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For thirty-six years, Marcus Sullivan has been the responsible older brother, stepping in to take care of his seven siblings after their father died when they were children. But when the perfectly ordered future he’s planned for himself turns out to be nothing but a lie, Marcus needs one reckless night to shake free from it all.


Nicola Harding is known throughout the world by only one name—Nico—for her catchy, sensual pop songs. Only, what no one knows about the twenty-five-year-old singer is that her sex-kitten image is totally false. After a terrible betrayal by a man who loved fame far more than he ever loved her, she vows not to let anyone else get close enough to find out who she really is…or hurt her again. Especially not the gorgeous stranger she meets at a nightclub, even though the hunger—and the sinful promises—in his dark eyes make her want to spill all her secrets.

One night is all Nicola and Marcus agree to share with each other. But nothing goes as they plan when, instead of simply tangling limbs, they find a deeper connection than either of them could have anticipated. And even though they both try to fight it, growing emotions—and sizzling attraction—keep drawing them closer together.

Close enough for them to wonder if stealing one more secret moment together can ever be enough?


A note from Bella


Every day when I sit down behind my computer to write about the Sullivan family, I get to laugh with my heroes and heroines, cry with them…and, best of all, fall in love with them.

While I couldn’t possibly pick a favorite Sullivan, I have to confess that I’m head-over-heels for Marcus. As the oldest, he has always been mature, responsible, and deeply concerned with the happiness of each member of his family. In fact, he’s so intent on taking care of his brothers and sisters that he hasn’t always remembered to pay attention to his own happiness. Writing about this strong, giving, wonderful hero was a joy from start to finish. It didn’t hurt that he was also one of the sexiest heroes I’ve ever had the pleasure of writing, too.

In FROM THIS MOMENT ON, one night is all Marcus and Nicola agree to share with each other. But growing emotions—and sizzling attraction—keep drawing them closer together. Close enough for them to wonder if stealing one more secret moment together can ever be enough?

I hope you can steal a long, lazy day in the sun to spend with the Sullivans!

Happy reading,

Bella Andre

P.S. If this is your first time reading about the Sullivans, you can easily read each book as a stand-alone—and there is a Sullivan family tree available on my website (BellaAndre.com/sullivan-family-tree) so you can see how the books connect together!
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CHAPTER ONE


Marcus Sullivan was a man on a mission.

Twenty minutes ago he’d left his brother’s engagement party and headed straight for the belly of San Francisco’s Mission District. Dance music pounded out into the street, loud enough that the crowds waiting in line were already dancing.

Leather and piercings, tattoos and fluorescent hair weren’t part of Marcus’s usual crowd. But the men and women in line with earrings through their noses and eyebrows looked happy, at least.

Marcus was planning on being a hell of a lot happier in a couple of hours.

Not, he thought, that he had any chance of being as happy as his brother Chase, who was now engaged to the woman of his dreams. One month ago, Chase had met Chloe in Napa Valley when her car had skidded off the road into a muddy ditch. Unfortunately, as soon as Chase got Chloe out of the rainstorm, he saw the bruise on her cheek and realized that she had much bigger problems than just a busted-up car in a ditch. It had taken Chase several days to gain her trust, and when she’d finally confessed what her ex-husband had done to her, Chase had given her the support she needed to report her abuser to the police.

When Marcus had met Chloe, he’d immediately been able to see that his brother was smitten. He also thought his brother had made a good choice falling for Chloe. She was beautiful, but she was also a very sweet, intelligent, brave and loving person. She clearly loved his brother with the same passion and equal devotion.

Their whole family had been at his brother’s engagement party, even Smith, who was one of the biggest, and busiest, movie stars in the world. Chase was the first Sullivan to get engaged, and it was a big deal to all of them. Especially their mother, who had been both pleased—and more than a little relieved—that one of her eight children had finally decided to take the plunge into “forever.”

Marcus had enjoyed celebrating with his brother, with his siblings, and their mother. But throughout the party, he’d felt as if everyone had been looking at him, and wondering why he and his girlfriend, Jill, weren’t yet engaged. After all, they’d been together for two years. And he’d settled down with her during those twenty-four months. Way down.

