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Chapter One

 
 
Graphic designer looking for hot sex.

 
Freya Godwin shook her head and crossed out the sentence. Too blatant. That may be what she was looking for, but maybe she should be a touch more subtle. She didn't want every freak in San Francisco to respond to her ad. 

Doodling faceless lovers entwined in different passionate embraces, she thought about what she really wanted. Finally she scribbled:

 
Female web designer seeking inspiration in order to complete a very important project. Bring your muse to share.

 
Lame. Accurate, sure, but it sounded desperate. 

Who was she kidding? She was totally desperate. 

Her office door slammed open. Flinching, she looked up to find Charles scowling in the threshold. 

Hell. She quickly flipped the notebook shut. If he knew she was spending her valuable time working on a personal ad instead of the Sin City redesign, he'd blow a gasket. 

"What the hell is this?" He waved sheets of paper in the air.

Maybe he'd blow a gasket anyway. "I can't see the pages with you flapping them around like that."

He strode into her office and slammed them on her desk. "Here." 

Freya glanced down and mentally winced. The design was even more white bread than she remembered. She didn't need Charles to tell her that Sin City wasn't shelling out the big bucks for white bread—they were paying for buttery French pastry. 

"Well? What the hell is this crap?"

It was the last throes of a web designer who hadn't felt an iota of creativity in over a year. But she just shrugged. "They're some initial ideas I had. They're not the final mock ups to show the client."

"Damn right, they aren't. If they saw this"—he stabbed a blunt finger at the printouts—"they'd run out of the building in horror. This is crap." 

"Tell me what you really think, Charles."

Ignoring her, he braced his hands on the desk and leaned forward. "Do you understand what a coup it was for them to choose Evolve to redesign their website and revamp their branding?"

Yeah, she did. Evolve was well regarded in San Francisco's competitive web design field, but to call Sin City hiring Evolve a coup was understating matters. It was unheard of for a huge corporate entity like Sin City to go outside the biggie web design firms to a boutique shop like Evolve. 

And Sin City was huge. They were Amazon and Facebook combined but for all things sexual. Store, blogs, chats, reviews, live video feeds—you name it. They even had their own publishing branch that put out several magazines in addition to a line of erotica for women. Compared to Sin City, the Playboy empire looked like a business run out of someone's garage.

"They didn't just choose Evolve, Freya." Charles's blue eyes burned with the zeal he was renowned for among his colleagues. His employees called it The Mania. "They chose you."

Because of the site she'd designed for a local sex toy shop two years ago. Back before her creative juices had dried up. "I understand, Charles."

"I'm not sure you do. If you screw this up, you're out of here." 

Her mouth fell open. It took a couple tries before she could get any words out. "You can't fire me for one bombed design." 

"I'm the boss. I can do whatever the hell I want. Especially if one of my employees blows the biggest opportunity this company has ever had." His eyes sparked with dollar signs. "This is our opportunity to play with the big boys. Maybe even go public. I won't let anyone screw it up."

"But—"

"And your work over the past year hasn't been up to your usual standards. I know Marcus bailed you out of the Accordiana job," he said bluntly. 

She cut off her protest. She couldn't deny it—Marcus hadn't just helped her out with the design, he'd taken the crap she'd come up with and turned it into gold. 

"If you can't perform, I can't afford to keep you. Just because you're Evangeline's best friend doesn't mean I'm going to make allowances for you."

"I can't lose my job." Her stomach lurched at the thought. 

"Then I suggest you produce a design they fall in love with." He snapped his suit coat straight and turned to leave. At the door he looked over his shoulder. "I mean it, Freya. Fuck this up and you're out of here."

She winced as the door slammed shut. She couldn't afford to lose her job. It wasn't that she cared about herself—if she lost her paycheck she'd figure something out. But she wouldn't be able to support her sister Anna through college, and that wasn't acceptable. She'd vowed after the fallout from her parents' accident that Anna would never have to compromise her dreams like she'd had to.

That meant she had to produce a kick-ass design.

In the pit of her stomach she felt a spasm of worry. She'd been off her game—she'd never felt such an utter lack of creativity. 

She grabbed the notebook and opened it to her ad. She crossed it out and wrote

 
Artist in trouble. HELP.

 
The office door reopened and her best friend Evangeline poked her shiny blond head in. "You still alive in here?"

Freya slapped the notebook shut. "For the time being. Did you hear your dad?"

"Me and everyone else in the office." Eve closed the door and perched on the desk's corner. "I was just happy it was you and not me for a change."

"Why do you let him treat you like that?" She shook her head. Charles loved Eve, but it was tough love. "He may be your boss but he's your father too. If you stand up to him, he'll respect you more."

"I don't want him to respect me. I want him to leave me alone." She tucked her hair behind her ear. "Besides, you're the fiery one. You stand up to him enough for everyone. Except for today."

"I'm not fiery, and today was just strategic." Everyone assumed that just because she had cinnamon red hair she had a temper to match. Not true. Not that much, anyway. 

"Strategic?" 

"I didn't want to aggravate him any more than he was."

"Hmm." Eve gazed at her like she didn't believe her. Then she picked up one of the discarded printouts. "Did you do this mockup?"

"Yes," Freya answered cautiously.

"It doesn't look like it."

"What does it look like?"

"Boring." 

"It's just a mockup." She stretched to take the paper, crumpled it, and tossed it at the trashcan. 

Eve leaned forward and picked up the notebook. "Interesting sketches."

Freya groaned. "Give that to me. I was just messing around."

"By drawing porn?" Her friend frowned as she flipped pages, faint parentheses lining the space between her eyebrows. "Artist in trouble? Are you writing a personal ad?" she asked in a hushed voice.

"Why are you whispering?"

"I wouldn't put it past Dad—I mean, Charles to bug the place."

Freya rolled her eyes. "Your dad is megalomaniacal but he's not that far gone."

"Did he or did he not threaten to fire you?"

"You heard that too?"

"Everyone heard. He's a beast. Especially given how he knows you're paying for Anna's college and can't afford to lose your job. I'd call him something worse but it'd be too disrespectful." She tapped the notebook. "But let's get back to this."

"It's nothing. A moment of insanity."

"If it's nothing, why are you blushing?"

"I'm not," she said even as she felt her face burn hotter.

"Right."

Eve stared at her with a narrowed gaze that was too much like Charles's for comfort. Then she said, "I have ways of making you talk."

"It's really nothing." Freya sighed. "I had the fleeting thought that if I found someone who made me feel like a sex goddess I'd be able to channel that newfound sexuality into the design for Sin City."

"And to find a sex slave you decided to do a personal ad?"

"I didn't say anything about a sex slave, and I haven't decided anything."

"Well, it's brilliant."

Freya blinked. "Excuse me?"

"It's brilliant. It's an inventive solution to a problem. You'll find a guy who'll help you get your sexy back so you can design something sensual and creative." She nodded. "It's just what you need. How long has it been since you've played footsy with a guy? The last one was Brad."

