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      Sexy Encounters novellas are hot, quick, stand-alone reads that are a little naughty and one hundred percent romance with all the feels and a guaranteed HEA.

      

      While working security at a posh Las Vegas casino, Luke Kincaid is shocked to see the woman who walked out on him eight years ago, no explanation, no goodbye. He’s even more stunned when she asks to see him.

      

      Rachel is on a mission and her bombshell stirs up old feelings and desires he can’t deny. One forbidden kiss leads to one hot weekend . . . but once their time together is over, will she walk away again, or this time, can he convince her to stay and be his forever?
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      Luke Kincaid strolled into the high-tech security offices of the Mystic Casino, where his surveillance team was busy watching the gaming area and keeping a lookout for any potential trouble. From any of the dozens of color monitors mounted on the wall, they could observe the casino from every angle. All at once, if need be.

      A quick, sweeping glance at the images flickering on the monitors told Luke that it was a slow and unexciting Thursday evening. However, he knew by this same time tomorrow the casino and hotel would be filled with gamblers and guests descending upon Las Vegas for the weekend, and that was when the real fun began for his surveillance team.

      “Hey, Kincaid, check out the hot babe on camera seventeen,” Mike Barrett, one of his top security agents and Luke’s good friend, said from behind him, his voice infused with amusement. “She’s one of the many reasons why I love my job.”

      Luke smirked as he watched a money transfer take place at a craps table. He knew without looking at the monitor exactly what had caught his friend’s attention. “I take it she’s got a great ass, huh?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Mike replied appreciatively. “This one’s world class. And she’s got long legs that go on forever. Check her out for yourself.”

      Luke cast a cursory glance at the screen Mike had indicated. Sure enough, one of the security cameras was focused on a woman’s backside as she strolled through the gaming area toward the blackjack tables. Because there wasn’t a whole lot going on at the moment, he went ahead and took in the low-riding jeans hugging her hips, along with the endlessly long legs and super-fine ass tucked inside them, and was definitely impressed by her curves. She was wearing a pink camisole-type top that showed off the smooth skin along her back and shoulders and made him curious to see if the front view lived up to her sexy, head-turning backside.

      In order to keep cool in the one-hundred-and-ten-degree summer heat, she’d piled her thick, curly mahogany brown hair on top of her head, but a few wispy strands had escaped and fluttered along her neck as she walked. He wondered how long her hair was and how it would look cascading over her shoulders and down her back…

      “There’s no ring on her left hand from what I can see,” Mike said, interrupting Luke’s thoughts as the woman slid into a vacant chair at one of the blackjack tables. “I’m off in less than an hour, and if she’s still around, I’m going to find out if she’s free for dinner.”

      Luke shook his head and laughed, used to Mike’s playboy tendencies. “Looks like you just found your flavor of the week.”

      Mike flaunted a cocky grin. “You’re just jealous that I have a very active social life.”

      Hardly, Luke thought. “I do just fine socially, thank you very much.”

      While there was no denying that Luke enjoyed female companionship, he preferred to keep his personal life private and his affairs short-term, physically satisfying, and emotionally uncomplicated. After giving himself so completely to one woman, only to be betrayed and devastated, he wasn’t about to allow any female to have that much power over his heart and emotions ever again.

      “Oh, man,” Mike breathed in awe, “she might have the body of a temptress, but she’s got the face of an angel. Take a look.”

      Luke lifted his gaze back to the monitor and realized that Mike had switched to a different camera, one that enabled them to view the customers straight on. At first glance, the woman looked vaguely familiar, prompting a jolt of adrenaline to kick up the beat of his heart. He immediately shook off the odd, unexpected reaction.

      Then he looked longer. Harder. And felt a strong sense of unease sweep through him. One he was hard-pressed to ignore.

      There was no way it was her. He told himself he was just imagining things, but the resemblance was so similar that he couldn’t disregard the possibility.

      “Give me a close-up of her face,” he said to Mike.

      His friend chuckled, and with a push of a few buttons on his keyboard, the camera panned in on the woman. “Nice to know you’re not immune after all, Kincaid.”

      Luke ignored the lighthearted gibe because, as soon as the woman’s features came into sharp focus, he felt as though he’d been sucker-punched right in his solar plexus. Disbelief constricted his chest as he stared at her lovely face, recognizing with too much clarity those light green eyes that were flecked with gold and deepened to a dark shade of jade in the throes of passion. And then there were those sensual lips that had the ability to curve into the sweetest of smiles one moment and, in the next, make him weak with lust with the hottest, softest, most seductive kisses a man could ever hope for.