Little did they all know the reason why Jill hadn’t come to the engagement party…and he hadn’t wanted to ruin Chase and Chloe’s party by filling them in on what had happened. Besides, he could still hardly believe it himself.

Even though he’d seen what Jill had done with his very own eyes.

The music from inside the club was pounding out into the street as Marcus walked past the long line of people waiting to get inside. It seemed to him that everyone was at least a decade younger than he was, and even though that age difference should have made him feel out of place, he was even more certain that he’d chosen the right destination.

He needed a complete break from reality tonight, and a club full of twenty-somethings in the Mission was as good a place to start as any.

Despite the fact that Marcus was wearing a suit and tie, the bouncer took one look at him and opened up the latch on the rope to let him in. Marcus was a large man, with broad shoulders and big hands that were capable of doing damage if ever his brothers and sisters had needed him to defend them when they were kids. Although he didn’t often use his size to intimidate people, he wasn’t averse to using whatever tools he had at his disposal when he needed them.

The dark, heavy beat throbbed through him as he stepped through the black doorway into the crowded club, but the loud music, the shaking lights, didn’t come close to obliterating his thoughts.

That wasn’t why he was here. He wasn’t here to forget what he’d seen.

No, Marcus thought, his gut twisting at the sight of a couple holding each other close as they danced slowly together despite the fast-paced song, he didn’t want to forget, wouldn’t let himself make that mistake again. He wouldn’t let himself be that stupid, that blind, ever again.

Marcus was here tonight to make up for two wasted years. Twenty-four months ago, he’d met Jill in San Francisco on a hot August night. He had been a guest at a charity event her firm had hosted, and the Sullivan Winery had made a very sizable donation to the Children’s Fund. As soon as he’d set eyes on her cool blonde beauty, he’d believed he’d found the missing puzzle piece in his life. He’d been thirty-four and had started to think about a family of his own, about a wife, and kids.

In Jill, he’d seen his future: marriage, kids, Estate dinners at his winery with the perfect wife by his side.

Only, as he’d learned that afternoon, it hadn’t been perfect at all…

Marcus could hear moaning even as he turned his key in the lock to Jill’s apartment. It could have been a movie turned up too loud for the dirty parts, but Marcus knew better—had known better for months, if he was being honest with himself. Jill had been distracted and moody for a while now. He’d tried to convince himself that it was simply pressure from her job that was making her short with him, not to mention less and less interested in sex. But when she’d stopped coming to Napa to relax at the winery on weekends, he’d had to admit to himself that their problems went deeper than too much work. Deep enough that he’d tried to talk to her about it more than once, even though she kept trying to push his questions away.

His hand stilled on the doorknob for a split second, before he pushed open the door and moved through his girlfriend’s apartment, the moaning growing louder with every step he took.

“Oooh, that’s it! Right there! Just like that!”

Jill had always been a screamer in bed, but he’d never realized just how false it sounded until now, when he was getting a taste of her show from the cheap seats. His hands tightened into fists as he turned through her kitchen and headed down the hall to her master bedroom. He didn’t really want to see this, but he knew he needed to. He’d been so stubborn about sticking with her…and as he heard her continue to scream her heart out in faux ecstasy with whatever guy she was doing, Marcus suddenly had to ask himself why?

He’d long ago asked her to move up to Napa to live at his winery with him, but she’d always had a reason to put it off. The latest was that her current apartment was a rare find barely a block away from her financial planning company with its frequent 4:40 a.m. wake-up calls. She told him he could stay over at her apartment whenever he wanted.

Only, the truth was that Marcus had never felt at home in her apartment. Everything was a cold shade of white with mirrored and glass surfaces that smudged at the slightest touch. It wasn’t a home that children would ever be welcome in. After growing up as one of eight siblings, he knew exactly what muddy feet and dirty hands could do to furniture like this. It wasn’t pretty, but it was life. Real life.

His house in Napa Valley, by contrast, was full of large, comfortable couches, colorful rugs imported from Italy, and artwork he loved, whether painted by a famous artist or an up-and-coming local painter.

But he’d wanted a future with her, and he’d assumed making good on that future meant bending, compromising.

How many weekends had he come to the city to see Jill when it suited her? How many times had he changed his entire schedule on less than a moment’s notice to be there for her when she needed him?

