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PROLOGUE




PROLOGUE






Tate



My eyes darted around the lobby of the hotel. Something was off. Something didn’t look right, but what? I needed everything to be perfect, beyond perfect. I needed everything to be immaculate—spectacular. Despite the fact that my hotel only brought in the elite of the elite, I wanted the reviews to be glowing, and Parker Ryan, acclaimed travel journalist and hotel reviewer, must not be disappointed. 

Everything and anything he wanted, he was going to get. 

And if I happened to make a friend along the way, all the better. 

My therapist said I’m lonely and I need to make friends. 

I wasn’t sure I agreed, but whatever. 

I was too busy to be lonely. My days were full. It was my responsibility to make sure that my guests were happy and my staff was taken care of. 

It’s impossible to make friends or be lonely when you’re the Big Kahuna and work eighty hours a week. 

I had no time for either. 

I’d arranged for Mr. Ryan to stay in the most luxurious villa, the presidential villa. He’d get daily massages, deep-sea sport fishing with our best guide, a sunrise hike up to the Belvedere Lookout, tableside dinners by the executive chef and, if he was up for it, spear-fishing, parasailing and skydiving with yours truly. 

Yes, everything must be perfect. 

I needed to impress Parker Ryan, and I needed to impress him big time. 

It didn’t matter that my resort was one of the most sought-after holiday spots in the entire world and that only the elite one percent of the population could afford to come here, to the tropical island haven of Moorea; I had other properties, and they needed the exposure, too. 

So if Parker Ryan wanted to come here to Moorea and interview me, he was going to get star treatment all the way.

He just couldn’t take my picture.

I continued to stare at the framed painting of a tropical sunset hanging above some wicker chairs. Something was off; there was imperfection afoot. 

Ah ha! 

It was crooked. 

I hustled over and fixed it, then I noticed some dust on the top of the frame. Using the handkerchief from my breast pocket, I began to dust. 

Muttering to myself, I took to dusting the entire sitting area. 

“This is not my fucking job. Where is housekeeping?” Probably off doing their job; they’d get to this room later. I immediately chastised myself for my thought. 

My staff was actually fantastic, and I had nothing to complain about. 

I was letting the nerves get to me. I’d just never agreed to an interview before, and it was stressing me out. I prided myself on my ability to remain under the radar and out of the public eye. I maintained an anonymity most people with my level of wealth found difficult to keep going. 

I could walk into a bar anywhere in the world right now and no one would know who I was, no one would know that I’m Tate McAllister—a billionaire and hotel magnate. And I intended to keep it that way.

I glanced at my watch as I continued to dust, desperately trying to rub out a smudge on the glass top of the side table. No smudges. There would be no smudges in my hotel’s review, none. 

Shit, it was closing in on go-time. Mr. Ryan was going to be here soon. Damn it! 

I lifted my head up from the glass and was dumbstruck. 

A vision. 

She was Illuminated like a redheaded angel with the afternoon sun glowing around her in an ethereal halo as she sashayed her way in through the open doors. 

The warm breeze snagged the hem of her skirt and flipped it into a jet stream of ivory behind her, while dark crimson tendrils got swept up on another sudden gust and danced around her head like an arc of fire. 

She made a half-hearted attempt to tame her wild mane, but then, when her efforts proved futile, she gave up.

When she stepped farther into the lobby and out of the sun’s radiance, I was suddenly sent into a fit of panic. 

Her face was nearly as red as her hair, and her eyes were filled with what could only be described as white-hot seething rage. 

Without a second thought, I raced up to her. “Hello, and welcome to The Windward Hibiscus Hotel. Is there anything I can help you with?”

Blue eyes the same color as the crystal-clear ocean outside flashed up at me, full of flames . . . and something else. 

“Yes!” she said with a huff, her perfect little freckle-covered nose lifting into the air just a touch. “You can take me into the nearest broom closet and fuck me senseless.”








  
  
Chapter 1






Parker

“Hey, it’s me again. Look, I know you’re pissed, but it’s really for the best. You weren’t making me happy. I need a woman who has more spark. More fire. More passion. You’re like a dead fish, really. I think you might have some daddy issues there, darling. Not enough hugs growing up or something.” His syrupy-sweet voice made me wish there was an app where you could reach inside your phone and throat-punch the caller on the other end. How I wanted to just watch him choke and gasp for air, his smarmy eyes bugging out as his hands found their way to his neck and he looked at me in panic. 

Motherfucker! 

Daddy issues? 

Fuck him. He knows nothing about me. NOTHING!

But like the mouse that keeps going back to the same freaking trap, I put my ear back to the receiver. 

“I need someone who is going to be there for me when I need her, you know? Besides, were you even happy? Half the time I can’t even tell. Happy, mad, sad. For a woman who doesn’t get Botox anymore, you sure have a face like one. Anyway, I just wanted to let you know I’ve put all your things in a box and had my chauffeur drop it off at your apartment.”

Swallowing the taste of bile that had suddenly formed a thick film on my tongue, I deleted the message on my phone before his voice could continue. 

Fuck him! 

Fuck Xavier Rollins and his millions. 

Fuck Xavier Rollins and his beautiful downtown penthouse apartment. 

Fuck Xavier Rollins and his nice cars, his family’s private jet, his enormous yacht. 

Fuck him and fuck everything else. 

Fuck everyone else. 

Fuck everyone he knew, he worked with, fuck them all. 

I was done. 

I’d wasted three years of my life with that asshole. 

Three fucking years. And apparently during the last year (but who really knew? It could have been the whole damn time) he’d been screwing everything with two X chromosomes that batted heavily mascaraed eyelashes at him. His assistant, his secretary, his kid’s nanny, his ex-wife apparently from time to time. 

You name the bitch, and chances are Xavier had slipped his pasty-ass body between her thighs. 

And yet the bastard had the audacity, the audacity to dump me.

“I’m not sure it’s working anymore,” he’d said on New Year’s Eve as we ate dinner in one of Xavier’s New York restaurants. The entire place had been closed down for a private party hosted by Xavier himself. The room was packed with New York’s most elite socialites and celebrities, all “friends” of the eccentric millionaire and giddy as can be to be part of such a lavish event. 

“You’re never around. You’re always off working. And you’re, well . . . ” He actually had the decency to grimace slightly. “You’re not exactly warm or adventurous in bed, darling. I need a woman who’s willing to, you know . . . ” 

I shook my head and blinked at him a few times before deciding to open my mouth. “No, I don’t know. What is it you would like me to do?” 

I scanned the nearby tables, hoping nobody was eavesdropping on us, but it was a party, it was New York, it was Xavier Rollins.

People were listening. 

They always were. 

Bringing my voice down a little lower and leaning closer to him, I swallowed before speaking. “Can we not discuss this here, please, Xavier?”

He took a sip of his rye and tonic while simultaneously giving a half-wave and a smile to Gigi Hammond across the room. She winked at him and bit her lip the way a woman does when she wants you to bite her “other” lips.

“No, we’ll discuss it right here. I want a woman who is adventurous.”

“I’m a travel journalist. I go on adventures for work. You’re not making any sense.”

He coughed slightly while his eyes took on an almost bored, glazed-over look. “Yes . . . but not in bed.”

Suddenly my cheeks felt as if they’d gone up in flames. “Please,” I said with a hiss, “let’s not talk about this here.”

He flicked his wrist again as if I were not more than a pesky fly buzzing around his head, a mild irritation he could just bat away. “I’m sorry, darling, but you’re boring. You’re boring me. I want a woman who is around more. You’re like a dead fish. Cold, boring, lifeless. We’re through.” 

I shook my head, still not entirely able to process what was happening but nonetheless feeling the harsh sting of his words.

Cold.

Boring.

Lifeless.

A dead fish.

A distant ringing sound began going off in my ears, and my chest hurt. 

Was I having a heart attack? 

A stroke? 

I shook my head and shrugged. “What kinds of things in bed are you wanting? You’ve never said anything. You want me to quit my job and just follow you around like some groupie?”

“Not a groupie.” He got a wistful look in his eye. Xavier had always wished he could be a rock star. Live the life of a rock star. And despite the fact that he had millions of dollars and hobnobbed with the richest of the rich, partied with rock stars and movie stars, models and politicians, he wasn’t a rock star. He was heir to The Handy Dandy Soap Company, a big household cleaning supply company that his grandfather had founded decades ago. Sure, over the years Xavier had bought up restaurants and a couple of nightclubs, made a bit of a name for himself, but no matter how much he tried to run, he couldn’t escape The Handy Dandy Soap Company or his nickname, “Bubbles.”

“Not a groupie,” he said again. “Just a doting girlfriend.”

“I am. When I’m home.”

“Which is not enough and why this won’t work any longer,” he said blandly. “You’re not what I need. You’re not who I want.” He raised a hand and signaled the waiter for another drink. “You. Me. We’re through, darling. I’ve moved on and so should you.”

My bottom lip dropped and nearly hit the table. “You’re dumping me? Here? In front of everyone?” I asked. “All because I’m not adventurous enough for you, which by the way is the first I’m hearing of your discontent with our sex life.”

He looked about ready to get up and leave. 

Bored out of his tree and wanting to find a more lively conversation companion. “That and the fact that you work too damn much.”

