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      This book is dedicated to my mother who told me one of the stories on the way to the beach.

      

      I hope you enjoyed my stories and it has taken you away from the hustle  and bustle of everyday life.  I love to hear your comments.  You can email me at bkj1608@juno.com.

      

      Happy Reading and thank you for all the emails.

      Brenda
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      THE DUKE’S LADY -   AWARDS -

      Romantic Times recommended reading list for the War of 1814.

      

      "Ms. Jernigan plots an intricate tale of intrigue and patriotism, spiced with passion.  Her characters are interesting, her plot moves rapidly, her love scenes are steamy.  SENSUAL"  Reviewed by  Evelyn Fetner- ROMANTIC TIMES MAGAZINE

      

      "Well-researched and interestingly written.  Charming and packed with adventure." Reviewed by Ricky R. Mallory- AFFAIRE de COEUR

      

      5 Stars - "Superb plotting and deft characterizations combine intrigue, adventure, and passion to make this a book to add to your must have list.  Reviewed by RG                                                                         RENDEZVOUS MAGAZINE

      

      5 Stars Wow! Nothing else really needs to be said. This story has mystery, suspense, action, and (of course) romance. I honestly do not see how the author managed to put all of that (and more) in one novel, yet she has! Both the hero and heroine are strong characters who complement each other. The more I learned about each, the more intrigued I became. I cannot recommend this title highly enough.   Detra Fitch Huntress Reviews
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      SAN ANTONIO, TEXAS - SEPTEMBER 1987

      Danielle Kapur was sick of her life.

      Every day it was the same old thing . . . get up, go to work, come home, eat dinner, then go to bed so she could start the routine all over again. There just had to be more.

      Therefore, she’d made a decision.

      So she was being stupid . . . real stupid, but the way Danielle saw it, it wasn’t the first time she’d done something stupid and it probably wouldn’t be the last.

      The phone’s sharp ring finally broke into her thoughts. She knew who was on the other end even before she said, “Hello.”

      "I, for one, can't believe you're going to do this," Susan Cross, her best friend and nag said.

      "Well, I am."

      "Have you forgo--"

      "No!" Danielle cut her off, speaking a little louder than necessary. "I've not forgotten that Steven has been out of the country for eighteen months. And that a zebra never changes his stripes."

      "You mean a leopard never changes its spots," Susan corrected her as she always did. "And thank you for not making me say it first.”

      "Are you finished with the lecture?"

      "Did it do any good?"

      "No.”

      After a moment of silence, Susan asked, “Where are you going?”

      "We're meeting at a little island off the coast of North Carolina called Sea Horse Island. He's rented a house there. It will be just the two of us for a romantic weekend. After all, I've never officially given him his ring back, so it will be a good time to discuss our future and where this relationship is going, if anywhere. I've changed this past year, Susan. I won't let Steven walk all over me like he has in the past."

      "Oh, please ... You know you're deaf, dumb and blind where that man is concerned."

      Dani hung up without answering. She zipped her black leather bags closed, then slung the garment bag over her shoulder, and left the bedroom, pulling her wheeled carry-on behind her. She made a last stop by the kitchen to make sure everything was turned off and to get a glass of water for her motion sickness pills and a Valium that Susan had given her a while back when she had been anxious. A definite must. Quickly, she swallowed the tablets. This was one flight she wasn't going to throw up on.

      She hoped.

      She was looking forward to leaving San Antonio and her job behind. Reaching for the doorknob, she paused and prayed she was doing the right thing, because she'd done some pretty dumb things in her twenty-six years, and she hoped this wasn't one of them.

      There just had to be more to life than going to work and coming home to nothing. There just had to be true love.
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        * * *

      

      Adrian Massimino finished unpacking his luggage. He stood the suitcase in the closet, then went over to the glass doors and slid them open, letting in the wonderful ocean breeze. He inhaled the tangy salt air and smiled. Yes, sir, this luxurious beach house was complete with every modern amenity and was well worth the two million dollars he'd paid for it.

      It was his escape. His hideaway.

      Adrian poured himself a drink, then wandered out onto the deck that overlooked the Atlantic Ocean. The wind felt good, but dark clouds gathering on the horizon caught his attention. This was typical of how his life had been going lately ... a beautiful new home, white sandy beaches, and it was going to rain like hell all weekend.