He knew his brothers and sisters all had an opinion about Jill, of course, but amazingly, they’d been fairly reticent about sticking their noses into his relationship with her. Maybe because they’d figured he would come to his senses eventually. Only Chase had recently tried to talk to him about Jill. But by then, things were a big enough mess that Marcus hadn’t exactly encouraged his brother’s questions and concerns.

So, yes, Marcus knew he’d given up what he wanted to try to make Jill happy too many times to count.

But never, not once, had he ever walked in on a live porn show, starring his girlfriend.

She was riding the guy like he was a bucking bronco and she was the star rodeo rider. The only thing she was missing was the cowboy hat, boots and braided rein.

He saw the naked skin and limbs—hell, he couldn’t miss them from the bedroom door—but it was as if he were watching them from a clinical distance. Like a triple-X cable channel that had accidentally flipped on in a hotel when he wasn’t in the mood to watch strangers have nasty sex on TV.

And then, suddenly, the guy under his girlfriend noticed Marcus standing in the doorway.

“What the fuck?” He looked at Marcus with alarm. Clearly, he hadn’t been expecting anyone to walk in.

That was when Jill shifted slightly to look over her shoulder at Marcus. Her eyes widened in what was supposed to be surprise. But he knew her well enough to see through it. For as much as her lover hadn’t expected Marcus to appear, Jill had been counting on it.

How long had she been with this guy?

And how many other parts of their relationship had been a lie?

Not rushing in the least, Jill moved to pull a sheet over her and her lover. As Marcus watched them slide apart, he could tell she was working on looking as seductive as possible as she covered up part of her nakedness. Her lover, on the other hand, was clearly trying to leave as fast as possible.

“I’ll get out of here,” the guy said as he reached over the side of her bed and yanked his jeans up off the floor, but Jill put her hand over his so that he’d stay on the bed.

“No, Rocco, you don’t need to leave.”

Rocco? His classically beautiful girlfriend, the woman he’d been planning to marry and start a family with, the woman he’d planned to share the helm of Sullivan Vineyards with, was screwing a guy named Rocco with a nasty-looking goatee and piercings who looked to be barely in his twenties?

It had to be some sort of sick joke.

The guy looked between Jill and Marcus, going a little white as his gaze lingered on Marcus’s fists and the way his shoulders took up the bulk of the doorway, but he remained right where Jill had told him to stay on the bed like a well-trained pet.

Jill got up off the bed and dropped the sheet, then slid on a short blue silk robe that had been draped over a chair in the corner of her room. She moved toward Marcus and informed him, “We should go talk in the living room.”

Thankfully, she slipped past without touching him, but she was close enough for Marcus to smell sex on her. To smell some other guy on her.

He wanted to pound his fist into Rocco’s face. But, clearly, Jill had engineered this. Start to finish.

So he’d deal with her, instead.

Marcus moved back through the hallway to the living room where Jill was waiting for him.

She didn’t look guilty. And, for the first time since that day in August two years ago when he’d seen her across a room and decided she was his future, he didn’t think she looked beautiful, either. Yes, she was still classically pretty, tall and slim…but there was an ugliness stamped across her face that he’d never let himself see before.

“I’m falling in love with Rocco.”

As apologies went, it sucked.

In his silence, as he simply stared at her in the living room where they’d shared dinners and movies and laughter that suddenly seemed so false, she continued with a defensive, “You and I both know our relationship wasn’t going anywhere.”

Finally, his response came. “I’m the one who wanted it to go somewhere. You said you needed time. I gave you time, enough time to screw around on me. With Rocco.”

Jill’s eyes widened at the barely repressed fury in his voice. He’d never spoken to her like that before, had never been the kind of man who raised his voice to make a point, who opted to be a bully to get his way. He’d gotten where he was by working hard and being smart and reasonable, with some Sullivan charm thrown in when he needed it. Only when he’d been a kid had he ever used his fists to defend his brothers and sisters when a bully wouldn’t give up for any other reason.

“Look,” she said with an irritated sigh, as if he was entirely to blame for the mess they were in, “this thing between us, it was good for a while, at least at the very start, but if we’d really been in love we would be married by now.”

He raised an eyebrow and called her on it. “You know I wanted to get married.”

