’ he whispered, bending to nip at her ear, ‘and you’ll get a newsflash right up your tight little ass.’ Slipping his hands free, he swivelled her enough to get a firm grip on her bottom. Then, kissing his way up her cheek, he put his thumbs on her hips for leverage, flexed his fingers over the curves of her butt and gently squeezed; the weight of his broad palms, the faint pressure so slight she shouldn’t instantly feel a rush of desire burn through her senses nor find herself suddenly breathless. 

			‘You’re always ready to rock, aren’t you?’ He told himself there were advantages to her slam-bang sexual response, that her past and his were irrelevant, that he should be gratified. But an inescapable outrage was never far from the surface when he thought of Nicole with other men. ‘With you, it’s Christmas every day.’ His voice was lightly abrasive at the last, his fingers tightening cruelly on her ass. 

			‘Hey!’ She flinched, tried to jerk away. ‘That hurts.’

			He told himself to be reasonable and he was for two seconds more. ‘But how much does it hurt – isn’t that the question?’ His voice was silken, his grip relentless; reasonableness had never been his strong suit. ‘Sometimes you like it a little rough. Even ask for it.’

			Her entire body was rigid, her breathing ragged. ‘Stop it,’ she hissed, trying to ignore the sensational size of his erection pressing into her stomach, the blazing desire drumming through her senses, the frantic throbbing inside her that confirmed the exasperating truth of his observation. ‘I’m not asking now, okay?’ 

			‘Such a liar,’ he whispered, stroking her bottom through the soft fabric of her dress, gently, back and forth, unhurried, like he knew how to do this job; it wasn’t complicated. ‘Tell me this sweet ass is all mine and I’ll help you calm down.’ A second passed, two, then one palm came down on her butt with a well-placed, expert smack that registered in every high-octane, stressed out, sexually deprived nerve in her body. 

			She flinched, then softly moaned as a wayward thrill spiked through her body in flame-hot waves. ‘Damn you,’ she whispered, her face warm with embarrassment. 

			He suddenly flashed a smile. ‘It’s okay to give in once in a while, Pussycat. When you need it, you need it. No one’s keeping score.’ 

			Now who was the liar? The too-beautiful-for-words control freak who also happened to be her favourite, blissed-out, orgasmic high, that’s who. She sighed. ‘You do have a stellar dick.’

			The side of his mouth kicked up. ‘Appreciate your interest.’ Then he unleashed the full power of a truly wicked smile. ‘Just a suggestion, but if you’d like to ramp up the game, we could try a little more wildness, make you even wetter and hornier.’ 

			‘You’re in a mood.’ She smiled back. ‘So, no thanks.’

			He gave her ass a sharp, open-handed slap gauged to hurt so good.

			She yelped, the high-pitched sound melting into a breathy, fevered whimper as pleasure spread like wildfire through her senses.

			Rafe’s golden eyes flickered with amusement. ‘I don’t know why you keep saying no. You never mean it. Most—’

			‘Don’t you dare say “most women”!’ Although her protest would have been more effective if her body hadn’t been aglow, buzzing, slick with need; if her nipples weren’t beaded hard. 

			His gaze lifted from her nipples, his smile indulgent. ‘What I was about to point out,’ he said, mildly, ‘is that most of the time you come faster, harder, scream louder when I push you to the wall.’

			Oh God, and no one did it better. Sure, smooth, gauging her meltdown with maddening ease, his long, slender fingers splayed across her ass, the provocative pressure just enough to send the requisite tingles to every eager, throbbing, sexed-up, fuck-me portion of her anatomy, to remind her how good it felt to be pushed to the wall by the living legend Rafe Contini. Wishing she wasn’t such a pushover for him, that she had some of his nerveless discipline, she heard herself say, ‘That’s not always true,’ when they both knew she was lying, when she’d barely had breath to finish the sentence, when the agitated rise and fall of her breasts was a patent display of primed, X-rated need. 

			‘Whatever you say.’ A pleasant vibe to his voice. ‘Your call.’ But mostly mine, he thought with customary arrogance, his gaze on her lavish, quivering tits, recalling their soft, weighty resilience with a tantalizing rush of memory. Selfishly intent on cupping that warm, silken flesh in his palms, he moved her effortlessly, arranging her back to his front once again and reaching around her, began unbuttoning her dress. 

