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Hard Work

Sin City Gigolos, Book 1

Micah Persell
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Avon, Massachusetts


For Nielle—

Who selflessly offered to research this book with me. Such the giving heart.

 


Chapter One

“Oh, God.”

That’s right, baby.

“Oh, God!”

The woman beneath him arched her back and dug her nails into his abdomen before raking them down to where they joined. She pressed her manicured fingers over her clit and bit into her lip. Kip picked up the pace of his thrusts, the telltale fluttering of her orgasm against his cock signaling that he could finally—finally—come.

He grinned down at her—his payday was just minutes away—and allowed the knot of restraint at the base of his spine to loosen as he tipped over the edge with her.

He swallowed down the small moan that rose in his throat as he spilled into the condom, maintaining control even as he allowed himself to slip it a bit.

Her dazed eyes opened, and her gaze scoured his torso as his stomach clenched and unclenched—something he did intentionally, because they always liked to see it—before the last of his own orgasm faded.

Job well done.

She sighed. “Fuck, Kip.”

He chuckled as he leaned down and brushed a kiss against her damp neck. “Good?”

“The best.”

Job very well done. He glanced over at the clock beside the bed, and even he raised an eyebrow. Two hours. Two hours of delayed gratification for a woman who had claimed she had trouble orgasming at the start of it. Two hours of taking her right to the edge and backing her off over and over and over again.

Damn, I’m good. This was going to mean a tip. A big one.

She sighed again, and Kip frowned slightly as he tried to remember her name. As he grasped the condom and pulled out of her, he mentally shrugged. It didn’t matter anyway. Her eyelids were already drooping, and in moments she would be asleep. “I’m going to take a shower, doll.”

She murmured something and nodded. Hopefully, she wouldn’t fall too deeply asleep. If he had to wake her up to get payment, it could get awkward. Then again, there wasn’t much in his line of work that wasn’t awkward, so c’est la vie.

In the bathroom, he tossed the condom and turned the shower on all the way to hot. As he waited for it to warm up, he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror, his gaze automatically falling to the red, angry stripes she’d given him on his stomach.

He sighed. Those needed to be gone by the next client. Despite obviously knowing he was a gigolo, none of the ladies liked the reminder that he slept with other women, and it usually affected his payout when they caught sight of a love bite or scratch someone else put there. He relied half on networking at casinos and bars, half on word of mouth to maintain and add to his client list. No traceable agencies for him. So, he had to keep the ladies—he didn’t believe in types and serviced all kinds—happy. His livelihood depended on it.

He stepped under the water and started lathering up with the hotel’s provided soap, ready to get out of here and on with his night, which was now free, having thoroughly pleasured his last client of the day. Once he’d washed the woman’s scent from his body, he toweled off and walked back to where his clothes lay in a pile beside the bedside table where—hallelujah—Sated Beauty had left his money before slipping into a slumber deep enough that her tiny snores filled the hotel room.

He took a moment to thumb through the crisp, green bills, and . . . holy shit. Who cared if the scratches were gone by the next client? She’d tipped him more than he could have ever expected.

Kip did some quick math in his head. Nineteen thousand dollars. Nearly there. Thanks to this woman’s generosity, he now had half the amount he needed to start his own business and get out of one in which he had to shower several times a day and hide hickeys on the reg.

This calls for a celebration. But somewhere off the Strip, where he wouldn’t feel like he had to be on and could enjoy a cocktail in peace.

He pulled on his clothes and slipped his payment into his wallet before shoving it in his back pocket. His favorite place was open for several more hours yet, and if he remembered correctly, Steve was behind the bar tonight. He mixed the best Blue Hawaiians.

Kip cast one last grateful grin at the woman sleeping spread-eagled in the middle of the bed, then slipped out of the hotel room and into the night.


Chapter Two

Victoria clicked send on the e-mail and then leaned back in her chair with a slight smile. Another job well done. Her client was going to love the idea she’d just sent, and that meant that she was going to be her boss’s new favorite.

