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Unmasked


The Revealed Series – Book One


Alice Raine


From the bestselling author of The Darkness Within Him comes the Revealed series - tales of dark secrets and the forbidden world of desires.


When schoolteacher Allie Shaw takes an impromptu cleaning job to cover for her ill friend, she doesn’t expect to wind up snowed in with a devilishly handsome sex god. Allie is drawn in by his mysterious charm, but he is reluctant to act on his developing feelings.


Under the circumstances, the two become close, but this enigmatic stranger is determined to keep his distance, and for good reason – is there more to him than meets the eye?
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ONE


Allie


One week before Christmas


Sarah owed me a favour for this. Big time. I still couldn’t flipping believe I was driving out here in the countryside, way up into the hills, when the weather looked as menacing as it did. It might only be two in the afternoon, but the thick grey clouds that scudded in several hours ago had progressively thickened, and now the sky had darkened to the point where I had my headlights on and it was definitely threatening to rain … or snow, if my car thermometer was any indicator. I was no meteorologist, but even I knew that it would only take another degree drop to become perfect snow weather. I sighed heavily, now seriously regretting answering my friend’s call this morning.


All this just a week before Christmas, too, I thought miserably. I shook my head as my gloved hands clutched the steering wheel tighter in irritation, the shiny wool sliding annoyingly over the plastic wheel and only serving to up my agitation levels. I should be doing my last-minute present shopping, or sharing a mulled wine at the Christmas market now, not covering a cleaning shift for Sarah at some godforsaken house in the middle of godforsaken nowhere.


To be honest, the only reason I was doing this at all was because Sarah was one of my best friends, and I knew how desperate she was for her new business not to flop right from the outset. What with walking out of her last job after she was repeatedly hit on by her sleazy boss – who she later found out was not only a slime ball, but a married slime ball – then recently setting herself up as an independent housekeeper to support herself and her three-year-old son, Scott, I knew she needed every penny she could get. She certainly couldn’t afford to lose her newest cleaning job for missing a shift, and having personally witnessed the blotchy, snot-covered state of her face this morning, I could vouch that she was in no state to be working.


So here I was. Allie Shaw to the rescue. Wrapped up in a cocoon of scarves, hats, and gloves and driving to the arse end of nowhere to cover a three hour cleaning shift. Add to that the fact it was bloody freezing and I really did look like a prize idiot. Huffing out a moody breath at my stupidity I cranked the heater up until it started to groan its complaint, suddenly whining and sounding decidedly like it was going to die at any moment. Wincing at the high-pitched noise coming from the vents, I turned it down a fraction and sent a silent prayer for its survival to whoever might be listening. Today was maddening enough as it was; I didn’t need to add ‘freezing my arse off in my icebox of a car’ to my list of complaints.


The heater in the car blew my long hair all over the place until I was actually struggling to see through the swirling mass of blonde strands. Cursing under my breath, I haphazardly tried to brush it out of my eyes while still keeping my gaze on the road and one gloved hand on the wheel. Which was actually a lot harder than it sounds, because my gloves had no grip at all, and on top of that, I’d been neglecting to get my hair cut, so it was far longer than usual and seemed to have a mind of its own today. It was too long, according to my nagging mother, who for some reason thinks that anyone over the age of twenty shouldn’t have hair below their shoulders. God only knows her logic behind that thought.


Glancing in the rear-view mirror to check the traffic, I saw my dishevelled reflection and rolled my eyes with an accepting sigh. I looked like I’d been dragged through a hedge backwards, sideways, and upside down. My wayward hair resembled that of an aged scarecrow, and my cheeks were ruddy and flushed from the buffeting warmth of the heater, making me look half drunk. All in all it wasn’t the best look I’ve ever rocked.


Heaving out a huge breath I checked the sky with a squint and frowned – if possible it looked even greyer and more ominous than it had five minutes ago – definitely not a good sign.


As my satnav barked an order to turn off onto a small lane I slowed to navigate the narrower road and thought back to what Sarah had told me about the job. Apparently the client was working away at the moment and was due back on Christmas Eve. He’d requested a clean of the house and for some food to be prepared and left in the freezer, which sounded simple enough. To be honest, just the thought of it made me nervous – I was a school teacher, for goodness’ sake. I kept my house tidy and cooked passable meals, but I wasn’t sure I was up to Sarah’s standards, and was mostly just hoping that I could blag my way into convincing the client that their house had been cleaned by a professional. The client’s only stipulation was that there was to be no turkey in the food. Perhaps he was a Christmas hater, I thought with a smirk. Bah, humbug to that!


It had all sounded relatively easy when Sarah had begged me between thick, wet coughs this morning, but that was before the weather had changed for the worse. Oh well, my satnav showed me I was just two miles away, so I’d get in, whip round with the hoover, make a pasta dish and a casserole, and get the hell out of there before the weather really set in.