Brad. She sighed. "He was a good kisser."

Eve made a face. "He was boring. I rejoiced the day you broke up with him. You yourself said he didn't excite you."

True. She'd liked Brad, but once he proposed to her she'd realized she couldn't spend her life with him. Something was missing. Sometimes she was afraid the something that was missing was her. 

"You know what you need?" Eve leaned forward, her gaze intense. "You need spicy."

"Spicy gives a person indigestion."

"You used to love spicy." She tapped the notebook. "Do the personal ad. It's the answer." 

"It was only an idea in a second of desperation."

Eve shook her head. "No, it's a creative solution to a problem. It's old Freya shining through. It's exactly what I'd do in your place."

"Yes, but you have a habit of coming up with crazy schemes that backfire. Like that time you and I went to Napa for a day at the spa—"

"I just wanted to see what tipping a cow was like. How was I supposed to know that guy was out patrolling his pastures?" 

"And when you decided we should take a road trip the summer after we got our drivers licenses even though we didn't have money or parental consent—"

"You have to admit it was a genius idea picking towns where the fire stations were holding free ice cream socials and spaghetti feeds. We saved so much money. And we met all those cute firemen."

"Yes, but we still ran out of money for gas and had to call our parents to wire us enough money to get home. Which only sucked because you said we should tell them we were spending the week at each other's house so they didn't know we were on a road trip." 

Eve wrinkled her nose. "We did get busted that time."

"We got grounded for the rest of the summer," Freya corrected.

"That was unfortunate, but you can't deny you loved every minute of it. And I may have had the ideas, but you were the gung-ho one who acted on them." 

True, and she did love those times. But that was before she had to take care of Anna.

Eve frowned for a brief moment before she lifted her determined chin. "No one's going to get grounded this time. The fact of the matter is you are desperate, and desperation requires drastic measures. Also, I'd like to point out that this was originally your idea, not mine."

"It's years of your bad influence." Freya sat back in her chair. "People always assume you're the angelic one, with your cherubic looks. But it's the innocent looking ones who're the most diabolical."

"I know," her friend said with a proud smile. "But I try to use my powers for good."

Freya sighed. "I don't know, Eve."

"Remember how you always wanted to be a bohemian artist? After high school, you planned to go to Paris, live in an attic, wear lots of scarves, and smoke Gauloises. But when your parents died, it all changed."

"I remember." Familiar sadness filled her chest, and Freya rubbed her heart to try to ease it. It'd been years since her parents' accident, but she still missed them every day.

Eve took her hand. "You had to be responsible because you had to take care of Anna, so you started to play it safe. Somewhere along the way, you lost yourself. You've dried up." 

"It really is that bad, isn't it?"

"Freya, you're turning into a human Sahara. You've become as bland as your designs." She waved at the trashcan.

"Ouch." She winced, but she couldn't dispute that bland was exactly how she felt.

"Don't get me wrong. You don't look bland. You're hot. The programmers eye your butt every time you walk through the office. Those pencil-thin cords are great." Eve sighed in longing. "I wish I could wear pants like that. If only I were tall like you."

"5'5" is tall for women. You shouldn't compare yourself to me. 5'11" is abnormal." 

"I wish I could be abnormal like a supermodel too. At least your chest is flatter than mine. It'd be terrible if I had to hate you for that too." 

"Thank God for that."

"I'm just saying you need to shake things up before you're tempted to buy white cotton underwear."

"I'm not that far gone."

"You're one step away from it." Eve waved the notebook. "This is what's going to save you. Do it." 

Freya sighed. "I'm a visual artist. I suck at writing."

Eve flipped the notepad to a fresh page and extended a hand. "Pen."

Handing one over, she watched Eve frown at the blank page before scribbling a few lines. Then her friend held out the notebook. "Here."

Taking a deep breath, Freya looked it over:

 
Fiery goddess in search of the perfect god. Soar with me through clouds, frolic under the stars, hand me the moon for my own. Mortals need not reply.

 
She blinked and reread it. Not a blatant I want you to give me hot sex but it hinted that she wanted to share sensual pleasures, sex or otherwise, without sounding desperate. 

More than that, reading it stirred something inside her. It took her a moment to pinpoint that the feeling was excitement. "This is actually kind of good."

"I know," Eve said modestly. "It's perfect for you. Promise me you'll use it."

Nerves set her stomach lurching again. But Eve was right—instinctively she knew she had to do something big to move out of the corner she'd backed herself into. "I'll do it."

"Then my work here is done." Her friend hopped up.

"What would I do without you?"

"That's too horrible a fate to even contemplate." Eve tugged one of Freya's curls. "Good thing for you you're stuck with me."

"Yeah, good thing."



 
Chapter Two

 
 
Freya got off the bus and walked, huddled against the wind, the four blocks to her flat, the middle unit of a beautifully restored gingerbread Victorian in Laurel Heights. 

Well, okay, Baja Laurel Heights—close enough to the swanky multimillion-dollar houses to rub off a little glamour but far enough on the periphery that her mortgage was affordable. Of course, she'd bought it before the dotcom boom; what she paid was more reasonable than what most people forked out in the city.

She absolutely loved her flat. It wasn't the nicest of the three condos in the building; the top one was amazing and had a better view. But it was all hers and no one could take it away.

Unless she lost her job.

Not going to happen. She'd get her life back on track if it killed her. The first step: placing the ad on craigslist. This evening.

Determined, she strode to the middle door. The door on her right led to the downstairs flat. The one on the left led upstairs to Cavanaugh's unit, otherwise known as the seventh circle of hell. She made a face at his door and let herself into her home.

At the top of the landing, she heard rustling. Heart thumping, she craned her neck but couldn't see anyone.

Then she heard a discordant singing she knew well. Anna, her sister. 

Not knowing whether to be irritated or relieved, she followed the racket her sister was making into the kitchen. Sure enough, Anna's bony butt stuck out of the fridge. Why was she surprised? Anna spent more time here than in Berkeley, where she lived and went to college.

Freya dropped her purse on the kitchen table, feeling a perverse sense of satisfaction when her sister jerked and hit her head on the refrigerator shelf. "What are you doing here?"

Anna rubbed her scalp. "Foraging. Duh."

"I don't know what I was thinking when I gave you a spare key."

"You were thinking, ÔGosh, I love that sister of mine. I wish she hung around more.' Do you have any more of that white cheddar?" 

"Most people do their grocery shopping at Safeway." 

"Most people aren't poor college students like me."

Freya shook her head. "It's behind the eggs."

"Oh. Thanks." 

"I'm going to change. Make yourself at home," she said knowing her sarcasm would be lost on her sister. 

In her bedroom, she undressed and put on a pair of broken-in fleecy pajamas, but she paused when she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror.

The pjs were faded and dull. And they had a saggy butt.

Eve was right—she needed to reclaim herself. Old Freya wouldn't have been caught dead with a saggy butt. She stripped, tossed the pajamas in the trash, and slipped into a silky black robe instead. 