			‘Wait a minute, wait, wait.’ Rafe was always capable of such restraint like some abstemious monk. If this was the pro-leagues, if she wanted even a chance in hell of winning their wager, she couldn’t just cave. ‘Hey.’ She shot him a look over her shoulder. ‘You said, my call . . . what are you doing?’ 

			He raised his dark brows fractionally. ‘Getting ready to fuck you. Remember – no rules.’ Capturing Nicole’s hands, he circled her wrists with one hand, and started freeing buttons with his other. ‘And I’m guaranteeing unlimited orgasms. What’s not to like?’

			‘Your damned arrogance for starters.’ But her nipples were drilling holes in the fine linen of her dress, her breathing unquiet, restless, her body opening the door wide for those promised orgasms. 

			‘Fuck my arrogance.’ He spoke with stunning indifference. ‘As if that’s gonna stop you from coming.’ Freeing another button, he glanced at her stiff, peaked nipples. ‘Christ, you’re almost there, aren’t you? All I have to do is touch these impressively sexed-up nipples and you’ll go off like a rocket.’

			She gritted her teeth, looked back at him through a haze of lust and shook her head.

			He laughed. ‘We’ve met before, remember? Even on a good day, you’ve got a short fuse when it comes to sex. Don’t get me wrong, I like that, but I’m running this show. That means you’re going to lose your little wager,’ he said with a lazy smile. ‘In just a few seconds.’ Slipping free the last of the row of pearl buttons, he eased open the dress top. ‘Jesus, Tiger,’ he whispered, a small heat in his voice. ‘You have the nicest tits – best in the world, no shit.’ He slid his fingers down her warm cleavage, under the ripe abundance of her breasts, lifted slightly, his fingertips sinking into the yielding softness, his erection surging in stark appreciation. 

			‘Fuck – just the feel of these cushy boobs makes me so hard it hurts.’ His voice was tightly leashed, a hushed expectancy in his words. ‘Change of plans. You’re gonna have to jack me with your tits first.’

			He heard her muffled sob, bent forward, saw that her eyes were glittering with wetness. ‘Christ, don’t cry. We’ll talk about it, okay?’ 

			She sniffled, drew in a deep breath, embarrassed and angry with herself for dissolving into tears with a man like Rafe who was the poster boy for casual sex. ‘I don’t feel like talking,’ she said, biting her bottom lip to stifle her tears. ‘I’m fine.’ 

			She looked so lost and confused, making her happy was a no-brainer. ‘Look, that was a dickhead thing to say.’ Her eyes were still shiny with tears, her little hiccupy sniffs witness to his dickheadness. ‘From now on, if I’m doing something you don’t like, just let me know. We good?’ 

			His offer to accept input during sex didn’t go unnoticed by his psyche – the word pussy-whipped came to mind, startling in its novelty. But when Nicole blinked away her tears, then nodded and smiled, he suddenly felt as though he’d been given a prize. ‘That’s my girl,’ he whispered. ‘Yeah?’ 

			‘You betcha.’ 

			Her smile this time was warm and heady and he had to tell his dick to cool it a little longer. Too many years of women giving him what he wanted had made him callous. Insensitive. He almost smiled. Fuck, new world order. Behave. 

			Sliding his fingertips over the soft fullness of her breasts to her nipples, he caressed the sensitive crests with feather-light delicacy, up and down, around and around, tugging a little, squeezing gently, taking his time until her breathing turned into erratic little pants. Then, capturing the ostentatious, jewel-hard tips in his fingers, he slowly compressed the tender flesh.

			She shuddered, the exquisite pressure streaking downward, coiling hot and achy between her legs and, with a frantic little groan, she pushed back against his engorged dick. ‘Rafe, please, I’m dying.’ 

			‘Just a second,’ he whispered. Moving his hands down her stomach, beneath her short skirt, he slid his fingers under the edge of her panties, twisted his wrist, pushed two fingers into her slippery sex to her G-spot, placed his thumb on her clit, said, ‘Take a breath’ and exerted an irresistibly subtle pressure. 

			She moaned, a fevered, hysterical sound.