Or, continuous favorite. Six of one; half dozen of the other.

The only thing that mattered was she’d just closed the gap between her and the newly vacant corner office, even if it was only by a few proverbial inches. Just one more big success, and she was surely in.

Her computer chimed. “Already?” she muttered. She clicked her inbox, and when it refreshed, there was a new e-mail, but it wasn’t from the client she’d just contacted.

It was a Google alert, and when she saw the subject line, she forgot how to breathe.

She clicked on the e-mail so hard, the mouse emitted a creak beneath her fingers. Her gaze moved over the words too quickly for her brain to understand, and she had to start over again. Several times.

When she finally grasped the news release she was reading, she leaned back in her chair, stunned.

The Ricchezza was switching advertising agencies. A fairly new casino on the strip, The Ricchezza, which meant wealth in Italian, had launched onto the scene, becoming a must-stop casino within hours of opening its doors for the first time.

And now it was up for grabs.

It’s finally happened. Since beginning her career in advertising several years ago, Victoria had kept a wishful eye on the big casinos located just a few blocks away from the offices of Precision Media Services. Surely, one of them would want fresh ideas at some point.

Hardly daring to take her eyes from the screen, Victoria groped in the laptop bag beside her chair and unzipped the secret pocket on the inside. She dug through the myriad pencils and pens until her fingertips encountered the well-known and oft-visited flash drive.

Her thumb brushed over the peeling tape label she didn’t have to read—the one that said “Hopes and Dreams” in black Sharpie—as she plugged it into the computer tower. She tapped her foot against the plastic carpet guard beneath her desk chair as her computer worked to open the files, and when it did, she clicked open the ready-made proposal. The perfect one. The one she’d made only a few months ago on one of her regular “What-if Weekends” with The Ricchezza specifically in mind.

As she quickly scanned it, the firm set of her lips relaxed; as she typed a few final edits, the relaxation turned to a full-fledged smile.

It was brilliant. Just as she remembered.

She composed the body of the e-mail, attached the file, and clicked send.

She flicked a glance at the bottom, right-hand corner of her screen; she’d managed to send off a damn fine proposal within ten minutes of The Ricchezza releasing the news. Not even “The Master” over at Precision’s biggest competitor could top that.

There wouldn’t be enough fussy French-pressed coffee in the world for Masterson when she received word tomorrow that Victoria had scooped The Ricchezza account right from beneath her nose. A bubble of giddiness roiled in Victoria’s belly.

This was it. That corner office was as good as hers.

She looked at the clock again. Plenty of time to celebrate before she went to bed for the minimal five hours of sleep she needed to function.

She shut down her computer, waiting until the screen was completely black and her files secure before turning off the lights and walking through the office that had been abandoned for a good four hours already on this Friday evening.

“’Night, Earl.” She waved over her shoulder as she passed the watchman.

“’Night, Ms. Hastings.”

She felt his careful gaze follow her across the parking lot to her Mercedes, and when she backed out of her spot and drove past him, he kept his eye on her until he couldn’t any more, always watching out for her safety, though she didn’t know what he would do if someone ever threatened her. He was older than God and walked with a pronounced limp thanks to his regular gout flare-ups. If there were trouble, she would have to protect him.

As she stopped at a red light, the Bluetooth in the car started ringing, and a rare bloom of happiness lit in her chest.

She pushed a button. “Hey, Cassidy.”

“Please tell me you’re not still at the office.”

“I’m not. Swear to God.”

A heavy sigh. “You just left it, didn’t you?”

Victoria shrugged with one shoulder, though Cassidy couldn’t see it. “Hey, I’ve got some good news.”

“She said in a shameless ploy to redirect the conversation.”

Guilty. “So, The Ricchezza is in the market for new advertising blood.”

There was a pause on the other end. “Okay, I’ll allow this new topic, but we will revisit the travesty of spending your Friday night at the office as soon as it’s done.”

