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      To my mom,


      whose love, support, and guidance have helped me to become
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      And to my uncle and the memory of my dad,


      your patience, kindness, and generosity know no bounds.


      Words cannot begin to express how much I love you.




      ~ Everly Drummond


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 1




      “Something”




      A COOL BREEZE CARESSED Jaden’s body, and the scent of butterfly weed and columbine infused the late-summer air around her. Brilliant purple and orange hues colored the evening sky as she stepped onto the makeshift wooden dance floor that served as the centerpiece for this evening’s event at the Florida Wine Festival.




      Jaden wrapped her sheer, black shawl tightly around her shoulders and over the open back of her slim, red cocktail dress. She surveyed the scene, looking for table number nine and trying her best not to seem lost.




      In the garden of the private estate on the edge of the ocean, throngs of guests had started to arrive. An army of waiters and waitresses dressed in blue scurried around like clockwork soldiers carrying silver trays brimming with glasses of wine, while another army, dressed in green and laden with trays of hors d’oeuvres, followed suit.




      Tables set with fine bone China and sterling silver surrounded the dance floor, and beyond them were the well-manicured lawns and shrubbery of the opulent estate—the home of a rich philanthropist couple who were thought to hold a large stake in the premier wine of this year’s festival, Mollydooker, as well as being connected with some of Florida’s most elite.




      As the sun slowly sank beneath the horizon, the vibrant purples and oranges of the evening sky faded into muted shades of gray and black. Scanning the crowd once again, Jaden finally recognized a short brunette in a blue dress. Thank God.




      Tasha was Jaden’s roommate, lifelong friend since they were girls together in Colorado, and only ally in the mob of wine enthusiasts clamoring for a glass of this year’s premium blend. Tasha waved from where she stood on the other side of the tent. Beginning the voyage to meet her, Jaden pushed through the crowd clustered at the bar. She made her way along the edge of the near-vacant dance floor, mindful of her formfitting dress with every step.




      Jaden could feel the eyes of more than one man following her as she sauntered by. She smiled. It had been a while since she’d enjoyed the calloused touch of a man, and Jaden was determined to turn heads this evening. Just as long as they’re not married, she thought, sneaking a sideways glance and sighing. Most of the prime real estate at this dinner wore telltale wedding bands.




      The Winemaker’s Dinner was the hottest ticketed event of this year’s Florida Wine Festival, and they’d landed it smack in the middle of Labor Day weekend. Celebrity chefs, world-renowned sommeliers, and politicians were among the guests, and it was pure luck that Jaden had managed to be on the guest list as well. Her new boss, Geoff, owner of a prestigious restaurant in Miami Beach, had come down with the flu and insisted his head chef take his place and network in his stead. Coincidentally, the event fell on Jaden’s birthday, which was why she’d been adamant that Tasha accompany her. It had been a tradition since their midteens that they spend birthdays together.




      A waiter in a crisp white shirt passed by in a blur, and with a quick flick of her hands, Jaden secured two glasses of the red wine before joining Tasha at their table.




      “Jesus, it’s a stampede out there,” Tasha noted, pulling out the chair beside her. “These people are vultures.”




      “Well-dressed vultures at least,” Jaden replied. “Wait until after dinner. I bet that’s when the real fun starts.”




      “Why did you drag me along, anyway? I could be at home on the sofa with a pepperoni pizza, catching up on my TV.”




      “Yeah, like you’d pass on a chance to drink wine and ogle VIPs,” Jaden scoffed. “Besides, it’s my birthday. You wouldn’t really make me come here by myself, would you?”




      “I knew you’d throw that in my face.” Tasha’s delicate features contorted in mock surprise. Then she smiled as she reached into her purse. She pulled out a small box wrapped in gold foil and placed it on the table in front of her friend. “Happy birthday.”




      “Tasha, I told you not to buy me anything,” Jaden murmured.




      Tasha had been keeping close watch on her finances. The Miami real estate market had slowed to a crawl in the last few months, and making enough sales to keep herself afloat was next to impossible right now. Jaden had implemented a no-gifts rule this year—or at least she thought she had.




      Tasha had no doubt gone to great lengths to get something for her, and Jaden blushed as she picked up the small package. She peeled back the wrapping paper and crumpled it into a ball, tossing it on the table in front of her. Slowly, she opened the lid of the black satin box. Inside, buried beneath a layer of tissue paper, Jaden found a delicate silver chain with a silver frying pan charm dangling from it.




      “It’s an anklet,” Tasha explained. “I know you’re not supposed to wear jewelry to work, but I figured you could get away with this.”




      “I love it,” Jaden said with a smile. Removing the chain from the box, she unclasped it and placed it around her ankle. “It matches my dress.”