			Liquid desire instantly drenched his fingers. ‘More?’ It was a promise of pleasure he took pains to deliver, stroking her sleek, pulsing tissue with tenderness and skill, with targeted ingenuity, with just the right degree of pressure and depth. Until she was squirming hard against his hand and so close to climax, her whimpers were rising into audible demands. ‘Done waiting?’ A gentle question not likely to be answered when she was trembling, her eyes shut tight. With a hand on her shoulder, he turned her back facing him, his fingers still buried in her sweet, throbbing sex rotating sleekly. Dragging his fingertips over the tender nub of her G-spot, he waited a pulse beat while she shuddered, then slid his other hand under one soft, plump breast and, lifting it high, bent to lick her nipple. Lightly at first, a few nibbles, a little sucking, a drift of up and down strokes with the flat of his tongue, estimating her readiness, her soft moans, choppy breaths – waiting.

			Until she suddenly arched her back against the sharp, raw feeling, grabbed huge handfuls of his hair, hauled him close and pleaded, ‘Now, now, now!’ 

			Showtime. 

			Spreading his fingers wider, he tightened his grip on her tit, sank the fingers of his other hand deep into her hot, slick pussy and, holding her securely, drew her taut, peaked nipple into his mouth and sucked the life out of it.

			Nicole groaned as lust punched downward with lightning speed, turned into hot, blazing rapture, and exploded a pulse beat later into the opening throes of an orgasm so stunning, she gasped. The soft, smothered sound swiftly escalated into a more familiar overwrought cry that rose in volume until it reached the adrenalin-powered scream of full-out, orgasmic ecstasy that always made Rafe smile. She had no restraint, her emotions raw: hot/cold; sweet/sulky; plenty of stubborn, but easy too. She laid it all out there. White lightning. Take it or leave it. 

			Taking it made his world perfect, made his heart rate tick up, made him feel lucky as hell. 

			She was still trembling when he carefully eased his fingers free, drew her into the warmth of his body. Running his hands up and down her back as she slowly calmed, he felt a pure, unspoiled content he only felt with her. Picture postcard nice. Good enough to pin up and remember with wonder when the world blew up to shit. 

			By slow degrees, Nicole’s senses returned to planet earth and, with a blissful sigh, she stretched up and kissed his throat. ‘You’re so good to me, I think I’m in love. No, I definitely am. Really truly.’

			Her teasing tone effectively silenced any alarm bells apropos the word love and, dipping his head, he kissed her lightly. ‘Does that mean I get a turn?’ Because playing at love and roseate postcard scenarios were going to be winding down real fucking soon. ‘If you’re still going another few rounds though,’ he added, politely, forcibly suppressing stark reality. ‘Not a problem.’ But he was sliding her dress off her shoulders and down her arms as he spoke, baring her breasts a moment later, his dick fixed on getting into the game regardless of her answer or his offered politesse. 

			A small flicker of coolness drifted over her heated skin as the dress dropped to her waist, a wild, spiking pleasure coursing through her, his touch instantly igniting her cravings as if she’d not just climaxed moments ago. ‘You inside me ASAP. My turn, your turn, we both get turns,’ she said in a heated rush, her need for Rafe unquenched, insatiable. Terrifying. ‘I feel as though I should apologize for my breathless frenzy, explain – if I could. Fuck it. I can’t. I’m hopelessly addicted, not that you haven’t heard that a thousand times, but—’ 

			‘I haven’t,’ he interrupted, not about to get into a discussion of the women in his past. ‘Where? Here, the bed or—’

			‘Right here, right now. Right the fuck now!’ Nicole was fevered, impatient, beginning to tremble. Just like all the other women who lusted after Rafe Contini’s celebrated dick, she thought, reaching for the zipper on his shorts. ‘I don’t suppose you ever fall apart, crazed with lust?’ 

			She was staring at him with a fretful, narrowed gaze and his dick was rock hard, so he chose a tactful middle ground answer. ‘Not often, no.’

			‘You mean not ever,’ she said, tight-lipped, struggling with the zipper caught in the chino cloth.

			Okaaay. Try again. ‘Look, Pussycat, don’t take it personally, but coming from my family I learned early on to keep my shit together. Falling apart was never an option.’