      He rubbed the back of his neck, trying to remember the last time he'd heard the weather report. Lately, he had been so busy revamping the headquarters of the latest acquisition of The Mass Corporation, the holding company he owned and worked with his life-long friend, Marty Townsend, that Adrian had forgotten to take time out for himself. Perhaps that was the reason his last girlfriend had decided to date someone else on the side. And he knew that was the reason he'd sent her packing, though he'd lost interest in her long before she left.

      It was the same old story. He'd find a woman he liked, and things would be fine for the first few dates, then she'd find out he had money, after that, it was all downhill. She’d try just that much harder to please him and he'd lose interest. He wanted to be more than a meal ticket. He wanted someone to see him for himself, not his bank balance. He didn't believe in fairy tales. His wife had killed his belief in anything. He'd been separated from her for two years, and soon the divorce would be final.

      Adrian took a swallow of rum and Coke, letting the smooth liquid glide down his throat. What a way to spend his thirty-ninth birthday.  Alone. Well, not exactly alone, he amended. He placed his glass on the rail and chuckled as he looked out at the slate-gray waves rolling onto the beach below him.

      He withdrew a note from his short’s pocket. It seemed his good buddies, knowing that he'd sworn off women, had decided to give him a no-strings-attached birthday present: a night's pleasure with a very expensive call-girl.

      They had been sneaky about slipping the note into his suitcase, explaining that they had checked everything out, including her health record. Marty knew damned well there were no phones at the beach, and that way Adrian wouldn't have a chance to say no. This island was the perfect escape: no phones, no TV and no cars. If you went anyplace on the island, it was either by golf cart or bike.

      Adrian sipped his drink. He'd give the woman some money for her trouble and send her on her way.

      Then again, it might be refreshing not having someone ask about his financial status and what he thought about long-lasting relationships. After all, wasn’t she just like the rest of the women he’d dated? She was just a little more up front about her price. And more economical, too, he thought wryly.

      Love was an emotion for fools, he decided. And he wasn’t going to be a fool. Not again.

      The rise and fall of the waves mesmerized him as always. The sea didn't look rough yet. Maybe the storm front would bring nothing more than a brief thunderstorm and the rest of the weekend would be white sands and warm breezes. He finally felt his muscles relax as the sea's rhythms worked it’s magic on him.

      Indian summer days and September storms, God how he loved them!
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        * * *

      

      The taxi dropped Danielle off in the middle of nowhere. And she did mean nowhere! The road actually stopped at the water’s edge. "You don't understand. I need to go to Sea Horse Island," she informed the driver with what she hoped was her most intimidating voice.

      "That's the way you get there, ma'am. You stand at the dock and a ferry will take you over in about fifteen minutes. Unless you'd rather swim," he said as he got out of the cab and held the door open for her.

      Well, so much for intimidating the driver. "Are you sure?"

      "Yes, ma'am. Looks like you made it just in time to catch the last ferry. See.” He pointed. “It's coming."

      Danielle looked in the direction the cabby pointed and saw the lights on a boat heading their way. "Isn't there a road? Can't we just drive over?"

      "Nope." He shook his head as he set her luggage on the ground. "The only way to get there is by boat, lady. And if you don't hurry, you ain't going to get there at all."

      Danielle slipped the cabby some money, collected her bags, and trudged along the dock. She found the ticket booth and bought a voucher to the island. "Aren't there any other passengers?" she asked the lady in the booth.

      "Afraid not, sweetie. Not many people on the island this time of year. ‘Sides which, most of our residents got worried about Hurricane Felix."

      “But they said it was turning away and wouldn’t hit the East Coast,” Danielle said.

      “That’s what they say.” The woman nodded. “Let’s hope those weather men are right.”

      When the ferry docked, Danielle boarded the boat and ambled over to an empty bench where she deposited her suitcases and slumped down on the wooden seat. She was a little tired and her head was spinning. She reached for her pills again and held up the box so she could read the fine print. "I took one before I boarded, one when I got on the plane and another one when I landed in Atlanta." She turned the box over until she saw the recommended usage: take one or two pills for all day relief.  But I’ve always taken that many, she thought.

      However, this time she felt different. Of course, the booze hadn’t helped either, she reminded herself.

      Her plane had been two hours late, and she'd run like hell to catch the next flight. Her nerves had been stretched so tight she'd indulged in a rum and Coke on the plane. Then the plane had hit an air pocket and she’d gulped another drink. For someone who really didn't drink very much, she'd found the instant relaxation wonderful.

