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Prologue

“What are you doing?”

“I’m undressing you,” he murmurs, as his fingers deftly unfasten the buttons of her blouse and unzip her skirt. His mouth teases and nibbles at her neck and shoulder.

“Silly man, of course you’re undressing me.” She giggles. “Maybe my question should have been, Why?”

“Because,” he whispers in her ear and lets his lips journey down her cheek to trail kisses across her chin and lips. “I love to touch your skin, and I can’t touch you with all these clothes on.”

Her smile is warm and sexy; her breath is hot and sweet. “I know, but if you keep this up, I’ll never get out of here on time.”

“That’s the plan,” he says, showing off perfect, beautiful white teeth in a wide, wolfish grin.

“I can’t be late, not again!” She shrieks with laughter when he leans forward and licks that elusive sensitive spot just behind her ear.

“I’ll bet no one will even notice. Come on, babe, let me send you off with a smile on your face,” he cajoles. “Or at least let me send you off with a smile on my face.” He grins and wiggles his eyebrows up and down. She shakes her head. He knows she’ll eventually give up and give in to his persuasive mouth and convincing hands. Ignoring her feeble attempts at protest, he continues to methodically strip her clothing away piece by piece until she stands completely naked and exposed to his appraising gaze. He lays her down upon the bed and blankets her with his body, burying his face between her soft, succulent breasts.

“Mm,” he sighs in muffled contentment. “You feel so soft. I could lie here forever.”

“We don’t have forever,” she purrs seductively, “and I can’t wait that long. You’ve got me naked; you need to do something about it right now.”

“I’m more than happy to oblige, my lady,” he responds, his voice low and husky with need. “Your demand is my wish.” He brushes and strokes her body with nimble fingers and knowledgeable hands, familiar with every curve, every dip, and every hollow. He knows her body in intimate detail, and he knows what it takes to make her hum, purr, and sing for him.

“I love the way you smell. You smell like ice cream,” he murmurs and slowly kisses and licks his way down the length of her body.

“Ice cream?”

“Yeah, ice cream. I want to see if you taste like ice cream, too.” He reaches his destination and settles himself between her legs, at the juncture where her silky smooth thighs spread and separate, and allow him access to her liquid heat. He pushes his face down into her heated crevice, inhaling deeply and drawing in the distinctly musky, sweet scent of her sex. His tongue flicks and licks and laps and tastes the gathering pool of nectar, generated by his skillful touch.

“You taste like caramel, like caramel over ice cream,” he whispers against her sensitive bud. “Mmmm, you’re so sweet. I can never get enough of your taste.” He continues to stroke her silken walls with his tongue and to tease her hidden pearl; then he dips deep inside to taste more of her. She moans and writhes from the pleasure.

“Oh, babe, it feels so good, but I want to feel you inside me. I need to have your hard, throbbing cock here.” She uses her hand to point the way. “Inside me now.”

He shudders with his desire and rises to fulfill her urgent plea. He pushes her legs higher, spreads them wider, moving into position to plunge deep. Her moans excite him and stir and push him toward the edge. He presses the tip of his shaft at her entrance, anxious and impatient to feel her hot, velvet sheath wrapped and squeezing tightly around his—

BEEP! BEEP! BEEP!

David’s eyes flew open to the recognizable sound of the alarm clock incessantly beeping, the noise loud enough to wake the dead. He came fully awake, his body taut, rigid, and aching with a raging hard-on, his cock hard enough to punch through steel. Damn! It was another damn dream! He groaned and angrily slapped the off button on his clock. Closing his eyes and resting his head against the headboard, he tried to breathe through his painful erection, knowing the feeling would subside as the memory of the dream faded. Unable to completely quell the desire that constantly rode him, he punched the pillow in utter frustration, hard, hot, and achingly unfulfilled.


Chapter 1

Sunday

Sarona Maxwell waited patiently for her turn at the hotel registration desk. She’d just arrived at the end of a long day, tired, hungry, and ready for a meal and a hot shower. This was the final leg of a three-week business trip. The current endeavor was a five-day seminar of classroom instruction and vendors’ exhibits showcasing software and peddling technology. Though her hectic travel schedule was nearly over, she dreaded yet another week of crowded venues, too-small hotel rooms, and too much drama that came with the close proximity of too many people and personalities. When one was employed by corporate America, drama was an everyday occurrence. She was accustomed to events like this, and since these meetings occurred often it was likely she’d see associates she’d met before in some other city, at some other meeting. Maybe, she chuckled to herself, just once she’d be spared the usual host of pompous, superficial characters who were permanent fixtures in the world of corporate soap operas.

As she waited, she looked over her surroundings and admired the remarkable architecture and décor the hotel offered, impressive by anyone’s standards. The lobby was huge and sported a glass wall front at the entrance, the height of which spanned the first two floors. The high ceiling was supported by giant square pillars, trimmed in rich walnut with mirrors on all four sides that picked up and reflected activity in every direction. Enormous crystal chandeliers, marbled floors, plush carpeting, and staircases in wood and brass worked in concert to impress and convey opulent elegance. Large sculptures, paintings, and works of art purposefully placed throughout the great expanse created a museum-like quality. The rich brown, green, and burgundy hues implied a sense of simple sophistication.

“May I help you, ma’am?” The cheerful voice of the hotel front desk clerk brought her attention back to the front desk.

“Yes, thank you,” Sarona replied and presented her identification for registration. While going through the normal check-in and verification process, the clerk began to frown and mutter unintelligible comments.

“Is there a problem?”

“No, ma’am, I don’t believe so, but there’s been a change in your reservation that I need to confirm.”

“What kind of change?” she responded, exasperated and concerned there might be yet another complication to add to an exhausting day already filled with changes and complications.