			She was sprung so tight, she was practically twitching; he, on the other hand, was un-fucking-believably composed. ‘I never fell apart before. That’s all I’m saying. What the hell are you smiling for?’

			‘It pleases me, that’s why.’ 

			‘It unnerves the hell out of me,’ she grumbled, jerking on the zipper. ‘And just so you know, I resent your permanently aroused dick, I resent my inability to resist it, I despise all the women in your past . . . for no good reason, okay – I get it, the past’s the past.’ She raised her chin contentiously. ‘But you know, sometimes I forget that. What I really hate though, is feeling this irrational lust whenever I’m within fifty feet of you and if you don’t help me with this zipper right this fucking second,’ she snapped, her voice cracking at the end, ‘I’m going to scream! I want you inside me. Now!’ 

			If he was in the habit of expressing his feelings, he could have said they were both in the same schizoid boat – simultaneously sexed up and resentful. He also could have said that he wasn’t accustomed to women screaming at him. He should tell her to go fuck herself. He should tell her he knew a couple of therapists. He should refuse her undiluted command. ‘How far inside?’ he said instead, his voice dangerously soft. 

			‘Zipper,’ she said with a little bite.

			‘No problem,’ he said, calm as hell, brushing her hands aside. His shorts were off a second later and, kicking them away, he spun Nicole around so her back was to him. ‘Hands on the window sill.’ Shoving her skirt up over her wiggling, squirming ass, he suddenly went motionless – irrationally offended by her goddamn eagerness. All his festering jealousies instantly reignited at the thought of other men who’d seen her like this. 

			He dragged in a breath. Let it go. This was about play, nothing serious; the clock was ticking for Christ’s sake. This wasn’t the time to overthink; this was about hot sex, and getting off until his dick gave out. As if. Rational thought hadn’t had a fucking chance since he’d first set eyes on Nicole. ‘I have a few questions,’ he muttered, jerking her upright and spinning her around. 

			She blinked. ‘You’re kidding!’ But his expression was so grim she quickly adjusted her response to something more likely to keep her on her impassioned path to nirvana. ‘Look, if you want me to apologize, consider it done, okay? Whatever I said, I take it back.’

			‘I’m not looking for an apology.’ His expression was unreadable. ‘I need to ask you something.’

			‘Could we do this later—’ She drew in a steadying breath. ‘When I’m not so stressed out – lust wise?’

			A flash of impatience. ‘No.’ 

			‘I’d like to be agreeable, but—’ She smiled, fluttered her hands in voiceless apology, then slid them between her legs. ‘This really isn’t a good time.’

			He jerked her hands up so fast her jaw dropped. Holding her hands in a deceptively loose grip, he smiled tightly. ‘It’s a good time for me.’ He spoke softly, without inflection. ‘And if you ever want to come again, you might want to answer my questions.’

			Her eyes instantly narrowed into slits. ‘What’s your problem?’

			‘I don’t have a problem. You have a problem. Me. So . . .’ His nostrils flared. ‘First, don’t fucking scream at me. Second, consider learning a little sexual restraint.’ His gaze passed over her briefly, without expression. ‘Third, I want to know how many men have . . .’ He sucked in a breath, suddenly questioning his sanity. His world was about to come crashing down around him for Christ’s sake and he was looking for some ridiculous head count. What the fuck? Dropping her hands, he exhaled loudly, quickly raked his fingers through his hair, then gave her a curt nod. ‘Look, screw it. Just don’t scream at me, okay, and we’ll get along.’ 

			‘Does getting along mean I can have sex with you?’ Feeling as though the storm had passed, and she’d survived, her sexed-up psyche was wilfully back on target. Her eyes locked in on his blatant erection lifting the fabric of his boxers. ‘Are you going to take it out or should I?’

			She sure as hell had balls. But he was still smarting from almost losing it over some totally unacceptable jealousy. ‘It depends.’

			She smiled. ‘Come on, can we cut the drama?’ 

			He shrugged. ‘You tell me. You’re the screaming drama queen.’

