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Chapter One




“Wow, would you look at all those women up there! All those—those legs and lips and skin and—and women.” 

The young man gesturing to his friend as they passed Logan Brewster’s black Jaguar was looking toward the stage on the grassy area in front of the Eldora, Illinois city hall. And no matter what his own problems were right then, Logan had to smile at the college-age kid’s comments and rapt expression.

Besides, the man had definitely made a very good point, Logan admitted, climbing from his car and heading for the center of the town where he’d chosen to locate his latest hotel. The Third Annual Summer-staff Labor Auction, scheduled to begin in just a few moments, appeared to be auctioning off only... women.

Perhaps it was his lucky day after all, even though luck had eluded him so far. He should have started his morning in bed with Allison Myer, his sometime lover and business associate, and then moved on to business.

The fact that he’d found a short, breezy note this morning—and no Allison—had changed everything, however. And here he was: assistantless and on the hunt for a woman.

Logan frowned at the thought. Allison’s departure had been unexpected, to say the least. Lately she’d been hinting that she would be interested in a purely practical marriage. He’d been carefully considering her suggestion. A man who was incapable of love had no right entering into a union where he might wound a woman’s heart or pride. But since Allison hadn’t wanted love, and he’d considered her a friend as well as a lover and partner, a convenient marriage had made sense.

Waking to a note that indicated she’d left this town and him for a competitor had caught him off guard.

But none of that matters now, he thought, glad he hadn’t taken that irrevocable step toward marriage. And he still needed an assistant. Allison had volunteered to help him while his usual assistant was on an extended, much needed vacation. What’s more, she’d known this hotel opening, his tenth, was more special than most and that the hotel’s future manager’s move to Eldora had been delayed by a minor medical crisis. And she’d still left him in the lurch.

So deal with it, buddy.

And he would. Quickly. For now he could manage without a wife, or a woman in his bed, but he needed an assistant for this job immediately. Finding someone for such a demanding role would be difficult.

But not impossible. Nothing in business was impossible.

It never had been, not since the day he’d finally peeled himself off the street, climbed out of the alleys where he’d grown up and decided to concentrate all his efforts on courting success.

He’d done just that, and he was a lucky and contented man these days, Logan reminded himself, arriving at the auction site. Maybe this was an opportunity in disguise. Allison, for all her expertise, had disliked this midsized town’s down-home atmosphere. He needed someone who could understand the benefits of both this town and his hotel if his grand opening was to be a success. This late, there wasn’t time for one of his staffers to immerse herself in Eldora’s culture. But a local lady would know this town intimately.

“Come on, already,” one of the young men in front of him was saying, halting Logan’s thoughts. “Would you stop talking about those women like you’re trolling for a date? They’re almost all teachers, man, at Alliota Junior High. Some of them were my own teachers. They could be my older sisters.”

“Okay. You win. They’re nice women, but they’re also babes,” his friend insisted, turning to give him a grin.

Logan couldn’t contain his low chuckle and the young man twisted around slightly to offer him a thumbs-up.

“Well, they are lookers, aren’t they?“ the boy asked.

“Beautiful,” he agreed. He meant that most sincerely. These ladies were donating their time to help others. The thought of all that unfettered generosity in feminine form brought a reluctant smile to Logan’s lips, and his spirits lifted measurably. Today his plans and his business had taken a hit, but tomorrow was, well, tomorrow. Besides, the young man’s exuberance was contagious, the sun was out, the grass was lushly green. And he, of course, had a job to do.

So do it. Make your choice, he ordered himself, taking a seat in one of the folding chairs set up on the grassy area in front of the stage. The auction was already beginning as he picked up a brochure someone had dropped. It listed all the participants and their background information. Plenty of women, and all he needed was one. The right one.

Logan sat back in his chair. No hurry. He watched the first volunteer begin her climb to the stage and immediately realized something extraordinary was happening before him.

A hush fell over the crowd, and Logan was pretty darn sure it had very little to do with the lure of the sale and everything to do with the woman on stage. The lady in question had long brown hair, shot with gold, that swept back as she glanced up toward her destination, but it was something more that made him take in a long, slow breath. Something that stirred the senses. An air. An aura. She moved gracefully with her head held high. Confident, Logan thought with a half smile as he shifted his long legs and lounged back in his chair.