      “It’s not much, but—”




      Thankfully a waiter chose that exact moment to appear at their table and interrupt the conversation, because Jaden knew precisely what Tasha was going to say: “It’s not much, but it’s all I could afford right now.” She knew her friend was struggling, but there was no need to announce it to the rest of their table, which was beginning to fill up.




      Wordlessly, the waiter placed six glasses of wine on the table as a chime began to sound. When he’d finished he retreated into the sea of people now making their way from the bar to their assigned seats.




      “I hope they serve dinner soon. I’m starving,” Jaden said, changing the subject. She tried to look nonchalant as she scanned the crowded garden.




      Her gaze drifted to the bar where a few people still remained, wine glasses in hand, and suddenly she noticed him. Standing beside a small stage at the front of the dance floor was the most stunning man she’d ever seen: tousled brown hair—the color of aged mahogany—brushed the collar of the crisp, white dress shirt that peeked out from the jacket of his perfectly tailored suit. The setting sun cast a luminous glow, streaking his hair with dazzling flecks of gold and bronze. His well-defined jaw bore what looked to be at least a day of stubble, and a pair of deep-set eyes, brilliant and full of life, now stared back at her.




      Blushing, Jaden quickly turned to face her dinner companions and felt Tasha watching her. “What?” She shrugged innocently. “He’s cute.”




      “Damn right he is. Go talk to him!” Tasha laughed and passed Jaden another glass of wine.




      “Yeah, right,” Jaden responded. A guy like that would never give her the time of day.




      “Drink up, girl! It’s your birthday, and the night is young.” Tasha encouraged her with a smile.




      Conceding defeat, Jaden sipped from the glass and sat back in her chair, allowing her eyes to once again fall upon the spectacular sight at the opposite end of the tent. She couldn’t help but notice how the designer suit hugged his muscular chest. A hundred bucks said his body was even more magnificent than the rest of him, and Jaden found herself imagining what was hidden beneath all those layers of fabric. She wasn’t usually forward with men, but if ever one so fine as this approached her, there’d be no holding back. A blush reddened her cheeks and warmth pooled in the bottom of her belly, quickly spreading to her limbs and leaving a trail of fire in its wake. Certain the wine was going to her head, Jaden brushed aside her lustful thoughts and focused on the lively conversation around her.




      “Your friend tells us it’s your birthday,” a stout lady sitting in the chair to Jaden’s right announced. A large hat festooned with colorful feathers sat atop a mass of graying curls, and a royal blue evening gown draped her abundant form. The woman looked a bit like a distressed peacock.




      Slightly taken aback by the woman’s boisterous voice, Jaden stammered her response, “Yes, ma’am. I turn twenty-six today.”




      “Oh, to be young and carefree. I remember when I was twenty-six…”




      Jaden cast a sidelong glance at Tasha and chuckled as the older woman launched into a detailed description of her younger years. Jaden took note of the relieved look on the face of the woman’s male companion, her husband most likely. He seemed thankful his wife had someone else to talk to, relieving him for a few moments from the constant chatter.




      When the waiter returned, delivering plates of Waldorf salad that resembled miniature works of art, Jaden was once again glad for the interruption. Sensing it was going to be a long dinner—and an even longer evening—she quietly asked him to bring another bottle of wine. With the simple wave of his hand a waitress appeared and refilled Jaden’s glass, leaving the bottle for the table to share.




      Tasha jabbed Jaden in the arm and pointed to the front of the dance floor where six tables sat apart from the rest, three on either side of the stage. “What’s with those tables?”




      “That’s the VIP section,” Jaden said. “And the table on the far left, beside the bar, is the chef’s table. Only the bigwigs sit there, and they must pay quite a bit for it. The cost of a regular ticket to this event is fifteen-hundred dollars.”




      “Well, your Mr. Oh So Sexy must have connections or some serious cash,” Tasha reported, “because he has one of the best seats in the house.”




      Jaden snapped to attention and trained her eyes to the spot where Tasha was pointing. Any remote hopes of finding a way to meet this man vanished. The people at those VIP tables were celebrities, politicians, and others with very large bank accounts—far above her social status.




      “I wonder what he does for a living,” Tasha mused, still intrigued by the group of people sitting at the front of the tent. “He must be an athlete or something, because guys who look like that don’t rely on their intelligence, if you know what I mean.”




      Ignoring her roommate’s obsession with celebrities and stereotypes, Jaden picked up her fork and looked for a way in to her salad. She must have lost herself for a moment, trying to figure out what the chef had done, because the next thing she knew Tasha had elbowed her in the arm.




      “This is my roommate,” Tasha said, a little too enthusiastically, as she introduced the sexy latecomer now standing before them.




      “Hmm,” Jaden mumbled around a mouthful of apple. She wiped her mouth and tuned back in. Smiling politely, she shook his outstretched hand. “I’m sorry, what was your name?”




      “Michael,” he replied with a smile. “Michael Cervone. And you are?”




      “I’m Jaden Thorne. Pleased to meet you.”




