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      Vitaly remained motionless in the moderately comfortable chair—at least, as comfortable as a person his size could be in a seat designed for someone of average height and weight.  Neither description applied to him.

      He fought the urge to flip his wrist to check his watch.  It gave the appearance of nervousness, when he was actually irritated.  This little meeting threw his schedule off.

      Vitaly was in charge of the groomsmen activities for his brother’s wedding this weekend.  Their relationship had turned a corner in recent months, and he refused to let Andrei and  Zaria, his soon to be sister-in-law, down.

      Sitting in a room with team representatives discussing his future with the Torrent wasn’t high on Vitaly’s list of things he wanted to do.  After the incident with Bellamy Marsden’s wife and Jamie threatening them with Vitaly filing a grievance, he wanted nothing more than to end his stent with the team.

      His contract was up, and he’d already discussed his desires going forward with Jamie.  As a free agent at the time of contract negotiations, she had encouraged him to sign for a maximum of four years.  Jamie was excellent at her job.  Since she’d started representing him six years prior, he’d more than doubled his endorsement deals and signing bonus.

      Vitaly refocused on the conversation just as the head of the legal department spoke to those at the table.

      “We understand things have been less than optimal recently.”

      That was putting it mildly.

      Vitaly suppressed a smirk.  He knew his status with the team.  Despite them not making it to the playoffs, he remained their most consistent player and an All-Star pick for years running.  The guy who played behind him had skills, but he didn’t meet Vitaly’s level of proficiency.

      “However, the organization sees a future with Mr. Antonov.”

      Gesturing toward the stacks of papers in front of Vitaly and each member of his team, Scott Hayes continued.

      “I trust you’ve all had a chance to review the proposed contract.”

      “We have.”

      Although Rich was his attorney of record, Jamie responded to the team’s lawyer.  They’d established the hierarchy in any meeting in which both attended.  When she responded, Vitaly’s shoulders straightened.  He knew what was coming when Hayes spoke again.

      “Are there any points we need to review?  Counter points?  We are here to negotiate, after all.”

      “Of course.”

      Jamie leaned forward slightly, placing her folded hands on the dark wood of the executive conference table.

      “But before we hammer out any fine details, my client has one stipulation.”

      Hayes’ gaze flicked between Vitaly and his team.  Vitaly didn’t have to look at them to know neither Jamie’s nor Rich’s facial expressions gave anything away.  The flexing of his fingers atop the stack of papers telegraphed Hayes’ nervousness. Vitaly almost felt sorry for him.  The attorney’s anxiety was probably through the roof—especially after they had to compensate Vitaly for the missed games along with a hefty bonus to avoid a fine.

      “In light of the events related to Mr. Antonov’s unjust and irresponsible suspension from the team, he is no longer comfortable working within an organization with Mr. Marsden as an owner and managing authority.  Therefore...”

      Jamie slid the contract away from her, toward the center of the table.  Rich did the same.  Vitaly used the tip of his pointer finger to flick the paper a few inches.

      “Any contract in which Bellamy Marsden’s name is listed in a position giving him any semblance of power over my client is not acceptable.”

      Scott Hayes couldn’t hide his shock fast enough for Vitaly to miss it.  The request was unprecedented.  It wasn’t hard to imagine how Bellamy Marsden would respond to it.  The pompous asshole was prone to throwing tantrums.

      Vitaly didn’t have to stretch his imagination to visualize how things might go when the team reps told Marsden the conditions.  On Vitaly’s part, he had no expectation of the Torrent agreeing to those terms.  While not over fifty percent, Marsden held the largest ownership percentage in the team.  None of it mattered to Vitaly.  He wouldn’t work for Marsden, even indirectly.  Not anymore.

      The overblown idiot didn’t have the sense to leave well enough alone when the league overturned Vitaly’s suspension.  He’d attempted to use his influence to poison Vitaly’s prospects.  The vindictive fucker tried to make it so that if Vitaly didn’t stay to play with the Torrent, he’d be forced into retirement or to go hat in hand to Andrei to beg his brother for a job.

      Vitaly didn’t beg.  Not anyone.  His talent alone had other teams giving Marsden the cold shoulder.  It didn’t hurt that the real reason he was suspended had gotten out.  The video his teammate, Mason Reed, recorded mysteriously disappeared.  From everywhere—including Mason’s cloud server.  However, word of mouth from those present was quite effective.

      It was best for all involved for Marsden and Vitaly not to share the same space.  Without Marsden there, Vitaly stared at Scott Hayes, waiting for the man to find his words.

      “Pardon?”

      The words Hayes found came out in a sputtering jumble.

      “This is... unprecedented.  Mr. Marsden is... the other owners...”

      He fell silent, his lips clamped together tightly.  While it was obvious he attempted to get a coherent response together, he didn’t speak again, and none of the other Torrent reps intervened.

      When it seemed neither he nor the others would respond, Vitaly glanced at Jamie.  She gave a short nod then turned her attention to Hayes.

      “Thank you all for your time.  Since we can’t agree to terms, this meeting is over.”

      Vitaly and his team stood, prompting an immediate response from Hayes.  Holding his hands out in front of him, Scott Hayes pressed them in a downward motion.

      “Wait. Please sit.  Give us a moment to discuss this.  I’m sure we can come to an agreement that works for everyone.”

      Vitaly felt Jamie’s gaze, but he didn’t look at her.  They’d considered this scenario, and she knew where he stood.  But he trusted her judgement.  In the many years she’d been his agent, she hadn’t mis-stepped yet.  So, when she put her hand on the back of her chair and sat down, he did the same.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          MEET VITALY ANTONOV

        

      

    

    
      “Tell me again why I have to go to a wedding for the brother and sister of two of your clients?”

      Jacelyn stepped over the threshold, entering the east wing suite her sister Jamie always stayed in when she visited Jacelyn’s Coryville home—far away from the suite of rooms Jacelyn occupied.  In the event Jamie invited guests over, Jacelyn didn’t want to hear them.

      The idea of Jamie being insulated from Jacelyn’s extracurricular activities wasn’t even a thought.  There were no such activities.  After being married in her early twenties and widowed before the age of thirty, Jacelyn didn’t have much interest in relationships.  She’d tried on and off in the years following Bruce’s death, but nothing stuck.

      “Because, Sissy.”  Jamie shimmied into the elegantly understated, figure-hugging mauve dress.  “You’re my plus one.  I can’t show up at an exclusive wedding like this solo.”

      “Why not?”

      Jacelyn winced at the whine in her voice.  She was a millisecond away from stomping her foot like a petulant two-year-old.

      “It wouldn’t look right.  I can’t bring a date, because I don’t invite my clients that far into my personal life.  And technically, Cisco isn’t my client yet.”

      From what Jamie told her, Francisco Truman was a talented young hockey player who needed good representation.  Jamie had gotten the lead from one of her other clients, Vitaly Antonov, who also happened to be the brother of the groom, Andrei Antonov.  Vitaly was the reason Jamie received an invitation.

      Walking over to Jacelyn, Jamie put her hands beneath her hair, lifting it off her neck before she turned, pointing to the open zipper at the back of her dress.  Jacelyn responded to the silent request, tugging on the pull and connecting the hook at the top.

      “You could always hire an escort.”

      Jacelyn offered the perfectly reasonable suggestion with a tap to her sister’s back signaling she was done.

      “Have you lost your mind?”

      Jamie’s stink eye rivaled their grandma Miriam’s.  That woman could make a cobra slink back into a basket with a single stare.

      “What?”  Jacelyn shrugged.  “It’s a viable suggestion, and this is Vegas.  I’m positive there’s a discreet, reputable service that will provide you with arm candy.”

      Sucking her teeth, Jamie walked away.

      “Number one, I’m not that desperate.  Number two, and most important, I had to provide the name of my plus one for a background check.  This late in the game, I can’t substitute anyone else—especially not a person I can’t vouch for.”

      Jacelyn didn’t even blink when Jamie mentioned the background check.  Her sister moved in circles requiring non-disclosure agreements even to accept a dinner invitation.  Although she didn’t regularly socialize with the rich and famous anymore, Jacelyn had experience with social NDAs.

      Flopping onto the bed like a character from a classical romance novel, Jacelyn put her arm over her eyes.

      “But I don’t want to people... I just closed a big case.  All I want to do is relax in my PJs with a pint of gelato, turn on the Travel Channel and read a good book.”

      “You know.  Instead of watching other people enjoy vacations, you could take one of your own.  It’ll do you good to have a break from work.”

      Jacelyn felt the bed dip before Jamie nudged her.

      “Besides, you’re acting like you don’t know Zaria.”

      The bride, Zaria Coleman, like Jacelyn, was an attorney with her own practice in Las Vegas.  Jacelyn shook her head at Jamie’s assertion.

      “I don’t.  We’ve met a few times in professional settings, but I don’t know her past polite hellos and small talk.”

      “And that’s the only reason I don’t feel some type of way about you not slipping her my card when she helped Cisco search for an agent.  But in the future, Sissy.  Be a little more social.”

      Jamie emphasized her directive with another poke.

      “No.  I don’t wanna.”

      Jacelyn pouted without a care.  Ignoring her, Jamie pulled on her arm.

      “Come on, I’ll zip you up.  I know you already have your clothes laid out.  You just came in here in your robe trying to pull an okie doke on me.”

      Jacelyn squelched the grin tugging at her lips. That’s absolutely what she tried to do.  Her face was already lightly made up, and her hair wouldn’t require much for her to be ready to walk out the door.  She’d come to Jamie’s suite in a last-ditch effort.

      Resigning herself to her fate, Jacelyn allowed Jamie to lead her from the room, across the house, and into her own suite.  In her mind, she calculated how long she had to stay before she could slip away without being rude.

      Their arrival at Anton’s occurred with no fanfare.  If Jamie had led with the fact that the wedding and reception were being held at the exclusive Las Vegas casino, Jacelyn might not have been quite so reluctant.  When it came to protecting the privacy of its guests, Fort Knox could take lessons from Anton’s.

      Those attending the wedding were directed to a private underground entrance Jacelyn had never used, but she couldn’t be considered a regular at the hotel or the casino.  She had attended events here and there in its grand ballroom.  However, those people didn’t have the obvious influence of the casino owner.  Their guests either entered through the casino or the event door on the opposite side of the grounds.

      As she and Jamie walked in with the other guests, Jacelyn people-watched.  Occasionally, she saw an acquaintance and nodded in greeting.  Jamie was in her element.  Even though Andrei Antonov had retired from playing hockey, his ownership stake in the Las Vegas Chevaliers meant there were more than a few former and current athletes in attendance.

      “I really like this setup.  It’s elegant.”  Jamie leaned in, keeping her voice low.

      Jacelyn nodded in agreement.  “It is. Very elegant.”