Not if she could help it. “I already sent a bid.”

“That’s right, you did. You’re an ass-kicker. And?”

“It’s good.” She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel as she pulled into the lounge’s parking lot. “Really good.”

“Well, yeah. I meant and as in, what did they say?”

 “I just sent it. I won’t hear back until probably Monday.” Oh, God, that’s a long way away.

“Nah, you’ll hear from them any second. Just keep your phone on.” There was a cacophonous spat of gunfire on the line. “Damn it,” Cassidy muttered.

“You die?”

“Yes. Fucking again.”

Cassidy’s ability to carry on and be present in a conversation while button jamming as she wrote and tested video games never failed to leave Victoria in a state of awe.

“Programming error?” Victoria asked. “Or player—?”

“Nice try, Tori. We were discussing the sad state of your life. You’re not getting out of it this time.”

“The sad state of—” Victoria shook her head. “I think I’m offended.”

“Good. When’s the last time you got laid?”

“What?” She pulled into a parking spot and applied the brakes a little too vehemently. The car lurched to a halt. “I’m not talking about this with you.”

“Because I’m willing to bet money it was before my brother died.”

Victoria swallowed hard. “Cassidy . . . ”

“I’m right.” The sudden gentleness in Cassidy’s usually brash tone was jarring. “Aren’t I?”

She wasn’t right. Victoria rubbed the vacant spot on her left ring finger, even though the indentation there had long disappeared. It had been much, much longer than the two years after Jeremy’s death since Victoria had been laid, owing to the fact they’d slept in separate rooms for that last year before his suicide, an invisible wall erecting itself between them despite their best efforts to battle his mental illness together. She wasn’t going to tell Cassidy that, however. “Cassidy, I don’t need sex.”

She definitely needed sex.

“You forget I’ve seen the rate at which you burn through AA batteries.”

“Okay, we’re done here.”

“Tori, go get some already. Burn off the stress—”

Victoria pushed the end button, dismayed to find her fingers shaking as she did so.

Immediately, her phone chimed. It was a text from Cassidy.

Do it! Do it! Do it!


And, nice, she’d been sure to include two emojis: a pointer finger followed by an okay sign.

Victoria’s lips thinned. File under things you should never hear from your sister-in-law. She texted back:


Seriously?

 Cassidy: LU



Victoria sighed, and her thumbs moved once more over the keyboard.


Love you, too. But I think I now need therapy.

Cassidy: Then my work is done.



Victoria slipped her phone into her purse and locked the car behind her. Get some. It was so far out of the question, it was laughable. Sex meant a relationship; she’d never get caught in the trap of one of those again.

She walked into the bar, industriously named “The Bar,” and headed to a stool by rote, too distracted by both her conversation with Cassidy and the huge, impending realization of her biggest dream to pay much attention to her surroundings. As she ordered a whisky—straight, over the rocks—she slipped her phone from her purse and checked her inbox.

Empty.

She put the phone facedown on the bar but kept it right at her fingertips. She’d be checking her inbox nearly every other breath until she heard back from Davis, the owner of The Ricchezza.

“Whisky for the lady.”

A crystal tumbler appeared in her line of sight, placed on a square, black napkin. She raised her head and gave her best efforts toward a thank you smile. Apparently that failed, because the bartender just raised an eyebrow and asked, “Starting a tab or—?”

She sighed. “Sure. Why not? I’m celebrating.” Hopefully. She checked her phone again. Damn. Still empty.

“If you say so.”

She looked back at him to find his gaze taking in everything from her business attire to the laptop case sitting on the stool next to her—the one she optimistically referred to as her purse—with a smirk on his face, and she bristled.

First Cassidy, now this guy. Everyone was suddenly a critic.

She tossed back the whisky in one bracing gulp. “I’ll have another.” The badass effect was ruined by the strained quality of her voice as the liquor burned its way to her gut.