      “I know that name from somewhere…” After a moment, he asked, “Aren’t you the head chef at Bianca in Miami Beach?”




      “Yes, I am,” Jaden admitted, embarrassed again that Geoff had submitted a press release to the local papers, which resulted in more than a little fanfare.




      “I ate there last week. That place is phenomenal. Well done.” Michael pulled out a chair and sat down.




      Jaden looked at Tasha and noticed the smile plastered across her friend’s face, making it obvious she was in awe of the man now sitting with them. And why shouldn’t she be? Curly golden-blond hair, which seemed lightened by the sun, hung loosely around his face, and brilliant aqua blue eyes accentuated his handsome features—not to mention the fact that there seemed to be a smoking hot body under his suit.




      Jaden’s attention might have been piqued if she hadn’t already focused on the man at the front of the tent, but she could certainly give her shy roommate a nudge in the right direction.




      Jaden dove right in. “So Michael, what do you do for a living?”




      “I’m a mortgage specialist.”




      “Really?” Jaden gushed. “What a coincidence! Tasha is a real estate agent.”




      The waiter reappeared with another carefully constructed salad and placed it in front of Michael. With a polite bow the server disappeared, only to return a minute later with two more bottles of wine.




      Jaden was beginning to feel the effect of the wine she’d already consumed, but even though she was technically here on business, it was also her birthday. Picking up one of the new bottles, she poured three glasses, passed one to Michael, and raised hers in the air. “Here’s to a lovely evening with friends, old and new.”




      “Cheers!” said Michael and Tasha in unison, followed by the clinking of glass on glass.




      Jaden sat back in her chair and watched as Michael and Tasha’s friendly banter turned to flirting. She smiled, glad Tasha was finally focused on something other than her lack of sales. The main course—grilled tuna beautifully arranged with couscous and fresh vegetables—arrived, and Jaden sighed as a hint of lime and fresh mint danced across her palate with the first bite. She made a mental note to try to mimic this dish at the restaurant. Geoff would no doubt be pleased if she showed up for work on Monday morning with fresh ideas for an amazing entree.




      The occasional note drifted through the air as musicians took to the stage and tuned their instruments while the wait staff served dessert: a mango sorbet flower with white chocolate wafers. People began to mingle as they enjoyed the sweetness, and within minutes, the lively sounds of Frank Sinatra filled the tent. By the time the last of the plates were cleared away, the dance floor had filled.




      Michael stood and came around to where Tasha sat. Offering her his hand, he asked, “May I have this dance?”




      Tasha looked from Michael to Jaden, and then back to Michael with a stunned look on her face. “I’d love to, but it’s Jaden’s birthday.”




      Disappointment and embarrassment flashed across his face. Jaden couldn’t believe that after spending the past hour flirting with the guy, Tasha was actually turning him down.




      “Are you kidding me?” she blurted. “You’d best be getting out on that dance floor.”




      “It’s your birthday, and I’d feel bad leaving you alone,” Tasha insisted, but the eager look on her face betrayed the tone of her voice.




      “Go have fun. I have all the company I need right here.” Jaden picked up a full bottle of wine and dangled it in the air, sloshing a few crimson droplets on the white tablecloth.




      Without a backward glance, the couple disappeared into the throngs of people that now crowded the dance floor, their bodies swaying in time to the music. Jaden knew she would regret it in the morning, but she poured herself another glass of wine. Turning in her seat, she faced the dancing and noticed that the VIP tables had been moved out of the way. Where Mr. Oh So Sexy had been just moments ago, a baby grand now sat beside the stage.




      Trying to appear casual, Jaden scanned the room, her eyes coming to rest on a group of men just outside the tent. Among them was the man she’d been watching all night. Maybe it was the wine, or perhaps the softness of the moonlight, which cast an iridescent glow around him, but impossibly, he looked even more spectacular than he had earlier in the evening.




      A plume of smoke lingered for a moment in the air above them as the men took turns lighting their cigars, but the smoke was soon carried off by the breeze from the ocean, only one hundred yards away. There was something about the way he held his cigar in one hand, his wine in the other, that made him look regal, dashing, like a real Prince Charming.




      Jaden took a deep, cleansing breath, throwing caution to the wind and preparing to march over and introduce herself, but as she stood, a woman in a short, black dress, who was dripping with sex appeal, strolled up beside him. She leaned against him as she whispered in his ear. His roaring laughter echoed in the cool night air, and the woman now dangling from his arm was all the deterrent Jaden needed to abandon any intention of introducing herself.




      Placing her empty wine glass on the table, Jaden steadied herself with the chair beside her and stood. Dizziness overtook her as the wine rushed to her head, and she grasped the edge of the table for support. When she was certain her lightheadedness had passed, she retrieved her purse from the back of the chair and went in search of the ladies’ room.


