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​Desperation. Seduction. Destruction.

When wealthy socialite Talia Sizemore learns that a major benefactor has pulled its funding for her afterschool arts program for children, she resorts to larceny in an attempt to keep her foundation afloat. She never intended to become a thief, but it’s a rush. The more she steals, the more she craves the danger and the exhilaration. Soon, her desperation becomes an obsession; one that leaves her wanting more and pushing the limits of her sexuality to maintain that level of ecstasy. 

Handsome Detective Riley Kinkade built his career on bringing justice to those who’ve strayed outside the lines of law and order, but his moral code is tested when he’s assigned to the New Covington Cat Burglar case. The woman responsible for the thefts is no run-of-the-mill thief. Her seductive ways lure him into a trap – one he finds hard to escape. 

What happens when the one you want to catch becomes the one you want to keep? Will the seasoned detective and the seductive socialite be able to resist temptation or will this dangerous cat-and-mouse game spiral out of control?
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​Prologue
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A thick layer of clouds drifted across the sky, blotting out the cool light of a full moon. Darkness fell onto the land, swallowing shadows as it went. The house that sat in the middle of the clearing was asleep.

It had been that way for over an hour.

A soft breeze trickled through the trees. The sound of rustling leaves was nearly imperceptible to those who wouldn’t notice. To those who did, it was a signal. The lithe figure lurking in the shadows finally moved.

Damp grass muffled the figure’s footsteps, but it traveled quickly. Its motions were agile and confident, yet poised for any change that would signal danger. For countless heartbeats, the dark shape stood frozen in the shadows against the house. When no alarm was sounded, it went to work.

A rope swished upward through the air until a hook lodged itself around the railing of the second floor balcony. A quick tug ensured the hook was secure, but caution made the figure pause once more. Once the plan was set into action, there would be no turning back.

At last, it was time.

The phantom attached the rope to a harness around its waist and began climbing. Soon, it reached the balcony and dropped into an alert crouch.

The house slept on.

The dark figure reached into a bag belted around its thigh, and a set of tools emerged. Deft fingers worked magic on the weak lock of the sliding glass door and there was a soft click.

The intruder wasn’t one to take chances. A small can of silicon was pulled from that same bag and sprayed into the door track. When the door was at last rolled open, it was silent as the wind.

The figure moved into the sleeping house and quietly rolled the door shut. The pathway through the rooms and hallways had been mapped out and studied in detail. It took twelve seconds to reach the head of the staircase. Three more allowed the figure to slide down the polished wooden railing and land noiselessly on the rug at the base of the stairs.

The target was ten steps away.

Light feet padded softly across the short distance, and gloved fingers wrapped around the piece that sat so unprotected on the hallway table. The bronzed object quickly went into a pouch.

Coughing from an upstairs bedroom broke through the silence like a jackhammer.

The intruder spun into the shadows and held itself motionless. One heartbeat turned into two—and then three. The coughing stopped as suddenly as it had begun, and the house drifted back into peaceful tranquility.

It was time to go.

Retracing the path into the house was not the plan. Instead, the phantom moved quickly to the back door. The high-end deadbolt lock was effective against anybody trying to get in, but worthless against somebody trying to get out. It took forty seconds to leave the premises and retrieve the rope.

Rustling leaves greeted the figure as it slipped back into the darkness. Safe in the company of the trees, the thief finally opened the pouch.

They’d called it a “trinket”. The fools didn’t know what they’d had sitting right under their noses. The moon peeked through the cloud cover once again, and the bronzed cat with the piercing eyes winked up at its new owner.

She winked back.
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Chapter One
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“Talia!”

The sound of her name broke into Talia Sizemore’s daydream. Party sounds permeated her consciousness, and she became aware of people laughing and talking around her. The quiet, elusive world she’d been fantasizing about shattered, and she found herself in Brent Harrington’s home. Blinking, she turned to face the man who’d just called her name.

“Uncle Roger.” She smiled with relief. It was comforting to see a friend in this sea of vipers. “I’m glad you came.”

“You were miles away,” the older man said with concern.

“I’m sorry,” Talia said, a touch embarrassed. She really needed to stop reading all those Lady Midnight comics down at the shop. “I drifted off there for a second or two.”

“A second or two? You’ve been standing by yourself in the corner for nearly ten minutes.”

Had it really been that long? She glanced disinterestedly at the partygoers around them. It was funny how the brain protected itself. Her daydreams had taken her far away, but that world had somehow seemed so much more real. These people? They were all so... so plastic. Their smiles, their hair, their perfectly polished shoes... “Can you blame me?” she said tiredly. “If I had a choice, I wouldn’t even be here tonight.”

Roger smoothed the silver hair at his temple as his gaze shifted nervously to those standing nearby. God forbid that somebody should hear them talking disparagingly about the social event of the season. “I have to admit I’m surprised to see you here. I didn’t think you’d attend an Arts Council function after what happened.”

Talia’s spine stiffened, and she stood a little straighter. “I’m still a member of the Board. I’m not going to let them run me off that easily.”

He looked at her worriedly. “I hope you’re not planning on making a scene.”

His eyebrows lifted when he saw the determined look on her face.