Finally pulling up to the property I sat in my car for several seconds, gazing in open-mouthed wonder at the gigantic house that lay behind the metal gates in front of me. It was enormous – basically a mansion – and beautiful, with wooden shutters on the windows, weather-softened grey bricks, and ivy-covered columns by the front door. After a second or two my wonderment ceased rather abruptly by the horrible realisation that my idea of a ‘quick hoover’ might take a little longer than I first anticipated. Bugger it. Grimacing at the gargantuan task waiting for me, I used the code Sarah had scrawled on a piece of paper to activate the front security gate, then pulled up the curved, gravel driveway to the impressive looking double doors.


It seemed a bit of a crime to park my decrepit Fiat Punto outside such a beautiful house – a Ferrari would have been more appropriate, but also rather outside of my price range. Sarah had told me that the owner was quite fussy about his house and grounds, and liked everyone to use the allocated parking bays to the side of the drive, but after a brief glance at the four neatly marked tarmac spaces I rebelliously ignored them and pulled onto the gravel right outside the front doors. Well, the owner was away, so no one would know that I’d broken his silly rule, and if it saved me thirty seconds of being out in this freezing weather then it was worth it.


Before I exited the car I sorted through the big bunch of keys Sarah had given me to find the one with an elastic band around it. This was the key for the front door, and the elastic band was Sarah’s low cost method of distinguishing it from the multitude of other keys. I couldn’t possibly imagine how one house could require so many different locks, or understand why Sarah would need a copy of all of the keys, but I certainly felt quite a lot like a prison guard with this handful. Finally armed with my entry method, I switched off my ignition, leapt out of the car and into the seemingly sub-zero day, and dashed toward the house praying that the heating was on.


Mercifully, as I burst through the door into the hallway, it was decidedly warmer inside than out. Thank goodness for that. Closing the door with a relieved breath, I leant back on it and raised my eyebrows in appreciation at the room. This place was gorgeous. For some reason I had expected modern fixtures and fittings – perhaps because Sarah had said the owner was fussy about his property – but instead it was a perfect country house, complete with beautiful wooden floors, a curved staircase, mismatched (but lovely) furniture, and soft rugs as far as the eye could see. I loved it immediately.


Sarah hadn’t mentioned the client’s name when I’d gone to get the keys from her this morning, she’d just referred to him as ‘he’, but as I pushed off the door and began to walk through the beautiful space I found myself wondering about what type of person – or people – might live here. Just because Sarah said ‘he’ didn’t necessarily mean that he lived alone, did it? It might just mean that she only dealt with the man of the house. Was he single or married? Young or old? One thing was abundantly clear though – the owner wasn’t short of a few quid.


Glancing around again, I decided on an older male, probably a little overweight and living alone, because although the house was incredibly cosy considering its vast size, there weren’t many mementos or personal touches like photographs. There was, however, a floor to ceiling wine rack, full to the brim, with excess bottles sitting by the side of it. The owner obviously liked a drink, hence my guess at the slightly overweight part.


I’m not a snooper as such, but if it hadn’t been threatening to snow I would certainly have been tempted to poke about a little and play my own version of Through the Keyhole. As it looked like I might be on a deadline, though, I shelved my curiosity and decided to try to save time by putting the pasta on to cook while I hoovered.


Guessing that the kitchen would be at the end of the hallway, I proved myself right when I found myself coming to a standstill as I crossed the threshold into the vast space. Wow. This kitchen was a-maz-ing. Completely different from the traditional entrance hallway, this room was a modern example of glass, marble, and sparkling steel design. Spanning the entire back of the house it was completely immaculate and fitted with some impressive floor to ceiling windows which looked out on to a wooden deck, and huge, neat lawn that stretched into a seemingly endless forest beyond.


The marble surfaces were mostly clear, but a gleaming pasta machine, bread maker, and fancy juicer caught my eye in one corner. My eyebrows rose at the high-tech gadgets – so these people liked to cook as well as drink. My gaze was drawn to a coffee machine like no other. At least, I think it was a coffee maker. With all its dials, knobs, and handles it looked more like a spaceship, but the familiar bag of beans sitting on the top seemed to confirm my speculation. The house owners were people after my own heart, because I absolutely loved a good cup of coffee.


As tempted as I was to linger and enviously admire the various gadgets lying around, I cast another worried glance out of the window and saw the clouds were now even lower, a sight that soon had me searching to find the food cupboards.


To my surprise, the cupboards were full, indicating that somebody had shopped this week – maybe these people had a housekeeper as well as a cleaner. How very upper class – because the fridge was also full of fresh food. Grabbing a large knife I set about quickly and haphazardly chopping some vegetables I found to make a casserole, hoping that the client wasn’t as picky about the size of his vegetable dice as he was about his parking arrangements.


As the pasta was also cooking I hastily went in search of the cleaning cupboard Sarah had said was located under the stairs. Dragging a high-tech Dyson from the cupboard I turned my iPod on and set about hoovering the luxuriously furnished lounge.