Almost perfect, she decided, looking in the mirror again. She went into the deep recesses of her closet and rummaged until she found her marabou trimmed house mules. 

Anna walked in, holding up a little white bag. "Look what I found." 

"Hey." She frowned as she slipped on her slippers. "That was in my purse."

"I know. I smelled the chocolate. It's Teuscher too. Yum. Can I have some?" Without waiting for an answer, Anna opened it and took out a piece. "I knew it. You bought chocolate covered ginger and peeled the chocolate off."

"I like the candied ginger. I can't help it if it's covered in chocolate."

Her sister popped a shard of chocolate in her mouth. "Your dislike of chocolate is unnatural, but a good thing for me. Are you expecting company?"

"No." Freya blinked at the sudden change of subject. "Why?"

"Your clothes. Or rather, the lack thereof." She waved a hand up and down. "You dress like this every evening?"

"Of course not."

"So what's special about tonight?" Anna hopped up on the bed and swung her feet, just like she'd done since she was a little girl. 

"There's nothing special." 

"It looks like you're ready to make a sexual conquest." She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively. "What's going on? Hot date?" 

She wished. She sighed before she could stop herself. "No date."

Anna snapped her fingers. "I bet you're going through a quarter-life crisis."

"Don't you mean mid-life crisis?"

"You can't go through a mid-life crisis at thirty-one. You're too young," she replied sagely.

Freya grinned. "Don't tell me this is what you've been learning in school."

"Heck no. I read this in Cosmo. You've got all the signs. Restlessness. Erratic behavior. Suddenly dressing sexy." Her sister settled on her side, her hand propping her head. "All you're missing is the new hot guy."

Not for long. On impulse, she said, "I'm going to find a hot guy."

"Seriously? That's awesome." Anna perked up. "You should ask out your upstairs neighbor."

"No," Freya said—immediately and forcefully.

"Why not? He's super attractive, and he likes you." 

She shook her head. "Cavanaugh doesn't like me."

"Yeah he does. Freya, he spent an entire day pruning roses with you. A guy doesn't do that for a girl he doesn't like." 

Her heart softened as she remembered that Sunday just after he'd moved in when he'd surprised her by joining her in the garden. They'd spent all morning and afternoon laughing, and he'd been funny and sweet and sexy. The sun had been shining but it'd been his warmth she'd basked in. 

Anna poked her. "Don't you remember how excited you were about him? You called to ditch me for dinner, for frick's sake, because you wanted to have dinner with him instead. That's telling." 

He'd offered to order pizza, and she'd jumped at the chance of being alone with him. Until she found out what he did for a living—the shock of it had been like a slap across the face. Even thinking about it now brought back the feeling of being duped and the bottomless disappointment.

"And he keeps asking you out. He has been forever. Not to mention that he brought you tulips to plant in your garden, remember? Tulips are your favorite." 

"He just wanted something from me." She didn't know what, but she was sure he had an ulterior motive.

"I can imagine what he wants." She grinned slyly. "Whenever he sees you he follows you with his eyes like he's imagining eating you whole."

"That's because he's a shark. Cross him out."

"Why? He's hot, and he wants you. Ask him out."

"I don't trust him."

"You don't know him."

"He's a lawyer," Freya said flatly.

"Oh." Anna's eyes widened. 

She knew her sister would understand. No way could she cozy up to a lawyer—not after what had happened. She tensed just thinking about how her dad's lawyer had fleeced him. 

Her dad, a caring doctor, had freaked out when one of his former patients saddled him with a malpractice suit. But his lawyer swore the woman didn't have a case. The bastard had assured him of that right up until her dad was stripped of his license, his assets, and his dignity. 

After the final verdict, her dad been so distraught leaving the courthouse he'd crashed into a tree. The police said he and Mom had died instantly. In one afternoon, she and Anna had gone from being secure and loved to having nothing. Not even the house they'd grown up in, which went toward the massive legal fees.

"Not all lawyers are like the one Daddy had," Anna said hesitantly. 

"No, but Cavanaugh is. He has a constant parade of petite blondes through his apartment." An exaggeration. She'd only ever seen one petite blonde traipsing up to his apartment, but the click-clack of her high heels had woken Freya up in the middle of the night more times than she could count. 

Probably his girlfriend. The cheating bastard. He couldn't really want her if he was dating someone else.

"But—" Her sister shook her head. "Okay, if not Cavanaugh, what about the guy who just moved in downstairs?" 

"Him? No." Freya wrinkled her nose. Not that the new guy didn't seem cool. She'd run into him a few times in the couple months since he'd bought the downstairs unit and he was always friendly and polite. Nice. She shook her head. "Not my type."

"So how are you going to find a hot guy?" 

"I'm taking out a personal ad."

"Holy crap." Her sister sat up straight. "I can't believe it."

"It's not a bad idea—"

"Not a bad idea? It's frickin' fantastic!"

Freya frowned. "It is?"

"Hell yeah." 

She hadn't expected such an enthusiastic response. "Do you want to see it?"

"You have it written?"

"Eve wrote it this afternoon. Wait here and I'll get it." She returned to her bedroom a moment later with the notebook. "Here."

"Whoa. Cool drawings." Brow wrinkled, Anna turned the pad sideways. "Is this position really possible?"

Freya rolled her eyes. "The ad is on the next page."

Her sister reluctantly turned the page. "A goddess, huh? I love it. It's so you."  

"You think so?" She took back the notebook and slipped it in her robe's pocket. 

"Totally. It's great. I've been worried about you since you broke up with Brad. Not that I liked him—" she made a gagging face —"but you haven't even looked at another guy since and that's not natural."

"Oh." 

"This is a good thing." Anna opened her mouth and then shut it, looking unsure. She tugged on her straight brown hair and hesitantly said, "Sometimes I feel guilty, like if you didn't have the burden of taking care of me you'd be a completely different person."

"Don't say that," she said fiercely. 

"It's true. Art college is so expensive." Guilt emanated from her big brown eyes. "It's like you're making all these sacrifices and I'm not doing anything to help. Maybe I could increase the number of hours I work a week. If I cut down on my art time—"

"No. I want you to concentrate on your painting. You're so talented." She smoothed her sister's uneven bangs back from her face. "One day you'll be supporting me with all the money you rake in from your gallery shows." 

"Yeah, but..."

"No buts. It's no sacrifice. You're my little sister. Of course I'm going to take care of you."

Anna heaved a sigh. "I just want you to be happy too."

"I am." Well, she would be. She was going to make this all work. She hugged Anna tightly, trying to transfer her certainty in the embrace.

Anna squeezed her back. Then she gasped. "Is that the time? I have to go. Date tonight."

Freya smiled. "You always have a date." 

"It's the best way to get dinner when you're poor." She hopped off the bed. 

"Don't forget your groceries." She followed her sister down the hall and waited by the landing.

"Right." Anna returned from the kitchen with a full brown bag in addition to her jacket and backpack.

"I'll carry that." Freya took the paper bag and led the way down the stairs to the curb where her sister had parked illegally. "If you run out of money, let me know, okay?" 