      For anyone with the eye to tell the difference, the decorations screamed money without being gaudy.  Even the chairs were leagues beyond the normal padded folding chairs.  She didn’t have to worry about her ample hips rubbing against the person in the seat next to her, or her bum going numb from lack of cushioning.  Despite what people liked to say, having a big ass didn’t mean sitting on hard surfaces for long periods of time wouldn’t be an issue.

      Soft music played as the wedding got underway.  Jacelyn lost herself perusing the surroundings and the people until the groom and best man took their place on the raised dais at the front of the room.  Her position on the aisle gave her an excellent view.

      The groom was ruggedly handsome in his tuxedo.  But the man at his side made Jacelyn temporarily forget how to perform the simple function of breathing.  When her gaze first landed on him, she froze.

      Was he looking at her?

      The intense fire in his eyes convinced her that he stared at someone just beyond her.  Except... Jacelyn knew for a fact a guy sat behind her.

      And one thing she knew for certain about Vitaly Antonov—he was very much a heterosexual man.  A virile, gorgeous man who oozed sex from his very pores.

      Shit...

      She needed to stop looking at him.  One side of his mouth tipped into a grin before a flash of pink appeared when his tongue swiped over his bottom lip.

      Not lasciviously.  To anyone looking, it would simply appear that he wet his lips to stave off dryness.  But to Jacelyn, the heat in his gaze made it seem like he tasted something.  Coupled with the way his eyelids drifted closed for a beat, it gave the impression he savored a delicacy.

      The entire exchange lasted less than a minute, but to Jacelyn, it felt as if she sat in a lone chair in front of a tribunal being interrogated—if being interrogated by a tribunal caused her honey pot to clench as a reminder that it was indeed still fully functional.

      Try as she might, she couldn’t look away.  Her shoulders dropped when he finally turned his attention, staring just to the right of her head.  Jacelyn wasn’t left to wonder what captured his notice.  The music shifted, announcing the entrance of the bride.  Maybe she’d been caught in Vitaly’s thrall longer than she thought.  All the groomsmen and the bridesmaids were now lined up on the dais on either side of the minister.

      Well damn... The man made her miss an entire block of time.

      Jacelyn had a short-lived reprieve from the intensity of Vitaly’s stare.  Or at least it seemed like it.  After the exchange of vows, Dominque Truman approached the microphone next to the grand piano being played by her younger brother and Jamie’s soon-to-be newest client, Francisco Truman.  Jacelyn mused they were a family filled with multiple talents, from athletics to the arts.

      As Dominique sang the opening words to the Roberta Flack classic, The First Time Ever I Saw Your Face, her expression could only be described as pure love.  Following the direction of her gaze, Jacelyn saw Denzel Reyes staring at Dominique, apparently equally lovestruck.  Jacelyn wondered if the two of them knew how obvious they were.

      Like a magnet tuned to a specific polarity, she couldn’t stop her eyes from drifting back to his.  Vitaly Antonov.  The last man who should hold any interest to her whatsoever.  Besides being almost ten years her junior, he was Jamie’s client.  Jacelyn made it a point never to put herself in a position to have a negative effect on her sister’s livelihood.  With the estate she inherited from Bruce, Jacelyn could take care of herself, Jamie, and their mother for several lifetimes.

      While Jamie could and did take care of herself, Jacelyn would never stop looking out for her.  So, when the reception started, she walked around with Jamie, socializing and smiling as her sister made new connections.

      She didn’t miss these things after her husband died.  Although the atmosphere in the reception was decidedly less stiff, part of the outcome remained the same.  People with money discussing ways to make more money, or hold on to the money they had.  She searched for a way to gracefully exit without Jamie feeling compelled to join her when sex-in-a-suit strode up to them.

      “Jamie!  I’m glad you could make it.”

      Vitaly’s boyish smile transformed his face in a way even his beard couldn’t defy.

      Shaking Jamie’s hand, he stared at the man standing between Jacelyn and Jamie.  The man’s name slipped Jacelyn’s mind almost as soon as he introduced himself.  He was a close talker and seemed to think both of them needed to smell the three glasses of champagne he’d consumed since the reception began.

      Had it been someone more agreeable, Jacelyn might’ve had thoughts on the way Vitaly glared at the man until he slunk away.  Jamie’s polite smile didn’t cover the mirth in her eyes when she tapped Vitaly’s shoulder.

      “That was rude, V.”

      Vitaly responded with a languid shrug.  He wasn’t even looking at Jamie.  Instead, he stared at Jacelyn.  The heat from earlier was in full effect and doing things to her insides that shouldn’t be happening in a ballroom filled with people.

      Stop it!

      Her internal whisper-shout was, for the most part, ineffective.  But Jacelyn tried anyway.

      Her sister, exhibiting far less astuteness than usual, looked between the two of them before asking, “Vitaly, have you ever met my sister Jacelyn?”

      “No.  I haven’t had the pleasure.”

      Heat engulfed Jacelyn’s right hand.  The touch of Vitaly’s lightly calloused palm and fingertips sent warmth up her arm, then down her torso—settling in the place she’d just expressly told to calm down.  When his beard scratched against her knuckles, preceding his deceptively soft lips pressing into the back of her hand, Jacelyn devoted all her concentration to not melting into a puddle.

      Her body picked an amazing time to remind her that her self-imposed celibacy didn’t mean it couldn’t and didn’t crave a touch other than her own.  It irked her, since she was regularly in the company of attractive men without experiencing such a visceral response.

      Jamie’s voice pierced the invisible bubble surrounding Jacelyn and Vitaly.  Mildly startled, Jacelyn recovered by attempting to tug her hand away from his.

      “Vitaly Antonov, meet Jacelyn Shannon.  Jace, meet Vitaly Antonov.”

      “Her favorite client.”

      Vitaly took pity on Jacelyn by releasing her from his visual hold to glance at her sister.

      “Who told you that nonsense?”  Jamie shot back.

      Both of them spoke before Jacelyn remembered how to work her vocal cords to reply to the introduction.  She simply nodded and tried once again to extricate her hand from his hold.  This time, he released her.

      For all Jacelyn heard of what her sister said after that, Jamie may as well have stood on the other side of the crowded room whispering.  Jacelyn didn’t hear a word.  Now, more than ever, she needed an exit strategy.  However, with it just being the three of them, she wasn’t sure how to manage it gracefully.

      Her rescue came in the unlikely forms of Denzel, Dominique, and her brother Cisco—a big part of Jamie’s reason for attending.  JLS, her sister’s boutique sports agency, was a shoo-in to secure Cisco as a client.  But it didn’t mean she wouldn’t feel him out to see if they were a fit professionally.

      Usually, Jacelyn was an excellent wing woman.  This evening, she fell short.  On many fronts.  If she were honest with herself, she knew the reason why.  He stood mere inches away from her.  So close she felt the heat radiating from his muscular frame.  While he wasn’t quite as tall as Denzel, Vitaly still towered over her five-foot three-inch frame.  Even in heels, the top of her head just managed to reach the center of his chest.

      She watched Jamie chat with Cisco and Denzel, surreptitiously shifting into the personality test she gave all of her clients, Jacelyn found her moment.  Or so she thought.  She considered whispering to Jamie about going to the restroom, but didn’t want to interrupt.

      Besides, it would’ve been an outright lie.  The only reason she’d stop by the ladies’ room would be to escape conversation for a few minutes while she arranged for her car service to pick her up, then come back for Jamie.  So, once her sister was completely invested in the discussion, Jacelyn slowly backed away from their little group.

      As she walked, she retrieved her phone from her clutch purse.  Her thumb hovered over the contact for the car service when a deep voice caused her to lower the device.

      The human brain was magnificent.  It could absorb an untold amount of information.  The true capacity of its power astounded her. Jacelyn’s brain had become extraordinarily skilled at convincing her things weren’t what she thought they were.  It was a recent development.  As recent as an hour ago.  Right up until she had to face the reality of Vitaly standing directly behind her, Jacelyn’s brain allowed her to believe she hadn’t seen him exit their little group not a full second after she backed away.

      It even went so far as to encourage her he’d simply given Jamie the floor to work her magic without his assistance, returning to his semi-hosting duties as his brother’s best man.  None of those things were true.

      “Is it just me, or are you planning an escape right now?”

      No amount of wishing he wasn’t behind her in the otherwise empty hallway made it any less true.  Turning, she tilted her head back, looking up at him.  A smile hovered at the corners of his mouth.  He wore an expression similar to one she’d seen him wear during television interviews.

      It vanished when he positioned himself in front of the goal.  Then, his expression turned fierce, his focus unmatched.  He lowered his head slightly, lifting an eyebrow, prompting her to answer.

      “Escape?  I wouldn’t call it an escape.”

      The hint of a smile transitioned to a full-fledged grin.  Decreasing the small distance separating them, Vitaly looked from her face to the phone still clutched in her hand, then back to her face.

      “What would you call it when you sneak away from the party and contact someone in the hallway?  Let me guess.  You were about to phone your driver slash bodyguard to tell them you were ready to leave.”

      Jacelyn had zero control over her lips pinching together in what she refused to call a pout.  Because how dare he accurately assess her actions before he showed up?  She didn’t allow herself to consider why his being correct bothered her.

      “No offense, Mr. Antonov⁠—”

      “Vitaly.”

      He interjected before she could follow up her disclaimer, telling him to mind his business in the nicest way possible.  Accepting his correcting demand to use his first name, she tried again.

      “No offense, Vitaly.  But whether I’m escaping or calling it an early night, it’s not really your concern.”

      Fire leapt into his eyes.  For a second, Jacelyn wanted to snatch the words back.  But she gathered herself, meeting his fierce gaze defiantly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          CAT GOT YOUR TONGUE?

        

      

    

    
      Layered in the with the indescribable emotion he felt when Jacelyn had the audacity to tell him she wasn’t his concern, lust crashed in on Vitaly at her defiant posture after she delivered her little edict.  Her flame lit his fire, and it was sexy as hell. It was the only excuse he could offer for what he did next.

      The little space between them shrank to nothing when he took a step, eating it up, causing her lush front to brush his.  Only a brush, not a press.  He hadn’t given his hands what they wanted and pulled her tightly to him to adequately feel her soft curves.  No.  What he’d allowed thus far was a tease.

      Leaning down until his lips lightly touched the shell of her ear, he released the words he couldn’t hold back.

      “What makes you think anything that happens to you isn’t my concern, Plamya?  I’m a caring kind of guy.”

      “Umm...”

      Her sudden loss for words gave Vitaly a modicum of pride.  Whenever he’d seen her in pictures, courtesy of Jamie, Jacelyn always looked so poised and unflappable.  Even when she smiled, she appeared very self-contained.  Being able to rattle Jacelyn Shannon could become his new favorite thing.

      “What?  You don’t believe I’m caring?”

      Unable to stop them, his fingers traced the curve of her shoulder exposed by the sleeveless dress she tortured him with.  The straps of his form-fitting tormenter kept the dress from slipping, exposing her heavy breasts, but left the rounded tops of her arms uncovered.