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 2




      “The Way You Look Tonight”




      A PORTION OF THE FIRST FLOOR of the estate was open for the party. A coat check, parlor, and washrooms were accessible to guests, and a group of women now formed a line in the hallway, waiting their turn to use the restroom. The beauty of the gardens and grounds was nothing compared to the grandeur of the house itself. Fine marble covered the floors, majestic frescos adorned the ceilings, and a large spiral staircase ornamented the main foyer of the mansion. Although Jaden had never been to Italy, she suspected that this might be what the interior of the Vatican looked like. Taking her place in line, Jaden awaited her turn.




      A few minutes later, she held a clean cloth from the stack on the counter beneath the cold water before placing it against her flushed neck. She sighed as the chill on her heated flesh helped to focus her disjointed thoughts. She was furious with herself for having even considered trying to attract the attention of a guy like him. Jaden gave herself a stern look in the mirror and tossed the washcloth into the basket before nearly stumbling out of the bathroom. She steadied herself and returned to the fresh air of the outdoors.




      Jaden followed a footpath that led from the mansion and wound through the main garden. Stars shone like tiny diamonds in the inky sky, and the sound of flowing water entranced her. She sought the source of the liquid music and, hidden behind a row of hedges, found an extravagant fountain among a paradise of lush tropical flowers and exotic greenery in the center of a lawn. The sleek contours of the basin glimmered in the moonlight.




      Kicking off her heels, Jaden walked across the grass, giggling as the prickly blades tickled her feet. Leaning over to caress the ledge of the enormous fountain, her fingers trailed along the cool, black marble. A light mist floated through the air and covered her skin as she watched the water cascade from a small spout, creating abstract patterns in the pool below.




      She peeked over her shoulder to make sure no one was watching before taking a seat on the ledge. The temptation to soak her feet was too powerful to ignore. Balancing herself on the edge, she swung around and submerged them beneath the rippling surface. Cold water splashed against her legs, and she tilted her head back, closing her eyes and listening intently to the cacophony of sounds around her, letting them quiet the cacophony of wine-soaked thoughts still swirling in her mind. Just then a tantalizing scent floated by on the breeze. Mmmm…Jaden thought, her mind beginning to work. A hint of cigar and something deliciously male…




      “Excuse me, Miss. Are these your shoes?” A deep voice echoed in the night air.




      Jaden’s eyes whipped open, and she spun around, almost losing her balance and toppling head first into the fountain. Standing just a few yards behind her was Mr. Oh So Sexy, the gorgeous man she’d been eyeing all night—and evidently the source of that amazing smell. “Yes?” she replied with a quavering voice.




      “I wouldn’t leave these lying around if I were you.” Dangling from the tip of his finger were her black Manolo Blahnik slingbacks. With slow, deliberate steps, he sauntered over to join her on the ledge of the fountain.




      Jaden’s breath hitched in her throat as she became aware of the proximity of their bodies. She could feel the heat radiating from him. It warmed the bare skin of her arm. That scent of man and cologne and fine cigars clung to his jacket and became more and more overwhelming as he approached. Jaden savored every moment of it, inhaling deeply and breathing him in. Goose bumps rose on her forearms with the feeling of a million tiny pinpricks, and she shivered.




      Mistaking her excitement for chill, he removed his jacket and wrapped it tightly around her trembling frame. His fingers brushed her bare shoulder as he pulled it around her and fastened two of the buttons.




      “Thank you,” Jaden whispered.




      In the distance, partygoers reveled and danced, but the only sound Jaden heard was the frantic beating of her heart. She gripped the ledge of the fountain, her breathing erratic as the moonlight reflected in his eyes. Up close, his brown eyes looked like smooth chocolate on a hot summer’s day. Jaden imagined diving into their cocoa depths.




      “Are you still cold?” he asked. Raising his hand to straighten the lapel of his jacket, he brushed aside a loose tendril of jet black hair that had sprung free from her jewel-encrusted clip.




      “I’m fine,” Jaden replied, but her mind was unable to make sense of what was happening. “Why are you here?”




      “I’m here on business. Networking,” he answered matter-of-factly.




      “That’s not what I meant.” Jaden shook her head. “Why are you here…now…with me?”




      He offered a warm smile and shrugged his broad shoulders. “I saw you wander off in this direction, and when you didn’t return, I started to get worried.”




      “You were watching me?”




      “No,” he corrected her with a hint of amusement. “I was watching you watch me. There’s a difference.”




      “Oh,” was all Jaden could manage. She looked away, embarrassed at having been caught in the act.




      Jaden could feel his fingers trace the faint line of her cheekbone, and she turned to see him smile when she shivered in response to his touch.




      “A man would have to be blind not to notice when a beautiful woman like you looks his way.” He cupped her cheek in the palm of his hand.




      Jaden knew she should pull away, demand that he release her, but the desire she felt for this stranger kept her frozen in place. Every instinct in her body screamed at her to run away before she could do or say something she’d regret when the haze of the wine finally lifted. But despite the nagging impulse to flee, she shifted closer to him on the ledge.