“Look at her.” He heard someone practically breathe the words. “Right off the meter, man.”

Right off the meter, Logan silently agreed. Then he ceased to listen to the crowd around him at all.

At the top of the stairs the woman looked up. Her gaze met his, and he finally got a direct view of her. Delicately arched, sultry eyebrows warred with wide, slightly wary violet eyes, and Logan felt an electric surge race through him.

Out of place, pal, he told himself. He frowned at his body’s reaction, mastered it, smiled at her.

For the briefest second, her lashes flickered and her steps faltered, but then she tilted her head and smiled back slightly, revealing a trace of dimples as she continued to move forward across the stage.

She was tall and slender. No hype, no jewelry, very little makeup, and yet she was arrestingly lovely. Innocence and elegance wedded into one package. A primly straight nose contrasted with temptingly full lips. Her red dress was simple, not figure hugging in the least, which only made it more wickedly intriguing, Logan decided. He also decided that he wasn’t the only one noticing. There was a “struck suddenly stupid” look on at least half the faces of the men in the audience.

The lady didn’t seem to notice. She turned her smile up a few watts. An innocent lamb among the lip-licking wolves, Logan couldn’t help thinking.

“Good morning. Thank you so much for coming out on this fine June day,” she said, her voice low and yet clear. She apparently wasn’t afraid of the wolves.

“And thank you for coming out this morning, too,” Logan whispered to himself, feeling a bit like a hungry wolf himself and absolutely irritated with his seeming inability to feel otherwise. This edgy mood must be the result of his unexpected change in plans. It would pass in time, but for now he’d tame his reactions.

“It’s my honor and privilege to start things off today and to welcome all of you here,” the lady was saying. “I’m Rebecca Linden, one of the organizers of this event along with Emily Alton and Caroline O’Donald whom you’ll meet later. For those of you who think I look familiar, yes, I am the secretary over at Alliota Junior High, but today I’m here in a different capacity. Having won the coin toss, I get to handle the fun part of the auction. I get to announce the winner of the raffle for the motorcycle.”

She said the word motorcycle so very properly, and yet her voice was so sensual that any man this side of dead would have sworn she was describing a sexual object, Logan mused. For half a heartbeat, he considered standing and asking her to say the word again, before he caught himself. That wasn’t why he was here.

“You’re definitely losing it today, Brewster,” he muttered. His bad experience earlier in the day must have jostled his brains just a bit. Tomorrow he’d be completely recovered. Raising one brow, he settled back to watch the show.

“Of course, we’ll need someone to actually draw the ticket,” she suggested, grinning at the waiting crowd. “I’ll need a volunteer. Someone who hasn’t entered the drawing.”

Logan saw the young man who’d been so eager earlier snap his fingers in frustration.

She scanned the crowd. “Come on now, you’re much more reluctant than the children I work with. I really don’t bite,” she promised, studying her audience. Her attention centered on Logan. That mildly flustered look flashed in her eyes again before she checked it and moved on. Without stopping to think, Logan found himself rising to his feet.

“I believe I meet the requirements,” he said, grinning as he slowly made his way to the stage. He only hoped she met his requirements as well. Now was as good a time as any to find out if they could work together.

He’d been told he could be intimidating when he was on the hunt. It must have been true because for a second the lady’s smile nearly slipped away when he stopped at the edge of the stage right in front of her and looked up into her eyes, waiting. He wouldn’t mount the stairs unless she said yes, and he realized he wanted her to say it very badly, if only to hear her speak again. Of course, that was important. He’d read the brochure. Rebecca Linden seemed to be qualified to take Allison’s place but the woman who ended up assisting him would spend a great deal of time talking. He needed someone who could stay calm in tense situations. There would be times when she would need to soothe customers. That, of course, was the only reason he wanted to hear the word yes fall from her lips. As for his impatience to move up the stairs and stand beside her, that tense eagerness so unlike him, was another thing. It was definitely out of place, and he intended to tame it.

But for now, he simply waited.