“Yes, ma’am.” He turned his back, but not before she caught the hint of a patronizing smile on his lips.

Ass. She distracted herself as she awaited her second drink by checking her e-mail again. Nothing, naturally, but this time, the sting was dulled slightly by a pleasant fuzziness in her chest.

Quality whisky. She’d have to take time and actually taste it the second time around.

The bartender dropped off her second glass, and Victoria wrapped her fingers around it, squeezing tightly to keep them from wandering to her phone again. She raised the glass to her lips and drew in a deep breath, the dark scent of the spirits filling her lungs. Really quality whisky. The bartender probably thought he could pull one over on the little lady and give her something expensive without her noticing until the check came, but she couldn’t bring herself to mind. This was one damn fine drink.

She took a sip and let the alcohol hover over her tongue before swallowing, and as she did so, she let her gaze wander around the bar for the first time since entering. It was shockingly abandoned for a Friday night, which only meant she was far enough from the Strip to have found a neighborhood bar the tourists had yet to overrun. Florescent lights at least a decade out of date and advertising various beers peppered the wall, but the booths were crack free and the dark wood tabletops gleamed.

Her gaze landed on one patron seated beneath the neon Bud Light sign. She swallowed the whisky in a gulp that nearly stole her breath.

Lord have mercy.

Victoria quickly checked to see if the other people in the bar were aware of the flawless specimen of manhood in their midst. No one was paying him any attention. Aghast, she looked at him again.

He was Michelangelo’s goddamned David. His head was tipped back as he watched the TV above the bar, and his wavy brown hair cascaded past his shirt collar. His elegant Roman nose led her gaze down to a chiseled jaw and a neck she could happily nibble, which disappeared into the open collar of his shirt and branched out to broad shoulders a girl could really hang on to in the event of a rough ride.

Her pulse raced, and she ducked her gaze, hiding behind another sip of her whisky as she drank him in.

While she’d fought so hard not to think about it when on the phone with Cassidy, her body suddenly and vehemently reminded her that it’d been exactly three and a half years since she’d had a man between her thighs. And, her body helpfully suggested, here was a prime candidate to fill that missing spot in her life.

Her cheeks heated, and she snapped her gaze away. She squirmed in her seat as the spot between her legs began insistently beating along with her pulse.

Damn. This was the worst it’d been since Jeremy’s death. Usually, she could distract herself with work or—yes, Cassidy—something battery operated, but she hadn’t ached this bad for sex since she could remember.

She found her gaze sliding back over to the dream man, and this time she didn’t fight it, certain she’d discover he hadn’t really been that good-looking anyway and this would be over just like that.

Gah! He was even more handsome than she had initially given him credit for. He shoved some fingers through his hair, and his hands caught her attention. They were perfect. Just like the rest of him. So big, with gorgeous, blunt fingers. She’d always been a sucker for hands.

She took a nervous sip of her whisky, and her gaze fell to his drink. She relaxed a bit. Finally, something unattractive about him. Whatever he was drinking, it was blue. Smurf blue. It even had an umbrella in it.

Which is why she had no idea what she was doing as she raised her hand to get the bartender’s attention. He walked over, flicking a glance at her still-full drink. Victoria nodded toward Dream Man. “Another round of whatever he’s drinking. On me.”

The bartender grinned. “Hmm, we are celebrating, aren’t we?”

She barely resisted the urge to scowl at him. Luckily, she was so confused by what she’d just done, the bartender was gone before she could give in to the impulse.

What did I just do?

She shouldn’t have done that. What was she thinking? She knew how anything like this went. How it eventually ended.

Jeremy.

No! She shoved the thought aside. This man, whoever he was, was not Jeremy. And a drink was not a relationship. As the asshole bartender mixed up another blue drink, Victoria began to calm down. Maybe this was exactly what she needed. She was right: a drink wasn’t a relationship. Most people had sex without a relationship, too.

