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Chapter One

Marla felt a tingle of
uneasiness that cut through the tentative enjoyment she’d been
feeling like a knife as she followed the other women in her group
from the stretch limo that had brought them into the casino. The
short hair on the back of her neck prickled, as if it stood up, and
she glanced around surreptitiously, and then more pointedly, when
she didn’t see him.

She’d come to associate
such incidents with him—her ex.

But she could never be
certain of whether he actually was
stalking her or if it was the mind games he had
played with her for years, especially after the divorce, that had
led to paranoia.

Whichever the case, she didn’t see
him.

Then again, the casino looked like a
stirred ant hill. It was crawling with people—arriving, departing,
working.

“Mar!” a familiar voice
called out. “Come on, slow poke! We’ll miss all the
fun.”

She really hated the way Connie
shortened her name, but she liked Connie and she made an effort to
smile. “Coming, Con,” she responded in retaliation. “I’m old. Show
some respect.”

Connie shot a bird at her. “You know I
hate it when you call me Con? It makes me sound like a
crook.”

“You know I hate it when
you call me Mar? It makes me feel like a stain.”

Connie laughed. “Come on, stain. We’re
going to miss the damned show!”

It was a male review.

Marla had mixed feelings about it. She
thought it would be fun to watch—and there was definitely some
appeal in turning the tables and letting men play sex object for a
change—But ….

Well, she thought philosophically,
what else were women to do at a bachelorette party, besides …
party?

Connie gave her a dirty look when they
got to the venue. The show had already started, but they were in
time to grab a seat and watch as the first ‘stud’ came out,
strutting his stuff.

He—or the music—got her heart to
pumping just a little faster. From what she could tell given the
lighting, he looked good. He was definitely built beautifully and
she thought he had a nice face to go with it.

He had a hell of a package, as far as
that went—unless that was a cucumber in his g-string.

Connie paid for a lap
dance.

Marla excused herself and went to the
restroom to avoid one.

Chastising herself for her cowardice,
she didn’t stay long. She managed to make it out to her seat in
time to see the next stud appear.

This one left the first one in his
dust.

She couldn’t decide if he was just
amazing—period—or if he seemed that way because he was a really
large man and stunningly well coordinated for someone that
big.

He was big all over, she realized when
he got down to the g-string.

And drop dead gorgeous.

She got a really close look at both
because he ended his routine by leaping from the stage and landing
right in front of her.

She thought she would have been
stunned if she’d just seen that remarkable feat—flat footed, right
over the heads of all the women crowded close to the dance floor
and somewhere between fifteen and twenty feet from the stage to the
floor in front of her.

She gaped at the silk covered danglies
that were practically in her face and then followed the dark blond
happy trail upwards to the face.

“You wanna a lap
dance, bébé?” he
murmured in a deep, deep, rumbling voice that pebbled her skin from
her scalp all the way down.

She had to suppose he took her frozen
stare as a ‘yes’ because he was gyrating over her the next she knew
and … he smelled absolutely mind-blowing.

He leaned low over her, so close to
her cheek and neck she could feel the heat of his breath, smell
it—taste it.

Her nipples jumped to
attention.

Sarahjane just went wild and slobbered
all over herself.

It never crossed her mind—because she
lost it somewhere between the lap dance and the sniffing of her
neck—to dig out any money.

It did cross her mind to grab …
something.

She curled her fingers tightly into
her palms to prevent herself from doing anything stupid.

“Bébé, I could lick you
like a lollipop. You smell good enough ta eat,” he murmured near
her ear, just barely above a whisper … just before he stepped
back.

It didn’t exactly release her from the
spell. She sucked in a deep breath of his essence and it went right
to her head.

If she hadn’t been so weak in the
aftermath, she might have followed him like a lost
puppy.

Connie nearly fell off her seat,
waving a twenty frantically to catch his attention.

That reminded Marla, belatedly, that
she’d forgotten she was supposed to tuck something into his
g-string.

She snatched her pocketbook up and
began to search it frantically with shaking hands for a bill she
could afford to let go of—certainly not a damned twenty!

She managed to find three ones, but by
that time he’d already moved off.

She debated chasing him down with the
ones and decided against it when she saw most of the women were
stuffing fives or handfuls of ones into the straps of his
briefs.

“What did he say to you?”
Connie asked when he’d moved across the room and finally walked
off. He paused at the door and looked back in their direction and
Connie waved frantically.

Marla couldn’t do anything but stare
at him hungrily—wistfully.

Why had she never had the chance at a
man that looked like that?

