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      “Do you know what the obvious answer to all your financial worries is, Nicky?”

      Nicky was only half listening to her friend Chrissie as the two of them sat in the busy London coffee shop together, killing time before attending a university lecture. Her attention was all on the man who had just entered the noisy building, rather than listening to Chrissie’s ‘obvious answer’ to all her problems.

      Chrissie hadn’t even noticed the man, of course.

      Even if Chrissie hadn’t been sitting with her back to the door, she still wouldn’t have given the man so much as a second glance; Chrissie’s girlfriend was named Fleur, and she didn’t have a lot of time for men.

      Besides which, Nicky didn’t particularly want to talk about her financial problems right now. The student loans that would need to be paid back once she finished her three-year degree course in six months’ time, and the goal of finding a job, did not constitute a fun discussion. She currently was barely managing to pay the rent on her flea-infested flat, as well as eat occasionally. Even with two evening jobs, one here at the coffee shop from five until eight in the evenings, and another at a take-out pizza down the road from eight until midnight every day.

      Not that she had any other choice but to manage, when she and her younger brother had been left completely on their own five years ago. Their mother had died when Neil was six, and their father had been murdered when Nicky was eighteen and Neil just fifteen.

      Something else she would rather not think about.

      Not the day their father had died, and the way he had died, or the why; stealing from your gangster employer really wasn’t a good idea.

      After their father’s funeral, Nicky and her brother had packed up everything they could carry and fled London, as if the hounds of hell were chasing after them. Anywhere and everywhere. It didn’t matter where, as long as they remained one step ahead of the thugs sent to look for them by the man responsible for killing their father.

      That one step ahead had eventually turned into two, and then three, until finally there were no steps for anyone to follow, and Felicity and Richard Bennett had simply disappeared.

      Nicky and Neil McKenzie had arisen like two phoenixes from the ashes. But always, always ready for flight.

      It had been a risk coming back to London, of course, but it was where they had both grown up, where they were most comfortable. And their names weren’t the only things that had changed about them in the two and a half years they had been away. Nicky had grown her short blond hair long and dyed it a vibrant red, and she wore brown contact lenses over her natural hazel-blue eyes. Neil had affected similar changes to his own appearance, preferring to go with mud-brown hair and the brown contact lenses.

      Deciding to go to university, as had been Nicky’s intention before her father’s life was ended so abruptly, had been yet another risk. But if Nicky had learned one thing during their years of exile, it was that the best place to hide an elephant was amongst other elephants. At the London School of Economics she was just another student, with little or no money, amongst thousands of other students in the same situation; she wouldn’t have even been able to afford to drink the coffee here if she weren’t eligible for the staff discount.

      All of these things were good reasons why, for just a few time-out-of-real-life moments, Nicky would much rather sit here and drool over the hot and gorgeous man who had just walked into the coffee shop, rather than think of the past or her future.

      The man’s suit alone must have cost what she could earn in six months doing two part-time jobs: charcoal grey in color, it was perfectly tailored to his wide shoulders, tapered waist, and long, muscled legs. He wore a white silk shirt beneath it, with a pale grey tie knotted meticulously at his throat. His black shoes were also of that incredibly soft leather that Nicky knew would have cost a small fortune. Mainly because she would never be able to afford to buy such beautiful shoes for herself.

      Nicky had taken in all that elegance and wealth at a glance, her breath having left her completely the moment her gaze finally moved up to the man’s face.

      Probably aged in his early to mid-thirties, ten years or more older than Nicky’s twenty-three, his face was aristocratic, his skin lightly tanned. His nose was long, cheekbones sharply etched, his chiseled lips firm and unsmiling as he reached the counter and ordered his coffee of preference. His chin was square and uncompromising, the expression in his electric green eyes contemptuous as he turned to look about the room while waiting for his order to be filled. He wore his dark, almost black hair in that overlong and tousled just-been-fucked style that could only be achieved at an exclusive and no doubt expensive salon.

      Nicky’s heart stuttered a little as he picked up his coffee cup and once again turned to face the room, obviously looking for a vacant table amongst the busy lunchtime crowd.

      That intense gaze passed over her, and for a moment, one madly insane moment, Nicky wanted to stand up and shout ‘sit here, sit here’ as she pointed frantically to the vacant seat at their table.

      Luckily that narrowed gaze moved over and past her as he began to walk to the table just behind Chrissie, before Nicky had the chance to make a fool of herself.

      Which was when she saw he wasn’t alone, but was with another man. The second man just hadn’t bothered with the coffee.

      It was testament to how fascinated she’d been by Mr. Drool-Worthy that she hadn’t noticed the other man before now; dressed all in black, he was tall and deeply muscled, with a very noticeable scar at his temple, and his face harshly chiseled. Even as he walked—make that padded like a predator—the man’s piercing grey-green gaze seemed to be constantly scanning and evaluating everyone in the room.