Maybe I could have a one-night stand. She’d never had one before, and, if she had to guess, she wasn’t a one-night stand type of girl. But anything was better than celibacy, right?

She swallowed hard as she watched the bartender carry the drink to Dream Man. She winced when she saw his current drink was all the way full. She couldn’t even flirt right. The bartender sat the new drink down in front of him and then nodded her direction.

Victoria straightened in her seat and tried to take a nonchalant sip of her whisky, but she damn near choked as Dream Man’s full attention landed on her.

The man was even more incredibly gorgeous from the front than the side. Where did his handsomeness end? Surely there was a finite limit to such things.

Dream Man’s eyes—she could see now they were a vivid blue—met hers, but his gaze didn’t stay locked with hers for long. It fell to her lips, and he began to grin wickedly as he then looked at her neck. And breasts.

Victoria’s breathing grew shallow. Oh, God. She felt as though he were touching her. Those big hands cupping the breasts he stared at as he brought the blue travesty of a cocktail to his lips and took a long draw on the straw.

She pressed her knees together and set her drink down with a clink. Dream Man abandoned his own full cocktail, picked up the one she’d ordered for him, and pushed to his feet.

So tall. Even seated across the bar, Victoria had to tip her head back to take in his full height. And damn if those broad shoulders didn’t taper down to the sweetest narrow hips.

He started walking her way, and the angels began singing as his thighs moved beneath the fabric of his pants.

He was walking her way.

She’d done it. She’d flirted, and it’d worked. What in God’s name was she going to do now? She took a gulp of her whisky, her gaze never leaving his while she fisted her other hand in her lap to control the tremble in her fingers.

He stopped right beside her. She stared up at him, her lips still around the rim of her glass. She blinked.

Had she thought his eyes merely blue? There was an appalling lack of descriptors in the English language for the shade of his deep, icy gaze that somehow warmed her from her pebbled nipples to the tips of her curled toes.

“Hello.”

She lowered the glass but had to clear her throat before she could speak. “Hello.”

His lips curled, and her gaze followed the small tip at their corners like her ovaries depended on it. “Thanks for the drink.”

“Yep.” Oh, God. Yep?

His smile widened, showcasing a dimple in his left cheek. “May I join you?”

She nodded toward the vacant stool next to her, unable to manage even the inane, one-syllable responses she’d spewed thus far as she caught scent of his cologne. Delicious. Dark and spicy, just like the whisky she’d held in her mouth moments before. He’d taste much better; she knew it.

She was suddenly desperate to not fuck this—whatever this was—up. “I’m Victoria.”

He sat down on the stool but kept his body facing hers, putting them in such close proximity that their knees brushed. Heat licked her body, and she swayed his direction.

His gaze moved over her body again before pausing on her lips and then meeting hers. “A pleasure, Victoria,” he said in a deep voice that, given the right circumstances, could send her straight into orgasm.

Oh, fuck. One thing was for certain. She was going to do wicked, wicked things to this man tonight.


Chapter Three

So much for taking the rest of the night off. But if he had to go on the job again . . . 

This Victoria was a stunning woman, with her blond hair up in a prim and proper bun that couldn’t detract from the sensuality of her porcelain skin and those enormous brown eyes. Doe eyes a more romantic man might call them.

Which was why Kip shied away from that description as soon as it popped into his head.

Victoria was also jumpy as hell. As he intentionally pressed his knee into the soft muscle of her inner thigh, her drink jostled in her hand, nearly splashing them both.

That’s when he noticed she was drinking whisky. He raised a brow as he scooted her cocktail napkin closer to her hand so she could set her drink down.

He didn’t subscribe to the belief that one’s drink choice was a reflection of the person—his own affinity for Blue Hawaiians was proof enough of a cocktail’s inability to diagnose personality—but straight whisky . . . 

Damn if he wasn’t already impressed.