			She squared her shoulders, inhaled, offered him a tentative smile. ‘Okay, here goes, I’m going to lay it all out – every confused, conflicted emotion. And even though you’ve heard it from me before, remember, women like to talk things to death. I’ve always preferred things simple, no strings, no craziness. And until I met you, the pattern never changed. So I dislike, loathe, maybe even hate feeling this out-of-control about a man – you in particular. I don’t, as a rule, think about men and all I do is think about you, want you, need you . . . in me, over me, around me . . . every goddamn minute.’

			‘Sex, you mean.’ A noticeable growl vibrated through the words, his recent reflections on being reasonable about head counts going up in smoke.

			She grimaced. ‘I don’t know, maybe, could be. But you of all people can’t take issue with that.’

			‘I find I do with you. It annoys me. Not often.’ He smiled his first warm smile since she’d screamed at him, thinking that was about as close to contrite as his little hot-headed girl could manage. ‘Look . . . you’ve brought me a kind of happiness I didn’t know existed. But dealing with this – sex . . . relationship – whatever it is between us, processing all the strange, new feelings; good and bad, the wanting . . . ’ A quick, boyish smile. ‘Which is fanatical, by the way, is messing with my head too.’

			‘Also, you don’t like women who talk back. I worry about that.’

			He laughed so long, she was scowling up a storm by the time he wiped his hand over his face and composed himself. ‘Sorry, but that was so fucking deluded.’ He chuckled, caught himself. ‘Sorry, really.’

			‘And you’re always completely transparent, I suppose,’ she said with a little flash of annoyance.

			No way he was going there, his entire life shrouded in layers of reticence. ‘With you, I’ll try, okay? Ask me something. I’ll answer if I can.’

			‘But not why we’re here.’

			‘It’s too dangerous for you to know. That’s why your uncle was freaking. Ask me something easier.’

			‘Do you believe in love?’

			He cleared his throat. ‘That’s a pretty loaded word.’

			‘Doesn’t have to be.’ 

			She waited, a smile lifting her perfect mouth. Understanding this was in the way of a test, he was careful with his answer. ‘Before you, I would have said, emphatically, no. Now? I’m thinking, maybe.’ 

			She laughed. ‘Men. So predictable. Scared as shit about love.’

			‘Predictable this, Pussycat,’ he said, reaching out for her, putting an end to a conversation that couldn’t possibly end well. Grabbing her skirt, he jerked it up, ripped off her lace panties with a snap of his wrist, dropped them, shoved his boxers down, then spun her around. ‘Hands on the sill, Tiger. You wouldn’t want to fall.’ His voice was soft, the finger he slid up her slick pussy practised, professional, smoothly efficient in its results. 

			With a quivering sigh, she leaned over and set her hands on the sill.

			‘Good girl.’ But even as he slid the swollen head of his dick into her sleek, pulsing sex, he experienced a sharp, bitter taste in his mouth at the feel of her ever-ready, slick pussy. A second later, he reminded himself that he’d always considered wantonness an asset in a women; get over it. So he did in his habitual fashion – deny the problem – fuck instead. Splaying his fingers around her slim hips, he secured his grip, and without preliminaries, drove in hilt deep, ignoring her startled cry, begrudging her low moan of pleasure that followed, not sure any of this was even close to habitual. 

			Nicole had never been a casual lay. 

			More like an obsession.

			And in his current reproachful frame of mind, un­deterred by reason or logic, he blamed the beautiful, captivating, unpredictable woman for making unclear what had always been clear in his life, for trashing his long-held custom of sex as entertainment, for the bloody unwelcome cluster-fuck in his brain. Rankled and sullen, wanting her to somehow pay for his obsession, he gave her ass a slap. ‘Show me what you’ve got, babe. Give me a good ride and I might let you come first.’

			His fuck-all tone was so outrageous, her pulse was suddenly loud in her ears for reasons other than her feverish arousal. ‘You’re confusing me with all the women who put up with your bullshit,’ Nicole snapped. Pushing hard on the window sill, she tried to rise, ignoring her wildly aroused libido that was screaming, No, no, no! Don’t do this to me! Shutting down the hysterical voice in her head, she flung herself back against the immovable force holding her down. ‘Get the fuck off me!’ 