With Mika blaring in my headphones and me tunelessly singing along, the time started to pass quite quickly and I began to meticulously work my way from one end to the other. The owners of this place really did have remarkable taste, because this room was once again different from the previous two, somehow managing to effortlessly combine traditional features like the stunning inglenook fireplace with a modern flat screen television, curved leather sofa, and an enormous DVD rack. From the vast array of movies on the shelves, they clearly liked to watch films, and did so in considerable comfort. The couch curved elegantly across the room, ending at a well-stocked drinks cabinet topped with a selection of sparkling glasses, decanters, and even a bowl full of packaged snacks. Pursing my lips appreciatively I nodded my approval. Mind you, there wasn’t really anything not to like. How the other half lived, I thought with a wry smile.


I was midway through my mammoth vacuuming session and singing along with Mika when the hoover suddenly cut off. Assuming I had pulled the cable from the wall in my exuberance I spun around to remedy it before letting out an ear-piercing shriek and leaping backwards, clutching at my chest as my heart suddenly beat frantically against my ribs.


The hoover hadn’t pulled itself from the wall. No, as I followed the trail of the cable it led me instead to the hand of a very large man, his arms folded and an incredibly angry expression on his face. Swallowing loudly, I briefly scrunched my eyes closed to make sure I wasn’t imagining him, but he was still there when I opened them again. And from the deep frown on his brow, he was still angry. Even through the shock of his sudden appearance, I could see this man was undeniably handsome. A shock of dark hair sat in a ruffled mess on his head, his jaw was defined and lightly stubbled, his lips were drawn into a tight line of disapproval but were infinitely tempting, and his dark eyes, although irate, seemed to somehow draw me in to the point where I felt the urge to step closer. Thankfully, I didn’t, instead forcefully making my legs stay still.


On top of all of that, it suddenly permeated my consciousness that he was only semi-clothed. Jesus. My eyes flicked over his body and I think my heart stopped for a few seconds before taking off again at such a rate that it was now booming in my chest like some badly played bongo drums. He was wearing nothing but a pair of navy pyjama bottoms.


Crikey, what a sight – so good in fact, that it really should be illegal. His legs were long, the thin cotton clinging to muscles hidden beneath, and the waistband hanging deliciously low on his hips, so it exposed a ‘v’ of muscles that led to goodness knows what splendidness below. Everything looked narrow and tight and … well, inspired all sorts of delicious thrusting naughtiness to spring to mind.


He was, quite simply, glorious.


My mouth suddenly felt as parched as a dry river bed. Licking my lips, my eyes lingered on his well-muscled abdomen for far longer than necessary, but I couldn’t seem to pull my gaze away as I gulped desperately and absently reached to tug my earbuds out. I didn’t even know him, but the urge to step forwards and run my tongue up the centre of his chest was almost overpowering.


His appearance had definitely sent me into an instant tail spin, there was no doubt about that.


‘You’re not Sarah,’ the man stated grouchily, completely bursting my lovely erotic bubble of pleasurable chest licking and hip thrusting. Of all the words I’d briefly imagined coming from his beautiful lips, those were not the ones I’d hoped for. Although exactly what I had hoped for I wasn’t sure – his mere presence seemed to have completely thrown me. His bluntness, however, did bring me somewhat back to earth and raised my hackles, so instead of asking the obvious question of who he was – the house owner, I hoped – I instead opted for a sarcastic response.


‘Good observation, you must be a genius,’ I said dryly, rather glad that I didn’t sound as shaken as I felt. God, my heart was pounding so hard that I could feel my ribs vibrating. My reply caused his dark eyes to narrow in annoyance as he began to roll his lovely lips until they formed a tight line of disapproval. Hmm … there was something about that intense, broody look that made my knees feel a little weaker, and to my surprise I felt a low ache of arousal settle in my belly.


Crikey. This was all very much unexpected.


I had expected to clean, cook, and scarper, but now I was faced with a hulking great pile of hot, angry male, who for some inexplicable reason was turning me on more than I had been in a long time.


I hadn’t dated for a while. A long while. I’d been too busy with work to even notice men – being a newly qualified teacher does that to you – but apparently right now in a strange house, with an equally strange and irritable man, was the moment that my libido decided to kick back in. Just flipping typical.


‘Look, I’ve been up for the last forty-eight hours, I don’t need your sarcasm,’ he informed me in a low, gritty tone, which was so incredibly masculine that it caused goosebumps to rise on my arms and did absolutely nothing to help my lust decrease. Jeez. I really needed to get a grip.


‘You’re in my bloody house, who the hell are you?’ Ah, so he was the home owner. That was a marginal relief. As my eyes greedily skimmed over him again I decided I needed to rewrite my earlier speculation about what the owner would be like, because this guy was clearly neither old nor fat. Young, hot, and trim would be more accurate. I’d guess he was older than my twenty-six years though, probably mid-thirties, but not ‘ancient’ old like I’d expected. For some ridiculous reason I nearly found myself telling him about my earlier assumptions, but my inability to reel in my skittering emotions indicated that perhaps now was not the time to push this guy with my runaway mouth.