      Her complexion was still peaches-and-cream smooth. As for that unruly, curly hair she’d pinned up, he knew exactly what it looked like down. He also had intimate knowledge of what the silky strands felt like wrapping around his fingers and trailing over his naked body…

      Even though his insides were already twisted into a huge knot, he couldn’t stop his gaze from drifting lower, to the vee of her lace-edged camisole top and the impressive cleavage he found there. Last he remembered, her small breasts had been a perfect handful. Judging by the plump flesh filling out her top now, it was apparent that she’d been a late bloomer and had grown into her curvaceous body with grace and style.

      The past eight years had matured her from a young, guileless eighteen-year-old girl who’d professed to love him forever to a stunningly beautiful woman who men fantasized about having on their arm … or in their beds. The proof of that was in the effortless way she’d captured the attention of not only Mike but the two men sitting at the table with her, and the dealer and pit boss as well.

      “What the hell is Rachel Hudson doing here?” he muttered, speaking his thoughts out loud before he realized he’d done so in front of his good friend. He stiffened defensively and waited for the inquisition to come.

      Mike cut a surprised glance Luke’s way, his brows raised high. “You know her?”

      Shit, Luke thought, knowing just how persistent Mike could be when his curiosity was piqued. Except his past with this woman was something he had no desire to talk about. To anyone.

      Luke released a harsh breath before reluctantly replying. “Yeah, I know her.”

      Mike waited for an explanation, but when Luke kept quiet, his friend didn’t hesitate to prompt him. “How about a few details, Kincaid? Like, how do you know her?”

      Looking back at the monitor and the dark-haired woman who’d walked out of his life without any attempt to contact him, Luke felt the past collide with the present. “I was married to her,” he said, and the initial shock that transformed Mike’s expression was almost worth the pain of confessing the truth.

      Mike’s mouth opened, snapped shut, and then he shook his head and laughed. “Yeah, in your dreams,” he said, still chuckling. When Luke didn’t join in or admit to the elaborate tale, Mike grew serious and uncertain. “You are joking, aren’t you?”

      Luke shoved his hands deep into the pockets of his khaki pants, wishing like hell he was kidding because, after eight years of silence, this was a scenario he never would have imagined or predicted. “Do I look like I’m joking?”

      Realization finally dawned for Mike. “Jesus, Luke. I’ve known you for what, six, seven years now? I never knew you were married.”

      “It was a long time ago,” he said with a shrug that was more stiff than the I-don’t-give-a-damn attitude he’d been striving for. “And it’s not something I like to talk about.”

      “Obviously,” Mike replied drolly. “How long has it been since you’ve seen her?”

      “Eight years. Ever since she and her family moved from Las Vegas to New York.” Luke redirected his gaze to a different monitor, one that focused on the poker tables instead of the woman who’d caused him so much heartbreak.

      “Wow. She’s a long way from home.” Mike’s tone was infused with open speculation. “I wonder what she’s doing here in Las Vegas.”

      It was a question Luke didn’t have an answer for. He supposed she could be here for a vacation, and it was probably pure coincidence that she’d walked into the casino where he worked, but after so many years of being away, he couldn’t help but wonder what had brought her back to Las Vegas … and why now?

      Needing to sort through his thoughts without his friend distracting him with a barrage of questions and wanting to keep the other man busy so he didn’t continue to ogle Rachel, Luke gave Mike something else to concentrate on.

      “Keep an eye on that guy loitering around the poker tables,” Luke said, pointing out a younger man trying to remain inconspicuous but not quite managing the feat. “I’ll be in my office if you need me for anything.”

      Luke left the main security offices, and once he was enclosed in his own private, personal space, he sat down at his desk and turned on the three monitors mounted on the wall in front of him. He keyed in a few codes, and the screens flickered then displayed three different angles of Rachel sitting at the gaming table—providing him with a front, side, and back view.

      Of its own accord, his mind tumbled back to the first day of their senior year in high school, when he’d literally bumped into Rachel in the hallway as they were rushing to their second period classes before the tardy bell rang. He’d knocked the schoolbooks from her arms, and as they’d both bent down to pick them up off the floor, they’d glanced up at the same moment.

      He’d meant to apologize, but the instant their gazes met, his mouth had gone completely dry. She had the most fascinating green-gold eyes, and her pretty face had been framed by soft, loose curls. Then she slowly, shyly smiled, and that’s all it’d taken for him to want her as his own.

      Despite the fact that he came from the wrong side of the strip, so to speak, and that Rachel’s father had made no attempt to hide his displeasure over their relationship, they’d been inseparable and dated exclusively their entire senior year. Falling in love had come naturally, and by the time they graduated high school, they’d both known somehow, some way, they wanted a future together—even though Rachel had a full-ride scholarship to attend Columbia University in New York in the fall, with the intention of continuing on with Columbia Law School. And wasn’t it convenient that Randall Hudson had accepted a job transfer to New York so that the entire family could remain close to Rachel?