When she kept her fingertips near her drink, Kip set his own down and placed his hand a mere breath away from hers, the possibility of touch at any moment a latent promise.

And she definitely noticed. Her pulse was a rapid flutter beneath her jaw and, at its current speed, would feel like butterfly wings against his lips.

He noticed how her pupils expanded when she gazed up at him over the rim of her glass. And the way she couldn’t keep her eyes off his body. And the way she consistently shifted in her seat as though she were swollen and achy between her legs.

She wanted him.

She could have him, of course. Anyone could for the right price.

“So, Victoria.” He grinned at her and focused on her lips, a move that made her straighten in her seat. “What brings you to The Bar—business or pleasure?”

She blinked several times, and just as Kip was planning to repeat himself, she said, “For me, business is pleasure.” She seemed to immediately regret the statement, as she blushed the prettiest shade of pink he’d ever seen. His gaze traveled down her neck and then to her chest as he watched that blush disappear beneath the vee of her shirt. How far down did it go?

Despite the fact that he had thoroughly worn himself out a couple of hours ago with his last client, his dick twitched. “Hmm.” He nudged his fingers forward until the tip of his middle finger brushed the tip of hers. “Business is pleasure for me as well.”

That blush deepened, but then she surprised him when her eyes narrowed and she tipped her head back and laughed. Not a delicate, tinkling laugh like some women; oh, no, not for Victoria. Her laugh was deep and husky—as potent as her drink.

He drew his brows together. This was . . . not the usual reaction he got when he seduced a woman.

“You’ve got to be doing that on purpose,” she said when she looked at him again.

Kip tilted his head. “Doing what?”

She gestured to all of him with a flit of her fingers. “This.”

The fact that he had been doing everything he’d done from the moment he left his seat until now on purpose did not keep him from feeling offended. And not a little embarrassed—something he never felt around women. “I’m always purposeful around a beautiful woman.”

He could tell she was still amused, but she sobered and looked at the bar, rolling her shoulders.

Because he’d trained himself to pick up on a woman’s every mood, he recognized that she was uncomfortable being complimented, which probably meant that it had been a good long while since someone had told this woman she was beautiful. And she was more than beautiful. Stunning. Unique. No, he definitely didn’t believe in “types,” but she seemed to check every single one of his boxes. Something panged behind his sternum, and he reached for his drink, disconcerted.

As he took a sip, Victoria said, “Well, you don’t have to be quite so purposeful around me.” Her gaze skittered away from his, and she drew an invisible circle on the bar. “I find I like authenticity best.”

Noted. Astonishingly, he wanted her to like him, which was a new situation for him, and one he didn’t find particularly comfortable—not to mention, it wasn’t necessary for his line of work. Maybe it was because she’d called him on his act. Maybe it was her delicate blend of vulnerability mixed with hints of a woman who would chew you up and spit you out if you crossed her.

Whatever it was, if he was going to get her as a client, he was going to have to be present and try. No autopilot for Victoria who liked authenticity—God help him. And yet, he had to fight his knee-jerk response to say something smarmy, like You’ll find me authentic. He swallowed. “All right.”

“So”—she licked her lips, and those gorgeous eyes met his—“What kind of business do you do that’s so pleasurable?”

Kip pressed his lips together. Authenticity, in this case, was going to get him nowhere. Time to employ a trick he’d learned worked on every woman in existence: turn the topic back to her. And a little touch never hurt either. He pressed his knee into her inner thigh again, and, like magic, her legs parted a bit, nearly distracting him. “What’s your pleasurable business?”

She tilted her head, and her gaze grew increasingly piercing until Kip had to squelch the urge to shift in his seat. Her delicate throat worked beneath a swallow. “On second thought, there’s probably no need to get personal.”

Kip blinked twice in rapid succession. What? His brain worked overtime. She wanted authentic but impersonal. How in the world was he supposed to do that?

What a challenge!