      As a bodyguard would?

      It seemed a bit over the top for visiting a high-street coffee shop, but there was no doubting—

      “Nicky, are you even listening to me?” Chrissie now snapped impatiently.

      “Of course I am.” Nicky’s answer was distracted as she couldn’t seem to remove her gaze from the man with the mesmerizing green eyes, the other man only one step behind him as they both sat down on the uncomfortable seats at the next table. And both seemingly oblivious to all the female gazes following their every movement.

      Nicky couldn’t help but continue to watch the first man as his top lip turned back with distaste as he removed the plastic top from the cup. He lifted it and took a tentative sip, confirming Nicky’s initial impression that he really didn’t belong in here, not with the students and the always-in-a-hurry junior business crowd.

      Maybe these two men had just gotten lost and wandered away from the business sector of the city. Or maybe they were waiting for the rich guy’s chauffeur to arrive with the limousine and whisk them away. That seemed a more plausible—

      “Well?”

      Nicky gave a blink as she reluctantly turned away from staring at the men to instead look across the table at Chrissie. “Well what?”

      Tall and thin, Chrissie had an impish beauty, her short blond hair styled in a messy cap about her face. “Do you or do you not want to know the answer to all your financial problems?”

      “I have a feeling you’re about to tell me whether I want to know or not.” Nicky was still only half paying attention as she watched the two men seated behind her best friend.

      The one with the scar continued to keep a constant and narrowed-eye on the people in the coffee shop. Possibly confirming her guess that he was a bodyguard?

      The drool-worthy man now took out his phone from the breast pocket of his jacket and began to check his messages, his hands as long and elegant as the rest of him.

      As the rest of him...? Did that mean Nicky thought his shaft would also be long and—

      “Well,” Chrissie settled herself more comfortably in her chair. “You need more money just to be able to eat, but you’re studying all day and working until midnight every evening, so that only leaves your nights—” 

      “I’m not sure I like where this conversation is going, Chrissie.” Her cheeks became flushed, both from her thoughts of a moment ago, and the subject of Chrissie’s conversation; the elegant man sitting behind Chrissie might give the outward appearance of still being engrossed in the screen of his phone, but something had caused that mockingly derisive smile now curving those sculpted lips.

      Nicky was very much afraid that it might be their conversation. Chrissie wasn’t exactly keeping her voice down.

      “Maybe we should discuss this again later?” She grimaced pointedly in the direction of the other table.

      A hint Chrissie either ignored or simply didn’t recognize. “There won’t be time then. We have to go and listen to that boring old guest lecturer this afternoon, remember, as he drones on about how wonderful he is?”

      The two women had met during the first week of university almost two and a half years ago, discovered they were taking the same business course, and remained friends ever since. Quite why Chrissie had chosen that particular course, when she had zero interest in the subject, was beyond Nicky. Adam Grant, the American professor heading their current shared course, was obviously of the same opinion, but as Chrissie aced all her exams, there was nothing he could do but grin and bear it when Chrissie chose to read a book or magazine during his lecture, rather than bothering to listen to him.

      “I don’t believe Lucien Wynter is going to be in the least boring—” 

      “That’s because you’re into all that crap.” Chrissie gave a dismissive wave of her hand, at the same time managing to reject the fact that Lucien Wynter was reputed to be the most astute and successful businessmen in the country. He was also listed in the top ten of the fifty wealthiest people in the world.

      “He isn’t old either. The financial newspapers always quote that he’s ‘aged in his thirties’—” 

      “Then he’s ugly.” Chrissie shrugged uninterestedly. “There has to be some reason why he refuses to be photographed. Definitely ugly.” Chrissie nodded knowingly. “The sort of ugly even all that wealth couldn’t compensate for.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with valuing his privacy.” And, if anyone should know about that, then it was Nicky.

      “There’s privacy and then there’s la la land,” Chrissie scorned. “I don’t know why, but people that wealthy so often seem to become paranoid too. The man probably lives in his slippers, stained trousers and a smelly sweater day and night. He probably also talks to the birds and watches porn all day, because he’s too ugly for any woman to even want to talk to him, let alone have sex with him for real.”

      “You really are incorrigible, Chrissie!”

      “Made you smile, though.” Her friend grinned at Nicky’s rueful chuckle. “And now that I have your full attention, can we get back to my original conversation?”

      “Which is?” Nicky prompted patiently.

      “That you need to become the mistress of some rich old man— Hey, maybe this Lucien Wynter would do?” She brightened. “Bat your eyelashes at him this afternoon and see what happens. Then he could take care of you as well as pay off all your debts. You would never need to work again.”