She shook her head. “We were together for two years, Marcus. If you really wanted to marry me, you would have swept me off my feet so that I wouldn’t have been able to resist. But you were always so busy with your brothers and sisters, always going to help your mother with something.”

Her expression had finally changed from calculating to honest anger. “I tried to love you, Marcus. I really did. But I want something more. Something bigger. Something exciting. And I want someone who puts me first. All the time. No matter what else is going on in his life, even if his friends and family try to get in the way.” Her eyes lit as she said, “I want what I have with Rocco, the way he thinks I’m so sexy and important. Not to sit by your side and wear pearls at your winery events. And not to always be last place in your life.”

Marcus stared at the woman he’d so stupidly assumed would be his wife, the mother of his children. The pearl necklace he’d given her was still on her neck, the only thing she’d had on while she’d been having sex with another man.

She talked about his being too busy with his brothers and sisters, but what did she expect him to do? Walk away from them for her? He could have never done that—would have never done it—not when he was as much a father figure to his siblings as he was a brother. Because after their father had died unexpectedly at forty-eight, Marcus had immediately stepped in to help his mother, especially with the younger kids who were only two and four at the time. He didn’t regret one second of time he’d spent with his family.

Like hell if he was going to apologize to Jill for still loving them now.

Especially when what he was mainly interested in at the moment was ripping the pearls off Jill’s neck and watching them scatter all over the floor.

Instead, he said in a calm, cold voice, “I’ll send my assistant for my things next week. She’ll contact you to arrange a convenient time.”

“See?” Jill came at him now, her finger pointed at his chest, her robe gaping open across her breasts.

He’d once loved her small breasts, thought they were just as classically beautiful as the rest of her. Now, they did nothing for him. Less than nothing. He silently swore that the next woman he was with was going to be the polar opposite of her, as wild as Jill was polished.

“This is why I can’t be with you,” she all but yelled at him. “Where are your emotions? Where is your passion? I swear you care more about your damn grapes than you do for me. And I sure as hell know you care more about your damn brothers and sisters than me.”

Her breath was heaving, but it all just seemed like pointless melodrama to him at this point. Hell, the second he’d opened the door to her apartment and heard her having sex with another man, it had already been over.

“This is your chance, Marcus! Don’t you see, if you leave now, if you can’t tell me that you’ll at least try to put me first, you’ll lose me forever?”

That was when he realized that despite his anger, despite his fury at her cheating, he didn’t want to fight for Jill.

It had taken Marcus two years to convince himself that he actually loved her…and five minutes to finally realize that he’d been wrong.

He didn’t actually love her. He’d simply loved the idea of her.

“Goodbye, Jill.”

The song switched from a hard-driving beat to a slower melody and rhythm as Marcus resurfaced from his dark memories. He walked over to the bar and ordered a shot of whiskey then drank it without even tasting it. It burned like hell in the bottom of his gut, and he pushed away from the bar.

He had planned to pick up Jill for Chase and Chloe’s engagement party earlier that evening, but he’d gone alone. What an idiot he’d been, waiting two years for Jill to make up her mind. Waiting for her to be “ready” to commit all the way to him and the life he envisioned for them.

Marcus knew love existed. He’d seen it between his mother and father. He saw it in every look Chase gave Chloe, in every touch between his brother and his new fiancée.

Still, that didn’t mean Marcus was up to trying for it again anytime soon. A good long break from emotion was what he needed. From his plans. One day he still hoped he’d find a woman who would make him a good wife, a good partner, a good mother to the children he wanted.

But not right now—or for the foreseeable future.

Tonight, he was only in it for pleasure. For a long night of mindless, emotionless sex with someone who didn’t know his hopes, his dreams. A woman who didn’t want to know about his family any more than he wanted to know about hers. A woman who simply wanted to go back to a hotel and do him. Hell, if neither of them even learned each other’s names, that would be perfectly fine with him.

Couples ground against each other in the dark space where sweat and alcohol and sex were all coming together. Marcus moved deeper into the darkness to stand on a rise overlooking the dance floor and scanned the crowd with a clinical eye. A dozen couples ground together on the dance floor, dozens more single men and women flirted with each other by the bar, against the walls of the club. Everywhere he looked, people were looking at each other with hungry eyes, hoping that tonight would be their lucky night.