He nearly groaned. He shouldn’t like this. He shouldn’t like this at all. In fact, he should thank her for the drink, get up, and go home. Right now. He should do that right—

Her fingers brushed against his, jerking him from his thoughts.

She straightened. “Do you want to get out of here?”

Kip inhaled quickly through his nose. “Get out of here?” he repeated, as though he’d forgotten the meaning behind those words.

“Get a hotel room. For the night.”

Her fingers were hot against his, but they trembled a bit, and that’s when he knew he hadn’t misheard or misinterpreted her.

Holy hell. Whatever he’d done had worked. An unaccustomed tightness that felt like excitement filled his gut. Victoria, who had been nervous seconds ago and who was now propositioning him, was full of surprises. He couldn’t wait to see what more he’d unearth with her beneath him. Would she be a vixen? Passionate? Or one of those tender lovers—the ones that made him nervous? Only one way to find out. He shifted his fingers slightly until they were intertwined with hers. Best to just get this part out of the way, and yet, he found himself hesitating. The word sure was perched on his lips, though he hadn’t slept with any woman without being paid for it in four years.

That simple sure terrified him. He leaned forward, and, with his lips only a few inches from hers, said, “My rate for a night is a thousand dollars.” He stroked the inside of her wrist with his thumb. “But I’d be happy to give you an hour for much less than my usual rate.”

You’d what? He gritted his teeth. What the hell had he just said?

Victoria sucked in a breath.

Say yes. Please, fuck, let her say yes.

• • •

My rate  . . . 

Those words echoed on repeat in Victoria’s head as she stared into this stranger’s unimaginably beautiful eyes. With each repetition, they grew louder until they were a roar.

Victoria, you’ve fucked up this time.

The truth became undeniable. She’d propositioned a prostitute.

Of course, she’d propositioned a prostitute.

She snatched her hand away from his, and he let her go without the slightest resistance. Irrational disappointment crashed down around her.

She lurched to her feet. Not-So-Dream Man’s gaze as he looked up at her burned her anew. She snatched her laptop bag and jerked it onto her shoulder. She’d finally decided to take the plunge and ask for a night of sex, and this happened. “I don’t have to pay for it.” Oh, God, do I have to pay for it? Was she that hopeless?

He sighed, and the sound contained something that made her pause instead of storm out right away like she’d been planning. “You certainly don’t,” he said. His gaze roamed her body again, and his eyes flashed. He rubbed his pointer finger across his bottom lip. “You certainly don’t.”

And despite knowing now that his words weren’t genuine, her body surged with heat once more. Why would he be regretful . . . other than possibly losing his going rate for an entire night?

A grand. Naturally, he would be regretful over losing that amount. His regret was no more trustworthy than his compliment.

She groaned and clenched her fingers in the strap of her bag. What a nightmare. She’d really liked this guy, even when he’d been trying too hard. And that body—

Well. When your body was your office, you had to keep it up, didn’t you? She tossed some bills on the bar.

“Victoria—”

She couldn’t even meet his eyes. Her cheeks flushed, and her body was already lamenting the fact that she was going to go without sex. Again. And tonight, no vibrator would help matters.

“Victoria,” he said again.

She closed her eyes for a moment, pinched the bridge of her nose, and then forced herself to look at him.

His hand was extended toward her, and in his palm sat her phone.

Her phone! She snatched it and saw the blinking light that meant she had a new e-mail. She hadn’t thought it possible, but this was strong enough to distract her from her current humiliation.

Can’t-Believe-She-Thought-He-Was-Dream Man was saying something, but Victoria didn’t expend any energy trying to translate it through the dull roar in her head. She waved a hand at him—more a not now than a see you later—and left The Bar without another word.

She was breathing quickly as she walked toward her car, and when she closed herself inside, her heartbeat accelerated to the point she was lightheaded. This could be it: the moment her life changed.

She unlocked her phone, and a noise slipped past her lips when she saw the e-mail was, in fact, from The Ricchezza domain.