Anna popped the trunk and dumped her backpack in. "Okay, but I'm good for now."

"I can't believe you still drive this pile of junk." She set the groceries inside and carefully shut the trunk so the bumper wouldn't fall off.

"At least I have a car." 

She wasn't sure the rusted Chevy Vega qualified as a car. But if the DMV didn't have a problem with it, who was she to complain? She hugged her sister tightly. "I'm happy you came over, even if it was to raid my fridge. You're a pest, but you're my pest."

Anna squeezed her back. "Your pest wouldn't mind it if you cooked gumbo sometime and invited her over for dinner."

"I'll take that under consideration." Laughing, she let go and stepped back straight into a solid barricade. Fortunately, the wall of mass had arms that reached out and steadied her so she didn't land on her ass. 

Oh no, she moaned internally. She didn't have to look to know what blocked her way. Or rather, who. 

Unable to help herself, she turned and looked anyway. Right into the blue eyes of Greg Cavanaugh, upstairs neighbor and bane of her existence. 



 
Chapter Three

 
 
Okay, that was an exaggeration. He wasn't really the bane of her existence. He was just a minor blight in her world. 

Freya looked up at him and something twisted in her gut, the way it always did when she had the misfortune to run into him. And just like all those other times, it was followed by an urge to run her hands through his dark, wavy hair. She remembered the one time she had that luxury—it'd felt so soft—and curled her fingers to resist the temptation.

But she didn't want a man she didn't trust—not even for a fling. Even if he was free, which he obviously wasn't since the China doll in heels was always coming and going from his place. 

Then there was the fact that he was a lawyer. The most sought after divorce attorney in the state. He made a career of ruining people's lives.

And he had to be good at it, based on his clothing. The gray suit he had on was custom, and his tie probably cost as much as her favorite John Fluevog boots. Plus he drove a sexy older sports car that was in perfect show condition. And he owned the coveted upper flat.

He was raking it in by splitting up families, and that was enough to put him on her public enemy list.

She glared at him. "You can let me go now." 

Cavanaugh didn't listen. Holding her upper arms, he checked her out before and smiling into her eyes. "Isn't it a little cold to be going out like this, Freya?" 

She wouldn't notice how his slightly crooked nose added to the overall perfection of his chiseled face. She wouldn't wonder what it'd feel like to kiss the Cary Grant cleft in his chin. She wouldn't let his husky voice tease her into thinking about hot kitchen floor sex. 

And she definitely wouldn't wonder what his strong hands would feel like touching her all over. 

"Hey there," Anna said cheerfully from behind her. "You're the ogre who lives in the turret."

Cavanaugh looked beyond her and smiled curiously at her sister. "My reputation precedes me."

Anna came to stand next to them, staring pointedly at his hands, which still held her arms. "I'm thinking that maybe the rumors weren't quite as accurate as I was led to believe."

Scowling, Freya peeled his hands off her one by one. "I thought you had a date."

"I do, but this is much more fascinating." She held her hand out. "We haven't officially met, though I've seen you when I've come to raid Freya's fridge. Anna Godwin, the incorrigible sister."

He grinned and shook her hand. "A pleasure to meet you, Anna. Greg Cavanaugh, but you can call me Shrek." 

Laughing, she knocked Freya's arm. "He's funny. Are you sure you don't want to go out with him? It'd be so much easier than going through with an ad."

He gave her a questioning look. "An ad?"

"Freya's looking for the perfect god to show her the stars." She reached out, yanked the notepad out of the robe pocket, and handed it to him.

Scowling at her sister, she turned to Cavanaugh and held her hand out. "That's mine. Give it back."

He ignored her and flipped a few pages.

"Stop." She mentally groaned as she remembered the drawings she'd done. "That's private." 

"I can see that." Cavanaugh turned it sideways. "I'm fond of this position too."

Oh God. She tried to grab it out of his hand but he lifted it so she only succeeded in pressing herself against his body. She froze, stunned by the strong heartbeat under her palms and the heat of his body. Her whole body flushed, and for a second she considered staying there because it felt safe and warm and like the answer to all her problems. 

Confused, she searched his face for all the things she found unattractive about him. He was a lawyer. A destroyer of families. 

All she saw was his intelligent gaze studying her like he wanted to know everything about her. 

"Interesting," Anna drawled next to her.

Her sister's voice dragged her back to reality. She stepped back, wary. "Give it back," she repeated, wishing she sounded more commanding and less like she wanted to jump his bones.

"Not yet." His eyes held hers for a moment longer before giving the pad his attention. He studied the drawings before turning the page. "You're a talented artist."

"She was planning on going to art school before our parents died," Anna volunteered.

She elbowed the brat.

"Soar with me through clouds, frolic under the stars, hand me the moon for my own," he recited. He looked at her, his eyebrow arched. 

"She's going to get a lot of takers with that ad, don't you think?" Anna cheerfully rocked on her heels.

Something tightened in his expression. "I wouldn't doubt it."

She grabbed the notepad and hugged it to her chest. "What I do is none of your business. Either of you."

"True, but I do find it curious." He stared at her like she was candy. "Someone as stunning as you shouldn't have to resort to a personal ad."

"The point isn't how I look." She tightened the sash on her robe, conscious of the way his gaze lingered on the open neckline of her robe. It wasn't like there was much there to interest someone who liked watermelon-sized boobs, if his girlfriend was any indication. "Aren't you a little overdressed for the McDonald's Play Park?"

His smile dimmed in confusion. "McDonald's Play Park?"

"Yeah. Isn't that the only place open this late in the evening to take the child you date?"

Interest lit his eyes. Crossing his arms, he studied her. "Have you been keeping track?"

"She's hard to miss. Her rattle makes so much noise as she crawls up the steps to your flat."

He leaned closer. "You know, if I didn't know better I'd swear you're taking a personal interest in my social life."

She glared at him, wanting to step back but not wanting to show weakness. 

"Just say the word and I'll help satisfy your curiosity." He tucked a curl behind her ear. 

"Not even in your dreams." She pushed his hand aside, wishing she'd sounded more witty and less third grade.

"I'm more interested in your dreams." 

She found herself drowning in his sea-blue gaze, believing he meant it. 

But then she remembered how good her father's lawyer had been at looking them in the eyes and telling them lies. The way he'd lulled her family into a false sense of security—right before he took everything they had left. 

She knew the danger of believing a lawyer's slick words, and she wouldn't make the same mistake her father had. Not even if the lawyer was hot. "Find something else to interest yourself. Take up needlepoint."

He grinned at her, an annoyingly knowing look on his face. "So when are we going out again?"

Anna nudged her. "Yeah, Freya, when are you going out again?"

"Never." She gave her sister a warning look before facing Cavanaugh again. "Never," she repeated for emphasis. 

"Why not?" He studied her casually, but she knew there was nothing casual about him. "Your perfect god might be standing right in front of you." 

Freya burst into incredulous laughter. "Yeah right." 