      She leaned in, her eyes fluttering shut as the pad of his thumb caressed her cheek with smooth, unhurried strokes. Her breathing ceased as she felt his lips gently brush the sensitive skin beneath her ear. His raw, masculine scent once again overwhelmed her, and her body quivered in response.




      His hand left her cheek and wound possessively around her back, trailing down the length of her spine and dipping beneath his jacket to trace seam of her panties through the fabric of her dress. He pulled her closer, pressing their bodies tightly together, and placed a line of heated kisses along the nape of her neck.




      Suddenly bold, Jaden grabbed a fistful of his hair and pulled his head back. Their eyes locked in a lustful stare. A low, thunderous groan escaped him, and his lips parted as she crushed her mouth to his. The smoky, sweet essence of cigars and cognac still lingered on his lips, and the taste of him flooded her mouth.




      He returned the intensity of her kiss, and their caresses grew less and less restrained. His warm hands roamed freely over her body beneath his jacket, and he pressed against her, his tailored pants doing very little to disguise his growing enthusiasm. After a few moments he pulled away, breathing heavily. “Why don’t we go somewhere a bit more private?” he suggested, his voice hoarse.




      “I…” Jaden tried to think through the haze of lust consuming her. “I don’t even know your name.”




      “Ivan,” he said fiercely, still breathing hard.




      “I’m sorry, I can’t,” Jaden whispered, her voice thick with regret. Her mind flashed back to the woman in the slinky black dress who, less than an hour ago, had clung to him like wet towel.




      “Why can’t you?” Ivan asked, almost pleading. “Is something wrong?”




      Jaden slid back on the ledge, determined to put some distance between them. She needed a minute to think, a minute to clear her thoughts before she made any rash decisions. Her body longed for the feel of his hands again, but her mind kept drifting to the woman in the black dress.




      “You should go back to the party, Ivan. Your girlfriend is probably waiting for you.”




      “What girlfriend? What are you talking about?” His confusion was evident.




      “The blond woman who couldn’t keep her hands off you?”




      “Who—the blonde with me earlier?” He laughed. “She’s not my girlfriend. She’s a business acquaintance.”




      “That’s not what it looked like,” Jaden scoffed.




      “Are you jealous?” Ivan smiled, looking intrigued.




      “Why would I be jealous? I don’t even know you,” Jaden said indignantly. The jacket around her suddenly felt constricting, and she struggled to free her arms.




      “Let me help you.” Ivan unfastened the buttons and removed the jacket, laying it neatly across his lap. He looked toward the party in the distance. When he spoke, his voice was soft and sincere. “It’s funny how a feeling can take a few seconds or a few years to surface. When I first saw you, I knew there was something there, something I couldn’t put my finger on. It drove me wild.” He ran a hand through this thick brown hair, smoothing the mess her recent passion had made. “Whether you want to deny it or embrace it, the choice is yours. But I know you felt it too. I could tell when you kissed me.” He looked up and smiled.




      “Ivan, I—” A roar from the crowd echoed loudly through the garden. Evidently the band had transitioned into the perfect song. Jaden smiled as the familiar tune drifted through the air.




      “You like Sinatra?” Ivan asked.




      “Maybe,” she said playfully, realizing she’d begun to move with the music. “I do love this song.” Jaden felt some of the tension in her body begin to dissolve, and she smiled. Ivan was a stranger, but he’d made her feel things that had lain dormant for too long.




      “If you love listening to him, you must also love dancing to him,” Ivan said with a boyish grin. “You’re practically dancing already.” He stood and faced her, offering his hand. “May I have this dance?”




      Hesitantly, Jaden let him lead her to the center of an impromptu grassy dance floor. Dew coated her feet as their bodies began to sway. Jaden rested her head on his chest and wrapped her arms around his broad neck as the romantic lyrics of Sinatra’s “The Way You Look Tonight” began to swirl through the air around them.




      They moved slowly across the lawn, and she smiled at him, placing her cheek against his. A low grumble in his throat grew into a vibrating hum. Her smile widened as the gentle purr of his voice transformed into the song’s soft, sultry words, and he began to sing in the faintest yet most seductive way.




      With her arms firmly around him and a smile on her face, Jaden couldn’t help but join his serenade. Their voices melted into a harmonious blend, fueled by unbridled passion. This was one of those moments she knew was destined to remain with her forever—a complete stranger had captured her heart, even if just for one brief song.




      Ivan lifted his head and gazed intently into her eyes. Cupping her chin and bringing her mouth to meet his, he whispered against her parted lips, “Come back to my hotel with me.”




      “Okay,” Jaden managed to whisper before his mouth closed over hers.