Dear Ms. Hastings,

We thank you for your excellent proposal . . . 



    She was unable to keep herself from skimming down to the bottom of the e-mail where she saw not the name of Mr. Davis after Sincerely, but the name of his assistant.

She frowned. With her throat suddenly dry, she scrolled back up to where she’d left off and read the e-mail thoroughly.

“Okay,” she said to the silent interior of her car. “It’s not a no.”

But it’s not a yes, either.

With a sudden calm—the kind she always felt when she went to work—Victoria placed her phone in her laptop bag.

The Ricchezza had gotten another promising proposal. They were going to pursue both options until they could make a more informed decision.

Another promising proposal? She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. “Masterson.” Had to be.

Damn it, Masterson had gotten to them, too. Of course she had. She was the best.

Victoria lifted her chin. “But I’m the best, too.”

And this was all she’d ever wanted. Time to go to war.


Chapter Four

A ringing phone penetrated Victoria’s dream. The one in which she was licking up a particular prostitute’s thigh as she worked his erection with both hands.

She groaned as she rolled to her side, her body aching with unsated lust, and she slapped blindly on her bedside table until her fingers encountered her cell. She raised the phone to her ear.

“Hello?”

“So, did you do it?”

“Cassidy?” Victoria squinted at her clock. “It’s five-thirty. On a Saturday morning.”

“Stop dodging. Answer the question.”

“I’m not—Dodging?” She rolled to her back and flopped her forearm across her eyes. “I’m asleep. Like you should be.”

“That’s cute. You think I sleep.”

Victoria could hear the distinct sounds of a fistfight in the background. “How do I get in trouble for staying late in the office, but you’re allowed to stay up all night doing your job?”

“Because my job is cool.”

“Hey.”

“I mean, oh, no, what was I thinking. I’ve seen the error of my ways.”

“You’re a dick.”

“Welp, you definitely didn’t get laid, Grumpasaurus Rex.”

Victoria rubbed her eyes. “When’s the last time you got laid?” Turnabout was fair play.

“Tuesday.”

“Wait, what?” She was suddenly very awake. She jerked upright. “Tuesday?”

“Yeah, you know, the day between Monday and Wednesday.” Cassidy sighed. “It was no good though.”

All of Victoria’s protective instincts surged to the forefront. “I can’t believe I haven’t met the guy. You’re in a relationship?”

Cassidy snorted. “Not if I can help it.”

“Oh.” Victoria frowned, not sure how she felt about that.

“God, I can hear the disapproval in your voice all the way across town, Mother Time.”

“No, that’s not it.” In fact, hadn’t she been aching for a no-strings-attached fling herself last night? She propped her elbow on her knee and cradled her forehead in her palm. Her bedraggled hair dangled around her face, and she took a big breath. “I tried to. Last night.”

All video game sounds abruptly ceased. “I’m going to need you to repeat that, because I swear, for a second, you sounded like a real woman.”

“And I already regret this conversation.”

“No, seriously. You tried to hook up last night?”

The disbelief in Cassidy’s voice was insulting, but what was worse was that she was right to be disbelieving, because Victoria couldn’t even pick a fling properly. “He ended up being a . . . ” Was she truly going to confess this? “Prostitute.” She winced.

“A—”

Victoria nibbled her bottom lip as she waited for Cassidy’s response.

Laughter, so loud and abrupt that Victoria had to pull the phone away from her ear, spilled out of the line.

Victoria hung up with a vicious jab of her thumb and flopped down in bed. Almost immediately, her phone rang again, but she silenced it and stared up at her ceiling, which was just starting to brighten with the beginning of the day.

After some sleep—interrupted though it had been—she was not so mortally angry at the man who had never even told her his name. The truth was, he had done nothing wrong. For that matter, she had not done anything wrong either. But she had sent over the drink. She had propositioned him. She’d even noticed and commented on how hard he was working with her; she just hadn’t realized he’d literally been working.
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