“Think about it, dear,” he said. “I realize that the Council’s vote had to have been a big blow to you, but you don’t want to embarrass yourself in front of New Covington’s elite.”

New Covington’s elite. Talia’s temper flared. Wasn’t that just typical? It always came down to appearances and social standing in this town. And money—the older, the better. “I’m not going to make a scene. I have more class than that.”

“Of course you do. Of course. I didn’t mean to imply otherwise.” His eyes softened. “I just know how much that after-school arts program meant to you. You must have been crushed when the Arts Council voted to stop supporting it.”

Talia pressed a hand to her stomach. She wished he would change the subject. “Crushed” didn’t even come close to describing how she’d felt after the surprise attack. The hurt and betrayal were still taking a physical toll.

She couldn’t help but take the Board’s vote personally. After all, the inner-city after-school arts program had been her father’s creation. The Sizemore Foundation had established it and nourished it through its infancy. She couldn’t believe that now, just as it was starting to thrive, Brent Harrington and his minions had decided to pull the Arts Council’s funding. Without that financial support, the program would wither and die. The Sizemore Foundation could administer the program, but it couldn’t support it on its own. “I just feel like I’m letting everyone down,” she admitted. “The kids, the teachers...”

“Your father?”

She flinched. Her father had left the foundation in her care when he’d passed away. He’d be so disappointed in her if he knew what had happened.

“Talia, dear. Ted was my best friend. He loved you to pieces. You could never let him down.” Roger rubbed her shoulder comfortingly, but gestured when he saw the Board president. “Would it help if I talked to Brent?”

“No,” she said quickly. Almost too quickly. She tried to rein in her temper. She couldn’t take out her frustration on Roger. He was just trying to be kind. He didn’t realize how upsetting this was for her. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be testy. I just don’t want you to get in the middle of it.”

“Your father would have wanted me to get in the middle of it.”

Daddy. Talia felt a dull pain near her heart. She missed him so much. He’d have known how to deal with this. He’d always known exactly what to say or do in any situation. She wasn’t nearly as adept—and look at what had happened because of it. “I know you want to help, but this is really something I need to do myself. I’ll...I’ll talk to Brent.”

“Are you sure?”

No, she wasn’t sure. She glanced Brent’s way. As always, he looked tall, dark, and sinful. Not to mention conceited, bull-headed, single-minded... Her fingers tightened until the blue beads on her purse threatened to pop off. Simply talking to him wasn’t going to make him change his mind. He’d laugh in her face if she went to him and begged.

Then again, that might be exactly what he wanted—for her to subjugate herself in front of him. Get down on her knees and kiss his feet.

Or probably something a little higher.

The ringing of a champagne glass broke into her sickening thoughts. Turning, Talia faced their host and his fashion doll wife, Shelli. Her stomach rolled with revulsion.

She hated even looking at the man, but she had to try again for the kids. They deserved that much from her.

“I’m sure,” she said dejectedly. “I’ll try one more time to talk some sense into him.”

Shelli’s plastic smile glittered down on her guests, and Talia squinted to shield her eyes from the glare. Shelli, Shelli, Shelli. Such a pretty package with nothing worthwhile inside. Brent bent down to kiss his wife’s foundation-laden cheek, and she actually giggled. Talia glared at her in annoyance. It was because of women like that that the blonde jokes would continue ad nauseam. If Shelli had half a clue about hubby dearest, she’d be packing some arsenic in that face powder.

Smiling like a king at his faithful party guests, Brent approached the microphone at the center of the stage that had been erected in the corner of the room. “Welcome, fellow art lovers,” he said with a dramatic flair.

A sudden migraine shot through Talia’s brain. How in God’s name was she going to talk to that snake without screaming?

“I’d like to welcome everyone to our home—especially all you beautiful ladies.”

The crowd laughed at the suggestive wiggle of his eyebrows, but she saw nothing funny about it. Brent Harrington III. “The Turd” was more like it.

“The Council for the Arts is kicking off its fall campaign and, as president, I’m challenging all of you to make this season the best New Covington has ever seen!” He paused for the applause that rang throughout the room. “We’ve got some exciting performances scheduled, and the Board is working on a few surprises for next spring. Our goal is to lift New Covington’s art scene to the next level because, in the words of past Board president and my beloved grandmother, Sophia Harrington, ‘culture enriches us all’.”

Apparently, the kids in the inner-city school system didn’t count. Talia tucked her purse under her arm, swiped a glass of champagne off a passing waiter’s tray, and took a healthy gulp.

The situation had her at wit’s end. She really didn’t know what else she could do but try to convince Brent one last time that the program was important. To some of those kids, it was their only way out.

Why couldn’t he see that?

“You don’t look well, dear.” Roger laid a comforting hand on the small of her back and moved closer.

Talia looked lovingly at her stalwart defender. With Adam in Boston, Roger Thorton was the closest thing she had to family left here in New Covington. After everything that had happened, she had to admit she was feeling a bit alone in the world. His support bolstered her. He didn’t need to take her side in this ugly affair, but knowing he was there for her made her feel better.

“I’m all right.” She smoothed the lapel of his tuxedo. When she saw the concerned look on his face, she tried to smile. “Really.”

“Roger. Roger!”