      Not a stranger to going after what he wanted, Vitaly was still catching up with his drive to be near her.  When Russian fell from his lips, he shocked himself.  Having spent more than half his life in the United States speaking English, he rarely thought in Russian.  Unless he talked to Andrei, he didn’t even process information in his native language anymore.

      “I don’t actually know you to believe one thing over another.”

      Jacelyn’s velvet voice wrapped around his cock.  While he watched her, she studied his fingers tracing random circles on her upper arm.  She observed the movements, but didn’t ask him to stop.  While her acceptance of his touch pleased him, her words didn’t.

      “Are you sure you don’t know me?”

      Keeping her as his entire focus, he dipped his head low enough to re-enter her view.  A line appeared on her otherwise smooth brow.

      “My sister just introduced us less than twenty minutes ago.  Did you miss that part?”

      Sassy.

      Vitaly enjoyed a woman unafraid to speak her mind.

      “No, I didn’t miss it, Plamya.  But, with a common person in our lives, there’s no way you know nothing about me.”

      “Knowing things about you and knowing you aren’t the same.”

      Her response was quick, but her delivery didn’t hold the confidence he was certain she wanted it to display.  Her husky voice held a slightly breathless quality.  It did nothing to cool his ardor.  In fact, it made him want to get closer to her.

      “Well...since you don’t think you know enough about me to determine if I’m a caring man, why don’t we rectify that?”

      With people being big on body autonomy and personal boundaries these days, he risked the uninvited touch.  Even more dicey, he increased the contact by placing both hands on her shoulders.  Vitaly wasn’t certain if his gut or his hormones were in control, but he went with it, stepping closer until his feet bracketed hers and she had to tilt her head back even farther to meet his gaze.

      “Mr. Antonov⁠—”

      “Vitaly.”

      Lowering his eyelids, he pierced her with a censuring stare.

      “I thought we’d moved past being so formal.”

      Releasing a huffing breath laced with what he considered fake frustration, she spoke again.

      “Vitaly, no offense.  But I really just wanted to go home.”

      Nodding, Vitaly noted how natural she felt in his arms, her curves lightly brushing his.  He wondered if she even realized she’d leaned into him.  Slowly, while searching her face for any signs of discomfort, he relocated his hold from her shoulders to her lower back.

      “Are you tired?  Or tired of people?”

      The way she averted her eyes when he mentioned people answered the question, eliminating her need to confirm it.  Despite his body’s protest, he released her and took a step back.  Unable to not touch her, he clasped her hand in his.

      “Come with me.  I have a place where you can get away for a little while, but still be nearby if your sister needs you.”

      When she looked just past his shoulder, he followed her gaze to the nearly empty space leading back to the ballroom.  Nearly empty because he’d caught a glimpse of one of Andrei’s security guys.  While they normally had the eerie ability to blend into any environment and not be noticed, Vitaly had been around them enough to pick them out.

      His brother’s teams were so good, Vitaly normally gave his guys time off when he stayed at Anton’s.  But he was certain security hadn’t garnered her attention.  The options she weighed were written on her face.

      “Maybe I should just go back inside and tough it out with Jamie.  This thing is going to be over soon.  Right?”

      The degree of hopefulness in her eyes made him dread being the one to crush it.  Excited utterances from the direction of the ballroom were the perfect segue.  Hooking a thumb over his shoulder, he gave her a grin he hoped came across as understanding.

      “That... is the sound of the party really getting started.  My brother and I haven’t retained many traditions from home.  But his bride isn’t of the same mind.”

      Leaning, Jacelyn attempted to look into the room without making any further moves to go back inside.

      “What’s happening?”

      “If I had to guess, one of the drinking games.  Or maybe the kissing game.  Or, it could be the start of one of the performances.”

      “Performances?  Plural?  Someone’s doing a set?”

      The mere idea of it seemed to send Jacelyn into a spiral.  Vitaly had picked up on her polite, but withdrawn, manner when he watched her and Jamie working the room.  Well, Jamie working the room and Jacelyn being her wing woman.  Her support of her sister was just one positive attribute drawing him to her.

      “Honestly?  Left up to Zaria, there’s probably more than one someone performing.  She likes to make sure my brother stays connected to his roots.”

      “That’s... sweet.”

      Jacelyn’s words and facial expression didn’t match.  However, Vitaly didn’t call her out.

      “It is.  She’s a kind person.”

      Lightly tugging her hand, he tilted his head in the direction opposite the ballroom when she looked up at him again.

      “Come on.  Let’s escape.  At least for a few minutes.”

      Her fingers flexed in his hold, but she didn’t resist when he started walking toward the private elevator.  Their steps were muted by the carpet, but he wouldn’t have heard them anyway.  The softness of her hand held Vitaly’s focus—along with how good her body felt pressed against his and the erotically floral scent of her perfume.

      It's possible he should’ve made small talk to put her at ease. Had she been anyone else, he quite likely would’ve run his mouth talking about whatever popped into his head.  But standing next to Jacelyn in the elevator, as the numbers on the display increased, he didn’t feel the pressure to fill the silence with his voice.

      When they reached the penthouse level, the doors behind them slid open.  Turning, he extended a hand, inviting her into his suite.  With a glance in his direction, she stepped out, entering the foyer.

      Once it became clear how serious Andrei was about Zaria, Vitaly arranged for his own suite of rooms.  He could’ve done so years ago, but he knew providing and protecting were Andrei’s love language.  So, Vitaly enjoyed the convenience.

      Leading Jacelyn through to the living space, he guided her to the sofa, encouraging her to sit.  Instead of joining her, he approached the bar on the opposite side of the room.

      “Can I offer you a drink?”

      Before Jacelyn answered, a buzzing sound emanated from the small purse she carried.  She quickly recovered from her startled jump to retrieve her phone.  Studying her features and responses had become Vitaly’s new favorite thing.  As reserved as she’d been for the majority of the evening, her face softened when she looked at the display.

      “Is everything okay?”

      Although he was pretty certain of the answer, and the odds were, her sister was on the phone, he asked.  Primarily, because he couldn’t ignore the little monster plucking at the back of his mind, suggesting her softened expression wasn’t reserved for her sister, but for a man.  A man dumb enough to let her attend a wedding without him being next to her.

      Her eyes left the screen to meet his, giving him a slice of solace when he saw the openness in her gaze.

      “Yes, it’s fine.  I didn’t text Jamie, and she finally realized I hadn’t just slipped away to the ladies’ room.”

      “Oh.”

      With the identity of her mystery texter known, Vitaly held up two bottles.

      “Would you like sparkling or flat?”

      Jacelyn’s adorable head tilt preceded the smile stretching her full lips.

      “Flat is fine.  Thank you.”

      “Cold or room temp?”

      “Cold, please.”

      He could offer her something stronger from the fully stocked bar.  However, Vitaly wanted them to have clear heads.  While he had no definite plans or expectations, whatever occurred, neither party could blame the influence of alcohol.

      Replacing the sparkling water, he grabbed another cold bottle of flat for himself.  He could’ve held the bottle by the cap when he extended it to her.  But he didn’t.  He’d just had it positioned perfectly after he twisted the top to break the seal.  However, doing so would’ve robbed him of her touch when her soft fingers brushed his.

      A juvenile move.  He was almost ashamed of himself.  Almost.  He did have the excuse of having large hands.  Wrapped around the bottle, it covered everything except the last inch of it and the cap.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Ignoring his internal protests, he sat on the opposite end of the sofa.  With one arm stretched along the back, he tried not to be a total creeper, staring at her.  It was quite possible that he failed miserably.

      “So, are parties not your thing, or is it just wedding receptions?”

      Having just taken a drink of her water, Jacelyn lowered it, replaced the cap, and located a drink coaster to place it on.

      “I don’t have anything against parties or weddings.  Not really.  I’ve just been busy lately.  So, I counted on having this weekend free to unwind.  I completely forgot about Jamie asking me to be her plus one.”

      Turning his own water up to his lips, Vitaly drained almost half the liquid before replacing the cap and sitting it at his feet.  Jacelyn’s voice had a quality about it, which made him vacillate between being soothed and feeling like she’d wrapped her delicate fingers around his cock, stroking it.

      Her mentioning how busy she’d been recently offered him a segue to start a conversation.  From his random questions to Jamie after seeing a picture of Jacelyn in her office, he already knew she lived in the Las Vegas area, practicing law at her own firm.  Despite having the information tucked away, he asked questions.

      “What could have you so busy you’d rather stay home than come celebrate with us?”

      “Us?”

      Jacelyn’s expression matched the cute way she angled her head to one side.

      “I could’ve sworn I just watched your brother get married. Not you.”

      Vitaly slanted his head, peering at her through his lashes.

      “Are you suggesting my family isn’t celebrating?  Only my brother and his bride?  That sounds nothing like the person your sister speaks of.”

      Although Vitaly’s blood relatives had shrunk to only him and Andrei, he’d gained family when Andrei found Zaria.  He didn’t dwell on why or how his last blood relative met his demise.  No point in dredging up distasteful memories when he had the unique opportunity of having Jacelyn Shannon all to himself.  Such an occasion couldn’t and wouldn’t be squandered.

      “My sister doesn’t talk about me at work.  Try again.”

      Vitaly didn’t miss the momentary stiffening of her posture before she shrugged off his statement.

      “Actually, she does.  She’s very proud of you.”

      A single, assessing eyebrow lifted as Jacelyn stared at him.  He met her gaze, one side of his lips quirked into a half grin.

      “I know she’s proud of me, but she didn’t tell you that.  My sister is very private.  She doesn’t discuss her personal life with her clients.”

      Thanks to his long arms, Vitaly’s fingers were almost within touching range, while the rest of him remained near the other end of the sofa.  Edging closer, he gave in to the urge to trail his fingertips along the silky skin of her shoulder.  Leaning in just enough for him to see the variations in the dark brown color of her eyes, he ran his tongue over his bottom lip.

      “Well, maybe I’m special.  Because she’s told me many things about you.”

      The cute little line appeared between her eyebrows again and her lips pursed, practically demanding to be kissed.  Folding her arms across her middle had the delightful effect of lifting the tops of her breast higher into the vee in the front.  Even if he’d wanted to, he couldn’t stop himself from appreciating the view.

      “No one is that special.  We have a rule.  Separation of church and state.”

      “Well...”

      Vitaly stopped tracing the top of her shoulder to look into her eyes again.

      “I must be very special then.  Because your church and my state are no longer separate, Plamya.”

      Her face scrunched.  He wasn’t certain if she prepared to dispute his point, or displayed confusion regarding the endearment he’d now used for the second time.

      “What?”

      The single word response didn’t clear things up, but it was okay with him.

      Shrinking the distance between them until he sat on the cushion adjacent to her, Vitaly delivered featherlight strokes from her shoulder to her elbow.  The goose pimples appearing as he traced her satin soft skin told a tale she hadn’t voiced.  Her not shying away from his touch conveyed another.

      “I said...”

      In slow increments, Vitaly leaned in farther.