      For a little while she'd stopped asking herself the thousand questions that ran through her mind. Would Steven come to meet her? Would he be at the docks when she arrived? Did he still love her?

      Her tired mind had become a movie projector, constantly rolling film clips of her life with Steven. And some were not very pretty.

      The boat jerked. She clutched her seat as the ferry backed away from the dock. At least the sudden motion stopped the questions from tumbling through her mind.

      But why hadn't he been at the airport? He had to have known she had never been here before and everything would be strange to her. She held her watch under the light at the end of the bench. Midnight. Maybe he had been at the airport, but had given up hope that she was coming and had left.

      Danielle leaned over the boat rail so she could better see the island's lights as they twinkled and danced in the distance. Somehow, she felt as though something wonderful was about to happen to her, and she was more than ready.

      She hiccupped, then giggled. She was actually nervous about seeing Steven. She felt like a virgin. Again, she giggled, followed by more hiccups. Had it been forever since she'd made love?

      Yep, one year, six months, and three days. But who was counting?

      The sound of the sluggish engines slowing down only added to the butterflies in her stomach. Fifteen minutes later, the boat scrubbed the dock, then gave a final lurch, making Dani nearly slide off her seat. She stood and grabbed the rail. Holding tightly to the rail, she stumbled back to the gangplank, but stopped short when she didn't see any form of transportation again.

      The captain approached her. "Is something wrong, miss?"

      "There aren't any cars." She glanced around the deserted gravel parking lot. "Can you call me a taxi?"

      The captain chuckled and cocked an eyebrow. "I take it you've not been here before?"

      "No." Danielle shook her fuzzy head slowly. "This is my first time."

      The captain folded his arms across his chest before he spoke. "Cars aren't allowed on Sea Horse Island, ma'am, nor telephones. It's either bikes or electric golf carts. Where do you need to go?"

      This was it! The final straw. She hiccupped again and cursed silently. She was tired, tipsy, and lost.

      At least Steven could have made some kind of arrangements for her. The captain cleared his throat, bringing her back to the immediate problem. Danielle fumbled nervously in her pocket and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper, which she handed to the captain.

      "Six-nine-nine Sandy Lane." The captain rubbed his chin. "James!" he shouted over his shoulder, and instantly a short man dressed in a striped shirt appeared by his side. "How about taking one of those carts and delivering this lady to six-nine-nine Sandy Lane. And don't be wastin' any time, 'cause we're pulling out in ten minutes."

      Relief washed over Dani as she reached for the captain's hand and thanked him profusely. How much more could go wrong with this weekend? she wondered as she stashed her things in the cart.

      As they idled along at a snail's pace, she noticed how big and beautiful each home was, at least what she could see of them in the dark. When she didn't think they could get any lovelier or bigger, the cart swung toward the most magnificent home of all.

      A white two-story house stood at the end of a cul-de-sac with decks all around and a most unusual bridge that arched over the driveway, connecting the house to a gazebo filled with glass windows. Accent lights cast multicolored lights and created shadows up into the palm trees and down on the flowers and pampas grass.

      "Here you are, miss. It's probably the grandest home on the island. They just finished it about three months ago. It’s call Serendipity."

      "I'm impressed," Dani admitted, realizing her speech was a little slurred as she swung her legs out of the cart. "Thanks for the lift."

      "No problem, miss."

      Danielle picked up her luggage for what she profoundly hoped was the last time today, then wearily climbed the two flights of stairs. At the top, she stopped to catch her breath and listened to the whispering pampas grass. She'd been on the go since ten o'clock this morning and it felt good to know that she had finally reached her destination. She rang the bell.

      No answer.

      Now what was wrong? She hiccupped. "Damn!" Taking matters into her own hands, she turned the doorknob and found it unlocked, and stepped inside. She entered what appeared to be the kitchen. Maybe, Steven had gone to bed.

      Well, he could just get up!

      "Is anybody home?" Dani called while she deposited her luggage in a pile on the white, shiny floor.

      "I'm in here," a rich male voice responded from another part of the house. "I'd just about given up on you."

      Relief washed over Danielle. Funny. She'd forgotten how deep Steven's voice sounded. Still, it had been a long time.

      So that's why he hadn't been at the ferry to meet her. He thought she wasn't coming. "I'm sorry I'm late,” she called as she kicked off her shoes. “My plane had a two-hour delay."

      "No problem. Grab the champagne out of the fridge and join me in the bedroom."