      But that summer, none of those issues had mattered because Luke had planned to surprise Rachel by moving to New York as well. He hadn’t had the money or means to attend a prestigious, Ivy League college, but he’d had drive and ambition and had been determined to prove to Randall and Carol Hudson that he could support their daughter and give her everything she needed.

      One Saturday evening in early August, just a week before Rachel was due to leave for New York with her family, the two of them were driving down the main strip, taking in the hotel marquees’ bright, flashing advertisements and lively outdoor entertainment. Once they reached the end of Las Vegas Boulevard, Luke glanced over to where Rachel was sitting in the passenger seat of his old, used Ford truck. Her window was down, and she had her arms propped on the frame as she enjoyed the warm summer breeze caressing her face and sifting through her unbound hair.

      “So, what would you like to do tonight?” he asked as he continued driving toward downtown Las Vegas, where there was more action to be seen. “Anything special?”

      On the right-hand side of the street, they passed the infamous Little White Wedding Chapel, where many celebrities had gotten hitched on a moment’s notice. Rachel glanced over at him, a breathtaking smile on her lips and a daring twinkle in her eyes. “Let’s get married.”

      He never considered saying no. He was deeply, irrevocably in love with Rachel and wanted nothing more than to make her his wife and spend the rest of his life with her. It didn’t matter that he currently couldn’t support Rachel in the way her parents had for years, or that Rachel’s father was going to be livid when he found out that they’d gotten married when he had much bigger plans for his daughter. No, nothing mattered except that Rachel wanted to marry him. He was certain they’d figure out a way to make their marriage work. With or without her parents’ blessing.

      Less than an hour later, they’d spoken their vows to one another in a modest and sparse ceremony, with the two of them wearing casual jeans and sneakers instead of a tuxedo and wedding dress. Other than the single long-stemmed rose he’d bought for her, there were no flowers or frills or even a wedding band to slip on her ring finger. All they had, all they needed, was their love and an unequivocal desire to be husband and wife.

      Or so he believed.

      He had only enough money for a night’s stay in a motel, and that’s where they consummated their marriage. Unfortunately, the blissful honeymoon lasted less than twenty-four hours. As soon as her mother and father learned what they’d done, all hell broke loose, and the next thing Luke knew, he was banned from the Hudson household and forbidden to see Rachel. A few days later, when Luke was presented with a monetary bribe from Randall that he flat-out refused, he was instead slapped with a restraining order and served with the formal documents necessary for an annulment proceeding.

      Since he was unable to get in touch with Rachel, he waited for her to contact him. But once the entire Hudson family moved to New York and a month passed without any word from her, Luke went ahead and signed the annulment papers.

      That had been the end of his short-lived marriage, as well as a painful lesson learned—that a guy from the wrong side of the tracks wasn’t good enough for an uptown girl like Rachel Hudson.

      Shaking off the memories of the past, he pressed a button that enabled him to hear the conversations at the table, then leaned back in his chair and watched Rachel play a few hands of blackjack and win each one. The guy sitting next to Rachel on her right openly flirted with her, even going so far as to ask her to rub his chips for luck. With a light, musical laugh, she obliged him. While her good fortune held out, the other man’s did not. Before long, she was the only remaining player at the table, with a nice pile of chips in front of her to show for her blackjack skills.

      The dealer, Pete, grinned at her. “Looks like you’re Lady Luck this evening.”

      “Which is amazing.” She glanced down at her winnings in awe, a light flush on her cheeks. “I haven’t been this lucky since I can’t remember when. It’s nice for a change.”

      The young man began reshuffling the deck of cards for the next round of hands. “Do you gamble often?”

      “Actually, no,” she replied with a shake of her head and took a drink from the bottle of water the casino waitress had delivered for her earlier. “I live in New York, which isn’t exactly a gambling mecca.”

      “I’d have to agree with you there,” Pete said as the cards arched easily between his hands. “So, are you here in Vegas for business or pleasure?”

      The dealer’s questions were idle chitchat to fill up the few minutes it took him to shuffle the deck, but Luke couldn’t have asked for a better inquisition because he was just as curious to hear her answers.

      “Actually, I’m here for both. A bit of business mixed in with some much-needed R and R.” She placed her bet on the green felt table, then bit her glossy bottom lip in a way Luke remembered well—a dead giveaway that she was feeling uncertain about something. “Say, maybe you could help me with the business part of my trip.”