The closest her ex had ever been to
‘fit’ was when he was so skinny there was almost no fat on his
bones—and that was when he was about fifteen.

Connie punched her, ‘waking’ her from
her fantasy—or at least distracting her. “What?”

“What did he
say?”

“Who?” Marla asked
blankly.

“The hunk that wallowed
all over you and whispered something in your ear!” Connie said
dryly.

“Oh!” Marla said,
struggling to remember. “I … uh … I don’t know. All I could think
about was the size of that … g-string bouncing against my
leg.”

Connie snickered. “Oooh that was a big
… g-string! I wouldn’t mind trying to climb that
mountain.”

Marla knew it was silly to be so
smitten over a dancer—at all—especially at her age. She was miles
from her teen years! So no excuse of immaturity.

And her primary life experience with
the male of the species should have turned her gay—or at least
turned her completely off men—forever.

She was actually surprised to realize
the man had totally turned her on.

She hadn’t just been shocked/stunned.
She’d been thrown into … jungle boogie, pure, instinctual mating
heat.

She’d felt more desire for a complete
stranger than she’d ever felt in her life before. More to the power
of ten, at least, than she’d ever felt for her husband even when
she’d been in love with him or at least thought she was.

The man must have sprayed
himself down with pheromones/mating scent to have
her, of all people,
drunk with lust!

After that, the next two
dancers just sort of left her … well, cool—which was almost
reassuring in a way. She hadn’t undergone some kind of mental
break/total personality transformation. It was that guy.

She had one drink, sort of like a
chaser, and that was enough to warm her up and relax her for the
grand finale.

Well, the last dancer before the grand
finale.

She thought, at first, that it was the
one who’d thrown her into mating heat. He looked enough like that
one to be his brother, maybe his twin. But there were differences,
she realized after a few moments.

She wasn’t sure how she realized it
when she was pretty catatonic.

“I think his hair is
darker,” Connie whispered.

“Huh?”

“His hair.”

“Huh?”

Connie punched her arm.

Marla rubbed the bruise absently.
“Could you hit a little lower next time? That spot’s starting to
feel like a banana.”

“Quit drooling and pay
attention,” Connie retorted.

“Very funny,” Marla said
irritably. “I’m not drooling—unless … never mind.”

“Eeew!” Connie commented
and then seemed to consider it. “Me, too.”

“TMI!”

She was never to know what Connie
might have said about that because Romeo—that was what he called
himself—took a leap from the stage just as his brother or twin or
doppelganger had and landed right in front of her.

Marla gaped at the bouncing balls/cock
in a sock—it was definitely a cock and not a banana or a
cucumber—and then followed the washboard abs to the
face.

Sarahjane screamed ‘gimme’.

Marla felt dizzy.

It was the rush of blood, she thought
absently—when she could think at all.

He didn’t even ask if she wanted a lap
dance.

He just crouched over her lap and did
the bump and grind, brushing against her and leaving the most
potent cologne in his wake that she’d ever smelled—not a strong
odor. A scent that was so powerful it made her way more intoxicated
than the drink she’d bought.

Realizing she still had her three
dollars clutched in her hand, she tried to stuff the bills into the
side of his g-string.

He caught her hand, dragged it up his
body to his mouth—so that she felt the silken skin and the steel of
muscles beneath it—and nipped at her finger tips, sucked on one,
and then released it.

A shudder went through her that was
absolutely divine.

It felt like a climax.

She wasn’t sure, but it definitely was
more than just good.

Connie was jumping up and down. “Me!
Me next!”

He leaned down, as if to whisper in
her ear, and sucked on the lobe instead.

That time she was more certain she
came.

She felt like she’d melted into a
puddle and was going to slide right out of her chair when he
‘dismounted’ and moved to Connie.

Marla fanned herself absently until
she finally came around enough to notice that the women that could
see her were giggling at her.

Embarrassed, she straightened in her
chair and glanced around.

That was when she saw her ex and knew
positively that it wasn’t her imagination.

It was like getting a blast of arctic
air.

Because she could
feel his rage from all
the way across the room.

“What is it?” Connie asked
sharply. “You ok?”

Marla swallowed a couple of times.
“Curtis,” she whispered, terror threading her voice.

“Where?”

Marla turned to look at the spot where
she’d seen him. “He’s gone.”

She wasn’t relieved. She
knew he hadn’t left. He’d let
her see him. Now that she knew he was there, knew
he was furious, he was playing cat and mouse, tormenting her with
the terrifying certainty that he could reach out and touch her at
any moment.

“Good!” Connie ground out.
“Bastard! You’re divorced. It’s none of his business what you
do!”