      Their bodies, and their tongues, danced in unison. Jaden trembled, and Ivan’s grip on her tightened as she melted into him. His mouth pressed into hers, hard and fast, her lips pliable as she granted him entry.




      The song slowed, as did the fierceness of their kiss, but their bodies stayed pressed together. Ivan lifted his head and panted, “Are you ready to go?”




      “I have to find my roommate and let her know where I’m going,” Jaden explained, suddenly very practical. “Where are you staying?”




      “The Windsor Arms.”




      “Give me five minutes,” Jaden replied, her breath coming in short gasps. “I’ll meet you back here.”




      “You’re joking, right?” He laughed. “There’s no way I’m letting you out of my sight.”




      “I have to tell Tasha I’m leaving,” Jaden insisted. “She’ll kill me if I just run off.”




      “Your friend already knows you won’t be accompanying her back to the hotel tonight. Besides, I think she has plans of her own.” Ivan turned and pointed to where Tasha and Michael moved swiftly and gracefully across the dance floor together.




      “All right,” she conceded. “Lead the way.”




      Jaden followed Ivan across the garden, through the mansion, and down the front steps to a black limousine. She tried to be carefree, but something still nagged at her. Why would Ivan assume Tasha knew of her plans? Digging her cell phone out of her purse, she flipped on the screen. Sure enough, there was one new text message—from Tasha. Be safe and have fun! it read. Jaden made a mental note to find out what that was all about, but she tucked it away for later.




      Her mind at ease, tonight was now all about Ivan and picking up where they’d left off in the garden. Silently, Jaden slid into the backseat of the limo and smiled as Ivan pulled her into his embrace.


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 3




      “Sex On Fire”




      A SHIVER RAN DOWN Jaden’s spine as Ivan brushed aside a stray lock of her hair. Suddenly feeling the need for fresh air, she pressed a small chrome button on the arm of the car door and lowered the window. The fire that consumed her was not something that could be measured in degrees, nor be extinguished by a gentle wind. It was born of passion and pure need, and it threatened to overwhelm her.




      “Are you okay?” Ivan asked, inching closer on the seat.




      “Why, do I not look okay?” Jaden replied, her already shaky voice cracking on the last syllable.




      “You look absolutely stunning. But if I didn’t know better, I’d say…” Ivan hesitated and raised his hand to her cheek, lightly trailing his thumb across her cheekbone. “You seem afraid.”




      Jaden could feel her cheeks flush and was thankful for the darkness inside the car. Shifting uncomfortably on the seat, she murmured, “It’s just that it’s been a while since…”




      “Since you’ve felt this?” Ivan asked, slowly lowering his hand to trace the V-neckline of her dress. He caressed the silky fabric where it hugged her breasts, and she felt her body quake yet again in response. “Or what about this?” he whispered and pressed his lips to hers, slowly drawing her bottom lip between his.




      The taste of wine and salt air filled her mouth as the kiss deepened, growing rougher as Jaden pressed her body against his, demanding that not a sliver of space exist between them. Ivan tasted her lips with his tongue and dove deep into her mouth.




      Ivan pulled back, cupping Jaden’s cheeks in his hands, and rested his lips tenderly on her forehead, both of them gasping for breath that wouldn’t come. His eyes glimmered in the light of passing streetlamps. Tentatively, she placed her hand on his thigh, caressing him lightly with the tips of her fingers and stopping when she felt him tense beneath her touch.




      Expeditiously removing her hand from his leg, he warned, “If you so much as touch me, I’m a goner.”




      Jaden smiled. Having this effect on him was more of a turn-on than she’d ever imagined. She intended to indulge. But her smile was short lived as Ivan once again caught her lips with his and snaked his tongue into her mouth with slow, delicious strokes. He’s trying to drive me insane, Jaden thought. But then all thoughts vanished from her mind as he laid her down on the backseat. His arousal pressed firmly into her leg, and the leather creaked as he lay on top of her, pinning her against the padded cushion.




      Jaden clawed at his clothing, needing to remove all barriers that separated them, needing to feel Ivan’s skin against hers, but the sound of tearing fabric caused her to freeze. “Oops,” she said with a giggle.




      Ivan paused to investigate, and Jaden saw that the stitching on the shoulder of his jacket was torn. But torn fabric seemed the least of his concerns. With no more than a slight shrug, he reached between them and found the hem of her red silk dress. He skated his hand beneath the fabric to explore her thighs. Jaden arched her back, and he moved his fingers that final inch to caress the thin strip of silk between her legs, which was now moist with anticipation.




      Jaden froze again as a voice echoed over the speaker.




      “Excuse me, Dr. Rusilko. We’re here.”




      Panting like a runner after a 5k, Ivan pressed the intercom button and responded, “Thanks, Drewe.” Turning his attention back to Jaden, he smiled. “We’re here.”




      “Thank God,” Jaden chuckled. “Any more of that and I’d be a goner.”