      Pete raised a brow, his expression wary. Especially since he knew that security could easily hear their conversation. “Well, that all depends on what kind of business you’re referring to.”

      “It’s legitimate. I promise,” she said and laughed. “I’m an old friend of Luke Kincaid’s. Last I heard, he was working here. Do you know how I can get ahold of him?”

      Her request shocked the hell out of Luke—that she knew where he worked and that she was actually here to see him. For business, she’d claimed. He couldn’t imagine what kind of business the two of them had to discuss after being apart for eight long, silent years.

      He was completely confused. Undeniably baffled. And definitely intrigued.

      “I’m not authorized to give out personal information,” Pete told Rachel as he deftly and skillfully dealt the first hand to her. “But I can probably pass along a message to Mr. Kincaid for you.”

      “Great. I’d appreciate that.” Rachel picked up her two cards and gave them a quick glance. A triumphant smile pulled up the corners of her mouth as she set her cards back down on the table, face-up, for the dealer to see—an ace and a queen of hearts. “Blackjack!”

      Pete shook his head in amusement. “The lady wins again.” He paid out her winnings and collected the cards.

      “I’m not one to push my luck, so I think I’m going to call it quits while I’m ahead.” She gave the dealer a ten-dollar chip, dropped the rest of her winnings into her purse, then withdrew a small pad of paper.

      She proceeded to jot down a quick message. “If you can make sure that Luke Kincaid gets this, I’d be really grateful.” Finished writing, she folded the paper in half and handed it to Pete. “I really need to hear from him. I’m staying here at the Mystic until Sunday afternoon. The note includes my room number so he can give me a call.”

      Pete nodded. “Consider it done.”

      “Thank you,” she said, looking relieved that her note would eventually make its way to Luke.

      She slid off the chair, and Luke watched her stroll down the carpeted pathway toward the elevator to the hotel tower. The sensual sway of her hips and her natural beauty had male heads turning in appreciation as she walked through the gaming area, but she seemed oblivious to the stares and her allure. It was hard for him to believe that Rachel was still so guileless and unaffected after all these years. Not when he knew she was capable of turning her back on the man she’d married—destroying his heart in the process.

      Within five minutes, the note she’d written for him was delivered to his office. He read her message and knew if he picked up the phone and dialed her room number, she’d answer. He’d hear her sweet voice. And finally find out what she wanted from him.

      But instead of making the call, he crumpled the piece of paper in his fist and tossed it into the trash.

      Oh, he intended to contact Rachel—eventually. When it was convenient for him, and on his terms.
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      While Rachel might have kicked ass at blackjack the evening before, this morning she royally sucked at solitaire. It appeared her luck had completely vanished, along with her hope and optimism that Luke would call her hotel room.

      With a frustrated sigh, she set the deck of cards on the small table, then stood and walked to the large window in the standard-sized room. She’d opened the drapes earlier when she’d woken up, and now she gazed out at the unobstructed view of the Las Vegas strip below, taking in the extravagant architecture of the casinos and hotels that had been built during her absence.

      She’d spent all of last night waiting for the phone to ring, and again this morning, but so far she hadn’t received any calls. Considering it was nearly ten in the morning, she was beginning to think that Luke either hadn’t received her message or he’d chosen to ignore her note, along with her presence in his life after eight long years apart.

      The latter was the most likely possibility, considering how she’d forsaken their marriage vows—and him—less than twenty-four hours after they’d promised to love and cherish one another, until death did they part.

      Oh, she’d loved Luke, with all the passion and emotion a young girl was capable of feeling. But she hadn’t cherished him … not in the way a wife should have stood by her husband’s side when they’d been confronted with their first marital issue—her father.

      Old, painful memories surfaced, along with the recollection of her father’s fury when he’d discovered that she’d married Luke. An impulse that had had the ability to change the entire course of her future. A future Randall Hudson had no intention of letting her throw away on a boy he felt wouldn’t amount to much, considering where Luke came from and the kind of parents who’d raised him—a bar waitress and a drunk for a father.

      Despite her begging and pleading, her father had immediately set an annulment in motion. He’d also threatened to disown her if she dared to contact Luke again. Her father had always been a strict disciplinarian, not to mention very controlling, and she and her younger brother and sister had learned early on that any kind of disobedience was met with a harsh punishment.

      It didn’t matter that she’d just turned eighteen and had every right to marry who she wanted. She’d been young and impressionable and much too influenced by her father’s intimidation tactics to dare to defy him. She’d also been so certain that Luke would arrive in New York and fight for her and their marriage … until her father had informed her that he’d paid Luke off in exchange for him stepping completely out of her life.