      Nicky almost choked on the sip of coffee she had been about to take. “I’m looking forward to getting a decent job. Besides, I told you, Lucien Wynter isn’t old.”

      “Pity.” Chrissie grimaced. “The old guys are the grateful ones, and they also have this reduced libido, so you probably wouldn’t need to have sex with him more than once or twice a month. I doubt he would be able to get it up more than—” 

      “Chrissie!” she hissed frantically, at the same time as she gave a harried look around the coffee shop to see if anyone was listening to their conversation.

      Apart from the two men sitting at the next table, that is.

      Because there was no way they couldn’t have heard Chrissie’s last outrageous remarks...

      In fact, Nicky was sure that they had; seemingly not looking at either her or Chrissie, the scary guy dressed in black now had a hard and mocking smile curving his lips. The gorgeous man in the suit looked less amused as he scowled down at the screen of his phone.

      Oh to hell with what those two men thought or didn’t think. She was never going to see either one of them again anyway, so what did it matter what opinion they had of her and Chrissie. The man in the suit was mouth-watering, yes, but way out of her league. And the man with the scar, although handsome in a muscled bad-boy sort of way, was also scary.

      Nicky wrinkled her nose in distaste. “And what if I don’t like the idea of having some old guy pawing me, even once or twice a month?”

      “How hard could it be—I didn’t mean it like that!” Chrissie began to giggle as Nicky gave a shocked gasp.

      The whole conversation was becoming so ridiculous that Nicky found herself laughing again too. “Where would I even meet this rich old guy? Is he going to walk in here one evening while I’m working, do you think, and be overcome by my beauty? Or maybe he’ll come in to the pizza shop and order a take-out? I somehow don’t think so.” She gave a rueful shake of her head. “Let’s face it, rich guys, old or otherwise, just don’t enter into my world.”

      “It was such a good plan too.” Chrissie looked crestfallen.

      “So is going to listen to Lucien Wynter’s talk if we want to graduate.” Nicky stood up pointedly.

      Chrissie gave an irritated shake of her head as she rose to shrug her backpack over one shoulder. “I still say he’ll be ugly and smelly, and wearing his pajamas!”

      As Nicky discovered, when she entered the university lecture hall just twenty short minutes later, Lucien Wynter preferred to wear perfectly tailored designer-label suits, silk shirts, and soft handmade leather shoes.

      He also had laser-sharp green eyes set in a harshly chiseled face, and tousled just-been-fucked dark hair...
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        * * *

      

      Lucien saw the girl from the coffee shop almost immediately when she entered the lecture hall. Mainly because she had come to an abrupt halt in the doorway, blocking everyone else’s entrance, as soon as she saw him on the podium in quiet conversation with Adam Grant. 

      Lucien’s long-standing acquaintance with the older man was his only reason for being here today.

      The two men had met in New York twelve years ago, when Lucien had been an up-and-coming young entrepreneur, and Adam a prominent financial advisor on Wall Street. Adam had finally tired of the stresses and strains of that life eight years ago, moving to London to teach rather than do.

      Lucien wouldn’t usually have agreed to appear in public like this for any reason, but Adam Grant was one of the few people he respected enough not to say no to.

      Completely out of his comfort zone, Lucien had arrived too early for the lecture, and so decided to take a walk around the university. Accompanied by the ever-watchful Dair, of course. His cousin took his duties as Lucien’s head of security very seriously, to a degree he had insisted on acting as Lucien’s bodyguard himself today. Lucien had thought his cousin was going to have a heart attack when he told him he had decided to go for a walk to pass the time.

      Still with half an hour to kill after the walk, Lucien had suggested—much to Dair’s added disgust—they go into a coffee shop just off campus.

      The place had been heaving, with both students and young office workers, but even so Lucien had noticed the redhead long before he and Dair sat down at the table next to where she sat drinking coffee with her friend. With those vibrant red corkscrew curls and chocolate brown eyes, a smooth and creamy complexion, and pouting lips just perfect for… Well, she possessed the sort of wild, untamed beauty it was impossible for him to miss.

      Admittedly, she wasn’t Lucien’s usual type, but if he was honest, he had grown tired of his ‘usual’ type and was looking for a new diversion.

      Unfortunately, not quite the diversion he had gotten from listening to the conversation between the redhead and her friend.

      The woman’s eyes were now wide with shock as she gaped across the room at him, quickly followed by a blush of consternation, as she obviously guessed who he was, and just as quickly recalled that earlier conversation with her friend in the coffee shop.

      A conversation she must know Lucien had overheard.

      Lucien had little sympathy with the girl’s discomfort now. Hearing himself described as a smelly recluse who spent his days watching porn had not been amongst his top ten most pleasant experiences. Although Dair had certainly found the conversation amusing.