“Oh, no, ma’am, it’s nothing serious. It seems you’ve been upgraded because we’re overbooked. You’ll still receive the quoted rate, but a much better room for the price,” the clerk said with a bright smile. After the day Sarona had had, she liked the sound of “much better.” She completed and signed the necessary paperwork, and the clerk thanked her for her patience and wished her a pleasant stay. Sarona gathered her things and left in search of the elevator, tiredly dragging her luggage behind.

Once inside the door, Sarona suddenly realized how understated and inadequate the terms “upgraded” and “much better” were to describe the change in her accommodations. The room was a suite, a jaw-droppingly huge suite. The décor was significantly different from that of the hotel lobby. There were various shades of bright corals, pinks, blues, and greens, with plush pillows of all sizes scattered over a sofa and two chairs. The carpet, a beautiful, sandy beige color, was luxurious, soft, and thick. The seating area was accented with brass and glass coffee and end tables each sporting elegant crystal lamps, all arranged facing a 42-inch, flat screen television mounted on the opposite wall. There was a small kitchenette and wet bar, complete with bar stools in highly polished, brown maple wood and fabric that matched the sofa and chairs. The entire room overlooked a breath-taking view seen through sliding glass doors that opened onto a small balcony. Small, tropical trees and potted plants were placed all about.

Sarona dropped her bags and hurried excitedly to see the rest of the suite. Inside the bedroom, an enormous king sized bed occupied the center of the room, big enough to fit at least three people comfortably. The same colorful décor of the main suite was repeated here. Off to one side was a small alcove that contained a seating area consisting of a loveseat, a table, and a chair placed in front of a large window.

In a state of shock, she made her way to the bathroom. The tub, slightly elevated was unbelievably large and deep, with several jet sprays positioned all around. There was a separate shower stall with showerheads on three walls and one overhead. Situated next to that was a toilet and bidet enclosed in their own room. In the middle of the room was a long, low, wooden bench. The image of lavish excess was completed by shining brass fixtures and mirrored walls that reached all the way to the ceiling at each end of the tub.

“Oh, my God,” she whispered. Stunned and nearly speechless, she leaned against the wall. “Oh, my God.”

Still trying to shake off the shock of her discovery, Sarona gathered up her suitcases and began to unpack. As a rule she usually packed light, but with so many destinations in so many weeks, she had extra luggage. Among her usual travel necessities there were three things she considered essential and never left home without: earplugs for unexpected noises that could ruin a good night’s sleep, socks for her constantly cold feet, and her vibrator for . . . uh . . . tension release. She chuckled at the memory of a long-ago comment to her friend Joyce during one of their “woman-to-woman” conversations: “Girl, my vibrator is like American Express. I don’t leave home without it.” Her decidedly kinky twist on that well-known commercial had left them both bubbling with laughter.

Joyce Jeffers was Sarona’s closest friend. They’d met four years ago during one of life’s quirky coincidences—at an airport while waiting for a delayed flight. The two struck up a conversation over a mutual weakness for designer shoes and handbags and soon discovered they had more in common than the overdue flight home. During that two-hour wait they developed an instant bond that had blossomed into a relationship that had grown and strengthened over time. Joyce was a few years older and wiser and, as is expected with close friends, felt it was her duty to pass on her personal and professional experience and opinion, whether it was asked for or not. She fulfilled the prerequisite role of best friend and confidant and listened, encouraged, persuaded, or championed, whenever called upon.

Sarona was an only child and had grown up isolated and alone, separated from the rest of the world by strict and overprotective parents. As a consequence of living a sheltered life, she was strong-willed, independent, and had a mind of her own. The down side was she often found it challenging to integrate herself into social situations. It wasn’t that she disliked being around people—she disliked being around a lot of people, and unfortunately, her preference for privacy and solitude threatened to turn her into a recluse. She’d also discovered through experience that at times she could be a bit naïve when it came to understanding people and their motivations—another flaw she recognized and struggled to overcome. She fought to keep a balance between her gullible and accepting side and the other skeptical and suspicious side. For her, it was a fine line to walk, and having Joyce as a friend and mentor helped make sense of the differences between the two.

Sarona finished putting her things away, and giving her suite another appreciative survey, stared longingly at the bed. Although she could easily have fallen face down into that enormous bed and not come up for air until the next day, she was unable to ignore the persistent hunger signals her stomach kept sending to her brain. So, before she gave into the exhaustion that threatened to claim her, she decided a quick visit to the hotel restaurant would solve at least one of her problems.

An hour later, with her hunger sated, she ended her long day with a glass of wine and a blissful soak in that absurdly large tub. And then, finally, fell face down into the welcoming softness of a king sized bed, fit for a queen.

• • •

Monday

The seminar kicked off with its usual fanfare; preliminary introductions of directors, board members, and chair members all taking turns giving their own personal welcoming speech. There was, of course, the extended invitation to meet fellow forum members in a more casual environment during the obligatory first evening mixer. A promise of free hors d’oeuvres, beverages, and cocktails was sure to guarantee maximum participation.

At the end of the day Sarona returned to her suite. Putting away her training materials, she was torn between returning for the mixer or staying in and ordering room service. As usual, she would have preferred to spend the evening alone reading, but if she didn’t show up she’d spend the next day as the subject of good-natured teasing and being accused of anti-social behavior. It wouldn’t be far from the truth—she had very little interest in socializing and found it difficult to change a lifelong practice of avoiding the ritual. It was easier to avoid the circumstances altogether than to make token appearances. Giving a sigh of resignation and chalking it up to one of those necessary evils, she changed out of her business attire into something more casual, and left to join the group . . . just for a while.

• • •

David stood back and away from the crowd, secluded and cleverly hidden from view. A large sculpture and the branches of a strategically placed potted tree shielded his position. He resembled an animal stalking prey, his eyes constantly in motion, scanning and searching the room until he found what he was looking for.