He could almost see her measuring the breaths she was taking, but then she recovered quickly. “You’re sure you don’t want to enter the drawing for the motorcycle?” she asked, gratifying him again with that word.

“He doesn’t need a motorcycle. Drives a Jaguar,” one of the young men called.

The sound coming from off the stage had her looking up, startled. Then she gazed down at Logan again. “Would you mind coming up here then, sir?” she asked, with a hesitant smile.

Logan slowly mounted the stairs, his eyes on the woman the whole way up and across the stage. She watched him approach, a bit nervously, he thought. When he reached her side and took her extended hand, her fingers were cold. They shook slightly in his grasp. He hoped she hadn’t detected the slight current that had arced its way through him at her touch.

She looked down, and he could almost hear her taking a deep breath, but she immediately calmed herself. She gestured toward a sleek black-and-chrome number at the side of the stage. “This is our baby. It’s a very impressive specimen, I’ve been told.”

“It is that,” he agreed. “Is this what Summerstaff raffles off as their grand prize every year?”

Her laugh was low and throaty, making him want to lean nearer. He resisted—because they were in front of a crowd, and because he always resisted when his emotions threatened to run away with him. It was how he’d survived, the way things had to be—for his own protection and for the protection of any woman unlucky enough to stir the flames a bit too high.

“We raffle off whatever anyone donates. The small items were raffled off in a ceremony last night, but the grand prize? One year it was a used car, two years ago it was a school bus, and last year it was a former police cruiser. The winner let me have a ride in the back seat.” Her eyes twinkled at the thought.

Logan’s own youthful years of avoiding the police were far enough behind him that he could enjoy her fascination with the subject. “Not your usual mode of transportation, I’d guess.”

She grinned. “I drive a sensible midsize. And you’re right. Guilt sits on my face like measles, so a criminal life would be a poor choice. No more rides in police cars for me.”

A good thing to know, but then the news didn’t surprise him in the least. It also wasn’t exactly what he meant. A woman like her belonged in something more luxurious, swathed in silk and diamonds. If his luck changed today, he intended to supply the car, the clothes and the jewels for the next few weeks.

But she had turned to explain the rules of the drawing to the crowd. When she finished, she held out a basket to him. “All right. Make someone’s dreams come true,” she murmured.

For a second his eyes met hers and it was as if the stage fell away. She stared up at him and Logan could swear she wasn’t breathing. He wasn’t too sure whether air was sliding in and out of his own body, either, at that moment. The thought that he’d lost touch with reality, even for a second, sucker punched him, and he fought his body’s reactions. Ruthlessly. So when the lady pushed the basket closer to him, he was able to manage a subdued smile. He did what he’d come up here to do—and made a young man in the audience very happy.

“Thank you,” the lady on stage said, loudly enough for her words to be directed to the crowd, too. “Thank you for helping,” Logan heard her say as he pulled the mask back over his thoughts and returned to his seat. When he looked up again, she was addressing the crowd.

“Once again, we appreciate your patronage of the Summerstaff Labor Auction,” she said. “We just want to remind you that all the proceedings go directly to help disadvantaged children and their families. If you have questions, I’ll be around for the duration of the proceedings. Please don’t hesitate to ask for help. So now, I hope you’ll join me in welcoming our wonderful auctioneer, Mr. Donald Painter.”

As the applause grew, she kissed the aging man on the cheek and stepped away from the microphone.

“Thanks, Donnie,” she said, her low, melodious voice still carrying the short distance to the rear of the seating area. “You’re a sweetie for volunteering to do this for us again. Save a good job for me.”

The warm, teasing tone with which she greeted the man wrapped around Logan’s senses and he stopped speculating. The decision to acquire this woman was made instantly, the way he did most things most of the time. The slight, raw surge of arousal that slipped through him when she turned to leave the stage and looked up, her eyes bright with enthusiasm, rankled. The wolf in him was rising. He slapped it back down.

“You’re way out of line, Brewster,” he muttered. Because for all her exquisite, enticing looks, she was, he could tell, a hometown, born-for-traditional-love- and-marriage innocent. Red Riding Hood on her way to deliver cookies to grandma and spread goodwill to the world. Not the type he allowed himself to get involved with, ever. His strong, out-of-the-blue reaction to her was just a delayed knee-jerk response to his own suddenly single situation, a rarity for him these past few years. All he really wanted, after all, was this lady’s services.