Out of the corner of her eye, Talia saw Lydia Thorton swooping in. Automatically, she stepped back. As always, Roger’s wife had a glass of alcohol in her grip, pinky finger stylishly lifted.

Talia braced herself. It was hard to believe that Roger had been worried about her making a scene. She looked at him with empathy as Lydia stormed through the crowd like a bull in a china shop. The woman bumped a waiter, nearly causing him to drop his platter of miniature quiche appetizers.

“For heaven’s sake, you clumsy ox! Let me pass.”

Talia’s fingers tightened around the stem of her champagne glass. She should be used to Lydia’s crass behavior by now, but she still couldn’t figure out how such a kind man could get involved with such a harpy. Roger looked discomfited as his wife bore down on them with nostrils flaring and gold sequins flashing.

“I should have known I’d find you with something in a tight skirt,” Lydia said in a stage whisper that everyone within ten feet heard.

Roger fingered his collar as if it had suddenly gotten too tight.

“Lydia,” Talia said coolly.

The woman lifted an artfully plucked eyebrow. “Well if it isn’t poor little Talia Sizemore. Darling, I’m surprised to see you here. I thought the Council’s vote would have sent you scurrying to a corner somewhere. I mean, really!” She let out a boisterous laugh and made a sweeping gesture that sloshed nearly half her drink onto the floor. “How embarrassing for you!”

Almost of its own volition, Talia’s hand jerked. It was only the sound of her name echoing around the room that stopped her from throwing her drink in the offensive woman’s face.

“Talia Sizemore?” Brent said loudly into the microphone. “Where is she, gentlemen? Believe me, you can’t miss her in that blue dress.”

The words finally registered, and Talia looked to the stage. The other members of the Board were already there, apparently being recognized for all their “good work”. She threw a glare at Lydia. It was hard to decide which was worse, taking verbal body shots from this woman or standing side by side with the people who had killed her program. With a shaky hand, she passed her half-empty drink to Roger.

She’d promised herself before she’d come here that she would hold the higher ground. Her pride was about all she had left. That, and the Sizemore name.

She lifted her chin as she walked across the room to the small stage, but whoops and wolf-whistles flummoxed her. Leave it to Brent to make her dress a topic of discussion. He met her at the top of the steps. It repulsed her, but it would be impolite to ignore his assistance. She took his hand and busied herself with navigating the steps in her long skirt. When she looked up, though, he wasn’t looking at her legs.

His dark gaze had clapped onto her breasts.

Shelli stood behind him, clapping like a giddy schoolgirl, but the Turd was unfazed. He openly admired her curves as he led her across the stage.

Talia mentally berated herself. She should have known better. The skinny straps of the dress hadn’t allowed for a bra. Instead of going without, she should have found another outfit. With his stare on her, she could feel every sway and jiggle of her unbound flesh. The silk against her nipples suddenly seemed too rough and, inevitably, they popped to attention.

She came to a standstill by Edward Jones and flinched when Brent leaned toward her. The compulsory kiss he planted on her cheek was innocent enough, but the brush of his fingers against her tightened nipple wasn’t.

“That’s better,” he whispered into her ear.

Her face heated as he walked back to center stage. As indiscreetly as she could, she looked down at her chest. Her nipples had puckered under his touch and now stood upright like two sturdy tent poles. She felt Edward’s hot gaze sweep over her body and fought not to cover herself and bring even more unwanted attention.

“Board members, if you’ll take a seat, I’ll introduce the entertainment part of our program.”

Talia groaned inwardly, but sat down on the folding chair. She threw Edward a nasty look, but he just smiled and kept ogling her. A string quartet started playing, and she closed her eyes. Could they have chosen a longer piece?

“Nice nipple action, Tally.”

Her eyes flew open when she heard the soft words. Brent sat down beside her, and goose bumps rose on the back of her neck. As furtively as she could, she slid away from him. She didn’t get far. Any further and she’d be in Edward’s lap.

Not that he’d mind. His eyes were practically bugging out of his head.

“So perky. It’s a good look for you.” Brent leaned in to whisper into her ear. “Reminds me of when we were teenagers, although you’ve filled out nicely since then.”

Her breath hitched.

Damn him!

He knew exactly what to say to embarrass her the most. She stared straight ahead and fought not to react. It was what he wanted, she knew, and she refused to give him even that much. She just had to make it through the song. Then she could stand up and walk away. Preferably right out the front door.

“Oh, come on, Tally. Don’t play coy. You remember the night I’m talking about.”

She shifted uncomfortably in her chair, angry with herself for letting him get to her, but unable to stop it. Of course, she remembered that night. How could she forget?

“We were at Mimi Devonshire’s party,” he said. “I took your bra and paraded you around in front of the football team wearing only your tight, white T-shirt.”

Talia finally gave in to the need to cover herself. As surreptitiously as she could, she crossed her arms over her chest. “Stop it,” she hissed.

“Why?” he said, tugging playfully at her elbow. “You like having people look at you—at least you did then.”