“But you suggested I take this job. It was your idea. I like what I do.” Only when I said the words out loud, they tasted foul on my tongue, because the truth was, I didn’t really like my job anymore. 

I was tired of it. 

Tired of the travel, tired of never being home more than a few days a month, tired of living out of a suitcase, tired of eating at restaurants. 

I wanted to cook my own meals, sleep in my own bed more than two nights in a row, and have a closet full of clothes I could stare at while complaining I had nothing to wear. 

But I also wanted to do something worthwhile. 

I’d never understand these millionaires’ and billionaires’ wives who did nothing all day long, simply because they didn’t have to. Even if Xavier and I got married one day, I would still want to work in some way. Devote my life to charity work or fulfill my lifelong dream of writing a book. 

I couldn’t simply spend the rest of my days playing tennis, getting my nails done and making wait-staff feel like garbage at the country club bistro. 

No, I needed more.

He lifted one shoulder cavalierly. “It was either now or tomorrow morning. But I would rather take Felicity home with me tonight. So now it is.” And as if on cue, his little assistant, Felicity with her size zero waist, Double-D chest and mile-long legs, sauntered up in a barely-there black leather miniskirt and matching crop top. Jesus Christ, how old was this chick? Xavier was forty-seven; was he old enough to be her father? I wouldn’t doubt it.

Felicity perched on his knee and wrapped one svelte arm around his back, her coal-black eyes fixing me with a lethal stare. 

What the fuck? 

We used to be friends . . . sort of. She and I had grabbed lunch in the past. I babysat her cat, and it’d barfed all over my Aubusson rug. And now, all of a sudden, she’s his new fuck buddy and I’m chopped liver? 

“So . . . what? You want me to stay the rest of the night at the party, or should I just go?” 

I didn’t know what to do. 

People would be wondering why I’d left. 

It’d be all over social media by morning, if not sooner. 

The breakup, the speculation as to why. 

Rumors, some true and some not, flying out from every moron with opposable thumbs and a cellphone, trying to somehow cash in and weigh in on a very public breakup. 

And then the memes would start. 

I’m sure people were snapping pictures of us at this very moment. 

My mouth hanging open like a codfish, Xavier sitting there all smug with his hand up Felicity’s skirt, her siren-red lips nibbling on his ear as if it were some piece of decadent chocolate and not old-man ear with hair sticking out of it.

Well, now I wanted to barf as well as scream and throw things. 

Fucking Xavier Rollins. 

Fucking Bubbles!

“Oh, no. Of course not. That would be incredibly awkward for me . . . and for you. You can go.”

I gawked at him. 

He was dismissing me? 

Three years I’d wasted with this asshole. 

Three goddamned years, and I meant that little to him that he was breaking up with me in a room full of people with his mistress perched on his lap like a puppet in a crop top. I continued to just stare at him, stare at what I was losing. 

And then it hit me. 

How had I not noticed any of this sooner? The greasy, poufy hair, the semi-squinty brown eyes, the nervous twitch in his left eye —  I’d been blind to it all. 

Blinded by love. 

Because even though I’m not sure I’d ever said it to him, I did love Xavier. 

At least I thought I did.

“Did you hear him, Parker?” Felicity asked with an almost giggle, well, more like a cackle. “He said you can go.”

And you can go straight to hell, you traitorous little bitch!

But I didn’t say anything. Over the years I’d learned that it wasn’t always important to have the last word. Sometimes the best thing to do was gather up what remained of your dignity and leave with your head held high. 

I reached for my purse and my coat, then, with nearly a hundred pairs of eyes on me, I walked out of the “XR” restaurant, hailed a cab and didn’t look back. 

And now, two weeks later, I was on the tropical island of Moorea and about to interview a billionaire.

“Stupid fucking Xavier . . . ” I muttered after I thanked the man from the shuttle for retrieving my suitcase from the back of the van. I clicked the handle up and headed to the lobby to check in. “Stupid fucking Xavier. I can be warm. I can be adventurous!” 

I rolled my suitcase down the slate path toward the big open doors, the rhythmic clickity-clack sound of the wheels on the exposed rock drowning out the din of hotel lobby noise while the strident cry of a random tropical bird punctured the air like a car backfiring in a quiet street. 

I scanned the entrance into the hotel, not quite sure what exactly I was looking for but knowing I’d know when I saw it. 

“Stupid fucking Xavier,” I said again. 

Maybe I’d just sleep with the first man who said “Hello” to me. 

How was that for adventurous? 

Rock his world, give him all the warmth and attention Xavier said I never gave him. 

I’d give it to a complete stranger. 

Yeah, I’d have sex with a complete stranger. 

Quick and dirty sex to get over my breakup. 

An innocuous tropical fling. 

Nobody knew me here. 

Yes, I was here for work, but no one besides me and the owner of the hotel knew that. And as long as he didn’t find out what I was up to, I could have a different man in my bed every night if I wanted. I was here for ten days; that’s ten different men. 

This place could be my rebound playground.

The further I got into the lobby, the more I liked my idea. 

I was going to fuck away my worries. 

Fuck away my problems. 

Use someone else to exorcise the plague that was Xavier Rollins from my mind, my body and my soul. 

Now I just had to find the right guy . . . 

“Hello, and welcome to The Windward Hibiscus Hotel. Is there anything I can help you with?”

Eyes as green as the surrounding mountains flared with curiosity and perhaps a dollop of fear. But I hardly took notice of his eyes and their long camel lashes, because the rest of him was just that handsome . . . no, handsome wasn’t the right word . . . yummy? Delicious? Sex on a stick? No, he wasn’t a stick. Too much muscle to be a stick. A sex god? Yeah . . . this guy was a walking, talking, sex god. He just had to be. Tall and dreamy with just a hint of danger. 

Muscles, toned and hard, threatened to rip right out of his crisp white dress shirt, while stubble, thick and impeccably groomed, covered his jaw, cheeks and upper lip. 

Oh mama! You, you are exactly what I’m looking for. 

Without even thinking, I gave him my best assertive stare. “Yes!” I said with a huff, lifting my head just a tad to look him in the eye. He was a good six inches or so taller than me. “You can take me into the nearest broom closet and fuck me senseless.”

“Uh . . . ” he replied, his dark brown eyebrows nearly shooting clear off his head. 

I shook my head and shrugged. “Or I can go find someone else. A pool boy or landscaper.” If I were to guess by the nice designer shoes, expensive shirt and the way he greeted me, he was probably high up on the management chain. But that was okay, I could slum it just this once. 

Hotel managers had needs, too. 

And if anything, I’d bet he’d be even more discreet than a guest, not wanting it to get back to his boss, Mr. McAllister.

I watched as his eyes slowly, appreciatively raked my body from head to toe, a big smile spreading across his mouth as his gaze landed on my breasts. 

I made a noise in my throat, and his head snapped back up. 

“So? Broom closet?”

Hunger glittered in his eyes while challenge curved his lips. “Well, if you’re a guest, we can just check into your room.”

I shook my head. “I am a guest. But no, no names for now. Broom closet, or I’ll find someone else.”

His chest shook with laughter as he grabbed my hand without hesitation. His other hand reached for my suitcase, and soon he was pulling both me and it down a wide and airy corridor, past a few restaurants, what looked to be a spa, a couple of banquet rooms and a library before he stopped in front of a big wooden door. Reaching into his pocket, he fished out a key ring and, after a few seconds of fumbling, slid the key into the knob. It clicked, and he pushed the door open.

“I think a lady deserves more than a broom closet, don’t you think?” We were in a small but very nice room with a baby grand piano, a loveseat and two chairs. “This room is soundproof. It’s where musicians who come here to play practice and warm up.” 

The room was windowless, but the walls were a soft gray, and three of the four held big, beautiful paintings of the islands and ocean. So, even though there was no view of the outside, the room wasn’t suffocating or stuffy.

I spun around to face him, swallowing hard at just how gorgeous he was. 

And the look he was giving me—pure lust. 

He left my suitcase near the door and took a couple of steps toward me. “You can back out, you know. I won’t judge you.” Another few steps. The gap between us closed quickly. I licked my lips. “Unless sex with a random stranger was on your list of things to do while you’re on the island.”

My eyes went wide as they roamed his rock-hard body, finally landing on the front of his pants. I could see the telltale bulge, and I licked my lips again. He crept forward until we were less than a step away from each other, his body radiating heat and pheromones in such volume I was starting to feel a little woozy. 

“Do I get to know your name first?” he asked.

I shook my head. “I’m a guest. You work here. I’m sure you’ll find out eventually. But for now, no names. Just . . . this.” I grabbed him by the collar of his shirt and pulled him forward, rising up on my tippy-toes to get at his mouth. 

His lips crashed down onto mine as his hands made their way around my body, skimming my waist and hips, cupping my butt, bringing my pelvis closer to his. 

A growl rolled up from the depths of his chest and into my mouth, electrifying my body. 

He rocked against me, and I felt his hardness between us. 

Sparks shot through me, zinging out and landing between my legs. 

I couldn’t stop the moan that flowed from the back of my throat, and I grinded my body into his, loving the rush of adrenaline and the rush of need that coursed through me, awakening every cell and nerve ending. 

I hadn’t felt this alive in years, maybe ever. 

Xavier certainly never made me feel this way. 