      It was true that Lucien preferred not to give interviews, or have his photograph taken. He also lived in a penthouse apartment of a building owned by him, and when he traveled it was always in his own private jet, or limousines with tinted windows. But he had his own reasons for guarding his privacy so obsessively. Reasons that involved his security since moving back to London four years ago, and nothing at all to do with being a smelly recluse who watched porn all day.

      The tiny redhead and her tall friend had taken their seats now, way at the back of the auditorium, the blonde still chattering non-stop, the redhead’s gaze still riveted on him. And, unless he was mistaken, touched with more than a little apprehension.

      Of him?

      Or more likely what, if anything, he might say to Adam Grant about her?

      Lucien may be more than a little irritated at the things he had overheard earlier, and guard his privacy to the point of obsession, but even so he had never asked anyone else to fight his personal battles for him. Why should he, when he was perfectly capable of fighting them himself?

      And where the wild-haired redhead was concerned, a little revenge might even be sweet...
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        * * *

      

      Oh god, oh god, oh god.

      The same wild litany kept going desperately around inside Nicky’s head as she stared down at the podium at the man she was now sure had to be Lucien Wynter.

      Had he overheard her and Chrissie’s conversation in the coffee shop earlier?

      Those awful things Chrissie had said about Lucien Wynter? That stupid conversation about Nicky finding herself a rich old man to pay off her debts?

      How could he not have heard, when Chrissie had made no attempt to lower her voice?

      “Wow, I take back all that I said earlier—even I can appreciate that is one fine man,” Chrissie murmured softly. “Why do you suppose a man who looks like that would want to hide himself away?”

      Nicky knew absolutely nothing about Lucien Wynter’s private life. No one did. Even the financial pages of the newspapers only ever reported on his business acquisitions, never his personal life.

      Now that she had seen him for herself, Nicky couldn’t help wondering why that was.

      The man was more handsome than any movie star she had ever seen, utterly charismatic, and those rapier sharp eyes were beautiful, so why had the newspapers and media, who felt absolutely no shame in hounding other less photogenic personalities, decided to leave him alone?

      Unless he happened to own those media outlets, of course? Which, considering his wealth, was a distinct possibility, Nicky recognized ruefully.

      There was no doubting he was ‘one fine man’, as Chrissie had commented, but anyone looking into the depths of his hard and challenging eyes couldn’t help but also see the coldness, the icy ruthlessness, that bordered almost on cruelty.

      As Nicky was now doing...?

      The only way she could possibly be seeing into the depths of those cold eyes was if Lucien Wynter was also looking up at her.

      Which he was. Straight at her. One dark eyebrow raised in mocking challenge.

      Because he had overheard that conversation earlier? Because he now recognized her as being one of the two women having that conversation?

      Embarrassment didn’t even begin to describe how Nicky felt as she had to wrench her gaze away from that mocking green one.

      She determined not to look at him again. Professor Grant stepped up to the microphone to insist there would be absolutely no photographs taken of their guest before then introducing the younger man.

      The lecture passed in a state of misery as far as Nicky was concerned. Not even the deep melodiousness of Lucien Wynter’s educated voice managed to penetrate her misery. All she wanted was for this nightmare to be over with so that she could get out of here and never set eyes on Lucien Wynter again.

      She almost made it too. Would have managed to sneak safely past the podium, shielded by the groupies currently gathered about the guest speaker who was under the watchful gaze of the scarred man in black, if it weren’t for Professor Grant calling out to her just as she was about to make her escape.

      Even then Nicky might have tried pretending she hadn’t heard him—if another more commanding voice hadn’t stopped her in her tracks.

      The same rich and melodious voice that had held her, and everyone else in the lecture hall, totally mesmerized for the past hour...
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      “A word, if you please, Miss McKenzie,” Lucien loudly repeated his request as the redhead, after freezing in her tracks for several seconds, now looked set to make a run for it.

      Her face was pale as she slowly turned and walked towards him with all the enthusiasm of a prisoner approaching the gallows.

      She was even shorter than Lucien had realized, barely reaching his shoulder, those red corkscrew curls a wild tumble over her shoulders and down her back. She was dressed in the usual student garb: a faded green T-shirt that fitted snugly over the surprising fullness of her breasts, ragged jeans tight against slender hips and legs.

      But it was her mouth that completely held his attention. He had never seen lips quite like them before, so full and pouting, and shaped in a perfect bow, the top lip fuller than the bottom.

      As an indication of her sensuality?

      Lucien was more than a little surprised to feel himself harden and swell, as he had a sudden image of those plump lips parting over his cock as she took him deep into the warmth of her mouth and then to the back of her throat, those corkscrew curls entwining erotically with the darker curls at his groin.

      The image was so strong that for a moment his mind went completely blank of everything else.