Her nipples tightened painfully, and she couldn’t hold back the memories any longer. She’d been fifteen at the time, and he’d been a well-experienced seventeen. She could still remember how her knees had gone weak when he’d smiled at her. She hadn’t been able to believe that the football quarterback had been interested in her! When he’d cocked his head, she’d willingly crossed the room. She could still remember how warm his fingers had felt when he’d caught her hand. She’d followed like a trusting lamb when he’d pulled her into the bathroom.

Oh, she’d been so naïve.

It had all been a game to him—a bet with his preppy friends. Well, he’d gotten her bra from her, all right. That hadn’t been enough, though. Not for quarterback stud Harrington. He’d teased and fondled her until she’d looked like a slutty magazine centerfold.

“Don’t try to hide them,” he whispered, pulling her from that nightmare back into the one of the present. “Let me see those pretty titties of yours.”

Talia turned her face away. She’d like to act affronted, but she couldn’t. What had happened in the Devonshire bathroom so many years ago had been a sexual awakening for her. Although she’d been humiliated by the outcome, she had taken pleasure in his touch. Debasing as it was, her body still reacted to him. To this day, he could arouse her with a look.

And he knew it.

So every board meeting, social encounter, and business lunch, he’d look his fill and she’d walk away with hard nipples and a wet pussy. At least she’d kept that secret hidden from him. She had no doubt he’d use it to his advantage if he ever found out. The Turd had certainly earned the nickname.

The violin hit a long, high note, and Talia closed her eyes. It was taking everything she had not to squirm on the hard metal chair. His blatantly suggestive looks and words were having their usual effect on her body.

Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to remember why she was here. The after-school program. She needed to concentrate on that.

“Brent,” she said quietly, turning back to face him. His gaze didn’t stray from her breasts. It was degrading, but she let her arms drop to her sides to give him an unrestricted view. At least that way she knew she had his attention. “I’d like to get you alone for a few minutes, if I could. Do you think we could find somewhere private to talk?”

His gaze finally lifted to meet hers, and the air between them crackled. “Need some one-on-one time, baby?”

Not in this lifetime.

“Please,” she forced herself to say. Applause broke out from the crowd as the quartet finished, and she felt relieved. The sooner she got off this stage, the better.

“This should be interesting.” He gave her a wink. “Let me close this thing down, and we’ll find someplace quiet.”

She cringed. Being alone with him was never a good idea but, then again, she hadn’t had a chance to talk to him face-to-face. He’d brought up the vote on the funding when it hadn’t even been on the agenda, and she hadn’t had much of an opportunity to make him see her side of things. Maybe speaking to him privately would help.

She sighed. And maybe the moon was made of cheese.

It was a pipe dream, and she knew it. Still, she needed to make one last plea for the kids’ sake.

She watched as Brent strode cockily up to the microphone. He wouldn’t try anything with so many people around. Especially this crowd. He needed to keep these people’s respect if he was going to keep his status in the community.

“That ends our program for tonight,” he said in a velvet voice that carried throughout the room. “But please stay and enjoy the food and champagne. We’ve earned this night of celebration!”

Glasses tinkled, and cheers of “Hear, hear” sounded. The board members began to disperse from the stage, and Talia rose from her chair. Brent headed back toward her, but stopped to talk to his wife. Shelli laughed at whatever he said and gave Talia a wave. Her hair bounced as she turned back to play hostess to her guests.

“This way,” Brent said. He took her arm as the quartet started playing again. Couples began dancing, but he deftly negotiated their way through the crowd.

Talia followed as he led her up the stairs to his home office. She knew she only had one chance at this. She needed to find the best way to approach him. Everything she’d tried before had been from the Arts Council’s perspective. Maybe it was time to try a different tack. “Brent, do you know my associate, Sadie?”

“The sexy black woman who works at your antique shop?” he asked, looking over his shoulder. “I’ve drooled over her once or twice.”

Talia’s lips thinned, but she refused to take the bait. “Her son, Lincoln, was arrested last week.”

“Arrested?” Brent finally stopped his quick steps and turned to look at her. “For what?”

“Vandalism. He and some of his friends were caught spraying graffiti on his school’s walls.”

Brent shrugged and began moving again. “Sounds like he deserved to have the cuffs slapped on him.”

“You don’t understand,” she said, hurrying to keep up with him. “Linc’s a very talented artist. He just doesn’t have an outlet for his creativity now that the after-school program has been canceled.”

“Aha! I knew you’d eventually come back around to square one.” Brent opened the door to his office and let her pass in front of him. “You were outvoted, Tally. Why can’t you just let it go?”

“Let it go?” She whirled about on her heel. She’d vowed to keep her composure, but that didn’t mean she had to be a doormat. “That program was my father’s brainchild. It’s helped countless kids—several of whom have gone on to attend college on art scholarships.”

“Once again, funded by whom?”

Frustration roiled in her chest. “If you’ll just stop to think about all the implications, I’m sure you’ll see what a pernicious decision the Board made.”

“Pernicious? Oh, now you’ve gone and made me feel bad.”

It took everything inside her not to slap the smirk off his face. How dare he make a joke out of this! “What do I have to do to make you change your mind?” she asked, her jaw tight.

The wicked grin that lit his face made her suddenly uneasy.

“The question shouldn’t be ‘what’, but ‘whom’.” The lock on the door clicked behind him. “And the answer would be ‘me’.”