      “I must be very special, because I have learned many things about the amazing Jacelyn Shannon from her little sister.”

      Pausing his strokes, he flicked his gaze to her eyes.

      “Her phrase.  Not mine.  The little sister part—that is.  The amazing is totally from me.”

      A flash of pink appeared, breaking up the plum boarding on red color of her lipstick.  The swipe across her lips was quick, but the appearance of her tongue garnered all his attention.

      “Ummm...”

      Jacelyn’s soft utterance was the only sound in the room after Vitaly had figuratively tapped his stick to the goal post to be certain of his position.  He wanted this woman.  Badly.  And had since the first moment he’d seen the picture on the wall in Jamie’s office.  Jamie told him they took it the day she officially opened for business.  She stood in the middle of a trio which included Jacelyn on the left and their mother on the right.

      All three were beautiful, but Jacelyn immediately captured his attention.  Something in her eyes and smile spoke to him.  Now, having her in his suite, less than six inches away from her voluptuous curves being pressed against him, he didn’t have the agency to rein himself in.

      “What is it?  Cat got your tongue?  Or were you saving it for me?”

      Without him touching her or coaxing her to loosen her arms from hugging her middle, Jacelyn dropped the pose.  When her fingers curled into his lapels, his responding smile likely showed every tooth in his head.  Slipping one arm around her waist, he eliminated the remaining gap between them, finally getting a taste of her beckoning lips.

      Jacelyn parted them, inviting him to explore her sweetness with her tongue tangling with his before yielding to his dominance.

      Fuck, that was sexy.

      Threading the fingers of his other hand into the hair at her nape, he fisted the strands, giving them a mild tug.  Not enough to hurt, just enough to tilt her head back, exposing her neck.

      Taking advantage of it, Vitaly kissed along her jaw and down the column of her neck.  The hitch in her breathing when his beard scraped her sensitive skin had him repeating the movement, worrying the spot where her jaw and neck met below her ear.

      “Vitaly...”

      Jacelyn spoke his name in a breathy, plaintive sigh.  Pulling back enough to meet her gaze, he lifted his brows in a silent question.  The dark eyes staring back at him appeared glazed over with the same desire currently driving him.  When she simply stared at him, Vitaly squeezed her hip, then slid his hand up the side of her rib cage.

      “What is it, Plamya?  Is there something you want?”

      Following his question with a quick peck to her slightly parted lips, Vitaly watched her intently.  Her bottom lip temporarily disappeared between her teeth before she released it, leaving a sheen of wetness on the pillowy soft offering.  He couldn’t deny the invitation.

      So, Vitaly captured her lips again, delving his tongue between them, gorging himself on her taste.  Tasting her mouth made him want to sample more of her.  Kiss her in other places.

      Taking advantage of the modest vee cut of her dress, he trailed kisses down her neck, then across the tops of the delectable mounds.  Jacelyn’s sharp inhale drew his gaze back to her face.

      “Is this what you want, Baby?  Or is there somewhere else you want my mouth?”

      Dropping to the floor in front of her, Vitaly wished he could say gentle hands pushed her thick thighs apart to create space for himself.  Her skin was silk beneath his fingertips as he lifted the bottom of her dress until he could spread her legs wide enough to accommodate him.

      His gaze locked onto the shiny material covering his prize at the apex of her thighs as he licked his lips.  Tracing a path upwards, he ghosted his digits across the underwear, blocking his view of what he knew would be a delicious pussy.

      “Is it here, Plamya?  Is this where you want my mouth?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          EYES UP HERE

        

      

    

    
      Jacelyn knew she stepped onto a minefield when she allowed Vitaly to lead her to the private elevator, but it didn’t stop her feet from moving when he placed his large, warm hand on the small of her back.  The man was intense.  Far more in person than when she’d seen him on television.  And he was very intense when he lowered himself into his stance on the ice, in front of the goal.

      But her body disobeyed her.  The little voice inside advocating for caution and warning her of potential ramifications became a whisper by the time they stepped into the suite on the penthouse floor.  Trying to occupy herself in order to calm the heat building inside her, Jacelyn observed her surroundings.

      More of an apartment, the suite had a kitchen and a hallway to the left, leading to what she presumed was at least one bedroom.  Accepting his invitation, she sat in the farthest corner of the couch.

      After he brought her the bottle of water, she was relieved when he sat on the other end.  At least she thought she should’ve been relieved.  But part of her wasn’t comforted by him choosing a position so far away.  She thought she’d found her footing again, corralled her hormones...until his fingertips skimmed her shoulder.

      Was he closer than before?

      Jacelyn refocused on the conversation, feeling somewhat more of herself.  She was doing well.  Holding her own.  At least she told herself that until his lightly calloused touch moved from her shoulder down her arm.

      Her self-imposed celibacy started to seem like one of her dumbest ideas ever.

      Okay.  He was definitely closer now.

      With him sitting scant inches away from her, the potency of his smile had a greater effect.  His previous boyish mien vanished.  In its place... the face of a man offering her the pleasure she’d denied herself.  Licking her lips, Jacelyn wondered if it would be so bad if, for once, she let go.  Let herself enjoy the moment.  Not worry about consequences.

      The other voice, the one she seldom listened to, piped up in her moment of indecision.  Ready arguments were made for Jacelyn to just go with it, and let the chips fall where they may.  She and Vitaly didn’t socialize in the same circles.  If they did, they would’ve met long before tonight.

      Besides, he wasn’t local.  He lived in Colorado.  She lived in Nevada.  No added pressure of where things between them would go.  They were adults.

      Sound logic.  So sound that when Vitaly leaned in, she not only accepted his kiss, she grasped his lapels, pulling him closer.

      When he released her lips, desire took control of Jacelyn’s decision making.  His fingers in her hair, tugging, sent a jolt straight to her pussy.

      “Vitaly.”

      Every ounce of want she felt coated her voice.  Passion rode her hard; she could barely process what he said.  His deep voice dropped an octave when he asked her what she wanted.

      Wasn’t it obvious?

      Biting her lip didn’t help her form the words, but Vitaly took away the need when he kissed her again.  Once he released her mouth, raining kisses down her neck and onto the tops of her breasts, she nearly came undone—and he hadn’t even touched the best places yet.

      He spoke to her, asking questions.  Questions her lust fogged brain couldn’t properly process.  Cool air and the warmth of his hands hit her thighs simultaneously when he pushed her legs apart and planted himself on the floor between them.  Looking at him from half-lowered lids, Jacelyn realized at least one of the questions he’d asked required an answer.

      Kneeling between her legs with his warm palms pressing against her inner thighs, he burned her with the fire in his gaze.

      “Answer me, Plamya.  Do you want me to kiss your pretty pussy?  Stick my tongue inside?  Make you come?”

      He’d called her by the endearment again, but Jacelyn was too caught up in the rest of his words to dwell on what it might mean.  His blunt language didn’t even scandalize her.  Actually... it made the ache in her center worse.  She wanted relief, and he held the key.  As if it had a mind of its own, her pelvis tilted, offering her honey pot as tribute.

      “Mmmh!”

      The moan tore from Jacelyn’s throat when Vitaly stroked a single finger down the front of her covered mons.

      “You have to use your words, Plamya.  I can’t read your mind.  Even if I can see your pussy is already weeping for me.”

      “Why are you doing this to me?”

      She intended the question as an internal thought, but Jacelyn heard the words leaving her lips as if someone else spoke them.

      “I’m not doing anything you don’t want me to, Baby.  You just have to be a big girl and use your words.”

      Be a big girl.  Use your words.

      Which words?

      Jacelyn tried, but he didn’t make it easy by fondling her through the barrier of her panties.

      “I can take the ache away for you, but you have to tell me it’s what you want.”

      The light scrape of Vitaly’s beard acted as an erotic contrast with the softness of his lips when he kissed her inner thigh.  Inches away from where she wanted him, he continued to withhold the thing he claimed he was ready to give her.  Her fingers found their way into his hair, grabbing at the long, silky strands, completely destroying the half man bun keeping it held back from his face.

      “Ahh!”

      The nip to her inner thigh made her cry out while simultaneously causing a gush of arousal.  Vitaly’s grip tightened.

      “Give me the words, Plamya.  Give them to me and I’ll take care of you.  I’ll take care of everything.”

      Jacelyn’s struggle to form sentences resulted in disjointed pleading.  However, it was apparently enough for him.

      “Please.  Vitaly.  Touch me.  Kiss me.  Make me come.”

      “As you wish.”

      No sooner had Vitaly responded than Jacelyn found her legs thrown over his broad shoulders, her bare ass cupped in his large hands, and her pussy engulfed in his open-mouth kissing of her folds.  Once he began sucking, coaxing her clit from its hood, her moans transitioned to keening wails, reaching an octave she never knew she could achieve.  In an embarrassingly short amount of time, he tossed her into orgasmic bliss.

      Her body convulsed, but one muscular arm thrown over her hips, held her in place.  Vitaly used his wide shoulders to keep her from smothering him between her thighs.  As she shook from the aftereffects of her release, he continued to kiss her labia reverently—alternately dipping his tongue into her channel, then lapping at her feminine juices.

      “Fuck... You taste amazing.  I’ll need to eat this pussy again before the night is over.”

      Jacelyn didn’t know if it was the gruffness of his voice, the feeling of his breath on her sensitive folds or his words which caused the tightening of her center.  Nowhere close to virginal, she’d never had a man pleasure her so enthusiastically.  She’d received better-than-average head, but no one had put her completion before his until Vitaly.

      With her dress pushed up around her waist, Jacelyn looked down and saw her heels still on her feet resting on his back.  Vaguely, she considered if she should remove them.  But she needn’t have worried.  Once Vitaly rose from between her legs like Poseidon parting the ocean, he took care of them for her.

      The soft thuds of her shoes hitting the carpet were far away in comparison to her heart hammering in her ears. And, despite the back cracking orgasm she’d just experienced, her pussy throbbed for more.  Feral was the best description her addled brain could come up with to describe Vitaly’s expression as he stared at her.

      His tongue swiped across his lips and she swore she heard a moan rumble in his chest as if he’d discovered his new favorite thing in her flavor.

      “Hold on.”

      Those two words were the only warning Jacelyn received before he scooped her from the sofa.  Her legs automatically wound themselves around his waist, and she grasped his shoulders to comply with his gruff request.  Their relocation from the living room to the bedroom would probably forever be a blur in Jacelyn’s memory.

      Between the kisses and touches Vitaly delivered along the way, promises, vocal and nonverbal, were made.  The moment her bare back met the soft sheets, she was convinced he had magical powers.  Because, how did he remove her dress and underwear without her realizing it?

      “Stay.”

      Vitaly’s single word command halted the movements Jacelyn was unaware she made.  Lying sideways across the bed with her legs bent at the knees, she watched as he revealed inch after inch of his well sculpted body.  Living in a place better known for skiing than sunshine, she didn’t expect the tan skin covering his form.  Jacelyn’s tongue swiped her bottom lip as she imagined exploring all of it.