Keeping it short and sweet I tried to soften him with a small smile, but his face remained folded in a deep frown, his lips drawn into a thin line and his expression completely unchanged, as if my effort had no effect whatsoever. ‘Sarah’s ill, I’m covering for her. I’m Allie.’


Nodding once, he raised a hand and rubbed it through his short, dark hair, leaving it ruffled and messy and pulling my gaze to the tightness of his bicep as he moved his arm. Gosh, he was so well built it would almost be criminal not to look. From the lovely taut bulge in his arm, this guy must work out on a daily basis – either that or there were some seriously good genes in his bloodline.


‘Well, Allie.’ He pronounced my name sarcastically, as if it were a strange and irritating foreign language, which immediately irked me. ‘As I just said, I’ve been up for the last two days and I really need to sleep, so leave the bloody hoovering and just have a tidy up instead.’ The random attraction I was feeling was somewhat doused by that remark – he spoke as if I had turned the hoover on deliberately to wake him. What a grouchy, gorgeous bastard.


I might have been suffering from an unnervingly serious case of lust toward this man, but I wasn’t one to lie down and let people walk all over me, and his condescending tone had my annoyance quickly building. Narrowing my eyes at him, I straightened my spine to look as tall as I could. Not that it took me anywhere near his impressive height, but at least it made me feel a bit better. ‘You weren’t even supposed to be here today, so don’t have a go at me for trying to do what I’ve been asked,’ I replied tightly.


My snarky reply caused a brief flash of surprise to cross his face before he resumed that bloody frown. As hard as I tried to ignore it, I noticed that he was doing that lip-rolling thing again too, and in response I found myself slowly licking my tongue across my own lips. Realising what I was doing, I quickly whipped my tongue back into my mouth and slammed my jaw shut so hard that my teeth made a cracking noise that caused me to wince. What the heck was I doing? This guy was acting like a stuck-up idiot and I was here appreciating his good looks? Regardless of his handsomeness I seriously needed to get a grip!


‘Yeah, well, I’m back early and I need to sleep and eat, so just make some food and leave it in the fridge.’ As well as being stuck up he was apparently lacking in manners, so I raised my eyebrows at his rudeness like I did with the children in my class when I expected them to consider their wording, ‘… please,’ he added wearily, and I nearly smiled at this small concession. Watching him as he watched me, I briefly thought that perhaps he looked familiar, but couldn’t place where I would know him from. Shrugging it off, I decided it was probably just his good looks that were continuing to confuse me, because even if he was a moody bastard there was no denying that he was definitely a very attractive moody bastard.


With his minimal clothing there was no disguising the raw appeal of his well-muscled body either – the light covering of hair on his chest looked soft, filling me with an urge to touch it, and the angles of his stubble-covered chin were appealing and something I always found particularly sexy. All in all, it was a rather nice view. Apart from the frown, of course, but realising what a mess I already was it was probably safest that I didn’t see him smile. It would no doubt be devastatingly good.


In the space of two minutes in this man’s company I felt like I was well on my way to losing my mind, so drawing in a shaky breath I tried to clear my head before looking back at him. To my annoyance I found him watching my appraisal of his body with apparent amusement. It wasn’t exactly a smile, but he had a smug quirk to his lips that made me realise with horror that my staring – and no doubt goofy expression – must have made it pretty obvious what I was thinking.


Damn my traitorous body, damn this bloody job, and damn this man.


Annoyed at my own lack of control I refused to show him that I was bothered by his presence, even though I clearly was, so I turned in the direction of the kitchen without so much as a backward glance at him. ‘Fine, I’ll make you some food and leave,’ I muttered.


As I strode back to the kitchen I realised that I had unconsciously crossed my arms over my chest – clearly as well as being horny I was also a little bit defensive from my run-in with the nameless, and shirtless, handsome stranger.




TWO


Allie


As soon as my feet hit the tiled kitchen floor I became a human tornado, speeding through my jobs with focus and barely even pausing to draw breath. My haste was partly fuelled by the angry, lusty feeling that he had sparked in me, and partly because I was keen to escape before it started to rain. Or as I had predicted earlier – snow. Whatever it was I was running from, man or weather, I wanted to get the heck away from this house as quickly as possible.


Unfortunately, I had been so distracted by thoughts of the handsome bastard that I’d left the pasta for so long that it was less ‘al dente’ and more ‘a sticky mess at the bottom of the pan’ and I had to start all over again.


When the food was finally complete I pushed my hair from my face and looked up to see thick, fluffy flakes beginning to fall outside the window. Snow? Damn it, I hated when I proved myself right. Cursing under my breath, I angrily shoved lids on the Tupperware containers and slid them into the fridge, grabbed my bag, and started to shrug my jacket on as I dashed through the house for my car. If I was lucky, I could escape the twisty country lanes and get to the main roads before the snow got too bad.