      No need to wonder what he had on his mind. Danielle smiled before an uncontrollable giggle slipped out. And her earlier irritation at being stood up somehow vanished. It had been so long since she’d been held.

      Suddenly, she didn't feel so tired, just tipsy. She was more than ready, but first they were going to have a long talk.

      When she opened the fridge, she saw two beautiful T-bone steaks, and her mouth watered as her stomach rumbled, reminding her breakfast had been ages ago. She reached over them and grabbed the green bottle.

      Grabbing two glasses, she walked down the hall. The lights had been dimmed. "W-where are you?" Dani called, then hiccupped.

      "I'm in the last room straight down the hall on the left."

      She followed his instructions, gliding her hand down the hall as she realized the pills and booze were taking their toll. Then she remembered she’d taken Susan’s Valium, too. Maybe that was the problem. Woozy, she paused in the doorway, and leaned against it so she wouldn’t fall down.

      "Don't be shy," he said.

      The bedroom was dark except for a low-burning fire in the hearth. Wispy curtains fluttered in the breeze sweeping in through the sliding glass doors. Her eyes searched for the man she longed to see and found him lying on a king-sized bed. She could make out his lower body clad in shorts, but not his face, which was hidden in the shadows.

      "I like the fire. September nights can be cool," she said as she moved toward him. In the distance the ocean rolled and flung itself against the shore with a crash, sounding as if it were in the bedroom. A cool breeze brushed her cheek. She looked to her right and saw he'd left the sliding doors open so they could hear the ocean.

      "Nice touch." She nodded toward the doors. "I love the ocean," she told Steven as she handed him the bottle and corkscrew. “This place is beautiful.”

      "I'm glad you approve." He took the bottle, but not before his fingers glided over hers.

      Her heart fluttered. She blinked a couple of times because she was seeing double. And, of course, she hiccupped. "I--I'm sorry. I seem to have developed hiccups.

      "So I hear.” He chuckled. “Evidently, you've not had champagne before"

      "W--what makes you say that?"

      "Champagne doesn't require a corkscrew," he said and laid it on the nightstand.

      She watched his skillful hands as he maneuvered the twist wire. He took his thumbs and pushed at the cork, but instead of the top flying across the room, he successfully managed to capture the cork in the palm of his hand. He'd become a real pro.

      Warmth spread over Dani's body as she realized that shortly his hands would be maneuvering over her. What had she said about talking first? They really should talk.

      He filled the glasses she held, then placed the bottle on the nightstand. For just a minute, Dani was tempted to turn on the lights so she could see his face, but since he'd gone to so much trouble to make this a romantic evening, something he’d never done before, she wouldn't spoil it. Hope filled her. Maybe Steven had changed.

      "Welcome." He clicked his glass with hers. "We'll have to help you get rid of those hiccups."

      "T--that would be a blessing." She smiled, then gave a toast of her own as she felt a surge of longing so intense that she ached with it. It had been so long. "To a night of memories," she countered when her glass touched his.

      The hell with talking.

      Dani gulped the bubbly liquid, knowing she should sip, but suddenly she was nervous. Very nervous. And getting drunker. Something told her this wasn't the Steven she remembered. Again she thought his voice sounded strange. Or maybe the booze had muddled her mind. Why hadn’t Steven taken her into his arms? Finally, she said, "Aren't you going to kiss me?"

      "I'm going to do more than that, sweetheart, but first another drink." Adrian reached for the bottle and replenished the glasses.

      At first Adrian had been uncertain about his odd birthday present. But now ... Adrian needed a moment to compose himself. He'd been expecting a high-class call girl, but when she'd appeared in the doorway the light from the living room had shown on her silver-blonde hair, giving her the appearance of an angel. And when she'd paused by the candles, the soft glow on her face had taken his breath away.

      Must be the booze.

      She was beautiful and poised. And normal. Except for the hiccups. Nothing like he'd expected. What a birthday present! Of course he’d been drinking and probably wasn’t thinking his best.

      For a split second he wondered if he could keep her instead of sending her away tomorrow. Maybe, just for tonight, he could reevaluate his earlier decision about women. And he knew -- that was the liquor talking.

      Adrian touched her knee. She tensed. Shy? How refreshing, he thought. Patiently, he waited for her to relax before he slid his hand along the silkiness of her leg. The over-powering desire to kiss her struck him like lightning hitting a tree. She trembled. God, the woman was sexy. He took the glass from her hand and placed it next to his on the nightstand.