So he waited until that slightly untamed urge to touch and taste was under control, until the lady had slipped away down the stairs. Taking his time, making himself wait, flipping through the literature regarding the auction, he eventually strolled toward the area behind the stage where she’d disappeared. A temporary workstation had been set up there on a makeshift wooden platform, and the lady in question was bent over a copy machine, which appeared to be emitting an ominous hum.

She studied it for a few seconds, pushed a few buttons, then finally bent over, giving him a delicious view of that gently rounded backside of hers and a lot more leg than he’d bet she was aware of. Running her hand over the side of the machine, she paused in one spot, drew her hand back and gave the machine a hefty slap with her palm. The humming stopped and she murmured a small, satisfied, “Yes, thank you!”

Logan couldn’t help chuckling. “Ms. Linden?” he said, moving up behind her.

A slight gasp escaped her. She turned quickly, her hair swinging out around her in a warm golden-brown sweep, which she pushed away from her face. “Oh no, you didn’t see that, did you?” she asked, and Logan found himself grinning against his will. The combination of elegant beauty and barely tamed candor that she exuded was...intriguing.

“See what?” he asked innocently.

She smiled back and raised her shoulders in a small, resigned shrug. “Well, we need a new copier at the school, but we’re not going to get one, so we just have to make do, which sometimes means being inventive. But I wouldn’t want it broadcast that I regularly manhandle school property. And—forgive me. I’m sorry. You don’t want to hear about my copier problems. You must have had a question. May I help you?”

The lady might be a school secretary, she might have eyes that radiated virtue, but her voice surely belonged in a bedroom. It curled around his senses, made him think of dark nights. Long nights. And touching. Lots of touching. Logan wondered how many teenage high school boys came back to visit their old alma mater in the hopes of hearing this lady twist her tongue around a few vowels. Dozens, he’d bet. Hundreds. She could easily puree a man’s mind just by muttering the phrase “May I help you?”—if that man wasn’t on guard. Logan was all too aware of the lady’s allure, but he was always on guard.

Could she help him?

“I believe you might be able to lend me a hand, Ms. Linden,” he said carefully.

She smiled up at him and he realized just how deep a violet her eyes were. Unusual. Mesmerizing. Oh yes, she could most likely help him.

“You...have a question about Summerstaff or about how we operate? About one of the participants?”

“I have a question,” he agreed. “About you.”

He could almost see the moment she realized he wasn’t going to be asking for anything ordinary. Her breathing deepened just a touch. Her hand pressed a bit harder against the cover of the machine she was leaning against.

“And your question is...?” she prompted. He had to give her credit. She had the kind of looks that would have tempted men to hit on her on a regular basis, whether she wanted them to or not. And right now she knew he was studying her with a greater intensity than was polite. He was standing just a touch too close. But she maintained her cool. Good. She could handle stress. Not that he wanted to cause her any. He didn’t want to bring that guarded look to her eyes again. Ever, if he could help it. He just needed to know that she could handle a bit of pressure. Now that he knew, he carefully stepped away.

“Allow me to finally introduce myself. I’m Logan Brewster,” he offered. “I’ve been renovating the Eldora Oaks Hotel.”

She let out a long, slow breath. Her smile became more natural.

“Oh yes, Mr. Brewster. I’ve heard of you.”

Obviously, that was a good thing. She apparently liked to know whom she was talking to. So did he.

“Then you know my business?”

“Who doesn’t? You take dead or dying hotels and renovate them into luxury resorts, then sell them. They say that each one is a custom design.”

He tilted his head in agreement. “Yes,” he agreed, “and the Oaks is a milestone hotel.” In more personal ways than he wanted to discuss now. “I’ll want the opening to be special. I’m expecting a large number of guests.”

She nodded, clearly not yet aware of where he was headed. “I’m sure it will be a beautiful grand opening. Even when it was falling down, it was an incredibly interesting building. I’d love to see what you’ve done there someday.”

“How about today?” he offered.