Compared to this man, kissing Xavier had been like kissing a wrinkled mole rat. 

I let my hands travel up and around to his hair. It was lush and soft, with just a slight wave. I pulled ever so slightly, and he groaned against my lips, his mouth opening wider to let his velvety tongue sweep in and explore the recesses of my mouth. 

This was good, so good, but I wanted more. 

I’d asked him to fuck me senseless in a broom closet, and although we were several steps up from a broom closet, the rest of the request needed to be fulfilled. 

Letting my hands drift back down, I snaked them between us and went to work on his belt, needing to free him, to see him, to feel him. 

Was he big? 

Was he circumcised? 

Did it matter? 

Picking up on my vibe, he cupped my butt even more firmly and hoisted me up onto his hips, driving the two of us forward until my back and head abruptly hit the wall with a dull thud. He hiked my skirt up with one hand while I continued to work his belt and zipper. 

Finally, he was free. 

I couldn’t help but take a peek, and holy fuck, he was big. 

Like huge! 

My eyes flicked back up to his, and he grinned wide and cocky at me before finally shrugging. 

But then responsibility kicked in. That bitch. 

“Uh . . . condom?” I asked. 

Sex hadn’t been on the agenda for this trip, so I wasn’t packing.

“Just a sec,” he murmured, pressing a knee between us and against the wall while shoving a hand into his pocket, his other one still firmly holding onto my butt cheek, long, nimble fingers digging into my plump flesh. 

Seconds later he came up victorious, a little black foil packet held between his finger and thumb. 

My feet hit the floor as he put me down. “Start without me. I’ll be with you in two shakes.” He ripped the pack open and quickly sheathed himself. 

Start without him? 

His gaze wandered back up to me and my chest heaved from the heat of his stare. “I said start without me. Touch yourself. I want to see you touch yourself.” 

Well, this was not going at all how I had thought. 

His hand came forward, and those strong fingers wrapped around mine. Then he ruffled up my skirt and guided my hand beneath the front of my panties. 

“Are you wet?”

I swallowed. 

Holy fuck, this was so hot. 

And holy fuck, was I ever wet. 

I nodded. “Yeah.”

“How wet?”

My lips parted slightly, and my eyes threatened to roll into the back of my head when he pushed my fingers a little deeper and I brushed my clit. 

“Really wet,” I said, surprised at how out of breath I was.

“Hmmm…” he hummed. “Let me see.”  He pushed my fingers out of the way and began to explore on his own. My breath caught, and I moaned when he started rubbing delectable little circles around my clit, only to push farther down toward my core, dipping inside for just a moment before pulling back out. 

Playing with me, toying with me, gliding around with incredible ease. 

Exploring my pussy as if he owned it, as if he were mine and I was his and we hadn’t just met five minutes ago.

“Now, how do you taste?” He pulled his digits free, but not before delivering one final pinch to my clit. 

I jerked, and my legs nearly flew out from under me. 

His chuckle was diabolical and deep, smooth like warm honey. 

I watched as his pupils took over his irises, black invading green the moment he slid those two wet fingers into his mouth and sucked off my arousal. 

I don’t think I’ve ever been more turned on in all my life; the way he looked at me, in his eyes, in his mind I was completely naked, on my knees with his cock in my mouth. 

The thought ran rampant through my brain, but I quickly pushed it away. 

No. Not this time. 

Maybe if he could keep a secret from his boss, we could do this again and I’d do that, but right now it was about fucking. Hard and fast, quick and dirty. 

“Mmmm . . . so sweet,” he hummed, his tongue darting out to run along the seam of his sensuous lips, lapping up the last drops of me.

My heart felt like it was seconds away from beating clean out of my chest, while my lungs burned and my mouth was desert-dry. I let my eyes drift back down his body, landing on the thick, pulsing rod between us, encased in latex and poised to fuck. And again, my brain taking a backseat to my libido, I leaped up on to his hips and captured his lips with mine. 

He growled against my mouth as his hands made their way to my butt again. 

He tilted his hips and rocked against me while I used one free hand to move my thong to the side. 

Then, with a grunt and an inhale from the both of us, he was inside me.

“Oh God!” I cried, my body taking over and starting to move as I rode his length up and down while his arms bunched and flexed under the strain of having to hold me up. 

“Fuck!” He snarled, his lips traveling along my cheek and neck before finding rest in that sweet spot where the neck meets the shoulder. 

He nipped at my skin, alternating between gentle kisses and savage bites. 

All the while, his hips continued to hammer into me, his pelvis shoving me hard against the wall in unrelenting thrusts. I took each and every one, my body relishing the brutality of the way he took control, took possession. 

I bowed my back and pressed into him, my nipples hard, achy peaks against the fabric of my bikini top. 

He lifted his head from my neck and began to drop kisses along my collarbone, reaching inside my halter top and bikini top with one hand to draw out a diamond-hard bud, latching on and tugging with his teeth. I gasped from the delicious bite of pain. 

Yes, more!

My body was a maelstrom. 

Everything felt incredible, from the way he kneaded my backside to the way his cock stroked inside me, coaxing out the orgasm with hard, measured thrusts. 

His mouth was hot and wet on my skin as he continued to suckle and lash at my nipples, alternating between harsh bites and soft licks, until I was gasping for air and practically begging him to stop, but also to never stop. 

I was close. 

So damn close. 

My clit throbbed, and the orgasm that brewed like a hot tropical storm in my belly was getting ready to unleash itself, preparing to devastate everything in its path and leave me as no more than a shell of a woman in its wake.

“Come for me, baby,” he whispered, his breath warm against my skin as his lips traveled back up to my neck. “You’re close. I can feel it. Let go.” 

He wedged a free hand between us, found my clit, pinched, and that was it. 

That. Was. It. 

My body short circuited. 

I shut my eyes and threw my head back against the wall as the sensations swamped me. 

Pleasure upon pleasure upon pleasure rippled in never-ending and growing waves throughout my entire body. 

I cried out. 

But the words came out as no more than a choked and garbled sob as I said “yes” and “more” over and over again, until I wasn’t sure I knew any other words in the English language. 

I wasn’t even sure I knew my own name or where I was or why I was here. 

My only answer would have been “to fuck this man,” whoever he was. 

I was just starting to come down from my cloud when the realization hit me. 

He hadn’t gotten off. 

“Um . . . do you still need to get off?”

His laugh wrapped around me like a warm blanket, and my body went lax against him. “I got off, baby. Yours was just a hell of a lot better than mine, and you didn’t even notice.”

My cheeks were on fire. “Oh . . . I’m sorry.”

He continued to laugh and I found myself laughing right along with him. “Don’t be. That was some of the hottest sex I’ve ever had. And the way you come . . . the way you taste . . . holy fuck, woman.”

Now I was certain my cheeks were aflame. 

I resisted the urge to touch them and make sure no embers flickered across my freckles. 

Swallowing, I motioned for him to let me down. “Well . . . uh, thank you.”

He pulled the condom off, tied it and then shoved it into his pants pocket. “Thank you, Miss . . . ”

I shook my head. “No names, please.” 

Jesus Christ, what had I done? 

Now that the endorphins were starting to wear off, things were not looking nearly as fun or hot. 

I’d just had sex, albeit world-rocking, coma-inducing sex, but it’d been with a complete stranger. 

And I needed to keep it that way. 

I was coming off a breakup; I had no room for relationships or romance in my life. 

This was a one-time thing. 

I wasn’t going to spend the next ten days screwing random guys. 

No, I had a job to do. 

What on earth had I been thinking?

“I’m going to find out your name eventually, you know.”

I shrugged and smoothed down my skirt. “I know. But can you just pretend you don’t know it? Can we just behave, for the next ten days, as if this never happened? Ships passing in the night. That kind of thing.” Regret settled like a lead balloon in my stomach, and I watched as his face, for just a fraction of a second, fell in disappointment. 

“We can pretend or do whatever you like. You are the guest, and we aim to please and see to your every whim.” He plastered on a giant panty-dropping grin and finished doing up his belt. “Now, I’ll let you go first, then I’ll wait a minute and leave after you when the coast is clear. I highly doubt you will ever see me again anyway. I’m incredibly busy over the next several days seeing to a VIP guest.”

I gave him a small smile, followed by a nod. “All right, then, well . . . uh . . . thanks again.” I grabbed my suitcase handle and opened the door, poking my head out and scanning the hallway to make sure no one was around. Once I’d determined the coast was clear, I glanced back over my shoulder at him one last time. 

He winked. 

Who the hell winks these days? 

Nobody winks anymore. 

But he winked, then followed it up with another big, sexy smile. 

I couldn’t stop myself and smiled back. Then, with a pit the size of a grapefruit in my stomach, I pushed the door open and headed up to reception.

“Parker Ryan,” I said, trying to feign nonchalance as best I could, as though not ten minutes ago I hadn’t been forced up against a wall and impaled by a sexy demigod in expensive shoes and a tight shirt. 

The front desk woman’s eyes went wide. “Oh . . . Miss? Miss Ryan. We’ve been expecting you. Yes, of course, welcome to The Windward Hibiscus Hotel. We’re so happy you’ve decided to come and spend your time at our resort. If there is anything, anything at all that you need, please do not hesitate to call and let us know. We have a twenty-four-hour concierge service, and even though we’re on an island, there’s not much we can’t accommodate.”