      When he slid his underwear off, the starting point on her mental map shifted positions drastically.

      “Damn...”

      The word slipped from her lips as she stared at the erection jutting out in front of him.  Long fingers wrapped around the length, giving it a tugging stroke and Jacelyn swallowed, trying to get back some of the wetness which had fled her mouth and settled in the apex of her thighs.

      “Is that a good damn?”

      The question prompted Jacelyn to momentarily pause in her perusal of dick cinema and meet his gaze.  She was proud of herself for at least recognizing that he’d spoken to her at all.

      “Huh?”

      Reaching to his left, Vitaly opened a drawer in the nightstand.  His actions were explained when he withdrew a condom and ripped open the packaging.  Jacelyn remained mesmerized as she watched him roll the latex over his thick length.

      “Hey...Don’t look here.”

      The man actually shook his dick when he said it.

      “Look up here.”

      Pointing upwards to his face, he didn’t speak again until she looked him in the eyes.

      Once their gazes were locked, he placed one knee on the bed then the other, moving toward her slowly.  Despite his rough command for her to look at his face, Jacelyn couldn’t stop her eyes from drifting to his bobbing stiffness as it came closer.

      “What did I say, Plamya?  Eyes up here.”

      Strong hands gripped her ankles and Jacelyn’s startled squeak rent the air when he tugged her closer, not stopping until her legs were draped over his quads.  The warmth from his hands on her seemed to shoot fire directly to her weeping core, making it impossible for Jacelyn not to wind her hips seeking relief.

      “Now...  Answer my question.  Was that a good damn? One of appreciation?”

      His fingers walked from the tops of her legs to her inner thigh, closer to her needy center.

      “Or...was it an absolutely not damn?”

      By the time he finished speaking, his fingertips grazed her folds.  Much to Jacelyn’s dismay, he didn’t go any further to assuage her ache.

      “Answer me, Baby.”

      A thick, solitary digit slipped into her channel, dragging a tortured moan from Jacelyn’s throat.

      “Good.  Definitely good.”

      “That’s my girl.”

      The simple praise caused a different warmth to spread from her core, prompting Jacelyn to tilt her pelvis into Vitaly’s questing finger.  When he circled her clit, spreading her feminine moisture around the sensitive nub, she considered impaling herself on the length he held just beyond her grasp.  If he didn’t put his dick inside her soon, she might be forced to do it herself.

      “No need to take what’s freely given, Baby.”

      Shit.

      It appeared another of Jacelyn’s internal thoughts had flown from her mouth.  Embarrassment had no chance to take hold, because Vitaly set about granting her wish.  Holding her legs against his torso with her feet bracketing his head, he inserted the tip of his impressive length inside her needy walls.

      “Mmmh!”

      It felt amazing, but he stretched her much wider than any of the toys she’d used.

      “Shh...It’s okay, Plamya.  You can do it.  You can take all of me.”

      Maneuvering her legs until his hips were wedged between her thighs, he leaned over her, capturing her lips in a kiss.  As he stroked inside her, he whispered encouragement in her ear.  Soon, he fed her his entire length, and she rocked her hips into each thrust, taking all of him just like he said she could.

      “Aw, Fuck!  Vitaly!”

      Her orgasm washed over her out of nowhere, tossing her into oblivion.  Her walls spasmed, milking his cock until his hips jerked to a stop and his length kicked inside her.  The barrier between them caught his essence.

      Their heavy breathing eventually tapered off.  With parting pecks to her shoulders, neck and finally her lips, Vitaly pulled his length from her sensitive walls.  Collapsing beside her on the cool sheets, she felt the bed jostle as he removed the condom before he wrapped an arm around her, tugging her into his side.

      Neither of them spoke for what seemed like ages.  As hard as she’d come, Jacelyn was surprised she didn’t immediately drift off to sleep.  Instead, she lay with her head tucked beneath Vitaly’s chin, listening to his heartbeat.  Despite his even breathing, she knew he wasn’t sleeping either.

      He traced random patterns from her shoulder, down over her hip, then back up.  And, apparently, he was a tactile person.  She should’ve known as much when he first touched her shoulder in the hallway downstairs.  Vitaly’s chin dipped, and it felt as if he nuzzled the top of her head.

      “How are you feeling?  You okay?”

      His questions were accompanied by him wrapping both arms around her, hugging her even tighter to his body.  Until he’d asked, Jacelyn hadn’t taken stock.  She simply allowed herself to be cuddled and tried not to think too hard about what any of it meant.  She wanted her bolder self to remain in control for a little while longer.

      However, since he’d posed the question, she took stock.  She felt warm.  Cared for.  And her honey pot still had a low, satisfying throb from being stretched so gloriously.  She said none of those things to Vitaly.

      “I’m fine.”

      Tilting her head back, she attempted to meet his gaze without completely lifting off his chest.

      “You?”

      One large hand migrated to her ass, squeezing one cheek, then rubbing it as if to make amends.

      “I feel great.  Amazing actually.”

      Uncertain of what to say next.  Jacelyn wasn’t sure if words were required.  But...what now?  Keeping his promise, Vitaly had given her a place to escape—even if being in said place ended with her full of his big dick.  A fact she wouldn’t complain about.

      But...what now?

      Did she just grab her things and leave?  Call Jamie?  When her sister texted earlier, Jacelyn led her to believe she’d contacted the car service to take her home.  Why hadn’t she told Jamie she was in Vitaly’s suite?  Jacelyn knew Jamie wouldn’t seek her out anymore tonight.  However, not saying anything felt deceptive.

      Apparently, languishing in her thoughts wasn’t in the cards for Jacelyn.  Gently relocating her from his chest to the bed, Vitaly placed a kiss on her forehead.

      “Don’t move.  I’ll be right back.”

      Not sure if she was still in the mood to be bossed around, Jacelyn attempted to lift her leg only for it to feel like it weighed a ton.

      Fine...I’ll lie here then.

      A few seconds later, she heard the distinct sound of water.  A moment after that, Vitaly returned.  Once again grabbing her ankles, he tugged her to the edge of the bed.

      “Ah!”

      Vitaly met Jacelyn’s shriek with a chuckle.

      “It isn’t a monster coming to grab you and take you away.  It’s just me.”

      Once her legs were draped over the side of the bed, he leaned over her, holding himself up on extended arms.

      “Unless...”

      Looking down at her, his blue eyes appeared almost black in the low light.

      “You want me to be a monster.  If that’s what you’re into, I can see my way to making it happen.”

      The slight upward tilt of his lips counted more as a smirk than a smile, but it captivated Jacelyn.  Having long ago lost the band holding his hair back, it became a sandy blond curtain framing his face.  She couldn’t resist putting her fingers into the silky strands as she stroked them.

      “Umm...why don’t we table the monster for later?”

      “Whatever you want.”

      Sealing his declaration with a quick kiss, Vitaly stood up straight, pulling her to a sitting position.

      “Come with me.”

      Jacelyn had choice words about his commanding ways, but he scooped her into his arms silencing them.  Without so much as a grunt, he strode into the ensuite bathroom, carrying her as if she didn’t weigh more than a feather pillow.  By the time she got herself together, they were in front of a massive tub.  Fluffy bubbles floated atop the water, giving off the scent of lavender.

      “I’m pretty certain my legs work.  I could’ve walked.”

      Being carried was nice, but Jacelyn felt compelled to mention she was capable of getting herself from point A to B.

      “If your legs are working like normal, then I need to do better.”

      Contrary to Jacelyn’s assertion, the moment Vitaly placed her on her feet, the legs in question buckled.  Without his firm hold, she would’ve toppled over.

      “Yeah, I see.  Everything is very much in working order.”

      Peering at him with squinted eyes, she let her expression convey how she felt about him pointing out how well her extremities weren’t doing the job she claimed they could.  Her lips pinched together as she stared at him, but his face revealed he gave not one fuck.  In fact, he had the audacity to smile as he held on to her with one arm while leaning over to twist the knobs, stopping the water from flowing into the tub.

      “Let’s get you in the water.”

      This time, Jacelyn didn’t grumble about his assistance.  The tub had to have been built to accommodate taller, bigger bodies, because when she stepped in, the water came up to her knees and it wasn’t even filled to the top.

      Vitaly’s movement behind her drew her attention, reminding her of his nakedness.  Until he placed one leg into the bath, she hadn’t realized he intended to join her.  She had zero control over her eyes, raking every inch of him before settling on his now flaccid length hanging between his thighs.

      “Eyes up here.”

      Snapping her attention to his face with the swiftness of a child caught with their hand in the cookie jar, Jacelyn felt heat creep into her cheeks.

      Who was this wanton woman she’d become in Vitaly’s presence?

      Once he’d settled behind her, he tugged her between his legs, sitting her on the low ledge in front of him.  With her back pressed to his front, Jacelyn enjoyed being cocooned in his embrace.

      “How does this feel?  Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.  It feels good.”

      If she were in the market for a relationship, Jacelyn would definitely mark down scented bubble bath as one of the things she wanted to do with her man.  Vitaly’s attentiveness and concern for how she felt was another item to put on the nonexistent list as well.

      But, since her plans didn’t include a long-term relationship, Jacelyn settled against his chest, deciding to enjoy the moment while it lasted.  Of course, with their chemistry being beyond anything she’d ever experienced, their time of simply lounging in the steamy water shifted into another explosive coming together.  As it turned out, her legs worked well enough to ride his length until they both reached completion.
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          DON’T LOOK BACK

        

      

    

    
      Vitaly rolled over with a groan.  The offending sound which awakened him stopped, then started up again.

      Fuck!

      He stretched out an arm to snatch up the phone before the ringing could wake Jacelyn.  With his back turned to her, he glared at the screen as he swiped at it to answer the call.

      “Yeah?”

      Barely above a whisper, he spat out the word while easing out of the bed.  Without looking back, he walked into the closet.  He knew his limits.  If he were to see Jacelyn’s nakedness, he’d hang up the phone and rejoin her to pick up where they left off in the wee hours of the morning.

      After their round in the tub, they’d returned to the bedroom where they both caught a second, or was it third, wind.  He hardly heard the voice on the other end of the phone when the memory of Jacelyn’s sweet kisses and the wicked things she did with her tongue as she took his cock into her mouth overtook him.

      Don’t look back.

      Vitaly had to remind himself as he continued into the closet adjacent to the ensuite bathroom.

      “Vitaly?  Are you listening to me?”

      Jamie’s voice finally penetrated Vitaly’s lustful fog.  Stiffening, he stood to his full height just inside the entryway.  The urgency in her tone put him on alert.  He’d obviously missed something important.

      “I heard you, but can you run that by me again?”

      “Yeah, sure you heard me.  I need you to wake all the way up.  Go splash water on your face if it’ll help.”

      Running his palm from his forehead to his chin, Vitaly shook off the desire to return to the beautiful woman in his bed.  He wasn’t phased in the slightest by knowing he had said woman’s sister on the phone.