Marcus had vowed to find someone completely different from Jill. A wild, untamed woman he could share a few hot hours with before returning to his real life out in the vines of Napa Valley.

He’d definitely come to the right place.

* * *

Nicola Harding stood in the window of her penthouse suite looking down on San Francisco’s Union Square and watched the people walking on the street below. On a Friday night, people were heading home from work, getting ready for a night out on the town with friends, or a date with the guy or girl they hoped was the one. Some rushed, some moved slowly through the crowds, some laughed with such obvious joy that she swore she could almost hear the sound of their laughter through her closed penthouse window.

She was young and single. She knew she should be out there with them on a Friday night having fun.

Six months ago, she would have been eating dinner at some glitzy restaurant, surrounded by people who were flattering her and trying to make her laugh, trying to make her like them. But she’d learned the hard way that it wasn’t her they were interested in.

Nicola Harding, who liked Monopoly and building sand castles and reading biographies of successful entrepreneurs, was an inconsequential nobody. Everyone wanted a piece of Nico. They wanted to say they’d hung out with a pop star. They wanted to take pictures of her on their cell phones to text to their friends.

She stepped away from the window and turned back to the huge penthouse suite.

It was too big for one person, but her record label thought putting her up in a place like this for a video shoot and concert was the way to treat her right. No one would ever know how alone she felt, one small person in an oversized suite that could have housed her entire family with room to spare.

She thought about calling her old best friend Shelley from high school and seeing what she was doing, but she discarded the idea before she’d picked up her phone. Things had started to get a little weird between them when Nicola had first become famous. And after those horrible pictures had surfaced of Nicola and her ex-boyfriend…well, it was clear to Nicola that her friend didn’t have the first clue what to say to her.

They were too different now, she supposed. Shelley was engaged to her boyfriend, a guy she’d met at college. They were planning to buy a house and get promotions and adopt a dog. Whereas, Nicola was always on the road, flying to exotic locations all over the world to do interviews on TV and pose for photos and play shows for thousands of fans.

And the truth was, if she were a stranger reading her press, she certainly would never come up with the word alone to describe herself. Party girl would be closer. Because, somehow, thanks to tabloids and blogs that couldn’t get enough of celebrity culture, and photographers who lurked on every corner, every single event found her photographed with another famous man, no matter how hard she tried to avoid getting into situations that the press could turn around on her.

Inevitably, she’d wake up in the morning and turn on her computer to learn via the popular entertainment blogs that she was systematically screwing her way through not only the Top 40 charts, but through Hollywood, too.

Her record label and PR people and management team had told her “any press is good press” enough times that she’d stopped protesting her innocence to them. Besides, she knew they didn’t believe her, not after seeing the pictures that had leaked over the holidays last year—horrible pictures that still seemed to turn up whenever she thought they were finally buried.

After working for years to try to get people to listen to her music, she’d been overjoyed to see her work pay off with her first number one hit last summer. Although everyone had warned her that the business would chew her up and spit her out if she wasn’t careful, she’d believed it was different for her, that she was smart enough to surround herself with good people.

Until the day she allowed herself to trust the wrong one.

Kenny had been so charming, so sweet at first, despite his bad-boy looks, that she’d fallen for him hook, line, and sinker. He’d been one of the engineers who had worked in the studio in Los Angeles where she used to record, and she’d thought they were the perfect pair: the girl with the guitar and the songs and the guy with the piercings and tattoos.

At first there had been flowers, special nights out at fancy restaurants, even a poem he claimed to have written for her. Her manager, along with several of the musicians who toured with her, had been a little leery of Kenny and had cautioned Nicola not to move too fast into a relationship with him. But Nicola had been like a million other girls who told themselves their boyfriends were simply “misunderstood.” She’d loved that she was the only one who saw how good he really was beneath his rock ’n’ roll exterior.

It wasn’t until she was in too deep that she started to see the way he used emotions as if they were bargaining chips. And soon, she’d found the only way to keep him happy—and to be sure he still “loved” her—had been to give in to some of the things he’d wanted her to try.

Stupid girl.

A thousand times since then—no, more like a million—she’d asked herself how she could have been so naive. Naive enough that when her manipulative boyfriend sold his story of wild nights with the pop star, complete with pictures that he’d been secretly taking of her on his cell phone, she’d actually been shocked.