      "Come here, sweetheart."

      The minute his hand slipped under her skirt, Dani stopped breathing. Instantly, her hiccups were cured!

      “Don’t you want to shed a few clothes?” he asked.

      Dani stood and began unbuttoning her silk blouse. She tossed it on the floor; next her black bra came off, revealing her puckered nipples. She unhooked her skirt and let it slide across her stomach, teasing her sensitized thighs before hitting the floor.

      He took her wrist and pulled her toward him. She wanted to taste his lips. And she was more than ready to make up for lost time as he coaxed her down to him.

      She marveled in the feel of his skin as her hands slipped across his bare chest. The hair tickled between her fingers. He felt different. Maybe a little more muscular than before, probably from all the hard work he'd been doing. She caught his manly, musk fragrance just before she leaned down and brushed his lips.

      His kiss was light, tantalizing, or more to the point, teasing.

      And strange.

      Had she forgotten everything about him? The firm pressure of his hands drifting across her shoulders, then moving lower gave her the feeling he was holding back until she was ready.

      Consideration ... she liked that.

      She traced a finger along his strong jaw, taking in every detail beneath her hand. She didn't remember his jaw being so square. If only she could look into his eyes.

      He took her hand and placed a kiss on her open palm, then pulled her closer. He groaned as he seized her lips in a devouring kiss that sent Dani's head spinning with stormy desire and shedding her inhibitions. She hardly noticed as his other hand clamped around her waist and pulled her over him to the other side of the bed. Just that quickly they had switched positions. He was on top and in command with his lips moving insistently on hers.

      A long dormant desire surged through her, and somewhere in the back of Dani's mind a voice told her Steven had changed. She had never felt like this before. Something about him seemed so manly, so strong, so unique. Whatever doubts she had, she pushed aside.

      He kissed her now with such tenderness that she clung to him as a hungry, urgent passion crept across her body. He parted her lips. She moaned with pleasure as she touched her tongue to his. A delicious shiver slid down her spine.

      He pulled back for just a moment, then crushed her to him again, taking her mouth with urgent hunger. He brushed his hand down the length of her back until it came to rest on her hips.

      Adrian was hot ... hard ... and ready. This young woman beneath him was slowly driving him to the edge of insanity. She wasn't aggressive or bold, but when she arched her body into his, his body trembled with burning desire.

      She touched him almost shyly and clung to him as if she were afraid he'd leave her .... Leave her? Hell, a million dollars couldn't get him out of this bed.

      She was good. Damn good!

      Bracing his arms, he reluctantly pulled away from her tempting lips. He noticed her puffy mouth and black, sooty lashes lying on the shadows of her cheeks. "You're beautiful," he whispered, thinking again that she looked like an angel.

      Her eyelids fluttered open. "Thank you," she said, wishing she could see his face clearly. But the pills had taken their toll and blurred her vision. Right this minute, Dani loved him more than she ever had, and didn't hesitate as she raised her hand to his cheek, feeling his smooth skin beneath her fingers. "I want you," she told him.

      She didn’t have to ask twice. He spread her thighs so he could fulfill both their longings. Her arms wrapped around him as he slipped his hands beneath her hips, lifting her slightly to meet his need. And then ... Nothing . . . .

      Adrian couldn’t believe it. He glanced down at her. Damned if she hadn't passed out!

      The woman had passed out in the heat of passion!

      Damn! He must be losing his touch.

      Adrian eased himself to the side with a chuckle. This most certainly had never happened to him before. "I want a refund," he murmured, but as he watched the glorious angel beside him, he decided it was probably for the best. He pulled her next to him and wrapped his arms around her, glad for the company.

      Tomorrow he'd send her on her way.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Dani had barely opened her eyes, before she winced at the pain. Boy, did her head hurt!  A hangover. Her first.  And definitely her last. How did anyone get drunk more than once?

      She longed to sleep some more, but the pounding in her temples prevented any possibility of that. Reluctantly, she opened her eyes and saw a mass of black hair on a well built chest. It took a few minutes for her to realize she was with Steven.

      Last night had been wonderful. Or what she could remember. She never knew she could feel this happy.

      With a heart bursting with love, she rubbed her fingers happily across his chest and sighed.

      "What are you thinking, this morning?" a husky male voice asked.

      That voice. It-it was strange. "I was thinking how much I love you," she admitted but immediately regretted the words when she felt his muscles tense beneath her cheek.