“Sarona, there you are,” he murmured. He watched as she mingled and moved about the room, stopping every few steps to engage in small talk with the others. He’d become quite adept at reading her, and he watched now as she slowly and steadily worked her way across the large room, edging toward the nearest exit to undoubtedly make her escape. He tracked her movements toward her intended route, hazarding a guess at how long it would take her to disappear altogether. That was her M.O—make an appearance to show her face, socialize for a short period of time, and then move on before anyone would notice. But sometimes, if waylaid by a particularly persistent individual, her retreat could be delayed for hours, and that was what he was counting on.

He’d picked up on this habit and other interesting details after a number of months spent observing how she moved and interacted. He knew her, and he knew she was biding her time and planning her getaway. Well, he had news for her—tonight it wasn’t going to be that simple. She was going to have to stick around a bit longer, if he had any say about it. Tonight, he had a vested interest.

Though they’d only met a few times in the past, he found himself totally intrigued and captivated with her personality; the fact she was beautiful was simply an added bonus. His curiosity had been piqued by her lack of interest in the usual superficial trappings or the need to impress. With his considerable experience in pursuing women, it was something he’d rarely seen, and he wanted to learn more; however, his attempts to get to know her better were met with complications at every turn. He was acutely aware that she put up a wall between them whenever he tried to initiate conversation.

Oh, she was nice enough, polite, even friendly, but he could detect that in some way she was put off by him, and avoided him every chance she got. He didn’t think she liked him very much, and he didn’t have a clue why, so he took a perverse pleasure in hunting her down and forcing her to tolerate his company. Even though his actions were precipitated by his adolescent-like behavior, he’d discovered that he enjoyed being with her whenever he got an opportunity. He found her smart and witty with an outrageously wicked and teasing sense of humor . . . whenever she slipped and let her guard down. Then he was allowed a glimpse at something deeper and beyond her distant polite exterior.

It was their last encounter and conversation, repeated over and over in his head, that had put him on edge and had unexpectedly triggered an obsessive need to get closer. Something she’d said had haunted him and pushed his mind and imagination beyond their limit for far too many days and nights since.

He had waited six months for this moment. He wasn’t even supposed to be here, but he’d wangled an exchange of venue with a co-worker. He knew Sarona would be here because he’d made the necessary checks and inquiries to make certain of it. This five-day conference was going to be his ticket to getting closer to her and getting to know her—intimately. He was limited in what he could do in only five days. The short amount of time would be a stretch even for his abilities to charm and persuade, but he was optimistic. He had confidence on his side. He’d worked his magic and gotten what he wanted in far less time, so this situation should be no different. He’d spent the last six months immersed in total fantasy. He had tortured his poor mind and body beyond endurance with vivid dreams and visions of her beautiful face contorted in sexual ecstasy, her imaginary soft moans of pleasure echoing in his head. He’d made up his mind six months ago. There would be no escape for her this time; she would not be allowed to ignore him or brush him aside as she had done repeatedly in the past. This time she was going to have to deal with him face-to-face, one on one. He had plans for her, plans he’d already taken the necessary steps to put into motion. Somewhere along the way she had become his obsession, and he was going to have her, seduce her into bed, his or hers—it didn’t matter.

David knew he had a certain, perhaps unsavory, reputation and that it preceded him wherever he went. Tales told and spread among the women he had been intimate with over time had seen to that. He’d learned at an early age that there was something about him, something to do with his biological chemical makeup along with his striking good looks that attracted the opposite sex in droves. As a young boy, he had thought it was a curse and hated the uncomfortable situations he had suffered through with little girls practically chasing him everywhere he went. But, by the time he’d hit puberty, he’d discovered the true advantage he had in the hand he’d been dealt, and well . . . the rest was history. Women were drawn to him like moths to a flame, vying for his attention and affection, and he willingly obliged, for he was, after all, merely a man.

He admitted he liked the attention, but over the last year or so he’d grown tired of the role. Everything was too easy. There was no challenge and no excitement, and the outcome was always the same, at least until he’d met Sarona Maxwell. Sarona was elusive, unobtainable, her manner remote, mysterious, and she seemed always just out of reach. Her elusive ways intrigued and challenged him, and were all the more reason why he had to have her. He believed Sarona was just what he needed to revive his interest in the pursuit of a beautiful woman, because this woman certainly didn’t make anything easy. Her avoidance of him approached to the point of snobbery, and he refused to be snubbed.

He continued to watch her undetected, studying her from his concealed position.

No, she wasn’t the type he was normally attracted to, but to tell the truth, he’d become pretty damned bored with the type he was normally attracted to. Sarona was black—or was that African American? He was never sure which term was politically correct. He guessed she was probably in her early to mid-thirties, but not much younger than his thirty-six years. She was above average height—tall for a woman and only a few inches shorter than his height of six feet three inches. She had a full figure with large breasts and luscious curves, perfectly proportioned in an hourglass shape reminiscent of those old Marilyn Monroe films his dad used to watch on late night TV. Her skin was the color of caramel, the kind you see drizzled over vanilla ice cream, and it looked just as rich, just as creamy. Her hair was a rich, dark brown with streaks of mahogany and fell long, wild and thick in layers down her back to just below her shoulders. She had a warm, beautiful smile and intelligent, dark brown eyes, deep enough for a man to swim in . . . or drown trying. He was drawn to, aroused by and turned on by her dark skin, dark eyes and dark hair.

He shuddered and hardened at an unexpected visual: the two of them with their limbs intertwined against a backdrop of soft candlelight, champagne, and satin sheets; his lips locked against the softness of hers, his tongue delving deep, seeking to taste the sweetness of her mouth; his hand cupping the fullness of her breast, stroking her dark nipple with his thumb, pressing his hard arousal firmly against her, maneuvering and thrusting to get deep inside her waiting, wet . . . .

“There you are!” The familiar sound of Shelia Preston’s voice startled him and brought him reluctantly out of his fantasy. “Everyone’s been looking all over for you and lucky me, I’m the one who’s found you.” She all but purred her satisfaction.