      “Me too,” Ivan replied breathlessly as he sat up, releasing her.




      Dr. Rusilko, huh? Jaden now knew Tasha’s assumption was one hundred percent incorrect. It wasn’t just his looks that had gotten him where he was. He was a doctor…but of what?




      Not waiting for the driver, Ivan flung the car door open and towed Jaden behind him as they rushed toward the hotel hand in hand, giggling and laughing like teenagers. They hurried past the bored-looking attendant at the front desk and the concierge who greeted them like royalty. Ivan acknowledged the bearded man with a smile and slight nod, and he picked up his pace, almost running for the elevator.




      As the brass doors slid open, Ivan stepped into the elevator and pulled Jaden into an embrace, falling clumsily against the glass wall. They clawed at one another, practically tearing their clothes off, and it took her a minute to realize the elevator wasn’t moving. She looked at Ivan and found he had come to the same conclusion, and he smiled sheepishly while reaching over to press the button marked P.




      “We’re going to the parking garage?” Jaden teased. “I thought you had more class than that, doctor.”




      “P isn’t for parking, trust me,” Ivan grunted and crushed her against the wall again.




      She could feel his excitement growing as his eager hands found her breasts. She rested her head against the glass, her heart beating wildly as he plucked and flicked her nipples through the fabric, eliciting a moan of pleasure from deep within her. Jaden reached down and grasped his zipper. Lowering it and gripping him firmly, she was pleased to discover that Mr. Oh So Sexy was also Mr. Oh So Well Equipped.




      The elevator halted, and Ivan hastily stepped back and zipped his pants. As he turned, Jaden moved behind him and slipped her hands into his pants pockets.




      He groaned. “I am exercising great restraint right now,” he informed her. Luckily, they didn’t have far to go. Ivan took only two short steps to arrive at the threshold of bliss. He fished in his jacket pocket for the swipe card, and the door to the room swept open.




      A touch of the light switch revealed an elegant room with rich leather furnishings in the sitting area and a large plasma TV above the fireplace. A cherry table and chairs sat off to the side, and bold, modern artworks adorned the walls.




      Jaden watched curiously as Ivan crossed to examine a gift basket and two very expensive-looking bottles of wine in black velvet bags sitting atop the table. Plucking the card from the gift basket, he tore it open and read its contents.




      “What’s that?” Jaden asked.




      “It’s a thank you from tonight’s winery,” he replied, tossing the card on the table. “Good business clients and much better friends.”




      Who the hell is this guy? Jaden wondered. First a VIP table and now the penthouse suite at the fanciest hotel in Sarasota? But her attention was diverted as Ivan disappeared into the adjoining room. He returned a minute later without his torn jacket and came to where Jaden stood beside the sofa. She felt as nervous as a girl on her way to prom. He took her hand and led her out onto the balcony. The night air had a cold snap now, but she barely realized it. Her body still burned with the passion they’d shared in the limo.




      “It’s stunning,” Jaden breathed, her voice carried away by the wind as she surveyed the spectacular view of the beach and the moonlight reflecting off the ocean. A small, cast iron bistro table and two chairs sat in the corner of the terrace surrounded by lush green plants. Jaden inched closer to the railing and leaned over to glance at the water below. After a moment she relaxed into the sensation of his warmth pressed against her from behind.




      “Do you have any idea how beautiful you are?” he whispered. Turning her to face him, he twisted his hands into her hair as his mouth once again found hers—tasting, teasing, tormenting while he moved her back against the glass door. His hands roved her body and trailed down to lift the hem of her dress, pressing her harder against the barrier. Breaking the kiss, Ivan brought his mouth to her breast, and Jaden felt her nipple grow taut in his mouth as he drew her in. “Oh, God, Ivan,” she moaned as his skillful tongue ravished her.




      They stumbled backward across the patio until she could feel the cold metal table on her exposed thighs. Ivan continued nipping at her breasts through the silk of her dress as his hands slid the hem up, exposing even more of her legs. Taking his hand in hers, Jaden guided the tips of his fingers languidly across her body. Gradually his hands dropped lower and his thumbs traced the satin band around her hips. Jaden was keenly aware that this was the last barrier between them, and he could not move quickly enough.




      Pushing aside the silky fabric of her panties, Ivan pressed his fingers against her sex, gently at first, then more urgently as his fingers dipped teasingly into the warmth of her body. He stroked her slowly and evenly, his hand moving in time with the crashing of the waves. Jaden could feel warmth pooling in the bottom of her belly, coiling and weaving through her as it overwhelmed her senses. She’d never felt it before, not like this. Ivan’s skillful fingers had her nearly undone, but she needed to feel him inside her—the pulse of his cock throbbing against her, filling her. And she needed it now.




      Forcing Ivan’s hands away, Jaden reached down and in one motion unzipped his pants as she knelt in front of him. She yanked his pants and briefs down his legs until they lay crumpled around his feet, and without licking or teasing, Jaden took him in her mouth, every luscious inch of him.