"I don't know." He leaned forward, so close she felt his breath ruffle her hair. He brushed her cheek with the back of his fingers. The rasp of his knuckles on her skin as he ran his hand down the side of her face to her neck raised goosebumps on her arms. "I'd at least like to try to be what you need."

Her nipples sprang to attention as he brushed his fingers across the skin her robe exposed. 

For a second, she was tempted to agree with him—he might very well be just what she needed to get her sexual groove back. Not that she was ever admitting that. 

"Really interesting," Anna said.

Hell—she'd forgotten about her sister, whose avid gaze bounced back and forth between her and Cavanaugh. 

Freya pushed his hand away before turning on her sister. "Remember dinner? You need to go."

Anna heaved a sigh. "I'm telling you, it's not going to be as exciting as watching the two of you. But I'm going," she said hurriedly as Freya shot her a scowl. She grinned and waved at Cavanaugh as she went to her car. "It's been illuminating. Behave yourselves when I'm not here to referee."

They stood in silence and watched her race off. Then he turned to Freya with a smile. "She's a good kid."

She narrowed her eyes, trying to find something skeezy about his comment. But she had to be fair and admit that he meant it in the brotherly way he'd said it. 

That didn't mean she felt any differently about him. "I need to get back inside. And I'm sure you need to get your girlfriend from day care." 

"Careful." He brushed his thumb across her cheekbone in a touch so gentle it made her catch her breath. "Your eyes are turning green."

She slapped at his hand. "You are a menace." 

Stomping up the porch steps, she opened her door and stepped inside, slamming it shut in his face before he could utter another word. She could feel him smirking all the way through the thick, hundred-year-old wood. 

Jealous. Ha. She shook her head and stomped up the stairs straight to her computer. She opened a browser, went to craigslist, and opened her notebook.

She didn't need a deceptive lawyer with infantile taste in women. She rubbed her cheek to wipe away the lingering feel of his touch and typed in the ad. 

"Take that," she said, hitting Submit. She sat back, feeling a little bit like her old self. Bold. Excited.

Empowered.

She grinned and stretched her arms over her head. "I'm open for business, world." 



 
Chapter Four

 
 
Greg could hear his phone ringing as he let himself in the entryway of his apartment. He walked up the two-story staircase to the main floor, waiting for the answering machine to click on.

"Hey buddy. You home yet?"

Hearing his best friend's voice, he took the rest of the steps two at a time to get to the phone.

"—It's after eight on Friday night, and—"

Greg snatched the receiver. "I'm here, Don."

"Did I catch you at a bad time? If you're busy I can call back." His voice was laden with innuendo. "Though I'm already calling you back."

"I just got home." It'd been a long, trying day, starting with one of his clients arriving in tears because her soon-to-be ex-husband called her that morning and told her he wanted full custody of Timmie. It took Greg half an hour to figure out Timmie was their pet iguana. The day had gone downhill from there.

"Man, you work too hard."

An hour ago, he would have agreed. He'd been exhausted after work. But after the head-on collision with Freya, he felt oddly refreshed and energized. And the place he wanted to expend his excess energy was in bed—with Freya surrounding him with her flaming hair and long limbs.

Dropping his briefcase at the top of the stairs, he headed straight for his bedroom. He'd loosened his tie hours ago but he was dying to get out of his suit. "How are Melinda and Abby?"

Don's voice softened. "They're great. Abby gets bigger everyday. We're thinking of giving her a brother or sister."

He smiled. One day, he was going to have what Don had—a loving wife and a close-knit family. If being a divorce lawyer taught him anything, it was the value of family. 

"Speaking of Abby—"

Greg groaned, finally understanding why his friend was calling on a Friday night: desperation. "Don't tell me you need a babysitter."

"Okay." 

Grinning, he shook off his coat while he waited out the silence. He loved spending time with his goddaughter. Babysitting her wasn't a hardship in the least. But he also loved yanking Don's chain and making him sweat. Any moment now, he'd break down and beg.

Don didn't disappoint him. "Come on, man. It's just for an evening. Melinda and I have an event to go to."

"What sort of event?" he asked, tugging off his tie and draping it over a chair.

"The sort of event where I get a ritzy hotel room and spend some private time with my wife without a three year old trying to climb between us."

"What happened to your babysitter?" 

"Uh... She quit. Abby was a little willful the last time."

Greg laughed. It was amazing how one little girl could control adults so easily.

"And she wants to see her Uncle Greg. You don't want to disappoint her, do you?"

"Low blow, Willis." 

"A man's gotta do what a man's gotta do."

"When are you and Melinda going out?" 

There was a triumphant whoop. "I knew you'd do it."

Greg shook his head as he unbuttoned his shirt. An idiot would know he'd do anything for Abby, and Don wasn't an idiot.

"Saturday night. Be here by seven o'clock. Oh, and Abby requests a surprise."

Abby adored surprises almost as much as he liked giving them to her. "What if I have a date?" 

Don snorted. "Of course you have a date. Cancel it. Tell her you have to babysit your goddaughter. You'll score major points." 

"Melinda wouldn't like it if I used Abby to attract women."

"No kidding. That's why I said it while my wife was out of the room. See you Saturday." 

Grinning as he hung up, Greg took off his pants and pulled on a pair pajamas bottoms. He pictured what Freya had on and his grin grew. 

When she collided into him and his hands came in contact with her body encased in that silk robe... He'd never felt anything so decadent. So right. The glimpses of flesh wrapped in black lace peeking from the robe had just about slayed him. Thank God he'd had his suit coat buttoned or she would have seen just how interested he was in her. 

She may deny it, but she was just as interested. 

He'd seen the flash of desire in her eyes when he'd touched her skin. But for some reason she insisted she hated him, strong as their attraction was. 

If only he could figure out what happened to turn her from warm to antagonistic in the blink of an eye. One minute they'd been cuddled on the couch, waiting for their pizza to be delivered, and the next she was upset and hated him. 

At least she was jealous of his supposed girlfriend. It gave him hope. He chuckled as he hung up the suit in his closet. He wondered what she'd say if she knew that he hasn't been out on a date in longer than he cared to remember. His supposed girlfriend was just Jade. 

He'd known Jade since they were toddlers. Funny how remembering how someone looked in a wet, saggy diaper could kill any inkling of attraction. They were more brother and sister than anything. He'd almost told Freya that but maybe her jealousy would help his cause. Her sister certainly seemed to like him—that couldn't hurt either.

His feet bare on the cool hardwood floors, he headed for the kitchen to make some dinner. His big plans for the night: retreating to the solarium at the back of the flat to decompress. 

Opening the refrigerator, he took out sandwich ingredients, lined them up on the counter, and put together a triple-decker that most people could only dream about. It was pretty much all he could make as far as cooking went. Though Abby was fond of his peanut butter and banana too.

The phone rang again as he transferred his sandwich to a plate. He grabbed the cordless off the counter and answered it as he pulled a beer out of the fridge. "Hello?"

"I need your advice," Jade said sounding panicked.