Of all people, David thought with bitter resentment that he miraculously managed to keep from registering on his face. Shelia was a former lover who refused to be relegated to the classification of “former.” She constantly sought him out with the intent to lure him back, but there wasn’t a chance in hell of that ever happening. That time was long past. He conceded she was a beautiful woman; that’s what had attracted him. She was ultra-feminine, blonde-haired and green-eyed with a willow thin body envied by the world’s average woman, topped with today’s must-have accessory, 34 DD silicone breasts. Although she was great to look at and an ornamental showpiece for any man’s arm, her personality was about as interesting as sitting around and watching paint dry. Thinking back, he wondered what in the world he could have seen in her in the first place. Of course, thinking back, he had to admit personality hadn’t been his primary consideration. He probably hadn’t bothered to raise his eyes above her neckline.

“Hey, anybody home in there?” Shelia yelled as she shook his arm, once again bringing him back to the here and now. “Come on.” She dragged him forward. “I want to show everybody I found you.” Looping her arm into the crook of his, she led him out into the crowded room, preening and strutting like she’d just won a blue ribbon for the prize bull at the County Fair—a role David suddenly realized he was becoming all too familiar with, and one that left him feeling more like a prize than a person.

• • •

Sarona stood off to the side of the large room watching the crowd mill about, the mass of people conversing and networking with one another. She’d already met a few individuals she was marginally acquainted with earlier in the day, but so far she hadn’t seen even one of them here. That made her wonder why she’d bothered making an appearance.

As she sipped wine and surveyed the room and considered whether she should call it a night, her gaze suddenly fell upon a familiar figure on the far side of the room. She knew who he was instantly, even though all she could see was his backside. She’d recognize that backside anywhere.

“Damn,” she muttered. The “he” who had caught her attention was none other than David Broussard. David was an extremely attractive man who stood about six foot three with piercing whisky brown eyes that shimmered like a mixture of bourbon and honey, rimmed by sinfully long dark lashes that had no business being on a man. His hair was a cap of coffee-brown curls, full and springy yet perfectly styled, trimmed and tapered to the nape of his neck. His facial features were strong and squared with lush, full lips and a straight, patrician nose, giving an impression of chiseled perfection equal to that of the Greek god Adonis himself. Flawless, golden-bronze skin, a lean muscular frame with broad shoulders and a narrow waist that tapered into the nicest ass she’d ever seen, rounded out what could only be described as a perfect living example of God’s gift to women. The man personified satin and silk, fire and ice, sex and sensuality, and the wine and candlelight she so wantonly desired. All told, he was a damn fine white man.

It was a well-known fact that Mr. Broussard was a highly sought after, bona fide, honest-to-God ladies’ man; his looks alone would lend credence to such a claim, but it wasn’t his looks alone that turned women’s heads. There was something else about the man that could set a woman’s senses on fire. He had a scent like no other, an actual natural scent that wafted into the air and drove women to nearly stampede like a herd of cattle.

The man’s scent was to women like catnip was to cats—overpowering and irresistible. He could have any woman he wanted, and unfortunately, Sarona was no more immune to the natural power he wielded than any other member of the female sex. Knowing she was as susceptible as all the others, she did everything she could to stay off his radar and out of sight, but for some reason she couldn’t fathom, every time she turned around, there he was.

The two of them had crossed paths off and on over the last year at venues like this, but had rarely engaged in what could be considered real conversation. They’d exchanged friendly flirtatious bantering, she teasing him about his reputation, he inviting her to explore the truth or myth of it for herself, but nothing more. She knew it was all just talk between them. She had no real concern he was actually interested in her, considering the obvious. She was black. She didn’t fit his preferable parameters of attraction, with her brown skin, full lips, big bust, and large, rounded bottom all packaged in a daunting five-foot ten-inch frame. She was certain she had far too many curves for his taste. He’d once commented on her height and size and had referred to her as an Amazon Queen. She silently chuckled, remembering the words they’d exchanged.

“That’s right; I’m a real woman, so I suggest you save those Disneyland tactics you use for those anorexic, skin and bone-thin women you seem so fond of. If you step to me, you’d better bring it from the Wild Kingdom.”

His eyes had grown wide with obvious surprise before he burst into a loud, boisterous laugh. She joined in, relieved that for once her habit of speaking first and thinking later hadn’t landed her in hot water. Once the laughter died, he’d given her a curious look and responded in a much too intimate voice, “You know, Sarona, I’d be more than happy to go on safari with you any time. Just say the word.”

She’d ignored his hint of implied interest because, for all her talk and bravado, there was no way in hell she was following him down that path. She’d told herself that if there was any real interest, it was probably to satisfy the usual white man/black woman curiosity, and she’d be damned if she’d be seduced for the sake of curiosity. She’d seen and heard enough with her own eyes and ears to know, any woman with half a brain and an ounce of self-preservation would steer clear of a man like him. She had no intention of getting mixed up in the games he liked to play.

She’d been around long enough to know that was all sex was to David—simply a game of stalk, capture, and conquer. “But damn.” She sighed. “It sure is tempting to play.”

She recognized the usual throng of women surrounding him, particularly the leader of the pack, Shelia Preston. Gossip had it that David had recently dumped her after a brief fling, but the silly bitch didn’t have sense enough to let go. Shelia mistakenly thought that her good looks, fake boobs, and Daddy’s money could get her any man she wanted. She thought material things entitled her to treat people with disrespect and allowed her the luxury of commanding the attention of any man, including David Broussard. Ordinarily that might have held true, but David Broussard wasn’t just any man.

She had to admit, he was quite good at the hunt. Even now, while charming the women in front of him, he was scanning the room looking for his next target. By the look of determination on his face, he would have his next victim bagged and tagged in well under the five-day deadline. The man was lethal, and he looked every bit the predator he was.