I glanced at her name tag it said “Janessa.” Smiling, and hoping my cheeks were not as red as they felt and I didn’t have the words “I JUST HAD SEX WITH A STAFF MEMBER” stamped on my forehead, I said, “Thank you.” A man dressed in the customary beige pants and navy polo shirt with the hotel logo and name emblazoned in the top right corner, came over and offered me a complimentary smoothie in a glass. I thanked him and sipped it greedily. Sex with a stranger was parching. Mmm coconut and something I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

“It’s guava, Miss,” Janessa said, taking in my creased brow as I continued to sip through my straw.

“Is that what it is?” I hummed. “It’s delicious.” I finished off the delightful glass of liquid heaven and set the empty vessel down on the front desk. “Now I know I’m supposed to go and meet with Mr. McAllister, but I was hoping to freshen up first. If I could be shown to my room, I’d really appreciate it.”

Her French-tipped nails tippy-tapped on the keyboard, and her round face with rosy cheeks stretched into a big smile. “We actually have you in our presidential villa for the duration of your stay. Mr. McAllister wants you to spend your time here in the lap of luxury. You have an unencumbered view of the ocean as well as fresh fruit trees right outside your door next to your own private veranda. The veranda has full privacy as well, if you’re one of those who chooses to tan topless.”

I smiled ruefully. “I’m not, but good to know. Thank you.”

She nodded as she reached for a key card from a big stack, swiping it through a reader to load it with my room number. “All right then, Miss Ryan, if you’ll just follow me, I will take you to your villa so you can freshen up.” She sashayed out from behind the desk and went to reach for my bag. I let her, and then the two of us took off back down the same hallway I’d just come down. Past the same door I’d just ducked out of, the door to the room where not fifteen minutes ago I’d had the most intense, incredible and unforgettable sex of my life, all with a man whose name I refused to learn.








  
  
Chapter 2






Not that I dress to impress, because in my line of work, people are trying to impress me, but for some reason I wasn’t happy with my current outfit and desperately wanted to change. 

When I’d selected my clothes before my flight, the white, flowy skirt and wide-strapped blue halter top seemed acceptable. With four-inch cork wedge sandals and some chunky jewelry, I was beachy casual but also professional. 

I was in French Polynesia, on the island of Moorea in Tahiti, the definition of tropical; a pantsuit or pencil skirt and nylons were out of the question, especially in this heat. 

But this was also the nicest hotel I’d ever stayed in, and I’ve stayed in some real posh places. 

Everything was top of the line, spotless and impressive. 

I didn’t need to count the threads to know that the sheets were going to feel like silk against my skin, or to read the price of the booze in the minibar to know that there wasn’t going to be a thing in there under fifty dollars, or more likely a hundred. 

This place was paradise for plutocrats, and for the next week and a half, I got to live like a magnate as well.

I jumped into the lavish stone and smoked-glass shower and washed off the smell of airplane from my skin, subsequently, and to my dismay, also washing off the smell of my tryst. I closed my eyes under the pulsing water, my hair neatly tucked up under a plastic shower cap so that I didn’t have to waste time drying it. I’m pretty sure I was already going to be late for my meet-and-greet with Mr. McAllister. 

Washing my body, I let my soapy hand wend its way down my torso, dipping two fingers between my legs. 

He’d made me touch myself. 

No man had ever ordered me to do that before. 

No man had ever watched me do that before. 

Sure, from time to time when the need hit me, I’d take care of myself in the middle of the night. 

I had packed my battery-operated boyfriend on this trip, and he sat dutifully in my suitcase waiting to be called upon when needed. 

But I’d never touched myself in front of a man, never had him guide me, order me, and then blatantly taste me, reveling in my flavor as he licked himself clean of my wetness. 

Who was that man in the “broom closet”? 

Would I see him again? 

Did I want to?

I rubbed decadent little circles around my clit at the memory of his touch, of his lips, his hands, his . . . before I knew it, I was a panting and wanton mess, biting my lip as my second orgasm for the day overhauled my body and made me cry out while the warm water pelted my skin into supple butter.

Within fifteen minutes I was dressed, with freshly applied makeup and a new outfit. 

This time it was a sexy but professional short-sleeved wrap dress, with a black, white and turquoise floral print. 

My mother said it aged me when I’d worn it to our family reunion this past summer. 

She’d said it made me look close to forty-five and not the youthful thirty-two I actually was. 

But then this was coming from the woman who at forty-nine (yes, you got that right, my mother was only two years older than my ex-boyfriend) still walked out of the house wearing denim miniskirts and spaghetti-strap tank tops that showed off her bra strap and sometimes even the lace on the cups. 

I took one final glance at myself in the big floor-to-ceiling mirror, pinched my cheeks, slathered on some peachy lip balm and was out the door

The well-groomed grounds toward the main hotel area were pristine. 

Freshly cut grass, ponds and streams, although manmade, looked as though they’d been put there by Mother Nature. Palm trees and vegetation galore quilted the property, while the chirp and warble of tropical birds filled the balmy afternoon air. 

Besides the main hotel, which looked fairly standard, all the outbuildings were stylized in the traditional French Polynesian fashion, with domed roofs and evenly spaced posts supporting the beams. I would have to ask Mr. McAllister if the rooftops were thatched with the traditional sugarcane leaves, or if they’d decided to go with something a little more modern.

I had no idea what to expect with Mr. McAllister. 

I’d tried researching him online before I came but couldn’t really find much, and no picture. 

He was a billionaire, I knew that, but as far as how he’d made his fortune and what other things or properties he owned, I didn’t know. I’d mentioned him to Xavier when I’d been initially booked to go and review the hotel, and he hadn’t even heard of Tate McAllister, let alone The Windward Hibiscus Hotel. But when we’d Googled the place, both of our eyes had nearly popped out of their sockets. 

If I were to guess, I would say he was an older gentleman, possibly a recluse, having made his money through various lucrative real estate investments over the years. Only to buy this hotel late in life and choose to run it while spending the rest of his days living the dream in the heart of paradise. 

White hair, tanned skin, possibly a little looser around his neck, maybe some wrinkles and spots on his hands from spending too much time in the sun. 

Undoubtedly, he was probably smart as a whip, maybe a bit old school. 

But was he kind? 

Generous? 

Now that he’d made his billions, did he just sit on them on an island paradise and bark orders at his staff, or was he a philanthropic man giving back to society? 

I had no idea if there was a Mrs. McAllister, or children; Wikipedia had given me zilch. So, even though everyone was going to be bending over backwards to try to impress me, I still wanted to make a good impression. Especially if I was being granted the opportunity to meet with the owner himself, something not even Xavier Rollins or Wikipedia had managed to do.

I was wearing the same cork wedges as before and tread carefully up the path toward the main hotel again. Janessa at the front desk had given me instructions to get to Mr. McAllister’s office. I took the elevator up to the top floor then made my way to the solid teak door with the bronze engraving that said “MCALLISTER” in a no-nonsense bold font.

There was no receptionist or secretary out front, so all I could do was knock, hoping that I wasn’t disturbing him from a nap or taking his pills. I teetered back and forth on my heels, my stomach doing a series of somersaults as I heard the tread of heavy footsteps on the other side of the door. The knob jiggled, the door opened, and I looked up. 

The afternoon sun was glaring in from behind him, casting his body into a shadowy glow, but I couldn’t mistake that smell, tropical but manly with just a hint of minty freshness, that warrior frame, that orbital pull as if he were the moon and I the tides. It was him.

“Uh . . . ” we both said.

I blinked a couple of times. I hadn’t realized how dark the hallway was until the light from outside stabbed me in the retinas. “I’m, uh . . . I’m here to see Mr. McAllister. Is . . . is that your boss? Your father?” 

Oh, shit, had I just slept with the owner’s son? 

His lip twitched for a second. “No. Not my boss or my father.”

“Well, is he here? I have an appointment. I’m . . . ” I swallowed. Damn it, I was going to have to tell him my name. 

He fucking works here, you nit, of course he can find out your name. You’re staying in the presidential villa, the whole entire hotel staff knows who you are. 

“I’m . . . I’m Parker Ryan from The Decadent Traveler Magazine.”

Now it was his turn to appear flustered. 

No, I’m going to say he was beyond flustered. 

The man was downright stupefied. 

“You’re a woman?” he managed to finally say.

“What gave it away?” I snorted. “Does Mr. McAllister prefer to do interviews with men?”

Shaking his head, he opened the door wide and invited me inside with a sweep of his arm. His office was a continuation of the opulence outside, not a stapler or picture frame out of place: white leather couches, chrome desk, all set to the backdrop of wall-to-wall floor-to-ceiling windows, nothing but the blue Pacific sparkling like millions of diamonds for as far as the eye could see. He wandered over to the big glass and chrome desk, hesitated for just a moment, hovering his butt over the leather desk chair before letting out a big exhale and finally taking a seat. 

He gestured for me to take a seat on the opposite side of the desk. 

I did so, crossing my legs and watching as his eyes followed, lingering on my exposed calf and, when the fabric parted at the slit, the bottom of my thigh.

“So, is Mr. McAllister busy? Did he send you to answer my questions and show me around instead?”