			Motionless, tense, his dick buried deep inside her, he didn’t move, with the exception of tightening his grip on her hips, his fingers leaving marks on her skin. Assailed with an overwhelming need to finish what he started, her hot, pulsing pussy wetter than hell, there was no doubt in his mind she wanted to come as much as he did. Rocked with indecision, thoroughly selfish, sexual denial previously unknown, he quickly debated his options. With anyone else, debate would have been a non-starter. Also, if he wasn’t so fucking ready to explode, if his fucked-up life didn’t make true enlightenment impossible, he might have seen the humour in the situation. 

			Really, what woman says ‘stop’ when she’s impaled on your dick and panting? The Princess of the Universe, of course. Who the fuck else? 

			Dragging in a steadying breath, he took a moment to deal with his rancor, quickly calculated a sexual cost/benefit analysis and decided Nicole couldn’t go long without an orgasm. So what the hell – he could afford to be polite a few minutes more. 

			But he was still damn near explosive, his dick in particular, and it required another moment or two to drain the snarl from his voice. ‘Sorry, my fault,’ he said, tightly. Shutting his eyes briefly, he summoned every shred of willpower he possessed, then withdrew from the sweetest, hottest piece of ass this side of paradise. His libido was still raging, his erection hard enough to cut steel. Life sucked. 

			‘Oh, hell, I’m sorry too.’ Standing up and turning to face him, Nicole offered a small deprecating smile. ‘I get pissed when you play God.’ She twitched her nose. ‘Jeez, sorry again – really – that would have been super good too. Damn.’ She smiled. ‘I apologize for my freaking temper.’ 

			‘Not a problem. I deserved it,’ he said, not defensive, patient, being an adult now that his pulse rate was diminishing. ‘I shouldn’t have said what I did.’ 

			‘Look, it’s supposed to be just a game.’ Nicole sighed. ‘I overreacted.’

			He shrugged. ‘We both did. For what it’s worth, I don’t mind your temper. It’s different.’

			A playful twinkle warmed her eyes. ‘Different from all your compliant lays?’

			‘Something like that.’ Although she was so much more, different in countless ways – all good, shiny bright and dazzling. 

			‘You’ve had it easy too long.’ She held up her hands to stop his protest. ‘Not that I don’t understand. Smart, handsome billionaire with a legendary dick. Hell, I’m willing to be agreeable for access to your inked magnificence.’ 

			He chuckled. ‘You agreeable? Hey, joke, relax. You’re perfect.’ Pulling her close, he slid his hands down her back, rested them at the base of her spine, smiled his most winning smile. ‘However.’ A lift of his brows. ‘At the risk of returning to the war zone, I don’t much feel like conversation. I’m barely keeping my shit together you noticed, yeah? Anyway, under stress, my normal go-to setting is to smash something or else fuck till I drop. Old habits, sorry. If I’m scaring the shit out of you, you’re off the hook. I can do myself.’

			‘I don’t scare. Also, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m horny too. Capisce?’

			Having noticed her horniness wasn’t the issue so much as his curious disapproval of it. But apparently she was willing to overlook his behaviour for her own selfish reasons. He understood; selfishness his mantra too. ‘Our bet still on, then?’ he asked with a truly lovely smile.

			‘Fuck, yeah.’ Damned if he couldn’t be sweet. And, honestly, he had major reasons for his bad-ass mood. ‘I’ll even raise you one. Me at your complete disposal. That should give me extra points on the scoreboard.’

			He sucked in a breath. ‘You sure you know what you’re doing?’

			‘I thought you were the one who did,’ she purred.

			He was beginning to have a real good feeling about the next twenty-four hours. ‘Seeing how you’re magnanimously offering me my drug of choice, you have to tell me what I can buy you in return – name it . . . anything in the world. Don’t even think about frowning because you deserve a ton of gifts. You make everything better in my fucked-up world.’

			‘I don’t need presents.’ She grinned. ‘But there are some things I want.’

			He looked at her from under his dark lashes. ‘I can afford the fucking gifts, okay? So decide. That’s an order.’ He dipped his head and gave her back a lazy grin that was pure, undiluted sex. ‘The other things you want are free.’ 

			She shrugged. ‘Okay then, if you insist, I’ll decide on a gift after the wedding.’ 