She was not happy he was there, and her dismay at seeing him was testament to how she too was affected by his seductive persona. God, the man’s one big, walking pheromone, she thought, disgusted with her irrepressible response to his presence.


Chapter 2

“So, David, I haven’t seen you around lately. Where have you been keeping yourself?” Ellen Matthews inquired.

He remembered Ellen from events he’d attended in the past. He liked her. She was friendly, intelligent and down to earth. He was surprised to see her with Sheila. Most of the women in her circle of friends were a lot like her—vain, materialistic and totally unaware of the world outside their own personal social sphere.

“I’ve been busy starting up a new business venture.”

“That sounds exciting. What kind of business is it?”

“It’s software development with an emphasis on communications security. My partner and I have developed organizational software directed at major corporate businesses in need of standardizing their operations.”

“Wow! That sounds like a lucrative venture.”

“Yes, you’re right. It’s lucky for us there’s a demand for what we offer. In this business, there are a lot of companies that compete and offer similar services, but fortunately we’ve developed something that’s unique, smarter and simpler, at least for now.”

“What corporate clients have you acquired? Anyone I may have heard of?”

“We’ve built up a modest clientele, but mainly work by referral since we have such a small staff. It keeps us busy, but as you can see, I haven’t given up my day job yet. David chuckled as he took a sip from his drink.

“Oh, he’s just being modest,” Shelia interrupted. “Go ahead, David, tell her who you’ve done consulting work for.”

“It’s not important,” he said, clearly uncomfortable with Shelia’s entering into the conversation. “I don’t want to bore Ellen with a laundry list of names that don’t mean much.”

“How can you say that?” she chuckled. “Of course they do. They’re only some of the most recognizable names in the corporate world—names like Disney, Hilton, Jack in the Box . . . and those are just the ones I know about. With a list like that, his company could be on the Fortune 500 list in no time.” Shelia blurted, obviously happy to tell such noteworthy news.

“Impressive,” Ellen murmured.

Growing impatient with the company and the conversation around him, David took to searching the crowd again for Sarona. God, he hoped she hadn’t left yet. He had to see her; he had talk to her. He was afraid being distracted by Shelia might have cost him his chance for the evening. Time was short—much too short. There were only a few days to get his plan to work, and he couldn’t afford to miss one opportunity to corner her and make her notice him.

As luck would have it, he spotted her across the room at a tall, freestanding bar table, with a guy who looked totally absorbed in discussion with her. Seeing an opportunity in the making, he interrupted Shelia and her friends and politely excused himself, saying he’d just seen someone he wanted to chat with.

Shelia pouted her disappointment and tried to entice him to stay, shamelessly boosting the cleavage of her silicone breasts to their best advantage. David smiled distractedly and gave her a quick pat on the back, assuring her they’d talk later, and hurriedly walked away. She watched him leave and tried to follow his progress through the crowd, seething with anger. How dare he embarrass her in front of her friends? She knew he had some silly notion that they were suddenly just friends since he decided to call it quits, but if he thought he could drop her like all the others and just walk away, he was in for a rude awakening. He needed to be reminded they were two of a kind, and they belonged together.

David stopped at the bar to pick up a white wine and a shot of bourbon, neat. He’d noticed Sarona’s glass was nearly empty. Though his objective was to show his good intentions and consideration, his good intentions were prompted by something more self-serving in nature. He was going to postpone her escape and charm his way into spending time with her for the evening. He was on a tight schedule, and he wouldn’t let an empty glass be an excuse to call it a night, not yet. While waiting for the drinks and watching the interplay of conversation between her and her table mate, he tried to determine if she had any interest in the man in front of her.

Sarona was a remarkable woman when it came to intelligence, good looks, and charm, and he wasn’t the only man enchanted by the seductive combination. He’d seen for himself the evidence of that as heads turned and bodies swiveled in unison when she walked by. Though she was a beautiful woman like Shelia, unlike Shelia, she didn’t treat people as if compliments and admiration were her due. On the contrary, she didn’t appear to even notice the attention she garnered by simply passing through. She exuded a certain sophistication, charm, and sexual attraction that were as natural as breathing, and she seemed totally unaware of it.

Even now he was captured by what he saw. She looked sexy as hell dressed in a colorful green, brown, and gold sleeveless, low-cut blouse that showed off her toned arms and ample cleavage. Camel brown slacks hugged her shapely behind and draped her long legs. Her toenails were polished, and her soft, elegant feet were sheathed in golden sandals. It was a given that the woman looked sexy in anything she wore, but at this moment, he literally ached for the opportunity to see her in absolutely nothing at all.

A sudden vision of her fully nude body stretched out like a sacrificial offering for his personal pleasure sent a rush of fire straight to his already throbbing cock, triggering his entire body to pulsate with intense desire. He imagined her chocolate-brown nipples standing taut, erect, begging to be stroked by his tongue, suckled and pulled into the warmth of his hot, eager mouth. He saw his hands skimming over her skin, the contrast of her creamy caramel and his sun-kissed bronze merging and blending, intermingling as he reached to cup her luscious hips and his fingers poised to stroke, probe, and explore the warmth of her mysterious depths . . . .

The sound of her husky laughter brought David out of his daydream and replaced his dazed look with one of determination. With both glasses in hand, he made his way across the distance. He’d instantly decided two things—one, he didn’t like the sound of Sarona’s throaty laughter resonating with pleasure for someone else, and two, he didn’t care who the man was, whoever he was, his time was up.

• • •

Sarona’s planned retreat to her suite had been delayed by Bruce Carter, one of the regulars she vaguely knew. Uninvited, he had taken up residence at her table and was attempting to convince her tonight could be her lucky night. Bruce was just another married man away from home trying to score before going back to the wife and kids. She had no idea how she’d gotten his attention, but she had neither the interest nor the patience for his solicitation, and she hadn’t been able to politely persuade him to move on.