He pursed those sexy lips of his in thought for a second before he gave almost an indiscernible nod and pushed himself back up to standing, and extended a big hand across the desk at me. I stared at his fingers; those fingers had been inside me. He’d licked those fingers clean of me. 

A need for more of those fingers hit me in the gut (and lower) like a roundhouse kick. 

Slowly, I leaned up and took his hand. A sudden jolt of electricity ran from his hand to mine, and I fought the urge to pull away from the shock. He must have felt it, too, because his green eyes lit up and amusement tilted his lips.

“Hi, Miss Ryan. I’m Tate McAllister . . . owner of The Windward Hibiscus Hotel, and it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintence.” 

My mouth dropped open like a guppy’s. Holy crap. I’d just slept with the owner!

“You’re Tate McAllister?” I squeaked. “But you’re . . . you’re . . . ”

“Young? Attractive? The man you assumed was a concierge and ordered to fuck you in a broom closet less than an hour ago?”

My tongue was sandpaper. 

His lips turned up into another wickedly sexy grin. “I am the owner, yes. But I will admit that you’re not the only one who is surprised here. I had assumed by your name that you were a man, and I have planned a series of activities for you during your stay that I am now re-thinking.”

My feminist back instantly went ramrod-straight. What kind of activities had he planned for a man that as a woman I would be unfit to do? Bikini contest judge? Jock-strap tester? Mustache trimming competition?

I gave him my best steely stare. “And what activities had you planned for Mr. Parker Ryan?”

He managed a sheepish smile and looked down at his lap for a moment. “Well, deep sea fishing, a sunrise hike to the top of the mountain, spear fishing, scuba diving, skydiving, parasailing . . . ”

My eyes narrowed in on him. “Insert feminist rant here,” I said snidely. “I can do every one of those things.”

He struggled to hide another smile. “I’m sure you can. Have you ever been scuba diving before? Fishing?”

“Well, no, but . . . ” Shit, he had me there. “I-it can’t be that difficult.”

“It’s not. I’ll teach you.” 

I shifted in my seat and felt my thighs glide across each other. 

So that’s where all the moisture in my mouth had gone. 

Damn it. 

Suddenly images of Tate and I out on a boat, him shirtless and standing behind me, helping me reel in a big . . . crap, what fish were out here? Salmon? Bass? Marlin? Helping me reel in a big marlin, his arms around mine as we grunted and groaned with the strain of hauling our catch on board. I licked my lips and re-crossed my legs, hoping to God that my pebbled nipples weren’t visible through my dress, because they sure as hell ached.

“Okay.”

“However, I would also like to schedule you for some more pampering things as well, now that I know you’re a woman, a hard-working woman, no less. I’ll book you in for a few massages, scrubs, facials, manicure and pedicure. Do you do yoga? Pilates? Meditate? We have it all. Private or group classes. Whatever your heart desires, we have it.”

Whatever my heart desires? 

What did my heart desire? 

I knew what my body desired. 

What my body craved, and that was more of Tate McAllister. 

Hard, sex god, Tate McAllister.

I just continued to nod like a bobble-head on the dash of a car. His one dimple winked at me again as he smiled and chatted, and his eyes gleamed with all kinds of mischief and promise. 

The not-so-distant memory of the way his hands, his lips, his tongue, his teeth, his . . . felt on my skin, inside me, had my eyes glazing over and my pulse picking up speed. 

“You okay?” he asked. “Miss Ryan?”

I shook my head and blinked. “Oh, uh, yeah, sorry. Jet lag.”

He nodded once. “Would you like to postpone things until tomorrow? You’re welcome to return to your villa and sleep.”

“No, no. I’m fine, thank you. If you don’t mind, I’d like to start off by interviewing you first. And then we can do a tour and discuss the next week or so.”

“You’d like to start off with interviewing me? How about discussing what just happened downstairs, now that we’re no longer just John and Jane Doe. We’re going to be spending an awful lot of time together over the next ten days. Best to clear the air, don’t you think?”

I let out a big exhale, avoiding his penetrating stare and instead choosing to look behind him out into the endless ocean. The sky was a brilliant blue, while the sea was more of a deep and alluring cobalt, swirling like a marble with hints of turquoise and green and darker patches where there was reef and shallows. He was living in paradise, living the dream.

Finally, I let my eyes drift back to his. 

He was waiting for me. 

Patiently waiting for me to collect my thoughts, my nerves and whatever else was plaguing me. 

Was he always this patient? 

“I’m coming off a harsh breakup. My ex left a message on my phone, and I listened to it in the shuttle. I was in a terrible mood when I walked into the hotel and wanted to make it better. I can’t be the first person to use someone else, use sex as a way to lift spirits or make themselves feel better. You could have said no.” I shot him my best challenging glare, but he met it with another amused and confident smirk, his eyes continuing to twinkle.

“But I didn’t.”

“No, you didn’t.”

Silence. 

Awkward, awkward silence. 

Well, awkward for me. 

He seemed to be thoroughly enjoying himself. 

Jesus, you could cut the sexual tension in the room with a knife. 

The A/C was humming in the corner, but I was still rather warm, my face was surely flushed, and I’m pretty sure my chest and neck were rosy, too. Nearly as red as the beautiful single hibiscus he had in a short glass vase in the corner of his desk.

I swallowed again. “Look, it was a one-time thing, okay? Quick and dirty sex with a stranger was all. Just because we’re no longer strangers doesn’t mean it has to get weird. You helped me out of a funk, and from what I can remember, you seemed to enjoy yourself as well.”

“I did,” he said smugly. “More than I’ve enjoyed myself in a very long time.”

Crap.

“Yes, well, be that as it may, it can’t happen again. I’m here for work. You’re the owner. It was a one-time thing.”

“One-time thing, eh?” 

Eh? Was he Canadian? I’d have to ask him. Wikipedia had been useless.

I nodded. “Yes.”

“Quick and dirty sex with a stranger?”

Why was he repeating everything I’d just said?

“Yes.” I nodded again. “Quick and dirty. But it’s not happening again. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to start the interview, get down to business.”

He cocked his head ever so slightly. “Get down to business . . . ” 

Okay, now he was just starting to piss me off, repeating me like a flippin’ mynah bird or some petulant toddler.

I let out an exasperated sigh. This man was incorrigible. “Let’s begin then, shall we?” I asked, opening my shoulder bag and whipping out my digital recorder and notebook. 

Tate smiled wide and leaned back in his chair, an ankle rested on his knee, and he tucked his hands behind his head. “Ask away, lady.”

“Okay.” I swallowed. “So, how did you come to own The Windward Hibiscus?”

“I bought it a few years back. It was a rundown three-star hotel that I bought for a steal, and I’ve spent the last six years turning it into one of the most elite and coveted resorts in the Pacific. The billionaires’ haven, as it’s been nicknamed.”

I nodded. “And how have you come to have such wealth? How were you able to come up with the capital to pay for the place?” I watched as his eyebrow twitched half an inch on his forehead, and I found myself suddenly backpedaling. “I—I’m sorry if this question seems a tad intrusive. It’s just that nobody knows who you are. Nobody knows anything about you, how you’ve come to own one of the most exclusive resorts in the world. I mean, you don’t even have a picture or biography on Wikipedia. And this is my job. It’s why you brought me here. To interview you and review the resort.” Crap, I just had this feeling he was going to be one of those “off the record” bozos. 

This time, his grin stretched nearly clear across his face. It reached his eyes, and the corners crinkled, making him not only handsome as hell, but also adorable. “And I’d like to keep it that way, if I may?”

I looked down into my lap. Normally, I was much more confident than this. He was flustering me. I was so off my game.

“Off the record?” he asked taking pity on me. 

Fuck!

My head snapped up. That amused smirk was still on his face. He was enjoying this little dance far too much. I nodded. Even if the world didn’t get to know, I wanted to know. 

“Fine. Off the record.” 

My answer seemed to suffice so with a curt nod he started. “I inherited my starter money. My father left us when I was small, and my uncle, my mother’s brother, stepped in and was the male father-figure in my life. He never married, never had any children. If I were to guess now, I’d say he was gay, just based on a few puzzle pieces I’ve put together over the years, but he never came out to anyone. He was successful in real estate, and when he died, he left everything to me. After taxes, my inheritance was just shy of five million dollars. I paid off my mother’s house and bills, set her up comfortably, then invested the rest. A few years later, I found out that my father had died. Apparently, as shitty as he was a father, he was just that shrewd of a businessman . . . ” 

His lips twisted wryly as if weighing the next thing he was going to say. “And a philanderer. I have three half-siblings spread across the world. He left his fortune, which was rather substantial, to the four of us. He never raised any of us as far as I know. Knocked our mothers up and left a few years later, so I guess it was his way of ‘making amends.’ I received around ten million from his estate. And I’ve only met one sibling so far, but he received the same amount. I’m assuming the other two inherited something as well. I’m still trying to find them.”

Wow. I simply nodded, my mouth agape but encouraging him to continue.

He did. “Combined with my investments, some shares I’d purchased and lucrative business decisions, I was able to buy The Hibiscus, with a small loan from the bank as well, of course.”

She finally found her voice again and decided to ask one her burning questions. “And why did you decide to turn it into an elite resort?”