      At the time, she’d refused to believe that Luke could be bought. But the more time that passed without a word from him, the more Rachel’s confidence had begun to waver. When the annulment papers had arrived with his signature to dissolve their marriage, she’d had no choice but to face the fact that their relationship was over. For good.

      Completely heartbroken, she’d gone ahead and started college in the fall. Then, at the end of their first year in New York, both of her parents had been killed when their car was struck head-on by a driver who’d fallen asleep at the wheel. At the age of nineteen, Rachel found herself the sole guardian of her fifteen-year-old brother, Casey, and her eleven-year-old sister, Lynn.

      She’d spent the past seven years raising her siblings, giving up law school for full-time employment as a secretary in a law firm instead. She’d also sacrificed any kind of social life to be there for Casey and Lynn in the evenings, to help with homework and to keep them from getting into trouble. Her efforts had paid off, because her brother and sister had turned into mature, responsible adults who she was incredibly proud of.

      Through it all, she’d never stopped thinking of Luke or how their lives would have turned out if she’d had the courage and confidence to stand up to her father. It was those frivolous daydreams of being with Luke and the more erotic fantasies of him that filled her nights that had gotten her through the difficult task of playing single parent to Casey and Lynn.

      She shook her head and laughed at herself for being such a hopeless romantic. For clinging to the memories of a man who’d no doubt moved on with his life. He probably hadn’t given her much thought at all over the years, and now she was about to deliver some unexpected news that was bound to shock the hell out of him.

      If he ever decided to contact her.

      Turning away from the window, she glanced at the silent phone, then the digital clock next to it. Nine fifty a.m. She was tired of pacing the floor and waiting for him to call, not to mention feeling cooped up and stifled in the small room.

      So she decided that she’d order a light continental breakfast from room service, then take a shower and get dressed for the day before the meal arrived. If she didn’t hear from Luke by the time she was finished eating, she’d leave the hotel for a while, which would give her the chance to breathe in some fresh air to clear her head.

      With that plan in mind, she placed the call for her fruit, croissant, and hot tea, then took a fast shower. Just as she stepped from the tub and was drying off, a brisk knock sounded at her door.

      “Geez, talk about speedy room service,” she muttered as she reached for her terry robe and hastily slipped it on. “I’ll be right there,” she called out.

      Quickly wrapping her wet hair in a towel, she tightened the sash on her robe and opened the door to let the server inside. Except the tall, dark, and incredibly sexy man standing on the other side of the threshold wasn’t a waiter. Or a stranger. No, it was none other than Luke Kincaid.

      She sucked in a startled breath as she stared at familiar, dark brown eyes and masculine features that had matured from a tempting bad boy to a devastatingly gorgeous man. Instead of the longer, shaggier look he’d favored as a teenager, his sable hair was now clipped into a shorter, clean-cut style that defined the strong, chiseled lines of his face. His once tall and lanky frame had filled into an athletically honed body complete with broad shoulders, flat belly, and lean hips. Faded T-shirts, torn jeans, and old sneakers had been traded in for a collared knit shirt, pressed trousers, and shiny, polished loafers.

      His transformation had been extreme, leaving little physical resemblance to the boy she’d fallen in love with and married. But what hadn’t changed was his ability to make her heart beat wildly in her chest and her knees go weak at the mere sight of him. Amazingly, the alluring attraction and desire was still there, and so was the deep, aching longing she thought she’d suppressed years ago.

      Apparently, there was no getting over this man.

      “Luke.” His name escaped her lips on a soft, wistful note and with more emotion than she’d ever intended to reveal. Reminding herself why she was there in Las Vegas, she quickly recovered and found her true voice. “I was expecting you to call.” Not to just show up unannounced.

      He shrugged those wide shoulders of his. “Considering how far you traveled to see me after all these years, I figured a personal visit was the least I could do.” His sensual mouth had curved into a sexy smile, but his gaze was undeniably guarded, even as those bedroom eyes scrutinized her with just as much interest as she had him.

      By the time he finished his lazy perusal, her skin felt warm and flushed, as if he’d physically reached out and touched her, from her bared throat all the way down to her calves. For the first time in what seemed like forever, her body felt alive. Sexual. And utterly feminine. Her tummy fluttered in awareness, her breasts tingled, and her nipples hardened into taut, aching peaks. All for him.

      She shifted self-consciously, the damp slide of her bare thighs reminding her that she was completely naked beneath her robe. “I was expecting room service and thought you were them,” she said and stepped back to open the door wider. “Since you’re here, why don’t you come inside, and we can talk.”

      He strolled into her room, his arm brushing against hers as he passed. A casual touch that elicited a tantalizing shiver from her. Closing the door and berating her body for being so easy, she followed him inside.