There was no sign of Mr Misery Guts as I made it to the front door, which was mostly a relief, but did also trigger a brief flicker of disappointment that I wouldn’t get a last look at his godliness. I was definitely going to ask Sarah about him, though. I couldn’t believe she hadn’t mentioned what a hottie he was, and knowing Sarah’s love of a fine male specimen there is no way he could have escaped her notice.


However, thoughts of sinfully sexy pyjama bottoms were abruptly pushed from my mind when I yanked the front door open and to my dismay found a flurry of white snow falling all around me. Shit! The flakes were already falling far more quickly than I had imagined, and judging by the eerily silent white landscape, it had been doing so for quite a while. I’d been standing chopping vegetables by floor to ceiling windows – how had I not seen it start?


Annoyed at myself for not noticing the snow earlier, I practically ripped the door off my car as I opened it, threw my bag onto the passenger seat, and slid inside. Shoving the key into the ignition I turned it, praying that it would start. Wincing as it pathetically coughed and turned over several times I finally heard the rumble of the engine kicking to life and blew out a relieved breath. Thank God for that. I’m not sure I’d ever been more relieved about anything in my entire life.


Ramming it into first gear before the engine could change its mind, I went to pull away when my front wheels immediately started to spin uselessly below me, the mixture of snow and gravel combining to become slippery and useless under my tyres. Lightening my touch on the accelerator, I muttered a small plea under my breath and tried again. And again.


Attempting to coax my car forwards with soft, gentle encouragement I even stroked the steering wheel in my desperation to persuade it to move, but nothing was working, and after five more minutes and several additional failed attempts, the only progress I had made was a marginal skid to the right. Scowling at the dashboard, all thoughts of gentle coaxing went up in smoke as I instead began to hurl abuse at it. ‘Bloody bugger it!’ I yelled, banging my hand on the steering wheel several times.


Pausing in my tantrum, I calmed my panted breaths and stared miserably ahead of me at the tarmacked parking spaces a few meters away. The snow was thinner there because of the tree cover above, and this sight did nothing to brighten my mood, because there was no doubt that if I’d parked there like I was supposed to, I would have managed to get a good enough start to make it down the driveway. Thinking of the gravel beneath me, it suddenly occurred to me that all my wheel spinning had probably done a bit of damage to Mr Mean and Moody’s treasured driveway. Oops. Hopefully he was sound asleep by now and I would be able to escape before he noticed my property destruction. Briefly chewing on a fingernail, I realised that I probably should have felt a bit guiltier at this realisation, but I was far too busy feeling sorry for myself about being stuck in the middle of nowhere to dwell on it.


Jumping from the car, I slammed the door as hard as I could and vented some of my frustrations through yelling a further stream of fiery expletives at my useless hunk of junk. My mouth was worse than a sailor’s as I dredged up every single swear word I’d ever encountered and flung it at my poor unsuspecting Fiat. I was seriously tempted to kick the car, but thankfully, common sense told me that I would only end up damaging myself more than it, so instead I hurled another tirade of abuse and abruptly stopped as my shoulders slumped in defeat and my head hung low.


Calming myself for a few seconds I watched as my breath steamed in the cold air. I sighed heavily and shook my head; I knew I should have had the tires changed at the last service, but the mechanic had told me they still had a bit of life in them yet. It seems he had been wrong.


Not willing to let the weather beat me without a proper fight I spent a good ten minutes getting cold and soaking wet as I tried to build ramps in front of the tyres from larger, nearby pebbles, hoping that they might help me get some grip, but the snow was falling so quickly that they were covered and useless by the time I climbed into the car to try. Bugger.


What should I do? Chewing nervously on the inside of my lower lip I glanced back at the house and grimaced so hard that my eyes scrunched up. No matter how stuck I was, there was no way I was asking him for help. The miserable git could wallow in his cosy warm bed and catch up on his sleep for all I cared. I’d be just fine out here.


Turning purposefully towards the rear of my car I popped open the boot and rooted around in the multitude of junk. With a pleased yelp I produced my sleeping bag and thermal survival blanket. Thank God I’d been too lazy to clean out my car since my camping trip in September. This sleeping bag was warm, not arctic standard perhaps, but definitely thick enough to help me out today. I’d just nestle down and wait it out. It couldn’t snow forever, could it? Shaking my head, I rolled my eyes at my own stupidity. Of course it couldn’t, it would probably just be a short flurry. I’d be fine snuggled in my sleeping bag and then as soon as I saw it start to clear I’d make another attempt at moving the car.


With my plan sorted I settled down into the driver’s side again and wrapped myself up as best I could in preparation for a rough few hours ahead. I usually really liked snow, but only if I was safely tucked up in a nice warm house looking out at the pretty, sparkly crystals. Sitting in it was not on my favourites list, mostly because I bloody hated being cold. On the plus side, at least I had a fairly full petrol tank, so I could keep my car running to keep my decrepit heater turned on.