      “You wanted to speak to me, Mr. Wynter?” The young woman, who he now knew to be called Nicky McKenzie, tried her best to look composed and only mildly curious, but Lucien could hear the underlying strain in the husky attractiveness of her voice.

      A husky, soft voice that only made his cock throb all the harder, damn it.

      He nodded coolly. “Adam tells me that you’re currently his star student?”

      A blush now colored those creamy cheeks. “Oh I wouldn’t go so far as to say that!”

      “You didn’t, Adam did,” Lucien drawled tightly as his groin hardened even more when he spotted an enticing—and delicious—mole just beneath her right earlobe. “You have what, another six months before you finish your degree?”

      A frown appeared between her eyes as she answered him uncertainly. “Yes...”

      Lucien could never remember having had quite such an instant and visceral reaction to any woman before today.

      His only reason for talking to her had been to exact a little revenge for the conversation he had overheard earlier, but his libido obviously had a much deeper, and different, need.

      Lucien took out his wallet and removed a card, using his pen to write something on the back before holding it out to her. “Give me a call when you graduate. I might be able to offer you a job.”

      “I—thank you.” She took the card, her slightly trembling hands as slender as the rest of her; she was surely going to need to use both of them to wrap around his cock.

      Lucien smiled as he noticed the care she had taken not to allow her fingers to come into contact with his. Because she also felt the attraction between the two of them? He hoped so, for her sake. He really wasn’t used to denying himself something he wanted. And right now he knew what he wanted was Nicky McKenzie. Quite badly.

      “No problem.” He nodded dismissively before turning away to take his leave of Adam Grant; he had deliberately ignored Dair’s scowl of disapproval as his cousin listened to the exchange between Lucien and the unusual and beautiful Nicky McKenzie.

      No doubt Dair was already marking Lucien’s interest in a university student as being a security nightmare.

      He might be right.

      But Lucien wanted her anyway.

      Nicky stood frozen to the spot for several seconds after she knew she had been summarily dismissed, hardly able to believe the conversation that had just taken place.

      Had Lucien Wynter really just offered her a job when she finished university? Well, the chance of a job, anyway. It didn’t seem possible, after the way he had been scowling at her earlier—

      Nicky’s breath caught in her throat, the noisy chatter around her fading completely into the background, as she looked down and saw what Lucien Wynter had written on the back of the card.

      It was only three words—well, two words and a time if she was going to be entirely accurate. And she had a feeling Lucien Wynter made a point of always being that.

      Petruccio’s, 8:00, tonight.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the day passed in something of a daze for Nicky, as she decided, several times, that she wasn’t going to have dinner with Lucien Wynter that evening.

      After which she would tell herself not to be so stupid, that the man was too rich and powerful for her to just ignore him, that she had no choice but to go. And dinner in a crowded, if exclusive, restaurant like Petruccio’s would be safe enough, surely?

      Safe?

      Well—yes, because Lucien Wynter himself was dangerous on so many levels.

      Not the least because he appeared to be a personal friend of the university professor in charge of her course.

      At worst because he made Nicky’s knees go weak every time she looked at him...

      Even so, she still couldn’t insult the man by just ignoring his dinner invitation. For all she knew, Lucien Wynter simply wanted to have a more in-depth discussion about this job he might offer her in six months time.

      And Nicky had stopped believing in the Tooth Fairy and the Easter Bunny years ago, along with a lot of other fairy-tales, like living happily ever after. During the past five years, staying alive at all had seemed like asking too much some days.

      And a man like Lucien Wynter wouldn’t have invited a woman out to dinner just because he thought she might be a future employee. Nicky very much doubted he usually bothered to so much as introduce himself to the people who worked for him, let alone take them out to dinner.

      So why had he invited her out?

      Then again, he hadn’t exactly invited her, now had he; writing down instructions for when he expected the two of them to meet again, on the back of a business card, wasn’t exactly an invitation. It was more of an order.

      Maybe, but she would still have to go, daren’t do anything else, under the circumstances...

      The decision made, albeit reluctantly, Nicky then ended up changing her clothes a dozen times or more before finally settling on a simple black, knee-length sheath dress, her makeup light, her hair its usual riot of curls.

      Consequently she was a hot and nervous wreck by the time she arrived at Petruccio’s, only for the evening to go even more downhill when she walked into the exclusive, booked-months-in-advance restaurant to find it was completely empty.

      Well...not completely; the manager and a man discretely playing the piano were present in the elegant Regency-style and candlelit room.

      But every single one of the tables, beautifully set with crystal glasses and gleaming silver flatware, was completely empty of diners.

      Including Lucien Wynter.

      Had he been playing some sort of sick joke on her, and invited her to this restaurant on an evening when he knew it was closed to the public? Was it his way of deliberately humiliating her, as payback for the conversation he had overheard between her and Chrissie in the coffee shop earlier today?