      He glanced from her unmade bed and rumpled covers back to her. His disarming gaze held hers for several long heartbeats, and she wondered if he was thinking the same thing she was—that the last time they’d been together had been in a room much like this one. On their wedding night.

      Images of tangled sheets and their entwined bodies straining and arching in the throes of wedded bliss filled her mind, and she had to swallow back the soft moan that sweet memory evoked.

      Oh, God, there was no way she could have this conversation with him while she was wearing nothing but a robe. Not when she wanted him as much as she had eight years ago.

      She swallowed hard. “Give me a few minutes to get dressed.” Grabbing underwear and the outfit she’d planned to wear for the day, she disappeared into the bathroom.

      Within five minutes, she’d changed into a light blue gauze skirt and matching tank top and applied just enough makeup to give her a natural look and her complexion some color. Since she didn’t want to take the time to blow-dry her hair, she used a towel to rub the excess moisture from the strands, then ran her fingers through the long, curly tresses.

      Feeling better and more in control now that she was dressed, Rachel stepped back into the room. She found Luke sitting in one of the chairs at the table in the corner, his long legs stretched in front of him and his hands clasped over his stomach. The way he studied her from across the room was unsettling. Then again, he was probably trying to figure out why she was in Las Vegas and what she wanted from him.

      He’d discover the answer to that soon enough.

      Glancing away from his intense stare, she noticed that her breakfast had arrived, but the waiter was nowhere to be seen. She looked for a room service bill but couldn’t find one. “Don’t I need to sign something?”

      “I took care of it,” he said in a low, rich voice that did crazy, intimate things to her insides.

      So much for control, she thought wryly. “Thank you.” Unwrapping a tea bag, she dropped the pouch into a cup, then added steaming hot water. “You really didn’t have to do that.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” He brushed off the matter as insignificant. “Being able to comp a guest is one of the perks of working for the hotel.”

      She smiled and placed fruit and a croissant on a plate. “Must be nice.”

      The corner of his mouth lifted in a slow grin of his own. “I’ll admit it comes in handy sometimes.”

      He absently fingered the deck of cards she’d been playing solitaire with earlier. Those large hands of his mesmerized her, made her remember the heat of his palms as he caressed her skin and the erotic stroke of his long, skillful fingers in sensitive places.

      Shaking off the arousal settling low and deep, she placed her breakfast on the table and sat down across from him. “Would you like something to eat? I wasn’t expecting company, but I’m willing to share.”

      He shook his head. “I’m fine. How did you know where I worked?” he asked, his gaze now as direct as his question.

      He was obviously done with polite chitchat and wanted answers. “I hired a private investigator to find you.” She cut open her croissant and spread strawberry jam on both sides. “From what I’ve been told, you’ve worked your way up to one of the top security positions here at the Mystic Casino. You’ve come a long way, with a great career.”

      His mouth twisted into a bitter smile that took her off guard, as did his vehement words. “What you mean is that I’m no longer a poor kid with a drunk as a father and no future ahead of him. At least not one that was good enough for you.”

      The resentment in his voice was unmistakable, making it abundantly clear that the past was still a sore spot with him, despite his own personal success. It appeared that she wasn’t the only one whose heart and emotions had been battered and bruised.

      “That was my father’s opinion, not mine,” she said quietly, then took a soothing drink of her tea.

      He looked away, as if he regretted his outburst. After a moment, he exhaled a long, harsh breath and met her gaze again, his composure back in place. “Why are you here, Rachel?” he asked point-blank. “And what do you want with me?”

      Biting on her lower lip, she set her fork on her plate. No more beating around the bush. The sooner she revealed her reasons for her presence in his life after so long, the sooner they could deal with the problem. Since there was no easy way to break the news to him, she laid it out straight.

      “Our annulment was never filed with the courts.” She offered up a smile to soften the blow of her announcement.

      He frowned at her. “What?”

      The confusion creasing his features would have been comical if this had been some kind of elaborate hoax. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a joke, but their reality. And just in case he wasn’t able to comprehend the repercussions of those papers never being filed, she made it very clear.

      “We’re still married.”
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      Luke’s mind reeled with disbelief as he tried to process Rachel’s shocking announcement. Out of all the scenarios he’d imagined for her return to Las Vegas, nothing had prepared him for the stunning news that they were still husband and wife.

      “Pretty bizarre, huh?” Rachel said softly and with a wealth of understanding lacing her voice. While she’d had time to digest this news, he was still grappling to come to terms with it all.

      A dry laugh escaped him. “Yeah, you could say that.” Still dazed, he stood and walked over to the window. Hands on hips, he stared out at the city of Las Vegas below, trying to make sense of it all but unable to.