Unfortunately, my optimism about my ‘warm sleeping bag’ was soon quashed, because after ten minutes I had pretty much lost all feeling in my toes. After fifteen I was shivering uncontrollably, and by twenty minutes my wet, gloved fingers were stinging so much they felt like they’d been stung by a thousand wasps. I was also starting to feel a bit claustrophobic because the snow had covered my windows and windscreen so much it felt like I was sitting in a giant ice cube. Or a not so giant ice cube – my Fiat wasn’t exactly a large car.


Huffing out a frustrated breath that steamed the air, I suddenly yelped loudly as someone knocked on my car window, sending snow cascading to the ground and clearing the glass so I could see out of my icy cocoon.


As I looked out through the frosted glass I saw the owner of the house standing there in a snow jacket, waterproof trousers, and snow boots, looking annoyingly warm and dry and holding a mug of something which was temptingly sending plumes of steam into the air. Even clothed, he still looked magnificent. He now came across all outdoorsy and competent, which stupidly seemed to appeal to my inner fragile female who was apparently clamouring to be rescued by him.


Grumbling my annoyance at my complete inability to rein in my thoughts, I grouchily looked up at his face again. The brightness of the falling snow seemed to make his dark hair look almost black, and his eyes stood out like charcoal against the white. Frustratingly, I still couldn’t tell if his eyes were brown or dark blue, but yet again they seemed to be trying to pull me in, so I hastily dragged my gaze away, looking anywhere and everywhere except at his eyes. No doubt he was amused by my neurotic behaviour, because there seemed to be a smile threatening to break on his lips for a second or two, but he never let it fully emerge. It was almost as if he wouldn’t allow it.


Disliking him even more now that he was dry and warm and I wasn’t, I reluctantly forced my frigid fingers to draw the window down a few inches.


‘What’s the problem?’ he asked conversationally, as if it wasn’t screamingly obvious what the issue was. If I could have felt my legs, I swear to God I would have jumped out of the car and kicked him. Hard.


As stupid as his question was, I found myself answering anyway, politeness winning out over grouchiness. ‘The snow is heavier than I thought and my car can’t handle it; I just keep skidding. I’m going to wait it out, I’m sure it’ll pass soon enough.’ Although judging from the colour of the clouds, that might be wishful thinking on my part.


Watching as he sipped his drink I felt my mouth begin to water with the almost desperate need to taste whatever was in that cup. God, the things I would do to get my hands on that drink right now. Narrowing my eyes as I looked at his wide stance I felt my heart leap in my chest again. Forget the drink – the things I would do to get my hands on him right now. I bet he was really toasty beneath all those layers of clothing.


Mmm. Solid, warm skin and hard, protective muscles … he could no doubt heat up my chilled body in just a few minutes. It vaguely crossed my lust-filled mind to tell him that the best survival technique was to get naked and share body heat, but thankfully sanity prevailed and I held back. The mere thought of sharing some skin–on-skin action with this man sent a shiver running through my body that had nothing to do with my chilled bones. I then had to firmly shake my head to try and clear my wandering thoughts. This man was dangerous for me. I just couldn’t control the way my body responded to him; it was crazy.


‘If you had parked in the proper parking space you probably would have been fine,’ he commented mildly, casting a glance across the driveway to his bloody perfect flipping parking spots which were still mostly untouched by the snow. ‘The tarmac would have provided a far better grip. As it is, you’ve dug trenches in my otherwise perfect driveway with your wheel spins and now you’re stuck.’


My mouth briefly hung open. Smug, irritating, self-righteous bastard. But I couldn’t say anything because he was right, and basically saying exactly what I’d been thinking myself just a few minutes earlier. My hands clenched into balls in my lap – I really hated that he was right. I also felt slightly guilty about the damage I had no doubt done to his precious driveway, but in my current state I didn’t feel like apologising so I simply chose to ignore him and rolled my lips shut while I stared defiantly at my fisted hands instead.


‘You can’t stay out here, you’ll freeze. Come inside,’ he told me, in a presumptuous tone that rubbed me up the wrong way, but simultaneously made me feel all pathetically melty inside too.


Sneering at my pitiful hormones I dug my icy body deeper into my rubbish sleeping bag and turned away from him to avoid the temptation of further ogling. Seeing as I seemed to have a strange sort of attraction to this equally strange man I was decidedly unwilling to go back inside with him. God knows what I’d do or say if I had to spend any more time alone with him. He made my insides feel warm and gooey when my brain was telling me that he was a rude, pompous prick. It was an unfamiliar imbalance that I didn’t like at all, so I decided to play it safe and stay away. ‘I’m fine here, thank you.’ Although I still really wanted him to offer me whatever was in his cup.


‘Have it your way,’ he murmured, then took another teasing sip of his drink, briefly licking his lips and humming in appreciation before turning and walking back to the house, leaving me staring at his broad, retreating back in disbelief.