"This should be good."

"Shut up and listen, because this is important. You know that asshole lawyer I lost the Patterson case to?"

"The bottom-feeding scum-sucker?" He lifted the beer bottle to his lips.

"Yes. We're going on a date tonight—"

Greg spewed his mouthful of beer all over the counter. "What? Didn't you say he played dirty to win that case and that he was Satan in a pinstripe suit?"

"Yes, but I like playing dirty. Pay attention to the real problem here, Greg. I don't know what to wear."

He nodded, juggling the plate and bottle with one hand and moving to the solarium. Might as well get comfortable. A clothing crisis could take a while.

"Do you remember the little red dress I wore to my company Christmas party last year?" There was rustling and the shrill scratch of hangers being shoved aside. "Is that too, I don't know, sexy to wear on a first date? Or should I stick with a boring black cocktail dress?"

"What's the goal?"

"A night of uninhibited debauchery."

"Then go with the red dress," he said, settling onto the couch. "As I remember, that red dress almost caused a riot among your coworkers. It was made for debauchery."

"Excellent. Thanks. What are your plans for the evening? Going to spy out the window on a certain downstairs neighbor?" 

He frowned. "I don't spy on her."

"You would if you had the opportunity," Jade replied. "I've never seen you so pathetic. You bought the flat because of her. That's insane."

"Stop exaggerating. I met her after I moved in." He bought his flat because the space had felt right. But it wasn't until he met Freya that he suspected that he'd found home. "Get the facts straight." 

"You're still insane. You called me and raved for forty-five minutes about how gorgeous she was. You can't tell me that's sane." 

No, he'd definitely been struck by insanity that day. Who could blame him? She had the cheekbones of a faery queen and the chin of an urchin. The Daisy Dukes she wore that exposed her long, lanky legs didn't hurt either. Nor did the thin tank top that showed the outline of her nipples. 

God, he loved how tall she was. A bohemian priestess, from her orangy-gold eyes down to the silver anklet she wore all the time. 

That anklet drove him crazy. 

"Let me clarify," Jade said in her courtroom voice. "You went on for at least five minutes about how her long, red hair shined in the sun. I doubt you even know what color my hair is after all these years."

"Her hair is beautiful." To look at and to touch, as he found out that Sunday they'd spent together.

He'd also found out that her mother named her after the Norse goddess of love and that she'd inherited her hair from her dad. Her favorite color to paint her toenails: midnight blue. He knew that she liked to snack on spaghetti in the middle of the night, and that she loved ginger and tulips. 

With every detail he learned about her, she became that much more alluring, attractive beyond her gorgeous exterior. 

But there was so much he didn't know. Like where her favorite spot to be kissed was. Wondering about that almost drove him as crazy as her anklet.

Unfortunate that she couldn't stand his guts.

"I've never seen you act like this over any woman," Jade said, pulling him out of his daydream. "Not even what's-her-name in college."

"Jade, there's a world of difference between what's-her-name and Freya."

She snorted. "The only difference is she won't go out with you."

"Yeah, that's a minor problem." He'd tried everything too, including suggesting going out just as friends, but she always said no. She wouldn't even take a ride to work from him. He couldn't think of what he'd done to cause such a negative reaction. "And now she's taking out a personal ad."

"Really?" Jade sounded intrigued. "I like that. It's bold. Why is she taking out an ad?"

"It doesn't matter." He propped his legs on an ottoman. "All I know is she's looking for the perfect god. I just need to convince her that that's me."

"Anyone ever tell you your ego is just a touch out of control?"

He grinned. "Just Freya."

"No wonder you love her. So what's the plan? You obviously can't reply to her ad. She'll just refuse to go out with you."

True. He frowned. 

"What you need to do is have her understand that you're more than the expensive suits and flashy car."

"Jezebel is not flashy." Trust a woman to confuse a Ô63 Corvette Stingray with flash. "Jezebel is—" 

"Art," Jade finished for him. "Whatever. But tell me what happens if your goddess meets other gods while you're trying to crack her icy exterior?"

"I hadn't thought of that." Because what man in his right mind wouldn't want to go out with Freya? He imagined some moron's hands on his woman, and he growled.

"This is going to be fun," Jade said perkily. "I can't wait to meet her. The one woman in the world immune to Greg Cavanaugh's charms. I can't believe I don't know her yet. I bet we'll get along famously."

"I'm not sure my fragile ego could take you two ganging up on me." 

She laughed. "I'm going to love this woman." 

He hoped so. Because he was pretty sure he already did.



 
Chapter Five

 
 
"Hell." Anna jerked her car to the side of the road and put it in park. She checked the time on her cell phone—exactly ten minutes late for her date. And she was still ten minutes away from the restaurant.

The thing was, she couldn't stop thinking about Greg Cavanaugh—about the way he'd caused her sister to spark to life. Yeah, partly because he irritated Freya, but there was a lot of underlying chemistry there too. If he weren't a lawyer, Freya would have been all over him.

Anna tapped the steering wheel in rhythm to the song on the radio. She wanted Freya to be happy. Her sister deserved to be taken care of for a change. God—to think of all the things Freya had done for her. As a kid she hadn't really understood, but now she realized just what Freya had sacrificed for her: all her dreams.

By rights, Anna should sacrifice her dreams for Freya now. Because how would her sister react if she told her she wanted to be a lawyer? 

She winced. Yeah, not so well.

But she couldn't help it. Law intrigued her. She wanted to help people in a way that her father hadn't been helped. But more than that, law seemed to offer security. Money. Greg Cavanaugh certainly did well for himself.

Just imagine—a full refrigerator. Hell, she could hire a chef.

Once, six months ago, she'd considered laying it all on the table and telling Freya she wanted to go to law school. She'd worked up the courage and went over to Freya's, only to find her pacing back and forth in her living room, ranting about sneaky lawyers who duped people into believing fairy tales.

Not the best timing.

She still hadn't told her sister, which would only be a problem if she got accepted into law school. When, really, because she knew she was getting in—it didn't hurt that she'd scored so high on her LSATs. She'd start getting replies to her applications any day now, which meant she had to prep Freya for the inevitable and change her mind about lawyers. 

Greg was the key.

Anna knew Greg was attracted to her sister—he kept asking her out despite Freya's rejections—but she hadn't realized how much Freya was attracted to him in return. Her sister couldn't take her eyes off him. 

"But will he be able to take care of her?" Anna mumbled, staring beyond the windshield. "Will he make her happy?"

If the way they couldn't keep their eyes off each other was any indication, the answer was yes. Together, Greg and Freya sizzled. Anna's hair had almost curled with the electricity zapping between the two.

But she had to be sure Greg wasn't an asshole in disguise, and she was compelled to make sure now. She knew he was at home—why put it off?

She opened her cell phone and called her date to cancel dinner. Justin wasn't so understanding. "But I'm already at the restaurant," he complained.

"So have dinner. They have good noodles. I'll make it up to you later." 

"I don't know, Anna. You don't seem to care about my feelings." 