Those violet eyes opened wide.

He held his hands up palm out and took another small step back, the way one might with an animal that was feeling slightly crowded. “In a professional sense, Ms. Linden, I assure you.”

“A professional sense? You’re looking for someone to work in your hotel then?”

He smiled at that. “In a way, yes.”

She beamed back. “Oh well, then, you’re probably looking for Gloria Angelis. She used to work the front desk at the Nightrider Inn during the summers when it was still open. Do you want to see the brochure that lists her qualifications?”

“I’ve read the brochure,” he said softly. He knew the Summerstaff Labor Auction had been started by Rebecca and her teacher friends, Caroline O’Donald and Emily Alton, when a student of theirs had needed medical attention the parents couldn’t afford. He knew the three women had recruited other teachers. He also knew that for three years, the proceeds of Summerstaff had gone to help needy children. And he knew he wasn’t interested in Gloria Angelis. In any way. Rebecca Linden was the one he wanted.


      [image: ]Rebecca somehow maintained her smile. This man, this...Logan Brewster, was making her nervous. She’d noticed him when she’d been stepping onto the stage. Of course she had. Dressed all in black, he was beautiful. Tall, broad-shouldered, narrow-hipped, with dark hair laced with gold and commanding golden eyes that could make most women dissolve with desire dead in the middle of town with everyone watching. But then, she didn’t want to be like most women, and hadn’t wanted to for a long time. At least she didn’t want any drowning, dangerous longings that could ruin a person’s life. She shied away from real temptation, and she did it very successfully, too. Unfortunately, standing next to Logan Brewster, temptation was doing more than making an appearance. It was washing over her quite noticeably. In long, slow, body-beating waves. 

Of course, that was to be expected. The man had been the topic of plenty of gossip the past few days since he’d been in town. He was reputed to be well versed in the art of satisfying women. He probably seduced women even when he didn’t intend to.

At any rate, she knew just what to do to calm herself. She’d trained for this Olympic event a few years ago when she’d been in danger of doing something stupid and forgetting one of the cardinal rules of her life. It had been no problem then and it wouldn’t be now. Just think cold, she told herself. Think ice, think polar bears if necessary, she added, steadying her thoughts and her reactions as best she could.

“If you need help at your hotel, Gloria would be your best bet,” she offered, in that tone of voice she reserved for ten-year-old boys trying to decide if they should call home and tell their mothers they had to stay after school.

“You’ve had years of piano lessons?” he asked.

“A few,” she conceded, her eyes widening, wondering where he was headed, but willing to let him lead—for now. He was, after all, a very rich potential customer, poised to donate money to the charity of her heart. If he wanted to ask questions, she supposed she would just let him.

“And you’ve studied ballet?”

“I’m not very good at it,” she said carefully.

“But you’re used to systematic instruction and work that requires practice and dedication. And you spend your days greeting people?”

“Mostly little people.”

He smiled and her heart did a series of jumps before she managed to breathe in and out enough to quiet it down. “Little people are, I’ve heard, the most difficult to deal with,” he said. His low voice thrummed through her body, as if he’d just suggested something indecent, which he hadn’t. Then again, maybe she reacted that way because she’d wanted him to suggest something indecent. Which was not like her—and not true.

Think cold. Think cold, she reminded herself.

“I like little people,” she answered. Her tone was defensive. She realized that. She couldn’t seem to help it, given the unsettling thoughts rushing at her right now. But the man didn’t seem to mind her tone. His smile deepened.

“I’m sorry. No little people at the Oaks, but I can pretty much guarantee you that some of my guests will behave like children from time to time.”

She opened her mouth to say something, to try to head him off at the pass.

“What is it you want, Mr. Logan?”

“Your help,” he said simply. “I find myself unexpectedly in need of...help. Would you consider lending me a hand?”

Oh, he was so smooth. What woman wouldn’t volunteer for the chance to say yes to this man when his voice was so sensual, his tone so earnest, those golden eyes so warm?

Not one. Almost any woman here would sacrifice ten summers and her sanity for the chance to give this man a hand—or more.

With that thought, the piercing howl of emergency sirens went off in Rebecca’s head. She heeded them.