The move he made was blindingly fast. Before Talia could realize her error in judgment, he’d caught her about the waist, spun her around, and pushed her up against the door.

“Brent! What do you think—”

His hard lips cut off her words. Shock reverberated through her system, and her fight-or-flight instinct kicked in. She dropped her purse, and her hands came up to his chest. She pushed hard, but he retaliated by sticking his tongue deeper into her mouth.

It stopped her cold.

He hadn’t kissed her when he’d caught her in that clench so many years ago. She was suddenly glad he hadn’t. She would have ended up losing more than just her bra.

His tongue swirled around hers, and her knees wobbled. “Brent,” she gasped as she tore her mouth away. “Get off me.”

He leaned his big body more heavily against hers and nuzzled her ear. “Don’t give me that crap, baby. You want me on you. You want me in you. You always have.”

“I have not. Brent!”

His groping hands had caught the spaghetti straps at her shoulders and were pulling them downward. He didn’t bother with the zipper at the back of her dress, and the straps cut into her arms. Talia started to struggle again, but she was caught between a hard door and an even harder man. She could feel his stiff cock bumping against her stomach as he wrestled to get her under control.

“Let’s see what you’ve got hiding under here,” he said with a callous smile. His hands caught the neckline of her dress and began rolling the bodice over her breasts. Without the zipper loosened, the fit was tight. With every tug on the material, another inch of her chest plumped out into view.

Talia tried to push him away, but the straps bound her arms to her sides. Her stylish little party dress had just turned into a sexual bondage outfit. Things were suddenly getting too real. She didn’t want to submit—not to him. “I’ll scream,” she said harshly.

“That’s the idea,” he said.

Her pussy clenched. Suddenly, her nerves sizzled with a strange combination of fear and excitement. She couldn’t let this happen—and for so many different reasons. She tried to roll away but, in that moment, he worked the silk material over her curves and her breasts sprang free. She froze at the look that entered his eyes. He’d seen her before. He’d touched her. Only this time, he wasn’t going to stop after a little heavy petting.

His hands came up to cup her breasts, and the feeling was electric. She closed her eyes as her nipples jutted into his palms. Traitorous pleasure swirled through her body.

“I never expected you to whore yourself for your little charity,” he said, “but I’m an obliging sort of guy.”

His hair swung forward onto his forehead as he bent down toward her. “Try your damnedest to convince me, baby. I should warn you, though. I’m feeling particularly pernicious tonight.”

Talia squirmed against the door, fighting herself as much as him. “Damn you, Brent. Let me go!”

“Why?” he said, laughing softly. He pinched her nipples. “You wouldn’t have come here with your titties bouncing all over the place if you weren’t begging for a fuck.”

The pain was sharp. Talia rolled her head against the unyielding door, but he didn’t ease the pressure on her tender flesh. Her distress and her pleasure mounted. He was going to make her do this.

“Please,” she begged when his mouth skimmed down her neck. Her nipples felt like they were in vices. “It hurts.”

“Admit it,” he growled. “You’ve been annoyed with me for the last ten years because I didn’t follow through.”

His leg slipped between hers and pressed hard against her mound. Talia was in such a state of miserable arousal, she could hardly stand it. He had her nipples pinched nearly flat. “You debased me,” she said, her voice catching. “You intentionally embarrassed me.”

“You liked it. You liked having my hands and my mouth on you. You liked having all my friends look at you.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

Maybe she had.

She whimpered. Her breasts were on fire but, like it or not, her hips were starting to rock against his muscled thigh.

He nipped at her neck. “You felt sexy then. Do you feel sexy now, Tally?”

Oh, God, she hated this man. She’d die before she admitted that to him. “I didn’t come here for this.”

“No? Well that’s too bad, because it’s what you’re going to get.”

One of his hands mercifully left her breast. Talia gasped as circulation was restored to her tender nipple, but he leaned down and latched onto the red peak with his mouth. She jerked reflexively when his intent suckling brought a rush of blood to the delicate bud. Her neck arched against the door, and she let out a cry. The sensation was too fierce. Too heightened.

“That’s more like it,” he said as he hauled up the hem of her dress and began pulling at her panties. The protection they provided was laughable. He yanked them down and slid his hand between her legs. Two thick fingers searched for her opening.

The fit was tight, but she was so wet, they slid in easily.

The surprise was enough to make him stop the plundering of her breasts long enough to look in her face. He worked his fingers higher into her, and Talia was mortified. Closing her eyes, she rolled her head away from him.

He refused to let her draw back. “Look at me.”

His fingers began pumping determinedly in and out of her, and it was all she could do not to roll her hips in rhythm.

“Look at me!”

His thumb suddenly tweaked her clitoris, and her eyes flew open.

“I get hard every time you walk into a room,” he said in a voice like sandpaper. “Do you get wet?”

It was her deepest secret, but she couldn’t hide it from him anymore—not with his fingers dripping with her juices. “Yes,” she whispered miserably.

“Did you want me to bang you in that bathroom when you were fifteen?”

“No!”

“The truth, damn it.”

“Mmm,” she whimpered. He was close to her G-spot. “Yes.”

“Is that why you’ve been so prissy around me all these years?”