      She didn't miss the coldness in his tone when he asked, "Isn't this a little sudden?"

      What was it about that voice? Maybe it was just her hangover. "I wouldn't call four years sudden. Don't tease me, Steven. I have a headache."

      "It must be a hell of a headache if you think my name is Steven."

      Dani’s hand jerked to a sudden stop as a cold fear crawled up her spine.

      W-what did he say? She couldn't possibly have heard him correctly. Steven was just playing another sick joke on her.

      Wasn't he?

      Her hand trembled as she pushed herself up into a sitting position, then swung to face . . . .
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      A stranger!

      Danielle Kapur had no idea that she could move with such haste and agility as she leapt from the bed to position herself as far away from him as possible.

      Her eyes widened in horror at the . . . the stranger she'd slept with. Oh God, what had she done and how had it happened? That was a stupid question, she scolded herself. She knew exactly how it had happened – she’d climbed in bed with the wrong person.

      The man had his arms folded across his chest as he smiled at her. He didn't look anything like Steven. They were about the same height with the same coloring, close enough to mistake in the dark, maybe, but that was where the similarity ended. His strong jaw suggested he was a take-charge kind of guy, a guy who would take no nonsense from anyone. But he most certainly was no one she'd seen before.

      "Who the hell are you?" she asked.

      No answer.  Instead, he stared at her with that same smug expression, reminding her of a cat who had cornered a mouse.

      Danielle couldn’t stand the silence. "Well, aren't you going to say something?"

      "Nice view," he commented leisurely, his grin widening as his gaze traveled over her body, seeming to burn every place it lingered.

      Only then did Danielle glance down and realize she stood stark naked in front of him, her hands on her hips, asking for explanations.

      "Pervert!" she spat, her face heating with embarrassment and humiliation. Quickly, she snatched the bedspread off the bed and wrapped it around her before turning back to face the enemy. "What are you doing here? And who are you?"

      "If you remember correctly, sweetheart, I was here before you were." He propped a couple of pillows up on the headboard, apparently to make himself more comfortable. "If calling me Steven makes you feel better and calms you down, I'll gladly change my name."

      "Changing your name won't help. Y--you're not who you're supposed to be ... I mean, you're not supposed to be here. Y--you're not who I expected!"

      "Sorry to disappoint you," he said, a look of irritation flickering across his face. "I don't know what you're so excited about. I intend to pay you--" He raised a brow before continuing. "--for a job well done. And if you'd like to stay another night ... I'll double the price."

      "Pay me," Dani tilted her head to the side. "For what?"

      "Come now ... you're a modest little wh--"

      "A--a whore?" Danielle's humiliation soared to new heights. Her cheeks heated like glowing, hot embers. As a matter of fact, her whole body burned with indignation. "You son of a bitch! How dare you speak to me like that!" It didn't matter that she'd slept with him--made mad passionate love to him—or at least she thought she had since she couldn’t remember, but he had no right to speak to her as if she were a tramp. Why, he didn't even know her. Which, she'd like to point out, was the problem. “I am not a whore!”

      His brows drew together in puzzlement as if he finally realized that something wasn't right. "If you're not my birthday present, then who the hell are you?"

      "I believe that's the exact question I asked you just a few minutes ago," Danielle informed him.

      She took a deep breath, then continued, "But seeing as you've lost your memory, I'll tell you who I am. My name is Danielle Kapur, and I came here to meet my--"

      "I believe the name was Steven," the cad supplied with an expression of distaste as if he knew Steven.

      “I can prove you’re in the wrong house.” Picking up the end of her bedspread as one would the train of a gown, Dani moved with as much dignity as she could muster to the side of the bed where her skirt lay crumpled on the floor. The accusing evidence reminded her all too well that she hadn't thought twice about removing her clothing last night. He must really think the worst of her. Flashbacks of the evening popped into her mind, especially when he'd run his hand up her skirt. She shook her head to dispel the image and fumbled in the pocket for the slip of paper she'd stuffed in there last night. She needed to prove that she wasn't crazy. Grasping the slip of paper, Dani shoved it at him. "See! That's the address he gave me."

      Adrian unfolded the crumpled paper. Scrawled across the plain white sheet were three numbers 699. He smiled, and it took all of his willpower not to laugh at the twist of fate that had put this poor girl in the wrong house, at the wrong time and, to his satisfaction, with the wrong man. Turning the paper upside down he handed it back to her and said, "Are you sure it was 699 Sandy Lane?"