“Because I like my privacy, and I respect when others do as well. Our security rivals the Pentagon. Everyone, if they wish, can check in under an alias. Every legal whim, fancy and proclivity is seen to. Men can bring their mistresses here and never worry about being found out. Women can bring their boy-toys and leave the fear of being discovered at the airport. We are discreet, private and full-service.”

“But all of that comes for a price,” I said, perhaps a bit too rashly. That comment about mistresses had ruffled my feathers something fierce, and I was suddenly looking at Tate McAllister with less fucky eyes and more screw-you eyes. I bet he had mistresses up the wazoo.

“Of course.” He shrugged. “Luxury, privacy, discretion, nothing worth having is free in this day and age.”

“So, what about your personal life? Wife? Ex-wife? Girlfriends? Children?” Based on what had transpired in the soundproof room not an hour ago, I sincerely hoped that my first and third questions were going to be a hard “NO.” I couldn’t imagine being “the other woman.”

He shook his head. “No. There’s been no time.” There was a sadness to his smile, but he quickly quelled it and flashed me another super sexy one with straight white teeth. That expression seemed to live on him. “That’s not to say I don’t enjoy the companionship of women. I just don’t have anyone special in my life. No wife. No ex-wife. No girlfriend. No children.” His head tilted to the side, and he suddenly reminded me of a curious puppy. “What about you?”

I shook my head. “What about me?”

“Husband? Ex-husband? Boyfriend? Children?” 

What the hell? 

We weren’t here to interview me. 

This was not a back-and-forth thing. 

I was the one asking the questions, not him. 

But somehow, I knew by the way he was looking at me, by the curve of his mouth, that he wasn’t going to take a head shake or “No” for an answer. That if I wanted more answers, I’d have to give him something. 

I shook my head again. “No. I’ve never been married. No boyfriend.” That one still hurt.  “I told you I’m coming off a bad breakup. And no children.” That one was like a punch to the gut.

He barely nodded as he stood up from behind the desk and sauntered his big gladiator frame around to the front, perching on the corner just a foot or so away from me. I had to look up to see his face and nearly swallowed my tongue when I did. 

The man was smoldering, green eyes with flecks of gold twinkling, full of mischief and dirty secrets. 

Oh, Mr. McAllister, I’m sure you have loads of dirty little secrets. 

That’s when I noticed a couple of blond hairs on the shoulder of his white dress shirt. I hadn’t noticed them before, but from where he was sitting now, the sun hit him just right and illuminated them like strands of gold. 

A taste of panic rifled through my body. I wasn’t blonde, he wasn’t blond, and they were much too long to be his anyway. Maybe four or five inches long. A woman’s? 

“Hmmm,” he finally said. His sounds of amusement affected me far more than he could ever realize. I loved the little rumbling noise he made at the back of this throat. It was primitive and wild. “So, anything else you’d like to ask me, on or off the record, Miss Ryan?”

I ran my tongue between the seam of my lips again before putting my pen between my teeth and lightly biting down in thought. “I don’t think so, at least not for now. Perhaps a quick tour?”

Tate extended his hand, and at first, I wasn’t sure why. Did he expect us to hold hands and wander around the resort?

Another handshake? 

But he was offering to help me to my feet. 

I’m such an idiot. 

I extended my hand, and that surge of electricity from earlier rushed through my body, making me practically convulse on the spot. 

Did he feel it, too? 

He had to. 

It was a shock, an actual shock. 

Like when you rub your socked feet along a carpet, touch something metal and then shuffle over and touch someone else. 

He helped me to my feet, and I quickly pulled my hand back, even though my body was screaming at me not to. But my brain overthrew the battle, and I released his hand only to find it at the small of my back, ushering me out the door not a second later.

“Just this way, Miss Ryan. I’ll show you the pools, the grounds, the restaurants. And if we have time . . . the grotto. And then we have ‘reservations’ “—he chuckled as if having reservations at his own restaurant was funny—“at the Tiki Lounge this evening.”

“We do?” I asked, following him to the bronze-doored elevator.

“Well, yes. It’s not very often I invite a journalist here to experience the lap of luxury and document their stay, let alone interview me. So, I figured the least I could do was give you what you’re after, an all-access pass . . . to me.”

The elevator doors parted, and he motioned for me to join him inside. 

I stepped forward like a robot. The words all-access, to me, quick and dirty rolled around in my head until they no longer even sounded like words. 

They were more of a chant, a mantra, an . . . order. 








  
  
Chapter 3




I watched the elevator doors glide shut, then all I felt was hot.  

Hot and bothered as this menacingly attractive man, who smelled so damn good I could hardly stand it, looked down at me with those searing eyes of his. 

I swallowed hard and refused to glance up at him. 

This was not going to happen. 

This could not happen. 

It shouldn’t have happened in the first place, but it had, and now I had to live with it. 

But I was going to make damn sure it didn’t happen again. 

As if they were a piece by Monet I studied my feet as the elevator descended. 

But I could sense him watching me. 

He leaned back ever so slightly to glance behind. 

The pig. 

Was he really so obviously checking out my ass? 

Jesus. 

Yeah, it was so not happening again with us. 

No way. 

No how.

Suddenly he dropped to a crouch.

“What the heck are you doing?” I asked, taking a half step to the side.

“Just a second.” His voice smooth while amusement and triumph glittered in his eyes.  Before I could blink, protest or step away, his hand wrapped around my ankle, and he lifted up my foot. I stumbled on my one leg and, without thinking twice, reached out and put my hand on his broad, warm shoulder. 

Strong, hard . . . oh, God, so hard, muscles flexed, able and true beneath my fingertips. 

“What are you doing?” 

He reached for something with his free hand, the one that wasn’t currently caressing my leg, and lifted something off the bottom of my shoe. He held it up a second later. “You had toilet paper stuck to the bottom of your heel.” 

“Oh . . . ” Instant mortification flooded me.  I’d been wandering around the resort with bathroom tissue on my shoe like some twenty-something drunk chick at a bar.

He set my foot back down on the floor then slowly, ever so slowly, way too slowly, let his fingers trail up my calf to the back of my knee and bottom of my thigh, beneath the hem of my dress before he finally let go, standing up to his full height. 

I tried not to shiver. 

My nipples were already so hard they could cut glass, and I was sure he noticed. 

The fabric of this dress was quite thin.

I hadn’t realized it, but I’d closed my eyes from his touch, the heat of his fingers, the softness of his palm as it grazed my searing skin. 

Tingles of need and longing zinged through me in every direction like poorly organized fireworks. 

If I wasn’t careful, I was going to set the entire hotel on fire. 

My lips parted just barely, while my chest rose and fell in quick and erratic succession. 

My breathing shallowed, and I fought the urge to squeeze my legs together and not let the low groan that was building at the back of my throat break free. I licked my lips and swallowed hard, waiting, hoping, envisioning him running that hand up even further and then plastering me against the wall of the elevator and taking me just like he had downstairs an hour ago.

I wasn’t sure how long I had my eyes closed, but when I finally opened them, Tate was standing beside me again, grass-green eyes ignited with lust, pupils dilated and nostrils flaring. The man was in full-on rut, and if I didn’t get out of the elevator soon, I was going to let him have me any way he wanted to.

Swallowing again, I let my gaze flick down to the tissue in his hand before drifting back up to his face. “Uh, thanks.”

He shook his head slightly, but his expression, his thoughts were completely tangible. “No problem at all, Miss Ryan.”

“Parker,” I said softly. “Please call me Parker.”

Another barely discernible head movement; this time, I was pretty sure it was a nod. ”Parker.”

The elevator dinged and the doors parted. 

A wave of cool air from the lobby whooshed forward, sending a rush of goosebumps chasing across my skin. 

His hand fell to the small of my back again, and he escorted me out and to the front doors. 

The palms ahead of us swayed gently in the tropical breeze, inviting us out into the glorious Tahitian sunshine. 

“We’ll start off with the recreation center, then the spas, the restaurants, the beach and finally the pool and grotto. Does that sound okay to you?”

I was waiting for him to remove his hand from my back, but he didn’t. 

Instead, he shifted his placement and let his fingers graze the top of my hip as he careened us around a corner and off in the direction of a big outbuilding. I could feel the heat from his palm through the dress, and his fingers bunched just a touch, trying to hold on. I was hyperaware of his touch; it was consuming my every thought. 

It conveyed possession and control effortlessly, and it was making me incredibly hot.

“Sounds good to me,” I said with a swallow, unsure how to pull away and not entirely sure I wanted to.

****

As promised, we finished the impressive tour next to the biggest, most beautiful VIP pool, where loungers and cabanas were set up. Staff scurried around and saw to every imaginable whim of the demanding guests while soft music played over an expertly hidden sound system. A few people were still milling around, some in the water, others on the deck. Off in the shade of a big white cabana, a couple of gentlemen were getting massaged by two tiny Thai women. 

The men on the tables were rather large and quite hairy, and for some reason, as hard as I tried, I just couldn’t look away. 

I gawked as the little women poked and prodded them with their knees and elbows, getting in between the rolls and making the grown men whimper and wince in pain. 

Tate caught me watching and chuckled. “They may be small, but they’re mighty. Have you ever had a Thai massage?”

I nodded. “Yeah, they’re intense.”