What was it with men and their feelings? Every guy she went out with wanted to express. What happened to the tall, silent type? "I'm sorry you feel that way—"

"I don't know where I stand." Justin huffed. "You know I want you to be my girlfriend."

She sighed. "Do we have to get into this now?" 

"Yes."

"Then the answer is no." 

"No?" 

"No," she repeated firmly. He'd been entirely too clingy, and they'd only gone out a couple times. She couldn't imagine what he'd be like if they were semi-serious. 

"But—"

"Gotta go, Justin. See you in class." Cringing, she flipped her phone close. She probably shouldn't have made the date with him to begin with. Men.

Speaking of men...

Putting the car in drive, she made U-turn and coaxed her car back uphill despite her protesting transmission. She parked three blocks away from Freya's Victorian, curbed her wheels, and started the steep trek back up the hill. She had a lawyer to interrogate.

She ran up the stairs to the landing. Freya's door was the middle one—it was the middle flat after all—but she didn't know which one led to the top unit. Left or right?

"One way to find out," she muttered. She stepped up to the one on the right and stood on her tiptoes to look in the high beveled window. If only she'd inherited some of their father's height like Freya, but she'd hit 5'3 when she was twelve and stopped growing. 

Cupping her hands around her eyes, she peered in. Dark. It looked like no one was home. Wrong apartment or did he go out? 

"Can I help you?" a deep, accented voice said from behind her.

With a yelp, she whirled around to find a guy standing only a couple feet away. At first glance his jeans, tweed coat, and wire-rimmed glasses made him look preppy and disarming. 

But that first glance was wrong. The closer she looked, the more unrestrained he seemed. Wild and passionate. His long hair framed his angular face like a dark Latin poet, and his intense green eyes pinned her to the door. Was he Spanish? He certainly looked like a conquistador. 

Silly. She shook her head. "I'm looking for Greg Cavanaugh's apartment."

"This is my door. Greg lives upstairs." He pointed to door on the left. 

Ah—he was the new downstairs neighbor. She studied him again and then shook her head. Freya needed her eyes checked if she didn't think this guy was hot.

He tucked his hair behind his ear. "Is something wrong?"

"No, not at all." She edged around him and pressed the doorbell. God he smelled good. Like warm, sweet onions and salty bacon. Weird, but delicious. Maybe he'd had dinner at a restaurant with poor ventilation. She sniffed again and her stomach growled with hunger. 

When he didn't make a move to leave, she faced him again. "Thanks for your help. You can go now."

He folded his arms. "I'll wait with you."

Before she could ask why, the door swung open and Greg stood in the threshold. He glanced at the two of them. "No one told me there was a party on the porch tonight."

The downstairs guy nodded at Greg. "She said she was here to see you. I wanted to be certain she got in okay."

Greg's eyebrow arched at her.

She smiled winningly. "You didn't get the memo that we had a meeting scheduled?"

He rolled his eyes. "I'll have to speak to my assistant about that."

The guy gazed back and forth between them. "You two know each other well then."

"Not really," she and Greg said at once. 

The guy waited for a reply, but Greg didn't seem inclined to give him one, so she didn't either. His disapproval was written on every inch of his face, but he just nodded at Greg and let himself into his apartment. "Good night then."

She watched the door close behind him, feeling an odd sense of disappointment when he was out of sight. Weird.

She shook her head and focused on the lawyer. "Are you going to let me in, Shrek, or are we standing out here all night?"

He stared at her silently for a moment. "Should I be scared you're here to see me?"

"You should be thrilled." She brushed past him and tromped upstairs. Greg didn't smell nearly as good as the downstairs guy. "I hope you have something to eat. I canceled my dinner date for you."

"The kitchen is this way," he said when they reached the top. "Can you cook?"

"I can't even boil water," she said cheerfully as she followed him back.

"That makes two of us. But you're in luck, I make a mean club sandwich." He waved to a bar stool on one side of the island in the middle of his kitchen. "Sit."

"No questions about why I'm here?" She perched on the stool and dropped her coat on the floor next to her.

He started to pull stuff out of the fridge. "I figured you'd get to that in your own time."

"You're not the least bit curious?"

"Oh, I'm curious all right." He nudged the door shut and reached for a baguette on the side counter. "Specifically because I'm sure your sister doesn't know you're here."

"Hell no." She shuddered dramatically. "If Freya knew I was here she'd give me a time out."

Greg chuckled. "You seem too old for a time out."

"I'm twenty-one." 

He paused in the act of cutting a large section of bread for her sandwich. "You say that like you aren't sure whether you're old enough or not."

"It's complicated. Are you ever old enough where your parents are concerned?"

"Freya isn't your parent."

"She might as well be. She raised me." She pursed her lips. She'd come here to quiz him and he'd neatly started pulling information out of her. Slick. No wonder he was a hotshot lawyer. "Don't your parents still treat you like you're their little boy?"

He snorted. "I'm surprised when my parents remember to send me a card on my birthday."

"Really?" Her memories of her parents were dim, but she remembered that they'd been loving. She leaned in, her chin resting on her palm. "How does that make you feel?"

He cocked an eyebrow at her as he stacked her bread with an assortment of meat. "Are you studying to be a psychiatrist?"

"Nah, I'm in art school." She sighed.

"You don't sound enthused about it."

"Do you enjoy what you do?" 

"Yeah." He glanced at her as he placed tomato slices on the pile. "Why?"

"Just curious." She wasn't sure she wanted to divulge her secret to him yet, so she changed the subject really quickly. "Having cold parents had to have colored your world view. Are you interested in having children?"

"That would depend on the woman I end up marrying, wouldn't it?" He opened a cabinet behind him and pulled out a plate.

"Yeah, but what if she wanted to have kids? How would you treat them?"

"Like they were my world." 

Muscles she didn't know were tensed relaxed, and she exhaled in relief. "And your wife?"

He carefully transferred the sandwich to the plate. "I don't have one."

"But you want to have one, right? Would you take care of her? Are you dating anyone?"

He eyed her as he pushed her food across the counter. "I like you, kid, but not like that. You need to find someone better suited to you."

For some reason, the guy downstairs flashed in her mind, which was totally ridiculous because she didn't know him at all. 

Then she realized what Greg had said. "No! For frick's sake, I'm not trying to pick up on you."

"That's a relief." 

"That's just gross. I mean, you're hot and all, but geez"—she shuddered—"you're ancient."

"Thanks," he said dryly.

"And Freya likes you, so you're practically like a brother." She gave him a flat gaze. "Incest is not cool."

"No, it's not." He crossed his arms and leaned on the counter behind him. "But I think you got your signals mixed up about Freya. She hates my guts."

Anna shook her head. "I don't think so."

"Maybe it's time you told me why you're here tonight." He opened the fridge and pulled out a beer before dragging out a stool for himself. 

"Can I have one?" She nodded at the beer.

"No."

She frowned."Why not?"

"Because you're driving home."