Well, she’d learned her lesson. Big time.

She would never again trust that easily. Especially good-looking men who were intent on charming her.

Nicola caught a glance of herself in sweatpants and a tank top in the full-length mirror on the living room wall. Some party girl she was. After a grueling day of rehearsing dance moves for the video they would be shooting in a few days, her big plans included watching a CSI marathon on cable under the covers of her king-size bed. A bed that she could stretch out in however she wanted to because she was the only one who would be getting into it while here in San Francisco.

Ugh, the thought of sleeping alone shouldn’t make her stomach hurt. After all, she’d rather sleep alone than with a snake like Kenny. But, just because she knew she was better off alone didn’t make the long hours of an empty Friday night any easier to fill…

She knew she was pretty, small and curvy with legs that were longer than they should be for her height. Maybe even beautiful with the right hair and makeup and clothes. But even when she was dressed to the nines—or in an outfit that was just this side of too skimpy—she still felt more like the girl next door than she did a pop star.

Because she was the girl next door, regardless of what anyone else believed to be true about her.

The doorbell rang, and she realized she’d forgotten about the ice cream she’d ordered from room service. On a night like this, she simply didn’t have the energy to care that a hotel staff member would see her without any makeup and immediately get on Twitter to tell the world about it.

No question about it, chocolate ice cream was her last hope tonight.

She opened the door. “Hi.”

The guy looked at her, then actually looked over her shoulder for the real Nico. Finally, he looked back at her, his features twisting toward recognition as he stared.

“I’ve got your room service, Nico.”

She stepped aside so that he could wheel in the big tray, even though she could easily have just picked up the container on top.

“It’s just the brand you asked for. A quart of it.”

“Thanks.” She took the pen he handed her to sign the room tab and felt, like laser beams, the guy’s eyes on her hips in the snug sweatpants. She’d been feeling those eyes from one guy or another for the past ten years, ever since she’d woken up one morning as a teenager with breasts and hips.

She didn’t even mind the leering. What she minded were the assumptions that came with it, that just because she had the T&A that guys drooled over, it meant she was going to hop into bed with them indiscriminately.

She wasn’t a slut, no matter what the world thought.

She went to hand him back the pen, but he was too busy ogling her boobs to notice.

Nicola always made it a point to be nice to the staff anywhere she was staying. It wasn’t that long ago that she’d been waiting tables and cleaning hotel rooms while she waited to be “discovered.”

Tonight, she was all out of nice.

“Here.” She jammed the pen into the guy’s palm, then went to the door and held it open for him.

He moved slowly toward it, and she was counting the seconds until he was gone when he said, “Are you all alone tonight?”

Seriously? She had to deal with this just to get some ice cream? Her record company preferred to send her on the road with an assistant who could keep an eye on her, but Nicola hated feeling like she couldn’t just relax and be herself when she was off stage. Tonight, however, she wished she had one of those handlers with her to take care of this jerk.

“I’ve got plans already, thanks.” The guy nodded, but she didn’t like what she saw in his eyes. “My boyfriend will be up in a minute,” she lied.

“Well, if you’re looking for company later…”

Damn it, she was sick and tired of people walking all over her!

“All I needed you to do was bring me ice cream. That’s it. Not to try to hang out with me now or later. You don’t know me,” she reminded him, before deciding, “I’m going to report you to the night manager.”

She headed over to the nearest phone and was about pick it up when he said, “I didn’t mean anything by what I said. It’s just that you’re all alone and—”

He stopped babbling when he realized he wasn’t helping himself at all.

“So what if I’m alone?” she threw back at him, unaccountably defensive over his use of that word. It was almost worse to have her own loneliness pointed out than it was to have her body ogled. “Not everyone needs to go out partying on a Friday night to have a good time.”

He was backing up toward the open door now, clearly wishing he’d never opened his mouth at all.

“Seriously, Nico, I’m really sorry about whatever I said to upset you. And I…I really need this job, so if there’s a chance that you could forget about this, I’d, uh, really appreciate it.”

She sighed and put down the phone, knowing she’d never be able to live with herself if he lost his job over her. Even if he had been out of line.

“Fine.”

He raced across the threshold then, and she didn’t hesitate to slam the door on his rapidly retreating back.