      He turned back around, shaking his head in confusion. “I signed those papers and sent them back to your father’s lawyer so you could sign them and they could be filed. Did you not sign them?” It was the only logical explanation he could come up with.

      A hint of sadness colored her eyes, surprising Luke. “As soon as I saw your signature on the documents, I signed them, too.” Finished eating, she pushed her plate aside.

      They were still married. He couldn’t get that staggering realization out of his head. “Then how did this happen?”

      Standing, she came up beside him, close enough for him to touch if he dared. “Even though we both signed the annulment papers, they were never filed in court.”

      “Jeezus.” Come to think of it, he couldn’t remember ever receiving a copy of the finalized annulment. At the time, it hadn’t been something that had concerned him. He’d figured Randall Hudson had everything under his control and wouldn’t let something as significant as the dissolution of his daughter’s short-lived marriage escape his notice.

      Luke scrubbed a hand along his jaw, then smirked at her. “I’ll bet your father is beside himself that someone dropped the ball on something as important as this, huh?”

      She winced at that, a pained look passing over her beautiful, classical features. “Luke … both of my parents were killed in a car accident seven years ago.”

      He swore under his breath for being so callous with his remark. “I’m sorry, Rachel,” he said, softening his tone with genuine remorse. He never would have said something so insensitive if he’d known about her parents’ demise. “I had no idea.”

      “Of course you didn’t.” She sighed, the sound tired and weary. “Needless to say, it’s been a very long seven years. Then to find out we’re still married … well, it’s been overwhelming, to say the least.”

      He could only imagine what Rachel and her younger brother and sister had gone through with their parents’ sudden deaths, and the ensuing years thereafter. Despite what he’d believed all these years, Rachel’s life couldn’t have been as easy as he’d always thought.

      Much to his surprise, Luke felt the resentment he’d harbored for so many years begin to thaw, and in its place was a surge of empathy for her situation. He also experienced the urge to reach out, take her in his arms, and offer her comfort and support.

      His hands curled into tight fists at his side as he resisted the impulse. Then again, maybe she didn’t need his comfort and support any longer. He might still be her husband in name, but there was always the possibility that there was a significant other in her life, which would make a current annulment all the more urgent.

      The thought caused a bolt of unexpected jealousy to streak through him, giving too much credence to the feelings he still harbored for her, despite his attempts to deny every last one of them. There was still an irresistible attraction and awareness between them, but as he stared into her warm, soulful eyes, his chest seemed to constrict with pure, legitimate emotion. The kind that had eluded him for the eight long years that had separated them.

      And that’s when he knew he was in big trouble where this woman was concerned, because he still wanted her. Possibly still loved her. And as he’d learned long ago, that was a dangerous place to be. The desire and lust he could handle, but he refused to allow his heart or emotions into the mix.

      After a moment, she cleared her throat and glanced away, breaking the connection. “Back to our annulment, or rather, our lack of one,” she said with humor, putting their conversation back on the right track. “About a month ago, I sold the house my parents bought when we moved to New York, and while I was going through their things and deciding what to toss and what to keep, I came across a locked wooden box that belonged to my mother. I broke the lock and found our signed annulment papers inside, along with a journal that my mother kept.”

      A ripple of shock coursed through him. “Your mother kept the annulment papers?” he asked, unable to comprehend her reasons for doing so. “Why?”

      Rachel folded her arms over her chest and gave him a halfhearted smile. “According to what she wrote in her journal, she didn’t share my father’s feelings about you and me not being together. She knew how in love we were, which apparently was not the case in her own turbulent marriage to my father. She married him because she’d gotten pregnant with me, but as you know, my father was very controlling, manipulative, and he wasn’t one to show much emotion. He was that way with my mother, as well.”

      All fascinating stuff, Luke thought. “But that doesn’t explain why she’d intercept the annulment papers and deceive your father about it.”

      “My mother wanted us to have the happily ever after that she never had,” Rachel explained and brushed away the damp, curly strands of hair that had fallen along her soft, smooth cheek. “And she honestly believed it was possible for us, despite how young we were. She didn’t file the annulment papers in hopes that you’d change your mind and come to New York to be with me.”

      He clenched his jaw, fighting the strong urge to tell Rachel that it was a two-way street—that she could have just as easily contacted him. And what had made Carol Hudson think that Randall wouldn’t interfere in their lives once again?

      “Sounds like your mother was a dreamer,” he said, unable to keep the sarcastic edge from his voice.

      Rachel stepped up to the window and flattened her slender hand on the cool glass, then glanced back at him. “Maybe dreams were all she had because her reality wasn’t so charming.” Her voice was as soft as the look in her gilded eyes.