What a bastard! I was completely stunned that he was actually going to leave me out here in the cold. Although I reluctantly had to admit that that was exactly what I’d told him I wanted. He wasn’t supposed to listen to me! He was supposed to talk some sense into me with that lovely, raspy voice of his. Huffing out an irritable breath I flopped back in my seat with a scowl. So he was a chauvinist pig and ill-mannered? My treacherous mind was midway through trying to remember his good points, like his muscular build and startlingly handsome face, when the door to my car was wrenched open and I was suddenly dragged from my sleeping bag as I found my world rapidly turning upside down.


What the heck? It took me a second or two to actually realise that he had tossed me over his shoulder like a rag doll, and once my new reality had sunk in I literally couldn’t believe it. Talk about being manhandled. Gripping him at the waist to balance myself I took a brief second to note just how toned he felt under his clothing, before I grasped what I was doing, and instead began to pummel him with my fists whilst yelling at him to put me down.


Ignoring me completely, he kicked my car door shut and strode into the house as if I weighed nothing, disregarding my kicking, yelling, and flailing as if I weren’t even there. Pausing inside the hall he kicked his boots off, climbed the stairs, and paced down several long, brightly lit corridors, all the while swinging me precariously on his shoulder.


As furious as I was, I couldn’t help but notice just how good he smelt – the down jacket underneath my cheek smelt faintly of wood smoke, but there was also a spicy, manly scent to him which seeped into my senses. It was just typical that as well as being blessed with the body of a model and the face of a god that he would smell divine as well.


There was the sound of a door opening and then, with no warning at all, I found myself being tumbled forwards and deposited roughly onto my feet, where I swayed slightly until he reached to steady me. Blinking several times to clear my dazed vision, I saw I was now standing by the side of a large bed in a very big bedroom. Blimey, half my house would fit in here.


I probably should have been concerned that this nameless stranger had basically abducted me from my car and now had me holed up in his bedroom, but being carried so far had made my head dizzy and legs wobbly and it didn’t really occur to me that I should be nervous.


I’m not sure if it was the result of my upside down trip up the stairs, or just the effect that touching him had had on me, but my knees suddenly gave way and I plonked down onto the soft bed as I gazed up at him in shock and tried to process what the hell had just happened.


‘I’m not having your frozen corpse on my conscience. This is my spare room – dry off, warm up, and when it’s safe to leave, you can. Not before. No more ridiculous stubbornness, and no more unnecessary risks. Understand?’


He was actually rather imposing, I realised, as I took in his huge frame and steely eyes again. God, he was really tall. His tone and wide-legged stance didn’t really leave any room for refusal, not unless I wanted to get into a slanging match with him which I would no doubt lose. Besides, this warm, dry bedroom was an infinitely better option than my freezing cold car, so, being sensible for once in my life, I licked my lips and nodded cautiously.


‘I’ll turn your car off and lock it. The water supply here is fine because my pipes have frost protection so shower if you like, there are clean towels in the en-suite. I’ve left a hot drink for you,’ he informed me briskly, indicating the bedside table where I now noticed a mug was sitting. Unable to look away from him for long, I left the drink untouched and turned my gaze back, predictably finding his eyes still on me.


He assessed me for several long moments, as that strange tension seemed to fill the space between us again just like it had when we first met. It felt like static electricity was bouncing between us as the hairs on my arms went into overdrive and stood to attention. Considering how he’d insulted and practically manhandled me earlier, I was still undeniably attracted to this man, and as a result I was now finding it quite hard to breathe as he just stood there, all tall and foreboding and staring at me in silence.


Surely it wasn’t normal for two people to just stare at each other like this, but I simply couldn’t seem to drag my eyes away from him. It certainly seemed to break most of the rules of how to act in polite company, but then again, he wasn’t looking away either, so at least it wasn’t just me who seemed affected by the situation. And I really was affected. My heart was fluttering, I felt shaky, warm, and even a bit sick from the tumbling of my stomach. It was like I’d lost all control over my own body.


He was magnificent. A prime example of masculinity if ever I had seen one. But then he broke me from my wandering thoughts by making a sudden strange, dismissive grunt, spinning on his heel, and leaving. My eyebrows practically rose into my hairline. Charming. He didn’t say another word, just left me sitting on the bed blinking at the now-closed door.


What a man. What a turn of events. And I still didn’t know his bloody name!




THREE


Sean


Striding from the spare room I immediately made my way to my own bedroom just a few short, stomped steps away from where I’d left Allie. Slamming the door behind me I winced as it rattled on its hinges and stopped in the middle of the room, tipping my head back as I drew in a long, deep breath to try and clear my head. There was something about that woman that had immediately got under my skin, and I didn’t like it one bit. Some unexpected, unknown frisson had occurred inside me the moment I’d laid eyes on her in the lounge, drawing me to her even though she was a complete stranger, and it hadn’t lessened at all in the time that had passed since her arrival.


In different circumstances, if a random woman had turned up inside my house I would have immediately been on the phone to my security team to get her removed from the property, but I had requested a cleaning of the house, so her story of covering for Sarah seemed believable enough. Unusually though, this girl genuinely didn’t seem to know who I was. It was actually quite refreshing, and perhaps one of the reasons that I was finding her so fascinating.