The ice cream container was starting to sweat on the big silver cart, but she wasn’t in the mood for ice cream anymore.

It wasn’t fair. The whole world thought she slept around indiscriminately when the truth was that she’d had sex with a grand total of two guys. Brad from twelfth grade in the backseat of his dad’s car. And then Kenny, because she’d thought they loved each other.

Even worse, neither of her previous lovers had been all that great. Brad, she could forgive, because it had been the first time for both of them and their location had been terrible. But Kenny, she’d finally realized, simply hadn’t cared about making her feel good. He’d been all about himself the entire time, and she’d only fed into it by constantly trying to please him so that he’d “love” her more.

At least if she’d ever had anything approaching real pleasure, maybe she wouldn’t be so bitter about her reputation. Maybe then she could just own it. Maybe then she would actually feel like the sexy woman she portrayed on her album covers and in music videos, instead of like a girl playing dress-up.

And maybe then she wouldn’t have made her choreographer, Lori, stay so long with her tonight, long past when she should have let the woman leave for her brother’s engagement party. It occurred to Nicola suddenly that Lori probably agreed to stay because Nicola had seemed so lonely to her, too. Heck, if the clueless guy delivering ice cream to her hotel room could see it, everyone must be able to.

All of a sudden, a crazy impulse hit her square in her solar plexus: Since she was never going to shake off her reputation, what if she went out to earn it instead?

Nicola had always been impulsive, from the time she’d been a little girl. Her report cards said the same thing, year after year: “Nicola is a bright girl, but she often acts without thinking.”

Okay, she thought, as she tossed various articles of clothing onto the bed and tried to figure out just the right look for what she wanted to accomplish tonight. She’d learned her lesson about trusting jerks. And, of course, one day she wanted love. Real love. True love.

But tonight all she wanted was to feel something besides remorse and loneliness.

She was tired of living like a nun, sick of trying to constantly convince everyone that she wasn’t a wild party girl, when they all thought she was anyway. For just one night she wanted to know what all the fuss was about. She wanted to find a man to share her passions with, a real man who was experienced enough to take her to a place she’d never been before.

She thought about wearing tight, shiny black pants and a sparkly top that showed several inches of her mid-section, before tossing them aside. She didn’t want to look tough tonight. She wanted to look sexy. Wild. And so dangerously sensual that people would know nothing, and no one, could tame her.

Her heart beat hard as she stripped off her sweatpants and tank top and slipped into a short, strapless leather dress. One wrong move in any direction and the T&A she was so famous for would be popping out for the entire world to see.

But, suddenly, Nicola didn’t care anymore. Anything was better than this bone-deep loneliness.

So she’d end up on the cover of another tabloid magazine. At least she’d be in control this time.

She’d been on the cover of lots of magazines, had been front and center on plenty of entertainment blogs with headlines she’d been embarrassed for her parents to read. And she’d survived.

Well, mostly, anyway.


CHAPTER TWO


Marcus was known for his patience. After helping to raise his seven siblings, he’d learned to wait out tantrums, fistfights, even tears.

Tonight, he was all out of patience.

He’d been watching the women on the dance floor for long enough to know that he wasn’t interested in taking a single one of them to bed. Plenty of women had tried to get his attention during the past thirty minutes, and more than one had walked over to try to engage him in conversation. But he hadn’t even had to speak to them to know he wouldn’t be spending the night with these women, not when he could practically smell the desperation on them. He knew what he’d come here for tonight, but there was a big difference between wild and easy. And none of the women who’d walked in through the thick red curtain that separated the front door from the interior of the club in the past thirty minutes had been contenders for his bed, either.

Then, suddenly, the curtain parted…and she walked in.

Marcus felt like a fist had slammed straight into his gut.

The woman was young, mid-twenties probably, and so damn beautiful it almost hurt to look at her. Her black leather dress left nothing to his imagination, fitting her like a second skin with wide cutouts that ran down the sides of her insane curves.

Where Jill was tall, this woman was tiny. Where Jill had been slender and controlled, this woman was luscious and…utterly untamed. There was nothing desperate about her. And despite how revealing her outfit was, and how much of her gorgeous legs were on display between the short leather hem and the sexy straps of her very high heels, there was nothing easy about her, either.