She knew it wasn’t. The court said it
wasn’t. But there wasn’t a damned soul standing with her when he
violated court orders to stay away from her over and
over.

“Are you ok?”

Not really. She struggled and finally
managed a smile. “It just caught me off guard,” she
lied.

She’d ‘felt’ him before she’d come in.
She’d known instinctively that she was in danger. She’d just
convinced herself it was all in her mind.

And she’d then she’d been distracted
enough by her lust over the beautiful men to ‘forget’ for a
dangerous few moments the incident as she’d come in.

He’d seen everything.

She knew he had.

That was what the rage was
about.

She was ‘his’ even if he didn’t want
her anymore.

Not that she was hurt that he didn’t.
She’d been relieved when he’d seemed to move on to make another
woman’s life miserable.

But he hadn’t wanted a divorce. He’d
made it clear he expected her to accept his girlfriends on the
side.

And when she’d forged on
with the divorce, he’d also made it clear that he was going to
stalk her for the rest of her life—or until he got the chance to
kill her, decided he was done punishing her. There wasn’t going
to be life after
Curtis if he could help it.

“You want to leave?”
Connie asked sympathetically.

A shiver skated through Marla. She had
no trouble imagining that scenario—a terrifying confrontation with
Curtis at some point before she could get to their hotel and bar
the door and window.

The more people around her, she knew,
the safer she would be. She was staying until everybody loaded into
the limo to head back to the hotel. “No. I’m good. I’m not going to
let him ruin my evening,” she added after a moment when she saw
Connie was still unhappy about the situation.

Marla didn’t really expect to enjoy
anything else the rest of the evening, but it transpired she was
wrong.

The bride-to-be had invited the entire
male review to her private party.

And both of the hunks that had totally
blown Marla’s mind showed up.

Marla had already noticed there were
men filing into the room where the party was set up—complete with
buffet, bar, and dance floor.

And now hunks.

Connie grabbed her upper arm and
squeezed it so hard her nails bit into the flesh. “It’s them!” she
gasped.

Marla didn’t ask ‘them who?’ because
she had spotted them herself and there was indisputably two—not
that she’d had any real doubt after the second lap dance. But,
side-by-side there was little doubt the two were related even
though they were also different enough from one another to make it
clear they were two different men.

The ‘darker’ of the two had hair
closer to brown than blond and he seemed … reserved, Marla decided.
Not shy. Very self-possessed. The other was tawny haired and seemed
the more outgoing of the pair—although she really didn’t see that
he was an extrovert. He just seemed a little less reserved, freer
with smiles.

“Ow,” she responded a
little testily. “I see.”

“Sorry!” Connie said. “I’m
just so ….”

Marla uttered a scoffing chuckle.
“Yeah, I know.”

“And you
aren’t?”

“I would be if I thought I
had a snowball’s chance in hell,” Marla muttered. “I think. I mean,
even if they were single, don’t you think it’s way more likely they
like men?”

Connie’s face just sort of sagged with
dismay. “You think?”

Marla shrugged. “I didn’t say they
were—or even that I thought so—just saying …. Well, manly men don’t
care what they look like. They figure they’re awesome and they can
get a woman anyway.”

“Because they usually
can,” Connie said dryly.

“Because it doesn’t matter
whether we enjoy that side of marriage or not. We can just lay
there,” Marla muttered.

Connie sent her a sympathetic glance.
“That just sucks, Mar.”

Marla wrestled with her worst
nightmares. “It wasn’t bad all of the time.” Just most of the time.
She’d been ‘in’ to him when they were in high school together. Of
course, it had soured pretty damn quickly after they tied the knot,
but she had to admit she’d almost got off a couple of times—after
that, nearly a decade of absolute misery.

She couldn’t blame it
entirely on Curtis. She was the idiot that had agreed to marry
him—after he’d
already assaulted her more than once while they were dating. Young
and stupid, she’d thought he just loved her so much …. And he was
always really, really sorry he’d hurt her.

Sometimes he even cried.

They were halfway down the buffet line
before they discovered the guys had joined the line behind
them.

Marla was instantly self-conscious
about the plate she was carrying.

She’d been very happy about taking a
sample of almost everything right up until that moment. Dismay
filled her when she saw the plate was practically
overflowing.

Fuck it, she decided when she realized
there was no ‘undoing’ what she’d done!

She didn’t have anybody to
impress!

Trying to hide her plate without the
appearance of hiding it, she headed away from the buffet in a
direct line and then found a table in one corner to stuff her
face.
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