      Dani gaped at the numbers. She'd been in a hurry when she'd jotted them down, and the doorbell had rung at the same time. She could have been mistaken. Then the stark cold realization hit her with a wallop. She should have gone to 669 Sandy Lane. The blood slowly left her face and she felt light-headed. She had come to the wrong house! What a terrible mistake.

      God, she could just die.

      Dani was thinking about fainting when she heard him chuckle as he smugly watched her mull over her predicament. He crossed his legs beneath the sheet which, thank the Lord, still covered his lower body, then he folded his hands behind his head. He could have, at least, had the decency not to laugh. Yet he seemed to be enjoying himself way too much.

      Although she realized she'd probably regret it, Dani knew she had to do something to wipe that superior expression off his face. Then the full impact of what she'd done really sank in, and her eyes grew wide. "My God, I could get AIDS!"

      She covered her mouth with one hand, but then the bedspread started to slide, and she had to clamp her arms down again. "How often do you do this? Have you ever had any diseases?”

      She knew she was rambling, but she couldn’t stop herself. She peered at him sharply. "God knows what kind of other diseases you have. You probably do this all the time! Don't you?"

      Her last remark hit home. At least, she had finally wiped the smirk off his face. Coldness clouded his dark, mysterious eyes, and Danielle sensed she'd better move, but before she could back away from the bed, he reached out and grabbed her arm, jerking her back onto the bed.

      He pinned her arms above her head, his glowering face hovering just above hers. His brown eyes were almost black as he stared down at her.

      Dani began to struggle, but he simply tightened his grip by squeezing her wrist until she stopped.

      "No, sweetheart. I don't have to pay women," he whispered, between clenched teeth. "They're usually more than willing to have my attention." He paused, and she could tell he was trying to regain his composure. "And I can assure you, I have a clean bill of health. I don't believe I heard any complaints last night." A devilish gleam entered his eyes as he lowered his head and nuzzled her neck to prove his point.

      "D--don't." Even to her own ears her protest sounded feeble.

      His mouth moved over hers. His tongue tentatively urged her lips apart, sending liquid heat surging through her body and making her forget who she was and what she was doing here. Damn he was good.

      Dani moaned, bringing them both back to their senses. When she dared to open her eyes, he tilted his head and smiled. Only then did Danielle realize he'd let go of her hands, and she had her fingers entangled in his hair. She was mortified at her wanton behavior.

      "You don't seem to be thinking of your precious Steven now," he taunted her.

      Steven was the farthest thing from her mind, but she’d never admit the truth. Placing both hands on his chest, she shoved him away and slid from the bed. "I won't be bothering you much longer. I'll get dressed and leave."

      Adrian watched the hellcat walk haughtily toward the bathroom--in the wrong direction. "It's the other way," he told her, then chuckled when she pretended he hadn't spoken. At least she did change directions.

      What a perfect beauty she was ... and what a stroke of luck ... no bad luck, Adrian decided. She was the only woman who had stirred his interest in a long, long time, and she already had a boyfriend, the unfortunate Steven.

      Of course, he could tell her that she'd passed out and nothing happened, but that would spoil the fun. He grinned. Perhaps a little suffering would improve her disposition.

      Adrian shoved out of bed, not caring that he was naked, and went to the closet to retrieve his favorite pair of ragged, blue jeans. As he donned a chambray shirt, he figured it was just as well she was leaving. He didn't have time for another woman complicating his life. His last girlfriend had complained that she talked to his secretary more than she talked to him. Women were trouble as far as he was concerned, and most only saw dollar signs dancing before their eyes.

      Adrian made a decision -– he’d do the right thing. He could at least take Ms. Kapur to the correct address and deposit her in her precious Steven's hands.

      With that decision made, he needed some strong coffee. He had drunk a little too much last night, himself, and he needed the reviving caffeine. Adrian wondered how she would explain her absence to her boyfriend as he scooped the coffee out of the decanter and dropped it into a filter. After pouring water into the coffee maker, he rubbed the back of his neck. The son of a bitch had better not give Ms. Kapur any trouble. After all, sleeping together had clearly been a mistake on both their parts.
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        * * *

      

      Danielle tried to scrub the stranger's touch from her body, but it was no use. He seemed to have branded her with his strokes and his scent. All she had to do was shut her eyes and she could feel how his lips had caressed hers with the hottest kisses she'd ever experienced. Steven had never turned her into a quivering mass of jelly, mindless to everything around her.