      What an utter and complete bastard—

      She stiffened as she felt a hand slide beneath her arm to cup the bareness of her elbow, her breath catching somewhere in her throat as she turned slowly and saw that Lucien Wynter was now standing beside her.

      Looking devastatingly attractive in black evening clothes, his dark hair once again in that messy style that looked as if another woman had just been running her fingers through it as he thrust inside her—

      “My usual table, Marco?” Lucien didn’t so much as glance in Nicky McKenzie’s direction as he spoke to the manager of the restaurant.

      He had already taken in and approved of her appearance before she’d even noticed he was here. He liked the way the figure-hugging black dress clung to her sexy curves, and the bareness of her legs was even more spectacular than he had hoped for. As for those red curls... Lucien just wanted to entangle his fingers in them to hold her in place while he devoured those pouting lips.

      “But of course, Mr. Wynter.” The swarthy-faced man bowed obsequiously.

      “A bottle of the usual champagne, thanks, Marco,” Lucien requested distractedly, still looking at Nicky.

      Marco smiled. “Already chilling at your table, Mr. Wynter.”

      Lucien nodded his satisfaction. “Give us a couple of minutes, okay, Marco?”

      It took Nicky several seconds to find her voice as she was guided across the restaurant at Lucien’s side. “Where are the other—” 

      “Sit down.” He indicated the secluded booth at the back of the restaurant, several potted ferns placed close to allow for even more privacy.

      Nicky sat, too bemused at the moment to take umbrage at his dictatorial tone. “Why are there no other people dining here?” she hissed softly the moment he slid into the curved and plush bench seat beside her.

      “There’s no need to whisper,” Lucien spoke normally as he placed a napkin across her knees before doing the same with his own. “No one is listening to our conversation.”

      “That’s because there’s no one else here to listen!” she pointed out exasperatedly.

      Lucien turned slightly on the bench seat to look at her with cool eyes. “Marco is the manager here, and he knows how much I value my privacy.”

      “Well I already knew that… My God, are you saying there are no other people here because you’ve taken over the whole restaurant for the evening?” Nicky questioned dazedly.

      He shrugged. “It’s one way of ensuring complete privacy.”

      Her eyes were wide. “But you have other ways too?”

      His mouth tightened. “Many of them, yes. Thank you, Marco, you can just pour it.” He nodded to the other man after he had removed the cork from the bottle of champagne. He waited until the other man had poured some of the beautiful pink liquid into two fluted glasses, and then departed, before speaking again. “I ordered our food when I booked the table earlier. I hope you like oysters and fois gras? I find that champagne goes with both.”

      Nicky was still reeling from learning Lucien had taken over the whole restaurant. The whole restaurant, for goodness sake. Who did that? Well...obviously Lucien Wynter did. But it was ridiculous. Obsessive, even.

      “Nicky?” He arched one dark brow as he turned even further on the seat towards her, the warm and hard length of his thigh now resting alongside her own.

      “I—you—oysters and fois gras sound fine.” Not that Nicky had ever eaten either of them, but hey, she was here with Lucien Wynter, and ‘when in Rome’... She took a sip of the champagne. Hmm, it really was delicious. “Look, Lu—I don’t even know what to call you?” She frowned. “Do you prefer Lucien? Or maybe Luc? Luke? Lukie?” she added facetiously; her nerves were totally shot at finding herself alone in this exclusive restaurant with this devastatingly attractive man. “What do your friends call you?”

      He looked down the length of his nose at her. “I have competitors, business acquaintances, and women I fuck; I don’t have friends.”

      “You said that last one to shock me!” she protested irritably.

      “And I succeeded,” he came back mockingly.

      Yes, he had. And Nicky also realized which category that put her in. Bastard. “Why don’t you have friends?”

      He shrugged. “They tend to ask too many questions.”

      As she was currently doing. And Lucien wasn’t answering any of them, Nicky acknowledged with frustration. “How can anyone get to know you if they don’t ask you questions?”

      “I don’t want anyone to know me.”

      “Why not?”

      “Knowledge is power.”

      Nicky was shocked into stillness, her lips going suddenly dry. “What...?”

      “Knowledge is power.” Lucien shrugged. “And if anyone is going to have the power, then it will be me,” he added softly.

      Nicky had gone ice-cold inside. Knowledge was power, damn it, as she knew only too well. Just as she knew the whole of Nicky McKenzie’s existence was a lie. Because the truth could get her killed.

      She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. “That’s a...a very jaded attitude.”

      “It’s a safe one,” Lucien dismissed, as he now studied Nicky beneath hooded lids.

      He hadn’t even been sure she would come to the restaurant at all after the way they had parted this afternoon, but he was glad that she had. She was a natural beauty. As far as he could tell, the only makeup Nicky wore this evening was a deep red gloss that emphasized the pouting fullness of her lips.