“So, Sarona, what do you think? We’re wasting time. How about we blow this place and go up to my room? We could have our own little party, just the two of us.”

“You must be joking.” she said, shocked at the suggestion and the assumption that she was the least bit interested. She laughed out loud. “Why on earth would you think I’d be interested in going to bed with you?”

“Well, maybe you aren’t right now, but if you give me a chance, I’m sure I could change your mind.”

“Really,” she responded dryly. “And how do you propose to do that?”

“Be persistent, wear you down, and if worse comes to worse, get you drunk. Look, a hot woman like you can have your pick of any man in this room. You can’t blame a guy for trying to be the first in line. Time is short—we only have a couple of days—why not make the most of a great opportunity while we’re away from home?”

“Because I don’t need to ‘make the most of a great opportunity.’ I’m not the one who’s married and searching for sex on the side with a restricted timetable.”

“Okay, I’ll give you that, but what’s the harm in taking a walk on the wild side, especially since you have nothing at stake and nothing to lose? We’re both just passing through. We get together for a night, two if we like it, then when it’s over, go our separate ways.”

This is just great, she thought with increasing annoyance. He’s certainly living up to his intention to be persistent; and making himself a pest to boot. She was actually starting to get a headache. He didn’t know it, but the man was coming dangerously close to making her lose her polite façade, meaning she was about to get ugly. She did not want to resort to acting like an angry black woman, but he was working her last nerve.

She was still debating how to convince Bruce to give up and move on when she looked up and saw David striding purposefully toward them. His eyes met and held hers with a look of stubborn resolve. Oh, hell, she thought with exasperation, just what I don’t need right now.

David sauntered up to her table with two glasses and, after giving a brief nod of acknowledgment to Bruce, he handed the wine to Sarona.

“Here, Sarona. I noticed your glass was nearly empty.”

She was absolutely speechless, so she simply smiled and accepted the glass he offered. David turned to her table companion, stretched out his hand, and introduced himself.

“Hello, I’m David Broussard.”

“Bruce Carter,” the man said as he shook David’s hand.

“Well, Bruce, I want to thank you for keeping Sarona company until I arrived, but she and I have some things to catch up on, and I’m afraid I’m going to have to steal her away from you now.” He turned to Sarona and added, “I’m sorry I’m late, but I was unavoidably detained and couldn’t get away until now.”

“Oh, that’s all right, David,” she said as she promptly jumped at the lifeline he’d thrown her. “Bruce was just about to leave anyway, weren’t you, Bruce?”

Eyeing them both with a crafty smile, Bruce nodded his head in agreement and turned to walk away. In leaving, he commented over his shoulder, “I guess I can see now why you weren’t interested in my proposal, Sarona. Obviously you were waiting for a better offer.”

“Oh, no, Bruce, I’m afraid you’re mistaken,” she retorted. “It wasn’t the proposal I had a problem with. I thought the presentation was unimpressive, unimaginative, and lacked sufficient substance to generate any interest.”

Bruce, rendering a two-fingered salute, smirked as he departed.

“Snake!” she snapped as his back disappeared into the crowd.

“Looks like I got here just in time.” David chuckled, raising his glass to his lips.

Sarona looked up to see sensual laughter sparkling in his eyes and thought with mild despair, Oh, Lord. I’ve just traded the snake for a tiger.

“So, David,” she jokingly asked. “To what do I owe this honor? Don’t tell me you’ve already stalked your way through the entire herd and decided to call it quits for the evening.”

“I’m sorry to report that so far I haven’t seen any decent prospects. But it’s still early. I’ve got a few days to look them over before making a selection. But no matter the outcome, Sarona, I’ll still have plenty of reserves left just for you—that is, if you’re up for the hunt,” he teasingly retorted.

“Ah, yes, the hunt.” She laughed as she studied the wine in her glass. “I seem to recall an invitation to go on safari the last time we saw each other. However, after due deliberation, I’ve decided I’m in no way capable of competing at your level of expertise, so I think I’ll be content to just sit back and watch an experienced master at work—watch how it’s done, take a few notes,” she remarked, lifting her gaze and her glass at the same time.

“Coward,” he whispered.

“Exactly,” she responded.

• • •

The two slipped seamlessly into the usual back-and-forth banter they’d come to share, as though no time had passed between their meetings. David once again played the game and eased effortlessly into his role of bad boy/player, a role he’d donned simply to get Sarona’s attention and have her talk to him. He wasn’t exactly thrilled with her perception of him, but if given the opportunity to set the record straight, he hoped to change that. He wanted her to see there was more to him than the playboy persona she was used to and so ready to believe.

He didn’t like it, but he’d accepted the fact that for some unknown reason she wasn’t susceptible to his male magnetism or glib charm. She either brushed aside his flirtatious advances or ignored him altogether. He couldn’t decide if it was a blow to his male ego to be summarily dismissed, or if he was intrigued by the challenge. No matter the answer, he had to admit his desire intensified more and more each time he saw her and each time she rebuffed him. Surprisingly, each rejection only served to heighten his curiosity, and strengthen his resolve to get closer.

At his suggestion, they took their drinks and left the crowded room in search of quieter surroundings. They seated themselves in the bar and lounge area of the hotel.

“You know, David, considering how long we’ve known each other, it’s occurred to me that we’ve never once discussed what you do. I’m curious. What brings you to these conferences? What do you do to make an honest living when you’re not on the prowl?” she teased.

He smiled at her question. He secretly enjoyed knowing that, despite the fact they’d met on so few occasions, he knew more about her than she would ever suspect. He had reason to want to know everything he could; he needed an advantage, an edge. He was on a mission, a mission that had led him here to this moment. He was going to win her over, and he would use whatever recourse was available to him to ensure his success. If it meant lying and gathering information to the point of stalking, then so be it. He had no qualms or hesitations in using whatever means necessary when it came to getting what he wanted, and he wanted Sarona.