He laughed again. “That’s one way to describe them.” His hand fell back to my hip, and he turned me toward what looked to be a mound of round rocks purposely designed into a big hill and then covered with foliage and flowers. But when we wandered around it a little more, I saw that there was an opening and the pool continued on into the mound, making it more of a tunnel. 

“And that’s the grotto,” he said finally, pointing inside. I couldn’t really see much as it was rather dark, but it appeared as though you waded through the small channel and then it widened and opened up inside. There may have also been some built-in underwater seating, but the shadows and lack of lighting inside made it difficult to determine. I’m sure in the coming days I’d make my way in there and find out for myself.

“And what’s so special about the grotto?” I asked, allowing him to lead me away and back in the direction of the main hotel building.

He lifted one shoulder. “What happens in the grotto stays in the grotto.”

“Who the heck are you, Hugh Hefner?”

He laughed. “No. I don’t need a little blue pill.”

My face was an inferno. 

No, he certainly didn’t, that I could attest to.

I’d gotten so used to his hand at my back or on my hip that when he moved it to open the door for me, a sudden emptiness flooded me and I longed for him to put it back. 

His warmth, his touch, they had become comforting, and even though I’d just met the man, I felt safe standing next to him as he chatted animatedly about his eco-resort for the immensely wealthy. 

I wasn’t quite sure what was happening or going to happen between Tate McAllister and I, but one thing I did know was that the man could kiss, the man could fuck, and even though he’d simply been showing me around the resort, I’d had a wonderful afternoon with him. 

I followed him inside, but we didn’t stop. 

Instead, we continued on through the lobby and to the left, through another series of doors, and then into what could only be described as Oceanian opulence to the Nth degree. The restaurant was breathtaking, all open concept beneath the French Polynesian-style domed thatch roof, so the evening breeze and lullaby of birds could cool off and entertain all the guests. Through the restaurant we walked, past tables of content diners with big fruity tropical drinks of deliciousness in front of them while the flame from a big grill in the center of the space flew up at random intervals, threatening to singe the rafters. 

I let out the breath I’d been holding as Tate pulled a chair out for me on the patio. It would appear we had the best seat in the house. A perfect view of the sunset. “Wow, I can see why you live here. This is extraordinary.”

His eyes danced emerald fire as he smiled at me and took his own seat. “It is, isn’t it?”

I hadn’t even been given a chance to order a drink, or even my meal, but somehow within seconds of sitting down, a delicious and funky-looking cocktail was placed in front of me, complete with a little umbrella and a wedge of pineapple. Moments later, the most decadent-looking meal was rolled over, only to be finished tableside by the executive chef himself.

In no time at all, I was dabbing at the corner of my mouth with my cloth napkin. I sat back, staring at the empty plate in front of me. “Well, that was incredible. I can’t remember the last time I had anything that tasted so good.”

Tate’s ghost of a smile made my heart rate skyrocket. “I hope you don’t mind that I ordered for us. I just, well,” he lifted one shoulder, “wanted to impress you.”

I grinned back and brought my fancy shmancy drink to my mouth, letting the straw rest between my lips as I looked at him over the rim. “Well, I’m impressed. That was delicious. I’ve never had barracuda before. And that certainly won’t be the last time I try it, either.”

His sexy flash of a smile made me instinctively squeeze my thighs together and hope to God he didn’t notice my nipples pearl beneath my dress. 

He lifted his beer bottle in the air, expecting me to join him in a toast. 

I clinked the bottle with my cup. 

“What are we toasting?” I giggled. 

“I’m not sure yet,” he said. “But I’m sure by the end of your stay here, we’ll have a lot to celebrate.” He winked again, tipped his beer back and finished it off.

****

Still not used to the time change, and an early riser by nature, I found myself wide awake and staring at the ceiling by five in the morning. 

Not one to waste time or energy, I tossed on a bathing suit, wrapped a robe around my body, then headed off to the lap pool located just off the main lobby. 

I flashed my key card in front of the panel, and the light blinked green while the door clicked open. 

Pentagon security indeed. 

I was half-expecting a retinal scan or, at the very least, a fingerprint.

It was quiet as I slowly padded my way inside. My flip-flops made a godawful racket as I wandered across the tile. 

I relished the idea of having the space to myself. 

Even though swimming laps was probably one of the most antisocial forms of exercising, I wasn’t interested in making small talk or having to dodge another guest. 

But when I rounded the corner to the pool, my heart sank. I wasn’t alone. 

Someone else was using the pool. 

I stood at the edge for a moment and watched as the lithe body in a black Speedo, black swim cap and blue goggles did the front crawl like an Olympian. 

He glided through the water, muscles flexing and contracting with each rise of his powerful arms while the water shimmered on his back and arms under the dim pot lighting overhead. 

Then I noticed the tattoo. 

Black and tribal and taking up nearly the entire top half of his back, it was beautiful and oh so sexy. 

My breath caught before I could stop it; whoever he was, he was magnificent.

“Good morning.” 

I shook my head and looked down. He was directly below me, hanging on the edge of the pool, removing the goggles and flashing me that same wickedly dirty grin as yesterday.

“Oh . . . ah, morning,” I said.

“This pool is closed until six,” he said smoothly, water dripping down his face and neck in provocative rivulets.

My mouth dropped open. “Oh. Okay. I-I can go. My key card worked. I didn’t see a sign on the door, but I can go.”

His wet lips curled into a wry smirk as he blinked a few droplets off his lashes. “Your key card worked because you are in the presidential villa, and whoever is in the presidential villa gets to do whatever they want. Time doesn’t apply to you. You can use whatever you want, whenever you want. And besides,” he turned to face the pool for a quick second, “there is more than enough pool to go around. I can share. It’s kind of nice to work out in peace, don’t you think?”

I nodded. “Yes. Peace.”

He didn’t wait for me to answer or decide. He just pulled his goggles back over his eyes then pushed off the wall, streamlining nearly three quarters of the pool before he needed to start moving his arms. 

I chose to stay. 

There were four lanes set up for laps. Plenty of room for the two of us to swim next to each other. I stripped off my robe and grabbed a towel from the rack before I set up camp on a bench. All the while my eyes never left Tate or that tattoo. I pulled my swim cap and goggles out of my bag, tucked my hair up, had one brief thought of running my tongue over that gorgeous ink and then dove in.

It was wonderful to be in the water again. 

Xavier and I had been broken up for almost two weeks, and I sorely missed the pool in his condo building. 

I had a membership at the YMCA and would go back to the pool there once I returned home, but there was something so nice about a private pool. 

Nobody stared at you or clogged or dawdled in your lane. Come to think of it, I was probably going to miss Xavier’s pool more than I was going to miss Xavier.

I did my fifty laps and stopped at the end. Tate had kept to himself and swum two lanes over. I hadn’t heard a peep from him, but every so often I’d catch a glimpse of him out of the corner of my eye when I came up for air—the man was a machine. Hauling my dripping butt out of the water and up the ladder, I pulled off my cap and goggles and then headed off to the sauna, desperately trying to avoid watching Tate’s firm ass twist and flex as he continued swimming. How many laps was he going to do? 

I wasn’t in the sauna five minutes when the door opened. 

“Nothing like a nice bake after a refreshing swim, eh? Limber up the muscles for the day to come?” He sauntered in with the practiced swagger of a playboy, his towel slung over his shoulders and faint goggle lines rimming bright eyes. But I barely took notice of any of that. It was the tight black Speedo that left absolutely nothing to the imagination that had me practically swallowing my tongue and suffering from quick-onset dry mouth.

I nodded only to hastily look away. “Uh . . . yeah. H-how many laps do you do?”

“A hundred.”

“Every day?”

“Yes.” He took a seat one bench below me and a tad over. He brought his water bottle up and took a healthy swig. 

My eyes fell back to the tattoo. 

It looked like a series of black swirls and etchings and patterned lines. 

I’d never seen anything like it before, and I couldn’t draw my eyes away. 

His skin practically glowed from the water and his muscles flexed and bunched as he continued to chug. I swallowed and licked my lips. I wanted to trace that entire tattoo with my finger. 

No, wait, with my tongue! 

Yeah, my tongue. 

I wanted to lick every square inch of that gorgeous ink. 

I watched as his throat jogged with his swallow. 

Damn, even that was sexy, and of course, I’d forgotten to pack a water bottle. 

“You want some?” he offered, lifting the bottle to me. 

I took it from him. “Thanks.” 

Why did I get a sudden rush knowing that my lips were going to be touching where his lips had just touched? We’d already kissed. Hell, we’d done more than just kiss. But the idea of drinking from Tate’s water bottle was turning me on. Not to mention that Speedo of his, and that sexy as hell tattoo, and his abs, and his pecs, and his biceps and legs . . .

“So, you swim a hundred laps, every day?” I asked again, feeling the need to make chit-chat, otherwise I was just going to continue staring at his body, let my fantasies run wild, inevitably start to drool and possibly have a spontaneous orgasm. 

Yeah, chit-chat, harmless, boring, sexual-tension-free chit-chat was a must. 

Reluctantly, I handed him back the bottle and then, damn it, my eyes fell back down to his crotch. 

Get it together, woman!

“Yep. It’s a great way to start the day. Though, sometimes I take Sundays off.”

I shook my head. “Were you a swimmer. Like in college?”