      “Despite you calling at an ungodly hour for conducting business, I’m awake.  So, talk.”

      “Vitaly, it’s nine a.m.  Most people have been on their jobs for hours by now.  So, pardon me for thinking you weren’t treating this little break as an opportunity to sleep the day away.”

      At her mention of the time, Vitaly went completely still.  He didn’t recall sleeping past six a.m. since he was a teenager acclimating to life in America.

      After the sudden loss of their parents, Andrei took over as his primary caregiver.  Vitaly’s sadness, coupled with normal teenaged growth spurts, meant he did a great deal of sleeping.  Often his brother, or the companion Andrei hired to look after Vitaly when he was on the road, would have to drag him out of bed for school in the morning.

      However, that spell only lasted until his senior year of high school.  That was when he’d gotten serious about getting into a good college and playing hockey as a career.  He’d started joining Andrei for morning workouts and getting time in on the ice whenever he could.  In those days, Andrei didn’t have a rink at his home.  Somehow, he’d  arranged for Vitaly to use the practice facilities with him.

      “I’m fully awake, Jamie.  So, you can get to the reason for your call.  I thought you were spending time with your sister before you went back to New York.”

      Again, Vitaly thought of Jacelyn in his bed and unavailable to her sister for the aforementioned visitation, but he didn’t speak on it to Jamie.  Instead, he actively listened to what she said in lieu of simply holding the phone to his ear.

      “I said, after you disappeared on me last night, I spoke with some people attached to the Chevaliers, including a couple of the players.  And before you say something, not your brother, because I have class.”

      It hadn’t even occurred to Vitaly that she’d spoken to Andrei.  Besides what she’d said about having class, Vitaly knew his brother made Zaria a promise about keeping business out of their nuptials—despite having invited a select few business associates to the event.  Vitaly had confidence Jamie wouldn’t have spoken to Andrei.  Although, he was likely well aware of whatever discussion anyone held regarding the team.

      “Okay, so who did you talk to?”

      Vitaly had an inkling where their conversation headed, but he wanted her to spell it out.

      “I spoke with the general manager, for one.”

      Taking a seat on the tufted bench, Vitaly leaned his back against the cool wall and crossed his legs, placing his ankle on the opposite knee.

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah.  I could tell he tried to feel out what we were planning since it’s well known your contract with the Torrent ended, and we haven’t signed the new one yet.”

      Vitaly worked to keep his posture relaxed.  Although no one could see him, he didn’t want to get his hopes up.  Playing on a team with his brother had been a dream Vitaly had long since given up on.  As his career as a professional hockey player took off, Andrei had begun hinting at retirement.

      Both he and his brother played well beyond the average for professional hockey players and despite the wear and tear on his knees, Vitaly still felt like he had at least four more years in him—if he wanted them.  And from what Jamie said, the possibility existed that he’d be able to have his family in one place again.  Along with the opportunity to properly make a go of a relationship with the woman currently slumbering in his bed.  Having her in the same city was far better than attempting to begin something with an entire state between them.

      “So, are they officially offering anything?  What about Lawson?”

      Vitaly brought up the current starting goalie for the Chevaliers.

      “According to the man himself, he’s thinking seriously about retirement.”

      Vitaly’s foot hit the carpeted floor in a muted thump.  Everyone knew the championship team would be sorely missing depth if Lawson called it quits.

      “Why don’t you get dressed and meet me at the address I just sent you and we can talk about all of this face to face?”

      Nodding, Vitaly stood from the bench and grabbed the nearest shirt hanging to his right, tossing it onto the dressing table before stalking over to select a suit.  Remembering the slumbering woman in his bed, Vitaly thought to give Jamie the heads up about how soon he could comply with her request.

      “I’ll need at least an hour, but I’ll meet you.”

      Surprisingly, she didn’t balk.  Disconnecting the call, Vitaly placed his phone next to his clothes and strode back into the bedroom.  When he crossed the threshold, he froze in his tracks.  Where he expected to find the sleeping Jacelyn was nothing but rumpled sheets.  He couldn’t explain what drove him to approach the bed and touch the place where she’d lain.

      His mind attempted to convince him she’d awakened to hear him on the phone and went to the next room to give him privacy.  Vitaly held onto the slim hope.  When his hand met the cool sheets, he couldn’t continue to lie to himself.  Jacelyn was gone.  And, from the temperature of the bed coverings, she’d been gone for quite some time.  He hadn’t been on his call long enough for the sheets to lose all the heat from her body.

      Stalking back into the closet, he snatched up his cellphone.  Doing something he seldom did, he accessed the hotel’s security features to review the video logs.  Of course, there were no cameras in his private areas, but there were in the elevator and outside the door leading to the other entrance to the suite.  According to the time displayed on the playback, Jacelyn had exited at six thirty a.m.—less than ten minutes after sunrise.  She’d avoided the private elevator, opting for the rarely used door leading to the one in the hallway.

      Hurt mingled with anger as he thought of her sneaking away from him without so much as a goodbye.  While there hadn’t been any declarations of love between them the previous night, Vitaly knew they made a real connection.  The way they’d come together, sharing themselves with each other...he’d never experienced anything like it.

      Not since he was young and stupid had he ever done what he’d done with Jacelyn.  After their first explosive round of sex, he hadn’t used a condom.  He hadn’t reached for one, and she didn’t insist on it before she straddled his hips and sank her sweet heat onto his stiff length.  It felt so amazing, he couldn’t imagine trying to put an end to things to cover himself.

      He reserved that kind of intimacy for someone special.  He’d already decided who she was to him.  But apparently, he would have to spell it out for Jacelyn.  The ping of an incoming message reminded him of what he had on his plate.

      So, instead of tossing on clothes to go after her, he shot off a text message before entering the bathroom to make himself presentable for his meeting with Jamie.

      Jacelyn, and his plans for how he’d deal with her slinking away, treating him like a one off, would have to wait.  Pushing his disappointment aside, he dressed and left in far less than the hour he’d mentioned to Jamie.  When he stepped off the elevator, his security detail stood waiting.

      Not every professional athlete had personal security, but Vitaly held a unique position as Andrei’s only sibling.  That information, combined with him living in the spotlight as one of the league’s top players, made him a target.  He’d long ago become accustomed to the additional protection.  Of course, until Christmas of the previous year, he wasn’t totally aware of the primary reason Andrei had been so adamant on the subject.  It had nothing to do with his own life as a premier player in the professional hockey league, and everything to do with the life they left behind in Russia.

      When the SUV pulled to a stop in front of the building off the strip near downtown Las Vegas, but not in the center of the action, Vitaly studied the area.  Having visited his brother numerous times, he didn’t recall coming to this particular part of the city.  Although, to be truthful, he’d spent the majority of his time either playing hockey, attending a game, enjoying the services provided at Anton’s, or hanging at Andrei’s place outside of Las Vegas.

      It was a nice building on a street which had structures housing other businesses as well as restaurants and boutique shops.  During mid-morning on a Sunday, activity was minimal but not completely desolate.  As he approached the glass doors, he read the name etched into them.

      At average eye level, J. A. Shannon and Associates was displayed in bold block script in the center.  Vitaly knew Jamie’s official offices were in New York.  This could only be Jacelyn’s firm.  He’d thought the address sounded familiar when he’d received the text from Jamie earlier.  However, he didn’t connect the dots until he saw the name on the door.

      Cool air greeted him once the automatic doors slid open, and he stepped inside.  Although no one sat at the receptionist’s desk, he’d barely crossed the threshold when he noticed a muscular young man standing next to the adjacent door. The man’s gaze swept over Hank, who stood a step somewhat in front of Vitaly.

      “Hello, Mr. Antonov.  I’m Kyle.  Ms Shannon is expecting you.”

      Extending an arm toward the elevator, he continued.  “She’s waiting for you upstairs, if you’ll follow me.”

      Kyle reached beneath the desk, then Vitaly heard a definitive click. Hank’s stance projected his unease. Kyle rushed to explain.

      “I have to lock the door when I leave the area.  I’m not a danger to Mr. Antonov.”

      Hank’s posture didn’t change as Kyle walked to the elevator and pressed the button.  Once the doors slid open, he stepped inside, holding them ajar with a finger on the panel.

      “If you’ll follow me, I’ll take you up to Ms Shannon.”

      With a nod to Hank, Vitaly joined Kyle on the elevator, taking a silent ride to the fifth floor.  Although he doubted he’d see Jacelyn when Jamie prompted the visit to the building, it didn’t stop the twinge of disappointment he felt after stepping out of the car and spying Jamie through the glass walls of the conference room.

      Once she noticed him, she stood with a wide grin on her face.  Her smile potentially meant a couple of things—she’d negotiated what others might consider a pipe dream, and the future held a check with a lot of zeros.

      Jamie wasn’t the kind of agent who only looked out for herself.   While one objective included getting her clients contracts commiserate with their worth, having them in an environment where they could thrive was her primary goal.  She spoke the moment he pushed through the door.

      “I have good news and better news.  Come on in here and have a seat.  I’ve got Rich waiting for me to conference him in.”

      Raising his eyebrows, Vitaly followed Jamie’s instruction, taking the chair on her right.  Pushing a short stack of papers over in front of him with one hand, she moved her mouse around, clicking on something Vitaly couldn’t see.  A few moments later, the face of his slightly disheveled attorney appeared on the wall-mounted monitor.

      “Hey, Rich.  I know it’s only been a half an hour, but have you looked at the docs I sent you?”

      Holding up his electronic tablet, Rich tapped the back.

      “I’m looking over them now.  I’ve made it about halfway into it.  When the hell do you stop working, JS?  I thought you were in Las Vegas for a wedding?”

      “I am.  But, what kind of agent would I be if I let an opportunity land in my lap and brushed it away because I’m at someone else’s wedding?  It’s not like I got married.  I was a guest.”

      While the two of them bantered, Vitaly perused the document Jamie had given him.  Immediately recognizing the standard contract, he began filtering through the legalese to get to the sections he knew would contain any stipulated requirements Jamie negotiated.  His face was a mask of concentration he normally only showed on the ice as the opposing team approached the goal.

      Vitaly didn’t mark the time between when he started reviewing the document to the moment Jamie officially got their meeting started.  Amazingly, he managed to focus on the business at hand, pushing thoughts of Jacelyn aside for the time being.  It wasn’t an easy task, since he really wanted to quiz Jamie about whether she’d spoken to her sister that morning and whether Jacelyn was home waiting for her to return.

      They remained locked in conference for hours.  Obviously, Jamie had anticipated the lengthy meeting because lunch arrived without him ever seeing her make a call.  Kyle simply appeared outside the door holding a black bag with gold embossed lettering on it, denoting the food came from The Rooftop at Anton’s.  Tucking into their lunch, they both ignored Rich’s complaint about not being there to partake with them.