			His eyes went from stunned shock to anger in an instant. ‘Very fucking amusing,’ he growled.

			Her little giggle was one of triumph. ‘You said anything.’

			‘Very well,’ he said with a small despairing sigh. ‘If that’s what you want – no point in waiting. We might as well call your mother and father and give them the good news.’ 

			Nicole immediately went ashen and Rafe grinned, made a little check mark in the air and whispered, ‘Gotcha.’

			‘You’re so on my shit list,’ she grumbled. ‘You almost gave me a heart attack.’

			‘I can give you something else you’ll like better,’ he murmured, flexing his hips so she felt the rigid length of his dick against her stomach. 

			Still sulky, she tried to swat his hands away; he pulled her back, his palms hard on her ass. ‘I’m done fucking around, Tiger. No more talking, no more arguing, no more playing around. If you’re not interested in fucking, I’m going solo.’ Motionless, he waited, not interested in trying to read her mind, needing a clear-cut answer. Because a blinding neon sign was lighting up his brain, blinking – TWENTY-FOUR HOURS – and he was real fucking close to scaring the shit out of her.

			She recognized the line in the sand, the grim set of his mouth, the taut muscles of his throat visible above his T-shirt. ‘Definitely interested,’ she murmured. ‘Now pay attention.’ Rising on tiptoe, she slid her hands up his black T-shirt with the logo of some band she’d never heard of, slipped her arms around his neck, locked her fingers under the dark silken curls laying at his nape and stretched to kiss his chin. 

			Every cell in his body was paying attention, fresh blood rushing to his dick at dizzying speed. Dipping his head, he touched her lips, whispered, ‘Ummm . . . nice – sexy.’ The kiss quickly deepened, his dick started doing the happy dance, Nicole began to pant and, under normal circumstances, he would have had them on the bullet train to orgasm. But the deliberative part of his brain wouldn’t shut down. It kept reverting to the imminent dangers facing them, reminding him that the clock was ticking down, his world was shrinking by the minute, destruction was fast approaching and regardless his feelings and wishes, including the fierce delirium of flame hot sex – nothing mattered if they lost this war. 

			‘Hey.’ Nicole leaned back enough to give him a perplexed look.

			‘Sorry.’ Dragging himself back from the brink of the abyss, he smiled. ‘I apologize for zoning out, but there’s a ton of shit going down right now. You have my permission to smack me back to reality when I drift off.’

			‘Oh God, I’m so selfish. Would you rather be with your friends? I’d understand completely.’

			‘Hell, no. I just want to be with you, and forget everything except the good stuff.’ He was back in reality, the hard pull of disaster fading, the complications facing him boiling down, running out of steam, cooling. He had a day, a wisp and flicker of innocence still left him and a woman he really liked and wanted; he’d never wanted anyone more. 

			‘Okay then, here’s what we’re going to do,’ Nicole said, firmly, unwrapping her arms from his neck, easing down from her tiptoes and stepping away.

			He frowned, his voice sharpened. ‘Get back here.’ 

			She stared at him.

			Recognizing that stubborn tilt to her chin, he ducked his head, watched her from under his eyelids. ‘Please?’

			Her smile slowly appeared. ‘You have manners after all.’

			In the interest of détente, he bit back his remark about not needing manners when you had billions. ‘I’m sorry if I offended you. Now come back and kiss me.’

			‘I was thinking, since you’re obviously tense – with reason,’ she noted, as if he hadn’t spoken, ‘why don’t I see if your dick would like some kisses. You know, help you relax.’

			Everything except his dick instantly relaxed. ‘Thank you,’ he said, politely, as if his turn in croquet had just come up. ‘I’d like that.’ 

			‘Let me take this dress off so it doesn’t get—’

			‘Messy?’ He grinned. ‘Or are you going to swallow?’

			She grinned back. ‘It depends how polite you are.’

			‘Give me a hint. What do you want? Please and thank you? Actually, that would work, wouldn’t it? I’ll say please now and thank you later.’

			‘I’m trying to do you a favour and I get sarcasm?’ 

			He looked amused. ‘You don’t have to do me any favours. Just come a little closer and I’ll do us both some favours. Repetitive favours – you know, the kind you like best.’ 
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