“I work for a communications security consultant firm. Our home base is in Atlanta, Georgia. I’m one of the consultants retained by the firm.”

“Atlanta? That’s where I’m from.” Sarona responded with wide-eyed surprise.

“You don’t say,” David replied, the lack of real surprise evident in his voice. “I guess it really is a small world.”

“Hm,” she said. “I have a feeling that you’re not nearly as shocked as I am regarding this curious coincidence.”

“No, I’m not surprised. I’ve overheard the conversations and gossip from the others when the subject comes up about who’s attending these meetings. Whether you know it or not,” he said with an impish sparkle in his eyes, “you, my friend, have been a hot topic of discussion on numerous occasions, with the emphasis on hot.”

“Yeah, right!” She snorted a clear indication of her disbelief and laughed out loud at what she obviously considered a piece of fiction. “Please tell me why should I believe an outrageous comment like that?”

“Why would I lie?”

“To get my interest and draw me into your trap, that’s why.” She chuckled. “But I’m onto you, Mr. Broussard, and I’m not falling for it. I know you’re a hunter, and you’ll use any trick in the book to bait your intended prey, and I’m sure you’d use anything up to and including outrageous, pre-fabricated flattery. But, if you want to practice your lines and lies on me, go ahead. I’m game. I’m more than happy to give you constructive feedback.”

“You think you know me, don’t you, Sarona?” he asked, eyeing the contents of his glass speculatively. “You think you have me all figured out. You think I’m a man with no feelings and no heart, with one thought and one agenda—to pursue and capture. I think if you took a moment to put judgment aside and look deeper and beyond the façade, you might find something much more simple and unexpected. You might find that the hunter has a heart.”

“I don’t question whether you have a heart, David. I’m sure it takes a determined ‘heart’ to master the art of hunting. But hunters are a breed of their own, and by nature hunt for the sport, the competition, or the challenge. They are collectors of beautiful and unique things, whether purely for the sake of bragging rights, a sense of triumph or for other, more selfish reasons.”

“And what category do I fall into, Sarona?” he asked, finding himself irritated and bothered to be so callously characterized.

“Um . . . .” She knitted her eyebrows together in the pretense of giving the question intense consideration. “Speaking strictly from observation, I’d say you’re in it for the sport, because it’s obvious there’s no competition, and there’s certainly no challenge.”

Sarona’s remarks made him uncomfortable. He found he didn’t much like her opinion of him. Though the analogy of his being on the hunt had started as a joke, he was becoming concerned with her distorted view of him. Maybe it was time to change the subject. Steer her in another direction, into safer waters, until he had time to reconsider his approach. She was proving to be much more critical in her thinking than he’d originally assumed, and much too perceptive for his liking. He was going to have to re-examine his tactics and change his plan of attack.

“Well, enough about your decidedly unflattering opinion of me,” David said, interjecting quiet laughter to segue into another, less intimidating topic. “How about you. Tell me more about what it is that you do.”

“What?” she asked with eyebrows playfully raised. “Don’t tell me an observant and discerning man such as you didn’t acquire that all-important bit of information from those overheard discussions about how hot I am!

They both burst into companionable laughter at her jab, and the conversation and the evening went on from there. Quips, conspiracies, and scandalous commentaries between the two continued throughout the night, interspersed with reactions from sedate chuckles to riotous laughter. The topics of conversation ranged from politics to business, to food and wine, to music and movies, and covered a broad spectrum of personal opinions, beliefs, likes, and dislikes.

During the evening, David learned of Sarona’s schedule when she indicated she’d be leaving early Saturday morning. He made a mental note that, including tonight, he had five nights to accomplish his goal.

• • •

At a comfortable lull in the conversation, David excused himself to order more drinks, leaving Sarona alone with her thoughts. With chin in hand and watching people passing by, she idly speculated about David. Why was he spending so much time with her? She was baffled by his persistence in seeking her out everywhere they went. Considering his womanizing reputation, he should be out scouting for potential bed partners, not wasting his time chatting it up with her. She had to wonder if there were some other purpose behind his unusual behavior. Men like David simply did not hang out with women like her for the sake of company and conversation. There had to be a reason, some motive.

Motive?

Sarona’s eyes widened with sudden revelation. Stupid woman, of course there’s a motive! Sex! Holy crap, he’s actually serious! The man’s got it in his head that he wants to have sex with you! And all this time you thought he was simply joking. How could you not see this coming?

How?

Because you were too busy being smug, thinking it was all fun and games and that you weren’t his type. Hell, anything with two legs and female would be his type. Damn! 

“Now what are you going to do,” she muttered to herself?

“Run!” her inner voice of reason shouted.

• • •

Shelia stood with the crowd, feigning interest in the chatter going on around her, but her eyes were on David and Sarona, and she was upset with what she saw. What the hell is he doing? He can’t possibly be interested in her! Look at her, she’s huge! She’s a cow! She’d been trying desperately to get David to come to his senses and come back to her.

Her phone calls and messages had gone unanswered. When they did speak, the conversation was clipped and cut short, not that they had ever talked much, anyway. Shelia didn’t have much use for conversation; she thought it was a waste of time. What she wanted most was his attention, and of course, sex. The sex was great! She’d never in her life experienced anything like the pleasure David gave her. She’d finally met a man who knew exactly what he was doing in bed, and there was no way in hell she was letting him get away. She had no idea what had gone wrong or why he’d suddenly lost interest, but she’d invested a lot of time and energy into getting him, and she wasn’t giving him up, not without a fight.

Her eyes narrowed to slits as she watched the two of them. Hearing the laughter and watching the smiles and looks that passed between them only made her angrier. Unable to stomach another moment of watching them together, Shelia turned and rudely pushed through the crowd as she made her way toward the elevators.