“I’ll find someone special for you,” she offered, reaching for the brochure. “What qualifications are you looking for? What’s your job description?”

He took the brochure she was opening and removed it from her grasp.

“I’ll be blunt. My personal assistant is out of town. The woman who was temporarily assisting me is no longer available, it seems,” he said softly. “Allison was to play a crucial role in the opening ceremonies of the hotel. So...”

He held out his hands. “What can I say? It’s a lot to ask, but I need a woman who knows the ins and outs of this town and can learn my business in less than two weeks. Someone who’s used to greeting people, who can help me entertain a large group. Wealthy guests attending the opening ceremonies who sometimes act like small, spoiled boys and girls. I need a woman who can answer questions tirelessly. Someone who understands the discipline of training, is open to instruction and is willing to learn the feel of the building day and night. Someone who’ll live in it and learn to think of it as a home for a short while, the way I’d like my guests to.”

Rebecca looked up, even though her heart pounded faster when their gazes locked. That wasn’t what she wanted. Pounding hearts and rushing breath and irrational thoughts had no place in her world. She liked her ordinary life with its safe boundaries. There was no way she could work with this man—or live in the same building with him.

“You want to transform me into your assistant to help you open your hotel?” The words seemed to slip from her lips without her permission. As if she was really considering his offer. And obviously she was. Probably because this cause was very important to her. This was something concrete she could do to help children. Accepting that, and the fact that this man had the ability to help as well, she sighed.

“That’s what I’m saying, yes.” He smiled slightly, as if he knew just what a struggle this was for her. As if he sympathized. Maybe he did. It was clear this wasn’t the path he had originally thought he’d be following, either. His assistant was no longer available, he’d said. Rebecca wondered what had happened. A lover’s quarrel, perhaps? And perhaps that was none of her business.

“And you’ll train whomever you hire,” she said, pressing on. “What will that entail?”

He studied her for long seconds. She looked up into his amber eyes. Trying to tell herself she hadn’t even noticed the color of his eyes. Finally, he shrugged. “It won’t entail anything simple, I’m afraid. Due to the limited time frame we have, training will be intense. It will involve immersion in many of the details of my business, in any formal social skills that are necessary, in cultural differences that may come into play. You’ll need to absorb a working knowledge of the wine cellars, of fashion, of food, of the personal tastes of my prospective guests.”

She raised her brows. “All that in less than two weeks?”

“Twelve days actually, with two weeks of events afterward. But I’ll help you, Rebecca. I’m used to deadlines. This is doable.”

She realized they’d gone from discussing her in the abstract to talking as if she were, indeed, going to do this job. Maybe she would. Now that the facts had been laid on the table, she couldn’t ask any of her friends to take on this daunting task. Not when she was the one woman here who had some experience of just what Logan Brewster was really asking for. She knew how difficult and humiliating the process of trying to transform a person from one kind of life to another overnight could be. She’d had a bit of experience at that kind of unpleasantness years ago. The kind of experience that had once changed her life in all the wrong ways.

But that had been a long time ago. She’d been in high school when her parents had died and left her to the mercy of wealthy relatives who had found her all wrong for their tastes. They’d tried to make her over, dismissed her attempts to please, torn away everything she was and withheld affection until she’d gone looking for it elsewhere. She’d gotten her heart trampled almost immediately, and so when she’d found James, who’d wanted her and married her, she’d jumped. She’d loved him with a quiet affection only to find out that she’d disappointed him just as much as she’d disappointed her aunt and uncle. He’d desperately loved the woman he wanted her to be, but she had never been that ideal woman, much as she’d tried. Her inadequate affection had brought him sorrow, and so, after his death in a skiing accident four years ago, she’d made a promise. No more deep and crippling emotions. No more trying to change herself to suit others. She would never do that in her personal life, but—

She looked up at the man waiting for an answer.

“You want someone malleable,” she suggested.

“Someone who’s willing to take an active part in the experience,” he corrected.

“This is an auction, Mr. Brewster,“ she reminded him. “If someone should bid more for my services than you...”

“No one will,” he promised her.

He was right. No one outbid Logan’s offer of twenty-five thousand dollars for her time.
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