      Yes, Nicky certainly looked very beautiful and desirable this evening.

      Lucien had the same certainty that she had tensed after his last comment... “What secrets do you have, Nicky?”

      She gave a dismissive shake of her head. “I like to spend hours soaking in a bubble bath?”

      He nodded. “And...?”

      She took another sip of her champagne before answering him. “I’m a chocoholic.”

      His mouth tightened. “Stop playing games, Nicky.”

      “But I thought you liked to play games, Lucien? Mind games,” she added disgustedly. “In which there can be only one winner, of course.”

      “Me.”

      “You.”

      Lucien reached out and lifted the heart-shaped gold locket she wore on a chain about the slenderness of her throat; her only jewelry. “From a boyfriend?” He turned the locket over, expecting to find an inscription on the back, but instead finding two rows of numbers, one that looked as if it might be Nicky’s birthday, the other—

      “I don’t have a boyfriend.” She moved back, effectively pulling the locket from his hand so that it fell back between her breasts. “I would hardly be here with you this evening if I did.”

      “He might be more than happy with the arrangement.” Lucien shrugged, knowing he should have thought to ask about a boyfriend earlier.

      “There is no ‘he’.” She put her glass down firmly on the table. “I’m not sure I like you very much, Mr. Wynter.”

      “You liked what I represent enough to come out to dinner with me this evening,” he rasped harshly.

      Her eyes narrowed warily. “And what do you ‘represent’, Mr. Wynter?”

      He moved his hand beneath the table and wrapped it about her thigh beneath her dress, fingers squeezing lightly as she gave a squeak of surprise at the unexpected intimacy. “Marco is on his way over here with our oysters,” he warned softly as he saw the light of battle appear in her eyes.

      Those eyes flashed a warning of their own. “Take your hand off my thigh,” she told him evenly.

      “And if I choose not to do so?”

      She smiled at him insincerely. “Then I may have to start screaming until you do.”

      Lucien could see that she meant it too. He liked her all the more for it.

      He liked her?

      Lucien couldn’t remember the last time he had allowed himself the luxury of liking anyone.

      He chuckled softly as he removed his hand in order to sit back and allow Marco to place the cooled silver platters of oysters in front of them, speaking again once the older man had left them to enjoy their meal. “You lift up the shell and—”

      “I know how to eat oysters, thank you,” Nicky snapped, completely unnerved, both by their conversation and the heat she could still feel from where Lucien’s hand had gripped her thigh beneath the table.

      She was aroused as well as unnerved.

      How did this man manage to annoy and irritate her so much she wanted to hit him? And the very next minute, it seemed, cause her body to go up in flames?

      As well as frighten the hell out of her with his comment about ‘knowledge being power’...

      She gave a shake of her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I came out to dinner with you because I thought you would be interesting to talk to—”

      “You came out to dinner with me because I’m the CEO of Wynter Enterprises, and listed as one of the top fifty richest people on the planet!” he corrected hardly.

      Nicky felt her face pale. “You were listening to our conversation in the coffee shop earlier...”

      “I found it very enlightening.” He nodded. “Especially the part where you and your friend discussed the idea of you becoming the mistress of a rich man, who in exchange for occasional sex, would then be expected to keep you and pay off all your debts.”

      “That would be an old rich man—and I believe I rejected the idea totally.” Nicky’s cheeks were now ablaze with color.

      “Only the old part. And I’ve heard it’s a woman’s prerogative to change her mind.” He looked at her challengingly. “Now might be a good time to change yours...”

      Nicky’s eyes widened incredulously. “Are you suggesting that I become your mistress?”

      “Why not?”

      Why not? Why not? Had she fallen asleep and was dreaming? Or maybe fallen into a parallel universe?

      None of this could really be happening, could it? This too-handsome man at her side. The empty restaurant. Lucien’s hand up the skirt of her dress. His outrageous suggestion that she become his mistress...

      She gave him a pitying glance. “Possibly because, no matter what you might think you overheard earlier, I’m not for sale!”

      “Everyone has a price, Nicky,” he taunted softly. “Everyone. It’s just a question of finding out what that price is.”

      “And what’s your own ‘price’, Lucien?”

      “Hmm, perhaps there is one exception to that rule, after all...” He eyed her mockingly.

      “God, you’re such an arrogant ass—” Nicky broke off with a start as she felt his hand return to her thigh beneath the table before moving higher still, her breath catching in her throat as a finger played along her groin at the edge of her lace panties. “What are you doing...?” she squeaked as she looked about them frantically to see if anyone was watching—they weren’t—as that finger now dipped below her panties and stroked the moist folds beneath.