“I’m prissy because you’re a jerk,” she said, finding one last thread of her fighting spirit.

He laughed. “You don’t know what you want, do you, sexy Tally?”

He pulled his fingers out of her so abruptly she groaned.

“Don’t worry, babe. Big Brent will show you.”

He pushed her panties down her legs. They draped across her ankles like a last defense surrendered. Talia tried to shove him away, but she couldn’t get any leverage with her arms restricted. It was a half-hearted attempt anyway. All she could do was watch as he undid the zipper of his three-hundred-dollar slacks and pulled out his cock.

It was big and red—nearly purple, he was so hard. Her eyes rounded, but she knew there was no escape.

She had to tell herself again that she wanted one.

He gave her no time to think before he was on her again. His hot mouth zeroed in on her breast. He licked at her nipple, and bolts of electricity shot straight to her core. His fingers bit into the back of her thigh. With an abrupt tug, he lifted her leg up and to the side. With no preliminaries, he thrust into her.

“Ah!” she cried. His cock was longer and thicker than his fingers. And hotter. 

Brent grunted. He lifted her higher against the door until only the tiptoes of her left foot touched the ground.

Talia couldn’t catch her breath. She felt dominated being trapped and spread so wide. She couldn’t move. Couldn’t escape.

He sucked hard at her breast and thrust deeper.

“Ohhh!” It felt good. Shamefully good.

She could feel her pussy stretching under the invasion of his hard, determined cock. Reflexively, her fingernails dug into the wooden door behind her. Her hips twitched, but she refused to welcome him. She’d never have let him do this if he hadn’t made her.

“Worth the wait, baby?” he growled into her ear when he was finally seated.

“Screw you,” she panted.

“Since you ask so nicely,” he said, nipping her earlobe. “I will.”

He began to move, and she nearly came unglued. In her constrained position, though, she could hardly budge. His mouth went to her other breast and, reluctantly, she threaded her fingers through his hair and held him against her.

She quickly learned that he wasn’t one for shallow thrusts. He liked to work deep. He’d only pull out a few inches before ramming back into her. Her butt bounced against the door with every thrust he made, and the knocking sound became faster and louder.

“Oh... Oh... Ohhh!” Sensations spiraled through her. Pleasure. Loathing. Satisfaction. Compulsion. Her fingernails raked down his back. She hated him, but she’d hungered for this forever.

Sweat ran down Brent’s temples onto her naked breast. He grunted like a pig as he sucked at her and fucked her more and more fiercely.

“Christ,” he snapped as he came up for air. He pressed her leg higher, and his hips swung in a wide arc.

When he slammed home the next time, Talia’s air caught in her lungs. He was bumping directly against her clit. It took only a few rough thrusts before she went off like a house of firecrackers. She let out a sharp cry, and his rhythm quickened as the orgasm rocked her. His cock swelled inside her, and soon the unbearably tight friction had him shooting his load.

For long minutes afterwards, Talia had to depend on Brent’s strength to keep her upright. Every ounce of energy had been wrung from her body. When he finally pulled out of her and let her leg drop, she couldn’t let go of his waist. It was the only thing keeping her upright.

“I knew you’d be a Grade A fuck,” he said, breathing roughly against her neck.

She kept her eyes closed and fought to find her center. She didn’t know why his crudeness shook her. She certainly hadn’t expected love talk out of him. Their whole relationship had been based on dirty sexual undercurrents.

“Don’t you feel better?” he asked.

He let go of her, and she sagged against the hard wooden door.

“Better?” she repeated in disbelief. She felt vile. Her breasts were red from his mouth, and her dress was still wrapped around her waist. She felt cheap and sordid with her pussy naked and throbbing.

He patted the wet triangle of hair before turning toward his desk. “It must have been hard for you to fight your basic instincts. You’ve wanted to spread your legs for Big Brent for a long time.”

“I didn’t... You made me...” Outrage made it nearly impossible to speak. “I came here to beg you to change your mind about the after-school program!”

He looked over his shoulder at her, and his teeth glowed in the moonlight like a wolf’s. “And you begged well. That after-school program is expensive, though. I’ll need more convincing. Next time—”

Her head whipped back so fast, it hit against the door behind her. “There isn’t going to be a next time!”

“Careful.” He pulled tissues out of a box on his desk and cleaned off his limp dick. “Remember how badly you want the Arts Council’s support before you say that.”

“That’s...that’s blackmail.”

He grinned again as he zipped up. “And just whom are you going to complain to?”

The fight drained out of her. She watched wide-eyed as he advanced on her again with the tissue box in hand. The bastard. She couldn’t complain to anyone. She couldn’t tell a soul what she’d let him do to her. He’d left her powerless. She lurched away from the door, but he caught her and pressed her back.

He pulled out a handful of tissues and reached between her legs.

“No!” She pushed at his forearm.

“You know, it’s funny how your mouth and your body seem to disagree so much.” He tossed a wet tissue onto the floor and reached for another one.

She gasped as the soft material brushed across her clit. “You are such a lowlife.”

“And you love that about me.” His hot breaths hit her face as he leaned close. He emphasized his point by pressing a tissue-covered finger right up into her and swirling it around.

“Ahh!”