      “Fuuuuuck,” Ivan groaned, and Jaden knew she must be tormenting him with her hands and mouth. After a few more delirious moments, he took her firmly by the shoulders and helped her stand before he gently guided her to lay on the tabletop. Positioning his body between her legs, Ivan nudged them apart, running his hands up the length of her thighs before stopping at the hem of her dress.




      The intricate pattern cut into the tabletop was biting into Jaden’s back, but one look into Ivan’s glassy, sex-crazed stare and her body surrendered. Her lust ignited as she watched him reach down between them, roll a condom over his length, and guide himself into her. When she felt the tip of his shaft pressing heavily against her, Jaden let her head fall back, lost in pleasure. Ivan once again grabbed the thin strip of satin that encircled her hips, and this time he ripped it away as he plunged into the warmth of her body.




      Jaden stifled a cry as he brought her almost immediately to a precipice. The fact that she’d wanted this from the second she laid eyes on him made it all the more powerful. The promise of release mounted within her with each relentless stroke of his cock, and pure lust engulfed her as each and every luscious movement brought her closer to ecstasy. Gazing at him, she watched his hair swing back and forth in the moonlight as he focused intently on penetrating her completely.




      “Fuck me harder,” Jaden pleaded, the words escaping her lips before she could stop them. What? She’d never been much of a dirty talker, but fuck, this was good. Ivan smiled, looking even more sex crazed than before, and he upped his tempo without missing a beat.




      “Please,” Jaden cried, not knowing exactly what she was begging for. The glorious sensation of having him fill her so completely was almost too much to bear. Their bodies moved in unison as she reached an orgasm she’d never even known possible, coming so hard her blood pounded in her head. But Ivan remained relentless, raising one of her legs over his shoulder to stimulate her from a different angle.




      He’d taken himself to a new level as well, apparently, because his groans grew primal and his speed increased to a frantic pace. Jaden moaned her pleasure, and Ivan’s strokes deepened as he prepared to join her in bliss. She felt his cock swell within her and knew he was on the brink of release. Grabbing his tie, she pulled Ivan toward her and lifted her hips to meet his every last thrust, increasing his penetration and sending him over the edge. Gripping the leg draped over his shoulder, he grunted and buried his cock completely, finding his release deep within her. His movements slowed and his head fell back, revealing a look of complete satisfaction and leaving Jaden unable to move in the aftermath of their passion.




      As the delirium ebbed to a subtle buzz, Ivan kicked his pants off completely and swept Jaden up into his arms. He carried her inside, passing through the sitting area and into the bedroom. After placing her gently in the middle of the king-size bed, he carefully removed her dress along with his shirt and tie, the only clothing that remained on his muscular frame.




      A heap of silk, wool, and satin piled on the floor beside the bed, and soon they lay naked in each other’s arms. Suddenly self-conscious, Jaden tried to cloak her body with her arms and hands.




      “No, don’t,” Ivan whispered. “You’re magnificent. I want to see you.”




      “I…”




      “You’re breathtaking,” he replied and silenced her with his mouth.




      The luxurious cotton linens tantalized her skin, but they were nothing compared to the feel of Ivan’s toned body as he lowered himself over her again. Jaden traced the smooth curves of his muscles as they flexed with each movement of his body. Her hands trailed down the ridges of his stomach, each of her fingers ascending and descending as they skimmed over the well-defined muscles.




      Ivan kissed her softly on the mouth, and they settled into the bed, a tangled mass of arms and legs. As passion gave way to drowsiness and comfort, Jaden found it nearly impossible to tell where one body began and the other ended. She fell asleep wrapped in his embrace and blanketed with his scent.


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 4




      “Where Are You Going”




      THE EARLY MORNING SUN sent brilliant rays streaming through the open doors of the penthouse-suite balcony, bringing with them a breeze off the ocean. Jaden awoke to the odd sensation of her bare skin being both warmed and cooled at the same time. Strong arms encircled her waist, and a million questions bombarded her mind as she took in the bronzed specimen who lay beside her. What happened last night? Where am I? He has a tattoo…of a pole-dancing snake? How did I not see that before? And for the love of God—what the hell is his name?




      Jaden fought through the fog of hangover that threatened to blow up in her head. As she closed her eyes and forced herself to focus, memories slowly swam to the surface. She remembered Tasha introducing her to some hottie before the two of them took off for the dance floor. Jaden also remembered watching a gorgeous guy at one of the VIP tables. Was it he who lay next to her now? Turning to look at the man who hugged her possessively, naked and glorious in the light of day, she absorbed every detail: a mane of thick brown hair that hung messily across his shoulders, full lips—the top one slightly smaller than the bottom—stretched in a satisfied smile across his face, and a chiseled body that looked as if it was carved in fine Italian marble… It was him!
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