      His eyes glittered between thick, dark lashes. “You know what I’m doing, Nicky.” That finger now moved the length of her slick folds, dipping tantalizingly into her wet channel and then out again, before moving upwards to circle, but not quite touch, the hard knot of sensitive muscle above. “Ask me to make you come,” he instructed gruffly.

      “I—you—no!” Even to her own ears her protest sounded weak, her voice heavy with arousal as heat radiated over the whole of her body. “Is this why you always empty a restaurant and eat in this same private booth?” She attempted to fight back even while her body began to melt with pleasure. “So that you can do this to the woman you’re with, rather than eating?”

      “Oh I’ll enjoy eating you too eventually, Nicky. I’m sure you’ll taste delicious,” he added softly, turning to her fully now, and making no secret of what he was doing to her as he pushed a finger, and then two, up inside her, beginning to thrust at the same time as his thumb swirled teasingly around her swollen clit. “Ask me to make you come, Nicky,” he encouraged gruffly. “You know you want me to.”

      Without realizing she had done so, Nicky had slid slightly down the seat, her legs apart as she allowed Lucien easier access, unable to look away from his mesmerizing eyes now as his fingers began to thrust harder and faster, his thumb stroking around but not quite touching her sensitive clit.

      She tried to fight the pleasure washing over her. She really did try—

      “Please...!” Nicky groaned achingly as she felt her orgasm approaching with the speed of an express train. If only Lucien would touch her clit rather than torment her with caresses around it. Touch it. Squeeze it. Pinch it. Anything but continue teasing her in this elusive way. “Oh God, please...!”

      “Say the words, Nicky,” he encouraged throatily, his face all harsh angles in the candlelight. “Say them, damn it!” He curled his fingers up inside her, massaging a second knot of muscles he found there, until her juices flowed freely over his fingers, making between Nicky’s thighs slick and wet.

      She couldn’t take any more, ached, needed, wanted— “Oh God, please Lucien, I want to com—what?” Nicky felt totally bewildered, bereft, as those fingers were suddenly removed from inside her and her channel was left grasping and contracting on nothing, her clit throbbing, aching, with that same unfulfilled need.

      “Is everything to your satisfaction, Mr. Wynter?” The manager of the restaurant now hovered politely beside their table.

      “Very much so, thank you, Marco,” Lucien replied coolly. “Nicky?” He turned to look at her.

      She wanted to hit him. Wanted to scream and shout at him for just leaving her hanging there, in total sexual frustration.

      How could Lucien do this to her? How could he make love to her in public but at the same time remain so cool himself, so totally aware still of everything else around him, such as the approach of the restaurant manager. When Nicky had been so totally lost to sensation she wouldn’t have cared at that moment if the manager, the chef, and the piano player had all gathered around to watch the show.

      Lucien knew it too, damn him. And he was amused by it, mocking laughter glittering in his eyes as he now looked at her with calm enquiry.

      She managed a stiff smile for the benefit of Marco. “Everything is just wonderful, thank you, Marco.”

      “Everything, Nicky?” Lucien leaned forward to murmur in her ear once the other man had gone. “I believe you were just about to ask me to make you come?” His hand slipped beneath the table once again.

      “Stop it!” Nicky pushed that hand off her even as she moved along the bench seat away from him. “You really are an absolute and utter bastard.” Tears burned her eyes.

      His head tilted mockingly. “That would be a no then?”

      “With bells on!” Nicky gave him a glare as she straightened her panties and pulled the skirt of her dress down beneath the table, totally aware of the wetness of her panties, of the spicy and pervasive scent of her own arousal. “Bastard, bastard, bastard!” she muttered self-consciously as she gathered up her clutch bag.

      Lucien laughed softly. “Do you even attempt to filter what comes out of that sinfully screwable mouth?” He held her gaze with his as he lifted his hand to his parted lips before deliberately and slowly licking her juices from his fingers. “Mm, as I suspected, you do taste delicious.”

      Nicky was mortified. Completely humiliated. “Go to hell, Mr. Wynter.” She moved to the end of the bench seat. “How silly of me—you already live there!”

      He chuckled. “So you think I’m the devil, hmm?”

      “One of them, yes!” She stood up, her head held high as she strode angrily across the restaurant.

      Much to the surprise of the manager, as he hurried forward to open the door for her, and so allowing Nicky to make a sweeping exit.

      She totally ignored the man in black standing guard outside the restaurant, the scar livid on his temple in the lamplight, as she walked to the curb to flag down a black cab—and to hell with the expense—only to have him step forward and open the cab door for her to get inside.

      Nicky kept her face averted as she got into the cab, determined that the man who obviously worked for Lucien Wynter wouldn’t see, and report back to his employer, that there had been tears in her eyes as the cab drove away. 

      Lucien Wynter was an arrogant, cold-hearted bastard, and Nicky never wanted to set eyes on him ever again.
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