“But I’m not an unreasonable man.” He nipped her earlobe. “You pleaded your case well. I suppose a donation to your little charity is warranted.”

He tossed the box of tissues aside and reached for his wallet. “Will this do?”

She was left utterly speechless as she watched him pull out a wad of bills and roll them up. Watching her with that wolfish smile on his face, he reached between her legs again. Horror suddenly gripped her. She groped for his hand, but he pushed the money up into her damp channel and left it there.

“Use this in whatever way you see fit,” he said with a smirk.

She couldn’t have moved if the house had been on fire. She was staggered by what he’d just done. He gave her breast one last squeeze, set her aside, and left her alone in the room.

Inside her head, all Talia could hear was screaming. After what could have been five seconds or five minutes, she finally reached between her legs. The wad of money clung, but she dragged it out of its wet hiding place. Unrolling the bills, she looked at Brent Harrington III’s donation.

She was mortified.

He’d just paid her $120 for a fuck.
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Chapter Two
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He’d used her like a whore.

Bitterness rose inside Talia until a metallic taste filled her mouth. The money in her hand became hot to the touch. She dropped it on the floor before it could brand her. She’d had to deal with New Covington’s twisted society strata ever since her family had moved to this town, but she’d never felt so cheap. Brent hadn’t thought twice about screwing her and paying her for her services.

Worse yet, she’d let him do it.

Her hand lashed out and hit the light switch. If she’d thought that things would look better under the harsh lights, she was wrong. Red marks dotted her breasts. Further down, her pussy was pink and swollen. Her dress was bunched around her waist, and her panties were on the floor two feet away.

She looked like a tramp. She’d acted like a tramp.

And he’d made damn sure she felt like one.

Her hands shook with fury as she untangled herself from her silk bindings. She pulled her dress back into place, but no amount of smoothing or stretching could erase the wrinkles. People were bound to notice.

Panic started to grab hold. They’d notice, and they would talk. Once again, she was going to be dragged through the town rumor mill.

“Stop it! Just stop and think.”

She looked at her surroundings, not really knowing what she was searching for. A large oak desk was the focal point of the room. Dark leather furniture, a collection of antique riding equipment, and a packed bookcase gave the room a masculine feel. Too masculine. Too much like Brent.

She had to get out of here.

Her gaze focused on the sliding glass door behind the desk. It led to a balcony, and her mind was drawn back to her daydream. She considered it for a full minute before she decided it was too dangerous. There was no way around it. She was going to have to face the Edward Joneses and the Shelli Harringtons downstairs in order to escape.

A door in the far corner looked as if it led to a bathroom. She bent over to pick up her things and grimaced when her body protested. Her legs were unsteady as she wandered across the room. Her steps paused, though, when she saw the antique riding whip hanging on the wall in a shadow box. Fire burned in her belly as she took in the strong lines of the leather.

It was tempting.

She spun away before she could do something rash. She was a Sizemore. She refused to do anything to darken the family name—even if Brent deserved it.

Opening the bathroom door, she looked at herself in the mirror. Her reflection made her wince. Her hair was falling out of its French twist, and there was a hazy sultriness shining in her eyes. She looked as if she’d just had a great roll in the sack. Worst of all, there was stickiness between her legs that proved that she had.

Her chin dropped to her chest. She’d been screwed.

And in so many ways.

Brent had proven his political power over her in the Arts Council meeting. A quick rut against his office door had shown his physical and sexual power. He’d shown her in no uncertain terms that he could do whatever he wanted to her, whenever he wanted.

Her shoulders shook.

“This isn’t over,” she whispered.

She had her pride. It didn’t matter what he did; he’d never get that from her. She lifted her chin and straightened her shoulders. She did what she could to make herself respectable, but nothing soothed her tattered ego. By the time she’d reapplied her lipstick and wiped the stickiness off her thighs, she was raging mad.

When she marched out of the bathroom, her steps were quick and sure. She kept her eyes strictly off the antiques display and headed to the door. She felt one last betraying flutter between her legs as she looked at it. Something brushed against her foot, and she glanced down.

It was the money.

She swept the damp twenty-dollar bills off the floor and stuffed them into her purse. “I earned this. I’m damn well going to keep it.”

She shut the office door with a bang and strode toward the head of the staircase. Her confidence wavered as she looked down at the crowd of people. Suddenly, she was fifteen all over again. This was exactly how she’d felt when she’d walked out of the Devonshire’s bathroom looking like a wet T-shirt contestant.

“Damn you, Brent,” she said through clenched teeth.

Holding her head high, she marched down the stairs.

“There you are, dear. I wondered where you’d gotten to.”

Talia felt her flushed cheeks heat to the scorching point. She didn’t want to talk to Roger Thorton now. Her gaze darted around the room as she looked for an escape. He stepped in front of her, effectively blocking her path.

Humiliation made her cringe. Could he tell? Could he see that she’d just had sex? Could he smell it?

“I think you were right,” she said, thinking quickly. She didn’t even have to fake the tremor in her voice. “I feel as if I’m coming down with something. Perhaps I should go home.”

“But of course, dear,” he said. “You shouldn’t push yourself like this.”

She almost jumped out of her skin when he caught her chin.