      Vitaly and Jamie offered no sympathy, since each knew Rich’s staff included a talented chef who probably prepared a meal just as delicious as the fare Jamie ordered.  By midafternoon, they’d reviewed every word of the document and hammered out a deal they were all satisfied with.  The only thing left was to return it to the team and set up a meeting.

      Closing the folder containing the modified documents, Jamie tapped the stack.

      “You know if this goes according to plan, you can play here until you decide to retire.”

      Vitaly nodded.  He’d considered as much.  At thirty-one, he wasn’t old by normal standards, but in hockey years, things were different.  Drafted at twenty years old, he’d been playing for over a decade.  However, he still loved the game.  At the moment, quitting wasn’t at the top of his list.  Although, there were goals unrelated to hockey he'd like to achieve which were becoming increasingly more important.

      “What do you think your brother will have to say about all of this, Vitaly?”

      Rich’s question pulled Vitaly from his thoughts.

      “My brother is a businessman.  If he thinks this is good for the organization, he’ll get behind it.”

      “So, you don’t think being his little brother gives you any kind of edge?”

      Jamie’s bark of laughter mirrored the response Vitaly would’ve given had she not beat him to it.

      “You’ve obviously never met Andrei Antonov.”

      She shook her head.  Glancing at Vitaly, she tilted toward Rich’s image on the monitor.

      “Are you gonna tell him, or do you want me to do it?”

      Folding his hands on the table, Vitaly looked at the screen.

      “Like I said, my brother is a businessman.  My being family only means he’ll have higher expectations of me than any of the other players.  I won’t get any special treatment simply because we share blood.”

      Vitaly didn’t doubt his brother loved him.  Andrei had proven it in countless ways over the years.  However, love didn’t give Vitaly an open invitation to ask for and get whatever he wanted in regards to business.  Vitaly expected anyone negotiating for the Chevaliers had explicit instructions to treat him as they would any other player.  No better.  No worse.

      They chatted for a few moments more before disconnecting the call with Rich.  As Jamie packed up her things, Vitaly looked at his phone for the first time in hours.  He didn’t expect to have a message from Jacelyn, since they hadn’t formally exchanged information.  Instead, there was a message from his brother.

      
        
          
            
              
        Did you enjoy your lunch?

      

      

      

      

      

      Frowning, Vitaly looked up at Jamie.  He’d assumed she arranged the meal.  He’d even thanked her when she handed him the container.

      Fucking Andrei...

      He should’ve known a little thing like marrying the love of his life wouldn’t keep his brother from having his fingers in everything.

      
        
          
            
              
        I did.  Are you trying to woo me, brother?

      

      

      

      

      

      When his phone didn’t immediately ring, it surprised Vitaly.  Andrei wasn’t normally one for texting.  However, Zaria had somehow convinced him of the merit in the communication method.

      
        
          
            
              
        Woo you?  I am your brother.  Not your boyfriend.  You need to eat.  I will not always be around to remind you.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Thank you, but I’m capable of getting my own meals.  Take care of your wife and enjoy your honeymoon.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jamie had just slung the strap of her messenger bag across her body when Vitaly stood.

      “Did you know my brother had lunch delivered?”

      Jamie turned to him with an expression which answered his question.

      “No.  I thought you ordered it.  I knew you had a suite at the hotel.  I figured you had your people send it over when you saw we’d be here a while.”

      Shaking his head, Vitaly smiled.

      “Nope.  Wasn’t me.  I guess I should’ve been suspicious when I saw the restaurant’s name.  But I didn’t think much of it.”

      His phone buzzed.  A peek at the screen showed another message from Andrei.

      
        
          
            
              
        I do not need your advice on taking care of my wife.  What you need to do is sign the contract so that you can play for a team without owners whose wives try to fuck the players.

      

      

      

      

      

      Chuckling, Vitaly didn’t bother to reply.  It simply confirmed what he thought.  His brother knew what was going on and approved.

      Jamie bumped his bicep with her forearm.  Vitaly slipped his phone into his pocket and looked at her with a questioning expression.

      “You good, V?”

      “Yeah... Just Andrei being Andrei.”

      Giving him a knowing grin, Jamie bobbed her head.

      “Older siblings.  What are you gonna do?  They live to try to boss us around.”

      Nodding in silent ascent, Vitaly didn’t offer any other commentary, positive she had no desire to hear his words regarding her elder sibling in relation to being bossed around.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          GET THE HELL OUT OF DODGE

        

      

    

    
      Jacelyn looked down at her phone.  The screen remained blissfully empty of any new messages or missed calls.  When she slipped away from Vitaly’s bed after the first rays of the sun peeked through the window, turning the backs of her eyelids red, she wasn’t sure what she expected.

      In the bright light of the new day, the bold Jacelyn from the previous night bolted.  She’d disappeared during the scant few hours she’d slept cocooned in Vitaly’s arms.  Being wrapped in his embrace could become addictive and something she wasn’t prepared to confront.

      So, when he rolled onto his back, she eased from the bed.  Feeling like a burglar, she exited the room on tiptoes, gathering her clothes along her path to the front room.  In the grand scheme of things, she didn’t consider herself old, but she felt too old for a walk of shame.   Besides, she wasn’t ashamed.

      No... Far from embarrassment, what she felt more closely resembled an emotion she didn’t want to admit—even to herself.  Her heart pounded in her ears as she put on her bra, shimmied into her dress, and looked for her shoes, which she found on the floor next to the couch where Vitaly had tossed them.

      The only thing she hadn’t been able to locate was her panties.  On her knees she searched under the sofa, then she heard a noise that made her freeze—straining her ears, trying to determine the source.  After a moment of nothing but the sound of her breathing, Jacelyn gave up the panties as a lost cause.

      Standing, her gaze traveled toward the foyer.  Biting her lower lip, she considered how to execute the next step of her get the hell out of dodge plan without disturbing Vitaly.  They’d come to the suite via a private elevator.  He’d used a fingerprint scanner to get it moving.  She knew it wasn’t an option for her return trip downstairs.  Still, she padded into the area as she considered what to do next.

      When she stepped onto the cool tiled floor, she noticed a door she hadn’t paid attention to the night before.  Two prayers alternated in her mind as she approached it.

      Please let this door lead to another way out.  And, please don’t let an alarm go off when I open it.

      Elated and emboldened when both prayers were answered, Jacelyn hurried into the hallway.  She felt compelled to look back before she closed the door.  The foyer remained empty.  So, she carefully and quietly exited.

      Slipping her shoes on, Jacelyn rushed toward the elevator.  While she had no regrets surrounding the night she spent with Vitaly, she also wasn’t ready to face him in the full light of day.  The Jacelyn who wrapped her legs around his head, then his body and rode him like a rodeo champion, was no longer in charge.

      Sensible Jacelyn.  The one who didn’t take risks without thorough assessments regained control.  She directed them home to hopefully get showered and dressed in different clothing before Jamie realized she wasn’t there.  The last thing she wanted was to see her sister’s knowing smirk and have to fend off her questions about why Jacelyn still wore the same dress.

      Nope.

      Not the way she wanted to start her Sunday morning.

      It had been almost four hours since she’d left Vitaly’s suite.  She’d managed to get home and ensconced in her rooms before she received a message from Jamie.  Jacelyn tried not to focus on her relief when she learned Jamie just wanted to let her know she planned to use the guest office and conference room in her building.

      She wasn’t some teenager who’d snuck out and back into the house before her parents noticed.  There was nothing to be busted for.  Yet, Jacelyn felt exactly like that when Jamie didn’t question where she’d disappeared to the night before.  Jamie continued to believe Jacelyn had simply gone home early.

      With the slightest movement of her legs or pelvic region, Jacelyn received an acute reminder of the previous night’s activities.  It’s no wonder Vitaly walked around like he had a secret everyone wanted to know about.  The weapon in his pants made up just one part of his sexual arsenal.

      Shaking her head, Jacelyn tried to redirect her mind.  She couldn’t sit around all day reliving last night.  For a brief moment early in the day, she considered going to the office.  Since Jamie was there, maybe they’d grab something to eat when she finished her meeting.  Jacelyn quickly dismissed the idea.

      She wasn’t sure how long Jamie’s meeting would last and she didn’t want her sister to feel pressured to cut her business short.  She ended up puttering around her house, having lunch on her own, before finally going to her sitting room.  With the television playing in the background, Jacelyn reclined on her favorite chaise lounge in front of the floor to ceiling windows.

      The phone in her hand came to life, almost causing Jacelyn to drop it.  A knot formed in her stomach as she considered whether she’d conjured trouble for herself by allowing her thoughts to drift back too often to Vitaly and their night together.  Seeing the extension of the security gate on the display, she answered.

      “Ms Shannon?”

      “Yes?”

      “There’s a delivery for you.  I can send Channing to bring it up to the main house.  Where would you like him to leave it?”

      Jacelyn sat up straighter, her gaze no longer trained on the mountains in the distance.

      “A delivery?  From whom?”

      Jacelyn didn’t expect any deliveries.  But, sometimes, she received case related items on the weekends—usually some ploy by the opposing council to catch her off guard.  Although rare, since most knew not to play that game with her.  She only received information at her office, during traditional work hours Monday through Friday.

      She refused to allow herself to think it could be anything outside of work.  Because, there was no way her one night with a sexy hockey player would result in deliveries to her home.  Especially since she’d never given him neither a number nor an address.

      “There’s no name, ma’am.  Only initials.  Excuse me for one moment, please.”

      Jeffrey’s voice became slightly muffled as he spoke to someone else.  Then Jacelyn heard her sister’s distinct timbre prior to him speaking again.

      “Ma’am?  Miss Shannon is at the gate.  She says she can bring it to you if you’d like.”

      “Just give it to me.  It’s tiny.  No point in Channing wasting a trip for this little box.”

      Jamie’s voice came through clearly, letting Jacelyn know Jeffrey had placed the call on speaker.

      “I’ve got it, Jace.  I’ll be up in a few.”

      The people working at her gate were Jacelyn’s employees, but they were so familiar with her sister, she knew they didn’t stand a chance against whirlwind Jamie.  Not without getting physical.  Which she knew they wouldn’t do unless she instructed them to do so.  With a sigh, Jacelyn reassured Jeffrey.

      “It’s fine, Jeffrey.  If it’s not heavy or bulky, she can bring it to me.”

      “Yes, ma’am.  Let me know if you need anything.”

      “Thank you.”

      Jacelyn disconnected the call, then swung her legs around, slipping her feet into the nearby slippers.  By the time Jamie made it through the front door, Jacelyn stood in the foyer waiting for her.  While she waited, Jacelyn had done an excellent job of convincing herself the unexpected delivery pertained to work.  She’d schooled her features to the professional demeanor she wore when dealing with clients when her sister entered.

      “Hey, Sissy!   Here you go!”

      “Thank you.”

      Accepting the small box from her sister, Jacelyn noted it wasn’t heavy at all.  Roughly the size of the container she’d received with her last cellphone inside, it felt the same in her hand.  She didn’t attempt to open it or even look at it closely.