A man would have to work to please her…and wouldn’t mind begging for his own pleasure if it meant getting to be with her.

She was the one.

As she stood in the doorway and slowly scanned the crowd, every eye in the room was on her. She was magnetic, had that special something that made it impossible to pull your eyes away from her. Lord knew he couldn’t pull his eyes from her, didn’t ever want to stop drinking her in.

And then her eyes met his, illuminated by a beam of light in the dark room, and although Marcus hadn’t drunk nearly enough at the bar to be unsteady on his feet, one look at those clear blue eyes had him fighting for balance.

What was wrong with him?

He needed to remember, at all times, what tonight was about. Sex. Pleasure. Not emotion. Not a relationship. It was okay for certain parts of his body below the waist to react like a match had been lit from nothing more than looking at this woman. But everything else was off-limits. He wasn’t looking for a woman to respect. He was looking for sex, pure and simple.

And he sure as hell wasn’t going to fall in love.

It was why he’d come to this part of town, to this club. Because there was no way on earth that he could possibly meet a woman here who he would end up falling in love with.

Marcus let his gaze move back down the woman’s barely there leather dress. From the look of things, it didn’t appear as if respect was going to be much of an issue. There was only one reason why a woman would go out to a club wearing a dress like that…and he knew it had be the same reason he’d come: for one wild night with a stranger to obliterate real life for a few sinful hours.

And then, the dangerous curves began to shift beneath the thin layer of leather, and he realized she was moving. Straight toward him, never once breaking stride, even in impossibly high heels.

The eyes of everyone in the club, both male and female, followed her over the concrete floor, but she didn’t acknowledge anyone else. Only him.

Marcus lifted his gaze from her made-for-sex body and couldn’t miss the challenge in her eyes, a look that asked if he was man enough to handle her, despite the fact that she had to be at least a decade younger than he was. He couldn’t wait to prove to her that he most definitely was capable of not only handling her, but giving her more pleasure than she’d ever had before.

He’d come here tonight to find a woman, to proposition her, to claim her for one no-holds-barred night. Instead, it looked as if he was the one who was about to be propositioned.

He’d always liked his women tall and slim, not barely coming up to his chest like this one. And he’d never been with a woman who was this much younger than he was, had never even been tempted.

And yet, as a voice in his head told him she was way too young for him, young enough that if this were any other night he’d walk away from her now, he couldn’t stop thinking that if things had gone as he’d planned for the past two years, he wouldn’t even be here.

But he was.

And he wasn’t planning on walking away from whatever this incredibly sexy woman offered. Not until first light.

Definitely not until he’d had his fill of those curves.

* * *

My God, he was beautiful.

Talk about big and strong—if this guy’s broad shoulders and gorgeous face weren’t enough, he stood out from the rest of the scummy crowd in his pressed shirt and slacks, clearly not giving a damn that he was different from them all. His dark hair was just slightly too long as it brushed over his collar, his jaw was chiseled and covered with a five o’clock shadow that made her want so badly to reach up to feel the bristles against the sensitive pads of her fingers, and his mouth was full yet utterly masculine.

But it was his dark, hungry gaze that had held her spellbound from first glance.

He was the one.

The hassle of getting inside with all of the people in line clamoring to take pictures with her and have her sign autographs for them the second she’d stepped out of the cab had almost been enough to make her hop right back into the taxi and go hide out in her hotel again.

What had she been thinking, coming out to a club to find a man? Especially when she knew darn well that pictures of her and the guy would surface on the Internet within hours. Not to mention the fact that her label and manager were going to freak out if they found out she’d come to a place like this without at least one bodyguard.

But she was sick of feeling like a prisoner up in her gilded penthouse prison. She’d remembered overhearing about this club from some of the dancers working on her video shoot, and it had seemed like the perfect place to let loose for one night.

So despite knowing better, she just didn’t care about the price of fame tonight, or about the inevitable ramifications of what she was doing. Not when a long, lonely night was all that waited for her in her hotel suite if she turned tail and ran.

And thank God she’d kept her courage up, because she’d barely walked into the club when she’d seen him. Beyond glad that she hadn’t chickened out at the last second, Nicola was practically licking her lips as she approached the man who held every ounce of her attention.
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