“Do you want me to take you to a doctor? Your eyes are hazy, and you’ve got a sheen of sweat at your temples.”

“I just need some rest. Really.” She turned her head to get away from his disturbing touch. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Brent. She quickly gave him her back and focused on Roger. She needed to get out of here. Now. “Could you find my coat?”

“Stay right here.” He stopped a passing waiter and grabbed a glass of water. “Drink this. It might make you feel better.”

Her fingers gripped the glass hard as she took a long drink. The water felt good against her parched throat. She rolled the cool glass against her hot forehead and tried to calm down. So many powerful feelings were coursing through her veins. Embarrassment, shame, and anger were warring for the top spot. When Brent moved into her line of view again and lifted a glass of champagne in salute, anger won out.

“Here you go, dear,” Roger said as he returned.

Talia spun around and nearly threw her empty glass at a waiter. Her hands clenched into fists as she punched her arms through the sleeves of her coat. Her knuckles bumped against something hard, and she felt it wobble. Instinctively, she grabbed for it.

It was the small, animalier bronze on the hallway table. A cat.

The rest of the world faded away as she looked at it. Her heart started pounding in her chest, and a feeling of triumph threatened to cut off her air supply.

She was worth a hell of a lot more than $120.

She thrust the sculpture into her pocket and headed for the door.

Roger quickened his stride to keep up with her. “Are you sure you’ll be okay? Do you need me to drive you home?”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Roger. Would you stop following that sad sack around?” Lydia Thorton’s inebriated voice cut through the din of the crowd. “The party’s just starting to hop.”

Talia kept her back to the woman. She couldn’t deal with Lydia on the best of days. She certainly couldn’t deal with her now.

“Thank you, Uncle Roger,” she said as she nodded to the doorman. “I can get home on my own.”

“Are you sure? I hope you’ll be feeling better by Tuesday. Don’t forget we’re having that dinner party.”

“I’ll be there,” she called over her shoulder.

She nearly ran out the front door of the Harrington mansion. Her footsteps were quick as she left the hell that was the Harringtons, the Thortons, and the Arts Council. She quickly sent the parking valet for her car.

Her breaths were still shaky, but she closed her eyes and inhaled the crisp night air as she waited. Her fingers tightened around the bronze cat in her pocket. It weighed heavily in her hand, and the pressure in her chest eased.

“Now who’s been screwed, Turd?”

* * * * *
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Talia was in the shop early the next morning. She hadn’t slept well. Her body was sore in places that hadn’t been sore for a long time, and her emotions were still touchy. It had taken a hot bath and nearly half a bottle of wine to calm her nerves after she’d gotten home last night.

At least she felt that she’d come out on top in the end. Sometime today, Brent was going to realize what had happened. Hitting him in the pocketbook had been pure inspiration. It was the place he would feel it the most. Soon, he was going to be regretting his actions.

She put the pretty cat on display. She’d been surprised to find it was a Mène, but that made things even sweeter. The cat’s eyes seemed to glitter in the morning sunlight. It would surely sell quickly, and she’d already decided that the proceeds would go into the Sizemore Foundation. After all, Brent had said he was happy to make a donation. He just hadn’t realized how big a donation it was going to be.

The bell over the front door to Coolectibles rang, and she turned away from the new display. Sadie stepped into the shop and wiped her feet on the welcome mat. She cocked her head when she saw that they were already open for business. “You’re up early.”

Talia shrugged. “I couldn’t sleep.”

“Of course, you couldn’t sleep. Who could after all the excitement last night?” Sadie tugged off her jacket and hurried over. “Tell me everything.”

Talia stopped in the act of wiping dust off an old phonograph. Excitement? Last night? How had her assistant found out what had happened?

Her stomach turned. Brent. He’d already spread word of their tryst through the New Covington grapevine. She felt bile rise up in her throat. The rumor mill must be working overtime.

“Oh, come on, Talia. Did you see anything? The newscast was pretty vague.”

The news? The news? Her common sense took over. There was no way that a story about her and Brent doing the deed would have been on the nightly news. She turned and looked at her friend. “What did they say?”

Sadie rolled her eyes with impatience. “Just the basics. Robbery, Harrington mansion, party... You know. Tell me what really happened.”

Robbery? Talia’s head snapped up. Brent was calling it a robbery?

That bastard! He was trying to get back at her. Of all the—

Her stomach lurched as everything clicked into place. Reaching up, she slapped a hand over her mouth. Of course, he’d reported it as a robbery—because that was what it had been. He didn’t know that she’d taken the little cat. He didn’t know why it had been stolen.

Dear God, she was a thief.

“Talia? What’s wrong?” Sadie caught her by the arm. Gently, she led her to a chair. “Sit down before you pass out.”

“Oh, no,” Talia said as wooziness overtook her. What had she done?

“I keep telling you that you should take better care of yourself.” Sadie crouched down in front of her and felt her forehead. “You don’t feel as if you’ve got a fever.”

Talia shrugged off the touch. No fever? Her skin prickled as if it was on fire. Every single nerve ending was flaring, signaling danger. She closed her eyes to try to block it out. That just intensified the thrum of her pulse in her ears. The pounding seemed to taunt “guil-ty, guil-ty” over and over again. “What was I thinking?”
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