      “How was your meeting?”

      With the box secured at her side, Jacelyn stared at Jamie.

      “You seem very chipper.  I couldn’t tell much from the text you sent me earlier.  But you’re damn near beaming with pride.  So, it must have gone well.  Especially since whatever or whoever it was had you working on a Sunday.”

      Jamie’s face lit up even more.

      “It went really well.  I think we’re going to ink an amazing deal.”

      Shifting her messenger bag, Jamie tapped four fingers of her left hand as far as she could reach on her right shoulder.

      “I deserve a pat on the back.  Well, me and the attorney.  But mainly me.”

      Jamie’s smile took over her face.

      “Enough about me and work.  Who’s sending you stuff?  That doesn’t look work related.”

      Jacelyn had hoped to treat the package as if it didn’t exist until she could open it privately.  Shrugging, she didn’t bother to look at it or lift her hand to tug out the rectangular envelope beneath the shimmering gray bow around the navy-blue box.

      “It’s probably work stuff.  I get the occasional delivery at home.  No biggie.”

      Jamie’s gaze flicked from Jacelyn’s face to her right hand, then back to her face.  A small wrinkle appeared between her brows.

      “I’m not an expert but that wrapping doesn’t scream business.  It looks like a pretty present for a pretty girl.”

      Her eyes sparkled with curiosity.

      “You’ve been holding out on me with all that I don’t want to go outside and people business.  You have a sneaky link.”

      Jacelyn shied away from the light tap her sister placed on her shoulder.  Shaking her head, she took a step back.

      “No, I don’t.  It’s not an act.  I have to deal with people for nine hours for a minimum of five days a week.  I like my weekends to be less peopley.   It has nothing to do with a sneaky or any other type of link.  You know that’s not my thing.”

      Circling a finger in the direction of Jacelyn’s face, Jamie’s eyes narrowed.

      “I hear the words coming from your mouth, but my eyes see what they see.  And...”

      Jamie drew the word out as she took a step closer.

      “The more you try to act like the little gift box in your hand is nothing, the more curious I am as to what it is.”

      Not since before Bruce died had Jacelyn had to mask her emotions and lock her facial expressions down the way she did with Jamie.  She knew her far-fetched hope that the box in her hand was business related might be an impossible sell.  However, finding out for sure with an audience present, didn’t work for Jacelyn.

      “Jamie, seriously?  Since when have I ever lied about what I had going on?  I’m a happily single woman.  I don’t have to sneak around.”

      Nodding, Jamie drummed her fingertips against the top of her messenger bag.

      “That’s true, but I thought maybe after what happened the last time you tried to date, you were being more lowkey.”

      Tossing up her hands, she stepped back.

      “You know what?  If you don’t want me to know.  You’re within your rights.  You’re an adult.  Sorry for poking my nose in your business.”

      Regarding her sister skeptically, Jacelyn briefly allowed herself to think about the disaster, which was her attempt to date a few years following Bruce’s death.  Her deceased husband came from old money.  The kind of old money which could be traced back to a Dukedom in England and legitimate heirs—although very far down the line.

      To say they’d hated when Bruce married Jacelyn is an understatement.  Not because she was Black.  Because she came from nothing—in their eyes.  Prior to her parents’ divorce, they were firmly middle class.  Afterwards, her mother had difficulty maintaining the same standard of living and her father wasn’t keen on contributing to a household in which he no longer had access to the benefits afforded a husband.

      So, Jacelyn got a job as soon as legally possible.  She’d met Bruce while working one of said jobs in college at a fundraiser for the university.  Her being of common, working-class stock infuriated his family.  If Bruce wanted to toy with her, they were fine, but to actually marry her was nearly unforgiveable.

      What they deemed completely unforgiveable...him dying and designating her as his sole heir.  His Will and the Trusts he’d established were ironclad.  As much as his family tried, they weren’t able to wrest one penny of her inheritance away.

      The previous time she attempted to date, the second she appeared with the man publicly, the Guillfoys began a campaign to ruin things.  Jacelyn never understood why.  The guy folded under the slightest scrutiny, and Jacelyn hadn’t attempted to date seriously since then.

      Still eyeing Jamie suspiciously, Jacelyn lifted the box to glance at the envelope affixed to the top.

      “I appreciate you being so gracious as to allow me to have some semblance of privacy.  But like I said, there is no sneaky link.”

      Quite possibly against everything she should’ve done, Jacelyn slid the envelope from beneath the bow.   Just as she prepared to slip her finger beneath the closure to open it, her cellphone started ringing.  She had difficulty containing the relief flooding her body when she tucked the box beneath her other arm and the envelope in her pocket while retrieving the phone.

      A sincere smile spread across her face when she saw the image and name on the display.  Morgan.  Her best friend of almost fifteen years.  Swiping the screen, Jacelyn answered.

      “Hey, chick!”

      Gratitude filled her voice for the temporary reprieve from her sister’s nosey prodding.

      “Hey yourself.  I see you made it through the night unscathed.  The wedding Jamie dragged you to obviously didn’t drain you so much you’re still in bed.”

      Mouthing to Jamie, it’s Morgan, Jacelyn walked away with the phone to her ear.  Her sister gave a quick pout before replacing it with a smile.

      “Hey, Morgan!”

      She called out as Jacelyn walked away.

      “Hey, Jamie!”

      Although Jamie couldn’t hear Morgan, Jacelyn passed along the greeting as she ascended the stairs.  Thankfully, Jamie didn’t follow.  She turned in the opposite direction.

      Morgan had come in clutch and had no idea.  Not knowing what the pretty wrapped box contained, Jacelyn preferred more privacy when she opened it.

      “So, tell me about the wedding.  Or at least what you can say that doesn’t violate the Non-Disclosure Agreement.  I’m still tickled about you getting sucked back into that world by your little sister.”

      “It’s not funny, Mo.”

      Jacelyn and Morgan had met when Jacelyn left medical school to attend law school after Bruce passed away.  While accompanying her husband to his various experimental treatments, she encountered others who didn’t have Bruce’s wealth or a partner to advocate for them the way she did for her husband during times when he couldn’t speak for himself.

      So, when she determined how she wanted to continue on without him, she realized she wasn’t in medical school for the right reasons.  Just like she’d only been pursuing a degree in finance for her mother.  When she decided to attend law school and focus on medical law, it felt more right than anything else she’d done.

      While attending The University of Southern California she had a chance meeting with Morgan, who was there working on her Master’s in Structural Engineering.  The two hit it off and became fast friends.  Jacelyn’s normal wariness at meeting new people hadn’t been present with Morgan, and she’d since shown herself to be a true friend.

      Once she learned of Jacelyn’s inherited wealth, it didn’t change their dynamic.  Unlike some people, Morgan still treated Jacelyn the same.  She also passed the Jamie test.  Jacelyn’s younger sister had an excellent bullshit meter. She could sniff out fake friends better than a bloodhound.

      Hell, if she had introduced Jamie to Bruce before marrying him, things might’ve been different.  But she hadn’t, and now they both enjoyed a different kind of life because of him—whether he’d originally intended it that way or not.

      “So... how was the wedding?  Don’t keep me in suspense.”

      Almost as if her body were reminding her of everything that happened the previous night, Jacelyn felt a twinge of pain as she took the last few stairs before reaching the landing.  Glancing over her shoulder, she checked Jamie’s location.  She wasn’t ready to tell her sister about her recent exploits, but hearing Morgan’s voice made her itch to talk to someone about it.

      Not to share a blow-by-blow, but enough so she wouldn’t feel like she kept some dirty little secret.  Jacelyn didn’t like hiding things.  Maintaining professional confidentiality was one thing.  Nothing about what she’d done with Vitaly was remotely professional, and she needed to talk it out.

      “Give me just a sec.”

      She didn’t speak again until she stood in the sitting area of her suite with the door firmly closed behind her.  Flopping onto the sofa, she released a huff.

      “Gurl!”

      “Uh-oh.  What happened?  Wait, let me get comfortable.  That ‘gurl’ sounded juicy.”

      Jacelyn heard fumbling followed by the telltale signs of her call being placed on speaker.

      “Okay.  I’m ready.”

      Knowing she might not have the courage if she talked about the wedding first or at all, Jacelyn simply blurted the words.

      “I slept with the Best Man.  More than once.  In his private suite.  But when the sun came up, I left him in bed.  Asleep.”

      Silence met her confession.  Almost a full minute of it before Morgan spoke.

      “Wait... Wait, wait, wait.  Back that thang up.  Did you?  My bestie Jace, just tell me you went to a wedding as your sister’s plus one and ended up getting your back blown out by the Best Man?  Then, you left that man, I’m presuming in his own bed, while you snuck out like a thief in the night.”

      “I said after the sun came up.”

      “Don’t get technical with me, lawyer lady.  The principle is the same.”

      After a short pause, Morgan exclaimed, “Wait a damn minute!  I saw the public shots of the wedding party.  The Best Man was Vitaly Antonov!  Isn’t he the goalie for the Colorado Torrent?”

      Closing her eyes, Jacelyn was glad she’d shut her door and Jamie’s rooms were far away.  Because Morgan had zero chill at the moment, and there would’ve been no way anyone nearby wouldn’t overhear their conversation.

      “There’s no need to yell.  Yes, Vitaly Antonov was his brother’s Best Man.  And yes, he’s the starting goalie for the Colorado Torrent.”

      “Holy shit!  Gurl!  When you get your itch scratched, you do the damn thing big!”

      The awe in Morgan’s comment didn’t bolster Jacelyn’s confidence, and she didn’t dare mention just how big she’d done things when she wrapped her legs around Vitaly’s trim waist as he plowed into her.  Keeping those thoughts at bay became a full-time job.

      After a few more minutes of listening to Morgan speak as she came to terms with what Jacelyn revealed, the conversation fell into a lull.  The box, which had seemed like a ticking bomb in the foyer of her home, now rested on the side table next to the sofa.  Curious eyes strayed to the silver bow atop the navy box.

      It felt like the white envelope burned a hole in her pocket, reminding her of its existence.  The distraction of conversing with her best friend wasn’t enough to keep her mind off the potential contents.  Despite the lie she told herself, Jacelyn knew it wasn’t work related.

      As soon as Morgan ended the call, Jacelyn slid the little rectangular missive from her pocket.  With a heaving breath, she opened it.  Inside was a card.  The words on it were typed, but the signature consisted of a single letter.  V.

      
        
          [image: That wasn’t very nice, Plamya.  Open the box.  Use it.  I will see you at 7 p.m.  If you aren’t here, I will come to you.
          -V-]
        

      

      Jacelyn stared at the card for countless minutes before she lifted the box and carefully removed the bow.  The device inside looked like a cellphone and a black key card with a gold scripted letter A embossed on one side.  A sheet of paper peeked from beneath the device, explaining how to use the finger print scanner.

      Wide eyes regarded the items she’d now spread out on the sofa next to her.

      What in the hell had she gotten herself into?
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