      But the man was a perfect stranger!

      And perfect was the optimum word. Someone she knew nothing about. Hell, she didn't even know his name! That produced a rueful laugh. When she should have been running away, Dani found she wanted to find out his name. Somehow, her logical side seemed to have clicked off ever since she'd stepped into this house.

      God, did her head hurt! She didn't need to be thinking--she needed to get moving.

      "Damn, Dani. How could a nice girl like you get in this kind of situation?" She knew she was on the verge of hysteria, and she had to calm down. "Okay, Dani, you're a big girl. You can handle this. Take a couple of deep breaths. You can handle this!" She reached over and turned off the water.

      Steven would make her forget. He would erase the interloper's touch. But did she want him too? She shook her head. Of course, she did.

      After Dani dried off, she looked into her bag and pulled out a pair of navy blue shorts and her favorite chambray shirt which had belonged to her brother. She liked big, baggy, comfortable clothes at the beach.

      She looked in the cabinet and found a hair dryer, which she used to dry her long, blonde hair. She didn't take time for makeup. She had to get out of this house. But what was she going to tell Steven? How could she have come to the wrong house?

      She stared at her reflection in the mirror. There was no need for blush. Her cheeks had been stained a permanent rose from the moment she'd stepped into the beach house.

      She'd always been attracted to olive-skinned men with dark hair. Why did he have to be so damned good looking? He favored a younger Andy Garcia, one of her favorite actors. Why couldn't he have an ugly wart right on the end of his nose with little hairs sticking out all around?

      When Dani finally stepped out of the bathroom, peering out to see if the coast was clear, she was relieved to find she was alone. She scanned the room, making sure she hadn't forgotten anything before she made her escape. She had to get out of here! The sooner the better.

      It was easy to find the kitchen. She just followed the smell of coffee. Her stomach grumbled, reminding Dani that she hadn't eaten since yesterday morning. When she saw the man standing in front of the stove cooking, she almost lost her appetite. He reached for a plate, his shirt stretching snugly across his shoulders, and her hunger returned.

      But it wasn't just food she hungered for, and that thought scared her.

      She'd played it safe all her life, and now here she stood thinking lustful thoughts. This could mean trouble. God, she had to get out of here. Dani cleared her throat to gain his attention.

      He glanced over his shoulder. "How do you like your eggs?"

      "No. Don't bother." She shook her head. "I'm not hungry. Really."

      He raised a doubtful eyebrow. "I believe that was your stomach growling in bed this morning, so I know you're hungry. Besides, it's too early to tell your . . . Steven that you've just arrived on the ferry.

      “I've been thinking about this, and we need to decide what you're going to tell your friend. We can do that while we eat," he stated, looking too damn smart for his britches as he turned the bacon. "Now, how do you want your eggs cooked?"

      "Over light," Dani said, accepting his logic as she dropped her bag in the hallway.

      Maybe it won’t hurt to stay a little while longer.

      He was right. Her guilt could use some food for company. Dani hadn't thought about what she was going to tell Steven. She couldn't very well say, "I took the wrong turn and drove all night." There wasn't anything to drive on this island but a golf cart.

      "Can I get you some coffee?" She might as well be agreeable since he was cooking. And she had to keep herself busy to keep her mind off him, what she'd done, and what was going to happen in the future. Her head felt twice its normal size and her temples throbbed a beat all their own. She definitely needed some coffee.

      Lots of it.

      "Please. Make mine black." He looked at her and grinned as he broke the egg into the pan. "By the way, I like your shirt. It seems we do have something in common."

      Danielle looked down, realizing that they had on the same style shirt. "At least in clothes," she conceded, then reached into the cabinet and took out two coffee mugs. She watched him from out of the corner of her eye, and she couldn't help admiring his bronzed features and the authority in his jaw line. "Do you have a name?"

      He glanced at her before returning his attention to the frying pan. He picked up a spatula and flipped the eggs. "You seem to get a bit distressed if a man's name isn't Steven," he teased. "Are you sure you want to hear mine?"

      She laughed and found the tension easing out of her shoulders. He didn't seem threatening at all. "Be serious," she said while she stirred cream into her coffee mug. "I'd like to call you something other than stranger."

      "Adrian Massimino, at your service," he said as he slid her eggs onto a plate.

      "That's odd. An English first name and an Italian surname. I can see where the Italian name came from." Who couldn't see that? her brain screamed. "But what's the story on your first name?"
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