He nodded. “Yeah, I was on the swim team in university. Qualified for the Olympics even, but that was right around the time my uncle got really sick, so I bowed out and went to take care of him.”

“Oh. Wow. That’s very noble of you.”

Lifting one shoulder casually, he made an indifferent face, as if the past was the past and he didn’t want to talk about it, or didn’t want to draw attention to his compassion; either way, I was drawn to his modesty. To his quiet power and the immense force it wielded. 

The man was a magnate, a billionaire, and yet he still seemed to be so humble and down-to-earth. 

The Richie Riches I hung out with in Xavier’s circle never would have given up an Olympic dream or even a business opportunity to go and take care of a sick relative; they’d have just hired out the job. 

But not Tate. 

Tate was different.

“In the end it was for the best,” he said with a sigh. “I prefer to swim to keep fit, and that’s it. The training regime was insane.”

Now I didn’t know what to say. No matter how hard I tried to look elsewhere, my eyes just kept drifting from his back to the front of his bathing suit and the bulge that sat there tempting me. I knew what was hidden inside, a serpent . . . and like Eve and that damn apple, one taste was not going to be enough.

“Wh-what is your tattoo?” I asked, desperate to take the thoughts that were currently cannoning off one another in my head out of the gutter. Fat chance of that. I’d jumped headfirst into the gutter the moment I asked this hunk of a man to take me to heaven and back in a broom closet.

“Hmm? Oh, it’s Samoan. It symbolizes the ocean and waves. These here,” he ran his long, capable fingers over a well-defined shoulder blade, “these are meant to be sharks’ teeth. Which is fitting, considering that early on in my diving career, I was attacked by a tiger shark.” He spun around to show me his full, perfect body and then pointed to a series of scars on his left hip. “See, teeth marks.”

My eyes went wide. “Oh my God. You were okay, though?”

He nodded. “Oh yeah, it wasn’t a very big tiger shark, just an aggressive one.”

I licked my lips again, the urge to trace my fingers over every line of the stunning ink work making my hand twitch. I lifted my thigh and tucked my fingers beneath my leg to stop myself from reaching out. “Well, it’s beautiful.”

A dangerously sexy smile spread across his face. “Thanks. A buddy of mine, he’s Samoan, and when I went to visit his family with him a few years ago, he took me to his uncles’s tattoo shop and I had it done. I wasn’t sure about getting something so cultural on my body, especially since I’m not Samoan, but Malakai was insistent. He says I’m family, and even though I’m as white as they come, he knows how deeply embedded French Polynesia is in my heart.” His Adam’s apple bobbed heavy in his throat at the mention of family. “It was an honor.”

I looked down at my thighs. 

The silence between us was deafening, as was the pounding of my pulse inside my ears. 

Not to mention the voices in my head that were screaming at me to touch him, hell, they were telling me to do more than just touch him.

“You know,” he started, making my head snap up from where I’d been staring to blatantly at his crotch, “I don’t see why we can’t make the most of your time here. Make one another feel good for the next ten days. You said you’re coming off a rough breakup, and I’m unattached. Isn’t it pretty much necessary to have an endless stream of mind-blowing, meaningless sex after you break up with someone?” 

An endless stream of mind-blowing, meaningless sex? 

No matter how hot the sauna was, my cheeks were hotter. 

He moved over on the bench and pushed himself up, his forearms flexing with the weight of having to hold up his body. A second later, he was next to me on the bench. 

“I mean, if you say no, I’ll obviously respect your decision and back off.” His lips twisted, and he reached out and fingered a strand of my damp hair. “But something tells me you’re not totally sure if you want to say no. Am I right?” His voice was dark and low, almost gravelly. It kissed across my skin, licking and biting, tasting and teasing and I wasn’t even touching him.

I swallowed and squeezed my thighs together, biting back a whimper from the ache I felt deep in my belly and my swollen clit.

“Quick and dirty, wasn’t that what you said?” His voice now tortured me. Every word, every syllable sent shards of need directly to my erogenous zones and made them spark alive. 

All I could do was nod as I watched a sinfully delicious bead of sweat emerge on his sculpted upper lip.

I wanted to lick it off; I wanted to lick every damn inch of the man.

“Well, ten days is quick, and what I’d like to do to you is all kinds of dirty, so . . . ” His eyes flicked up to mine while his hand landed on my bare thigh and squeezed. I inhaled abruptly from the heat of his touch. I couldn’t stop it, I couldn’t control it, they had a bloody life of their own; my eyes drifted down once again to his crotch. I rolled my bottom lip between my teeth and watched as the bulge in his Speedo started to grow, lying thick and eager against his pelvic bone, desperate to break free of its Lycra prison. 

Oh my freaking God.

“Tate . . . ” I breathed, unable to form a complete sentence, let alone a complete thought.

“You can say no, Parker.” 

He stood up on the bench below and positioned himself in front of me, spreading my legs and moving into the V. His fingers made their way up my thighs and waist, finally resting on my shoulders, hooking beneath the straps of my swimsuit. 

“Say no, Parker, and I’ll stop right now.” 

Slowly, excruciatingly so, he drew the damp straps of my suit over my arms, exposing my breasts, then my stomach. His eyes drifted up to mine for a second before he bent his head low and latched on to a nipple, drawing the tender bud between his teeth and tugging. I arched my back to give him better access, my eyes fluttering shut like a vintage doll’s as a moan built in the back of my throat. Dear God, the man’s mouth was diabolical. Hot and wet and so freaking wonderful. His tongue flicked over the achy bud, and I choked on a sob.  

“Tell me no, he said again, moving over to the other nipple and delivering the same erotic torment. “Tell me no.”

I buried my hands in his hair and pulled his head up. His gaze snagged mine. 

“No,” I breathed, tugging on his scalp just hard enough to make his eyes go wide in surprise. “No. Don’t stop.” I smashed my lips against his and wedged his mouth open so I could ram my tongue inside, taking what he was offering and then some. Our tongues plunged and swirled in a hypnotic dance all their own, exploring the deep recesses of each other’s mouths while teeth gently nipped and hands roamed and deftly removed clothing (not that he had much). Once we were naked, he backed away, and I mewled in discontent before I could stop myself. 

“I don’t have a condom,” he said matter-of-factly. 

My face fell. 

Then what the hell were we starting? 

“But that doesn’t mean I can’t make you scream.” Then, without any further ado, he knelt down on the wooden bench, spread me wide and dove in, ears deep. 

I nearly came on the spot. 

Xavier had never been an overly generous lover, not that he didn’t go down on me, but when he did, it wasn’t for long. 

He’d claimed I wasn’t adventurous in bed, but when it came to sex, the man liked three positions: missionary, spoon, and me on my knees. 

So to have a man like Tate, a man I hardly knew, eat me out with such fervor and fascination was enough of a high to send me to the moon and back multiple times over. 

His energy was endless, and the claim he had over me, his possession of my body, was overwhelming. 

I wanted this man more than I’d ever wanted anything in my life. 

I wanted his hands all over my body, his mouth on my breasts. 

I wanted everything and all at once; I wanted it all.  

Within minutes, I found myself gyrating against his face, loving the way his beard scratched my throbbing lips and inner thighs as he lapped at my core, drinking down my juices and groaning as I poured my arousal into his mouth. 

Using two well-placed fingers, he stroked my inner walls while his tongue ran circles around my swollen and needy clit. 

I began to lose focus on the rhythm, and my hips jerked randomly, weak from having to keep my thighs spread and on his shoulders. I tried to delay my destination just a little longer, enjoy the journey and the wicked pleasure this talented man was giving me, but it all just felt too good, too damn good. 

Another finger probed my core, and then he did something no one had ever done before; he drew his chin up between my lips and rubbed his beard against my clit. 

The pain, the new sensation, the pleasure, oh God, the pleasure, so much pleasure, it was all too much—I detonated.

My hands found their way back into his hair, and I pulled on the ends, shoving his face deeper into my pussy, wanting more of the delicious torture, wanting him to get his fill, to get my fill. 

I heard him growl between my legs, and an arm came up and hooked around my waist, the fingers making their way to the top of my mound.

 He spread my lips wide and rubbed his chin up and down again, making filthy little circles around my clit until the nub was swollen and hard and I came again. 

I shook like I was having a seizure. 

Every nerve ending and synapse fired at the same time as the rapture roared through me in growing waves. 

From the tips of my toes to the top of my head and back again, I was lost to the moment, to the endless parade of exquisite sensations eclipsing me. 

I was lost in Tate.

Finally, after what felt like hours, if not days, he popped his head up, a Cheshire cat-like grin on his face, his lips and the whiskers on his chin glistening with my release. 

I reached for him and pulled him down to me, swiveling around so I was laying down on the bench and he was on top of me. His cock was notched at my core, while his arm muscles bunched and bulged with the weight of his big frame.

Tate shook his head. “I don’t have a condom, Parker.”

I nodded and swallowed. “I know . . . I just . . . ”

A smirk caught on the corner of his kissable mouth. “Just the tip?”

My nod was frantic; I thought my neck might snap. “Y-yeah . . . j-just the tip . . . please. I am clean and on the pill . . . ”

His pupils dilated until there was nothing but black in his eyes. “I’m clean, too,” he said, lifting his hips up with a grunt. Then before I could blink, he slammed into me.
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