      Luke didn’t doubt that for a second. “Do you know if your mother ever planned on telling you that she never filed the annulment papers?”

      “She wrote in her journal that she meant to give the two of us a year to find our way back to one another. Her words, not mine,” Rachel said with a light laugh. “She was obviously a hopeless romantic, as well. At least now I know where I get it from.”

      Luke silently agreed. That had been one of the things he’d adored about Rachel. Her whimsical, sentimental side, so opposite of his own hardened, jaded one. Those starry-eyed traits had not only softened some of his rougher edges during their year together in high school, it had also led to their spontaneous marriage that warm summer night.

      He lifted a dark, inquiring brow. “All things considered, I guess it’s a good thing that neither one of us remarried.”

      She shook her head, sending those spiral curls cascading like skeins of silk down her back. “Getting married again wasn’t even a blip on my radar the past eight years.” A wry, almost tired-like smile touched her lips. “Between raising my brother and sister, working, and school, there wasn’t a whole lot of time left over for dating, much less a social life.”

      He found himself perversely satisfied that there was no other man in her life and that he hadn’t been the only one who hadn’t been able to sustain a long-term relationship. “Me, either,” he said, shocking himself by admitting something so personal, when this meeting should have been anything but.

      Her guileless eyes widened in surprise, but before she could ask the curious questions glimmering in her gaze—questions that would lead to revealing answers he had no wish to share with her—he turned away and sat back down at the table. Leaning forward, he braced his hands on his knees.

      “So, what do we do now?” he asked. Being a lawyer, she no doubt knew exactly what had to be done. She wouldn’t have traveled all the way to Las Vegas without some kind of plan in mind.

      She didn’t disappoint him. “Well, the original annulment documents have obviously expired, so I had a divorce attorney in the law firm where I work draw up new ones before I came.”

      She walked across the room to the leather attaché on the dresser and withdrew a sheaf of papers. Then she returned to where he was sitting and set the documents on the table in front of him. He didn’t bother looking at them and instead kept his gaze locked on hers.

      She drew a breath that made her full breasts rise and fall too enticingly beneath the tank top she was wearing. “I just need you to sign the papers where indicated, and I’ll take them back to New York with me,” she said, sounding professional and efficient. “I’ll also make sure they get filed with the courts this time. After that, the dissolution of our marriage will be official, and I’ll be sure to send you a copy for your records.”

      Jesus. The whole process sounded no less cold and final than it had eight years ago, when Randall Hudson had issued the same ultimatum. Except this time, he wasn’t being bribed by her unfeeling, calculating father or being served with a restraining order to stay away from this woman who was, ironically, still his wife. Instead, she was the one soliciting his assent and cooperation.

      As he continued to stare at her, saying nothing, he caught the faintest hint of vulnerability flickering in her gaze. It was a quick, unguarded moment that told him that maybe this wasn’t so easy for her after all. That possibly this direct, business-like facade of hers was all for show, to keep her true feelings about him and the situation out of the equation.

      Then she dampened her bottom lip with her tongue, and he knew without a doubt that he’d pegged her behavior accurately. Pure male instinct prompted his gaze to drop to her mouth, so soft and pink and glistening, tempting him like nothing had in a very long time. He thought about kissing her, tasting her again, and his groin tightened in reaction.

      In that moment, he realized he wasn’t ready to sign those damn papers and let her walk out on him twice. Not without taking something for himself in exchange for his John Hancock on those documents. Like that kiss he’d just imagined. Or something far more pleasurable. And if he was extremely lucky, once he had Rachel Hudson again, there would be absolutely nothing left between them, and he could finally get on with his life and have a normal relationship with a woman again.

      That was his grand plan, anyway, because nothing else in the past eight years had worked to banish her from his mind. “If you want that annulment, I have a deal to offer you,” he said.

      His unexpected reply took her aback. “Excuse me?”

      Smiling, he reclined casually in his chair, knowing that he was going to shock her even more before they were through. “I noticed last night that you were very lucky at the blackjack table.”

      Her shoulders lifted in a slight shrug. “I did okay.”

      He inclined his head and tapped his finger on the deck of cards. “Are you feeling lucky now, Rachel?”

      She glanced from the cards to him, her expression cautious and uncertain. “Why does it matter?”

      “Because I’m proposing one hand of blackjack between the two of us,” he said, knowing the exasperation etching her features was about to be replaced with one of two things—either indignation or interest. He was hoping for the latter. “If you win, I’ll sign the documents, right here and now. But if you lose … you give me a kiss.”

      Nervous laughter bubbled up from her throat, but she didn’t appear completely adverse to his suggestion. “You’ve got to be kidding.”
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