And the staring just now – what the fuck had that been about? I ran a hand jerkily through my hair, almost pulling out a handful in aggravation. We must have watched each other in complete silence for more than five minutes, which was not only odd, but really fucking unnerving. I hadn’t felt a reaction to a woman like this for years, if ever, and to make it more peculiar I didn’t even know anything about her. It was distinctly unsettling, and not a feeling that I particularly relished. Had she felt the connection too? Did I even want to know? No, actually, I did not need a romantic attachment, especially not with someone that had sparked such a visceral response in me. That would just be asking for trouble, and I was already way too busy at the moment to invite trouble into my life.


Raising both hands I rubbed them over my face to try and clear the fog that seemed to have descended on my sanity since the arrival of that woman in my home. Grunting irritably, I rolled my neck and briefly closed my eyes. God, I was tired. I’d literally had about three hours sleep in the last two days, but now that I knew that there was someone else in my house – her, a woman that I seemed to be inexplicably pulled towards – I couldn’t get my mind to move beyond the fact that she was in my spare bedroom just a few paces away. Was she in bed to warm up? Perhaps naked under the sheets, the cool material lying over her skin and tucked around her? Or maybe she was washing that long hair of hers in the shower?


Fuck. With my mind on overdrive and full of temptingly teasing images I just knew that sleep was going to be near impossible.


Jerkily walking to the window, I began drawing the curtains shut when I eyed her rust bucket of a car currently collecting snow outside my house. I couldn’t believe she drove that thing. It was almost offensive for me to look at it, dumped there haphazardly by my front door. Shaking my head I blew out an irritated breath, almost sure that my driveway would be ruined where she’d repeatedly spun her bloody wheels. Tugging the curtains closed to hide the infuriating sight I walked to my bed and began peeling off my clothes.


Chucking my jacket, jumper, and T-shirt carelessly onto the chair I grimaced as I kicked off my snow trousers and jeans and looked down at the huge erection jutting out hopefully in the warmth of the room. Fuck it. I’d been in this state pretty much ever since I’d seen her downstairs. In fact, if she hadn’t turned and left to go and cook earlier, she would have seen the arrival of my arousal for herself, because my thin pyjama bottoms certainly hadn’t managed to conceal it a great deal when it had first sprung to attention. My cock seemed just as affected by this woman as my mind was. The only saving grace was that at least with my jeans and snow trousers on she wouldn’t have been aware of my rock hard excitement. At least I hoped she wouldn’t have noticed.


Hissing air between my teeth, I watched as my cock jerked about optimistically, looking enflamed and needy. Sighing heavily, I shook my head. The bloody thing seemed to have a mind of its own sometimes. Sleep was going to be impossible in this state, so I turned and made my way into my en-suite instead. I always felt drowsier post orgasm, so perhaps if I worked off the tension I’d be able to sleep afterwards.


Turning on the shower I cranked up the temperature and stepped under the warming jets with a groan of satisfaction as the hot water hit my tired muscles. After briefly pausing to allow the spray to run over my body, I placed my left hand on the tiled wall and leant forwards a little so I could look down at myself. Using my right hand to loosely grip the base of my throbbing shaft, I groaned as the weight settled in my palm, jerking against my hand. Closing my fist I drew my hand up to the top of my cock and let out a hiss at just how solid it was. Fuck, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been this turned on.


My eyes rolled shut for a second as I absorbed the feeling, before opening them to watch as I repeated the movement, this time a little faster. I was careful not to go too quick, because the way I felt now, it wouldn’t take long for me to come, and I at least wanted to enjoy this for a minute or so before I blew my load.


With the next pump of my fist, I watched under heavy-lidded eyes as a drop of pre-come emerged from the tip. I ran my thumb across it, groaning at the sensation across the sensitive slit. With visions of that beautiful girl now rooted in my head, I began to move my hand quicker, tightening my hold until I was pumping like a man possessed. Christ, that felt so good.


Not as good as it would feel if her hands were wrapped around me, though. Or perhaps her sarcastic little mouth. Oh God. A long, throaty groan left my lips. What I wouldn’t give to have her kneeling in front of me right now, taking me deep in her mouth as she worked me to climax with her hot tongue.


My body shuddered at the thought, coming with such explosive force that the first pulse of come hit the shower wall in front of me. Keeping my hand moving, my orgasm continued for an absolute age, each pump of my wrist causing another hot spurt to slide out until both the wall and my fist were covered, my cock was half hard, and my head hung in exhaustion.


Panting like I’d run a marathon, I rinsed my hands and rested them on the shower wall as I tipped my head back and let the jets wash over my face and tumble down my body. If I could sleep now, then hopefully the snow would be gone when I woke and that woman could leave. Wincing, I realised that I really should use her name instead of ‘her’ or ‘that woman’. Allie. Once the snow had cleared, Allie could leave.
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