“What’s her problem?” Linda asked, watching Shelia’s sudden and unexplained departure.

Ellen chuckled at the sight of Sheila’s stiff back in retreat. “It looks like Shelia’s got competition, and she doesn’t like it one bit.”

“Competition?” Linda murmured, following the direction of Ellen’s gaze. “I thought they were over and done.”

“As far as he’s concerned they are, but as usual, Shelia has a problem facing reality.”

“She doesn’t let go easily, does she?”

“No, she doesn’t. Shelia has the misconception that the world revolves around her, and she should be worshipped accordingly.”

“Well, she is a beautiful woman,” Linda stated in awe, reflecting too closely the worship Sheila was accustomed to.

“Oh, please! Of course she’s beautiful; she’s had so much work done, she’s like the city of Las Vegas, constantly under construction.” Ellen couldn’t refrain from laughing at her own clever correlation, referencing Sheila’s history of cosmetic maintenance. “These days there are more and more men opting for the experience of a natural woman. It would seem that Mr. Broussard is no exception.”

“Do you think there’s anything going on between those two?”

“I don’t know, but from where I’m standing I’d say that the road they’re on is bound to lead them somewhere.”


Chapter 3

They stood at the door to her suite, still engaging in the back-and-forth banter they had participated in most of the evening. This was by far the most fun David had had in a very long time. It was rare to spend this much time with her, so he relished the moment, reluctant for it to end. Though he’d kept up his end of the conversation throughout the night, there were times he was barely aware of what had been said. More than once he’d found himself fascinated with Sarona’s mouth, watching the way it moved when she spoke and the sexy way her tongue slipped out to moisten her lips. Other times he caught himself staring into her eyes, dazed and free falling into their darkness, drowning in their depths.

“Thank you for rescuing me from Bruce,” he heard her say as she reached for her card key. “I wasn’t having any luck convincing him to leave.”

“No problem. I could tell he was making a jerk of himself by the way you were rubbing the side of your head. I might have left it alone, but you looked annoyed. I don’t like seeing you annoyed,” he said. “He didn’t seem like your type so I had no qualms butting in and scaring him off.”

“My type? What do you mean ‘my type?’” she queried with raised eyebrows and a half smile that flitted across her face. “What exactly does ‘my type’ look like?”

“Like me,” he stated without hesitation.

Sarona tensed, sensing the change in direction the conversation was about to take. “Well, I suggest you think again, Mr. Broussard,” her voice edged with forced lightness. “You, sir, are way out of my league, but unlike most of the women you usually entertain yourself with, I’m smart enough to know it. I know the rules of the game, David,” she responded with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes, “but I’m not interested in playing.”

David stepped back and clutched his hands to his heart in mock dismay, with what he hoped was a disarming smile. “You wound me deeply, woman, with your constant distrust. Can’t a guy simply profess adoration without having an ulterior motive?”

She eyed him suspiciously and gave an unladylike snort. “Of course there’s an ulterior motive; you’re a man, aren’t you?” She gave him her sweetest smile and cheerfully said, “Good night, David, thank you for a lovely evening,” and entered her suite and closed the door in his face.

The smile slipped from his face like melting wax, to be replaced by a look of lost and utter confusion. For one fraction of a second, he didn’t know what to think. What had just happened here? One minute they were engaging in playful repartee and the next—the next he was left standing in an empty hallway, alone! Suddenly, the improbable dawned on him. I’ve been dismissed. The realization was slow in coming. His reaction was stunned disbelief. He knew the woman was full of surprises, but this was one surprise he sure as hell hadn’t counted on. David turned abruptly and stalked back down the hall to the elevator, his short-lived euphoria fast becoming a distant memory.

• • •

Sarona stood with her back to the door listening to his receding footsteps, muffled by the carpeting in the hallway. As the muted sound of the elevator arriving reached her ears, she pushed away from the door and headed to the bathroom. Staring back at her reflection in the mirror above the sink, she replayed the events of the evening in her head and examined the hours she’d spent with David.

The brush-off at the door had been nothing more than an act of self-preservation. It was a meager attempt to discourage his interest, and one that was sure to backfire. But if she were honest, she’d admit she’d had a wonderful time. And as long as she was being honest, she might as well admit that no matter how she tried to fight it, she was extremely attracted to the man.

God help her, she was as susceptible as every other red-blooded female within a fifty-foot radius to his alluring personality, that amazing scent, and his drop dead gorgeous good looks. She’d been captivated by his beautiful eyes and had loved watching how they’d sparkled with mischief and merriment when the conversation invariably turned to sexual innuendo. His smile was intriguing, followed often by an infectious laugh, the sound of which bordered wickedly on girl-go-ahead-and-drop-your-drawers-now sexy. To her surprise, he was a fun guy to be with. He was intelligent, charming, and funny. Despite the fact that he was capable of pouring on the charm and charisma to captivate and spellbind any woman alive, she had the feeling that instead he’d relaxed and let himself go, and had enjoyed the evening as much as she had.

Hours later and still trying vainly to put the evening behind her, Sarona was wide awake, tossing and turning. Romantic thoughts of David ran rampant through her mind, closely followed by unexpected and unwanted heated responses from her traitorous body. Before tonight she hadn’t given him more than a passing thought of interest, but now she couldn’t get him out of her head.

Damn him! He’d charmed and teased her and made her laugh and had gotten under her skin like an annoying itch she couldn’t reach or scratch. They’d only spent one evening together. How could one evening have such an effect on her? Suddenly her mind was in chaos and her body was on fire with a scorching desire that until now had barely existed? She couldn’t keep the vision of his face, his eyes, and that sinful mouth—perfect, beautiful, and delicious—from flashing before her eyes. It should be against the law to look that gorgeous, to be that sexy; it was a lethal combination and a deadly distraction for average folk like her.
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