"It's just one beer." She huffed when he stared at her implacably. "You're not my brother yet."

"Consider this practice."

She wanted to grumble, but even though she was annoyed, his concern for her wellbeing warmed her. "I came here to figure out if you were good enough for Freya."

He studied her in silence before he said, "And your verdict?"

She threw her hands in the air. "I didn't get to ask you nearly as many questions as I would have liked. You kept turning the tables."

"Sorry," he said insincerely. 

She ignored him. It seemed the thing to do to a would-be brother. "But I like you, and Freya liked you that one day you guys hung out together. She liked you a lot."

"And then she couldn't wait to get away from me."

"Only once she found out you were a lawyer." 

"A lawyer?" He frowned. "What does that have to do with anything?"

It had everything to do with everything. "Our dad was a doctor, and one of his patients sued him because she got nerve damage in a procedure. Dad's lawyer promised him everything would be fine right up to the moment Dad lost everything, including his license."

"I still don't understand what that has to do with me."

"Dad's lawyer misled him. Between his fees and his crappy advice to go to court instead of settling, we lost all our money, including most of our parents' life insurance." She swallowed a thick lump that rose in her throat. "Dad was so upset after the verdict that he lost control of the car on the way home from court. He and Mom died instantly. Freya says it was an accident, but sometimes I think she's just protecting me, because it'd suck if Dad meant to..."

He nudged her shoulder. "If Freya thinks it was an accident, then it was an accident."

She looked into his eyes and any doubts she may have had dissolved. "You're not bad, even if you are a lawyer."

He grinned. "Thanks. I think."

She gripped his hand. "So you get why Freya freaked when she found out you were a lawyer, right? The bastards took everything from her, and then she was stuck trying to raise a bratty little sister instead of going to college like she'd planned."

"Yes, I'm beginning to get it." 

"We just have to get Freya to realize what a good guy you are." She frowned. "You are a good guy, right?"

The corner of his mouth twitched. "I think so."

"That's what I think too." She slapped her palms down on the counter. "Excellent. You pass. Let's do this thing."

"Oh no." He shook a finger at her. "We aren't doing anything. This is none of your business." 

She blinked. "Excuse me?"

His expression turned serious. "Whatever happens is between me and Freya. There is no we here." 

"But—"

"No," he said resolutely. "I'm grateful that you explained to me why Freya suddenly turned off after I told her what I do for a career, but I'll run with this on my own."

"Because you've had such great results with her so far?" she asked sarcastically.

"I'm getting to her."

"Slowly, but she's putting out an ad while we speak." She leaned forward urgently. "She's smart and funny and caring and hot. Do you really think some other guy won't see that and try to pull her away before you get past her defenses?"

"What's your part in this? Why do you care so much?"

"Because I want her to be taken care of for a change, and I want her to be happy. I think you're up for the job." 

Greg's eyes narrowed. "And?"

"And nothing." 

His gaze pinned her, not letting her squirm out of answering.

"Okay, fine. Drag it out of me." She threw her arms in the air. "I want to go to law school." 

"It's all becoming clear now."

"But it's also that the only time I ever see Freya as impassioned and alive as she used to be is when she's around you. I'm hoping you'll be good for her."

He nodded. "I admire that, but I don't think she'd like you to interfere in her life."

Anna grinned. "She'd be totally pissed." 

"But that's not going to stop you."

"Hell no. I'm doing this for her own good."

"What are you doing?" he asked suspiciously.

"I'm going to help her see that the other guys aren't as good for her as you are." If she could make Freya see that underneath the slick lawyer exterior Greg was a great guy, maybe she'd give him a chance. And in accepting Greg, Freya would be less resistant to the idea of her going to law school. She was driven to be an attorney but nothing was worth alienating her sister. Even the thought of Freya being disappointed in her paralyzed her.

Of course, for this to work, Anna would have to make sure the other guys didn't measure up to Greg. But that'd be easy. Some "advice" to them here, a "tip" or two there, and they'd be toast. 

Greg shook his head. "I don't like that look on your face. It reeks of scheming. I won't do anything to upset her, and I won't lie to her."

"Don't worry. You just have to be yourself. Leave the rest up to me." She shrugged off the pang from her conscience. There wasn't anything to feel guilty about. She was doing this with Freya's best interest at heart. "It'll be fine." 

He groaned. "Why do I have a bad feeling about this?"

"Trust me." She pulled the forgotten sandwich closer to her. "The sandwich looks great."

He looked up at the ceiling. "This is where something catastrophic happens. Like a jet falling through the roof."

"The only bad thing that could happen is if she finds out." 

"That's what I'm afraid of." He took another swig of his beer.

She shot him a grin. It was sweet that he was so concerned about it. It reinforced that she was right in picking him. But she'd make sure everything went down the way she envisioned. She'd just have to hang around the Victorian more to make sure the plan went off without a hitch.

Maybe she'd run into the Latin guy who lived downstairs again. She sniffed her sandwich. Good, but not nearly as delectable as that guy. 

"Does it smell bad?" 

Startled, she looked up to find Greg staring at her. "What?" 

He nodded at her food. "The sandwich. Does it smell off?"

"Uh, no." She felt her cheeks start to burn. "Just checking for onions."

Greg cocked his eyebrow. "I didn't put any on."

"Too bad." She smiled as angelically as she could. "I've developed a taste for them recently." 



 
Chapter Six

 
 
Looking around the Ethiopian restaurant, Freya took a sip of tej. The honey wine slipped down her throat, smooth and sweet. She liked it. She liked the restaurant too—it had a great neighborhoody feel. 

To think she'd lived blocks away all these years and never bothered to try it. She didn't even know why. 

But earlier, as she sat in her office, she vowed that was going to change. The personal ad was a good start, but there were other ways to jumpstart her creativity. 

Hence the new restaurant for dinner. And she had other ideas, like taking a cooking class at the Culinary Academy. She even thought of trying to paint again.

She hadn't painted since her parents died.

Swallowing the sudden sadness, she focused on the class list. "Introduction to French Desserts" and "Thai Cooking Made Easy?" Cr�me brulŽe or pad thai?

A masculine shadow fell across her table. Smiling, she looked up to greet the waiter. 

She blinked in disbelief, her smile dissolving, because the last person on earth she expected to see was Greg Cavanaugh.

"Hello, Freya." 

He said her name in that oozy voice on purpose—she just knew it. "Did you follow me here?" 

"Would I do something like that?" 

"Is that a trick question?"

Cavanaugh pulled out the chair across from her and sat down. He slipped out of his coat and hung it on the back of his chair. 

"Make yourself at home," she said, watching him loosen his tie and unbutton the top of his shirt. The blue of his dress shirt matched his eyes and showed off his sculpted chest when his arms stretched. 

He just smiled and said, "Thanks. I hoped you wouldn't mind if I joined you. There's a wait, and I told Rose I could sit with you so I wouldn't take up a whole table by myself." 

"Very thoughtful of you." Sarcasm seemed the best way to go—definitely better than acknowledging the trill of excitement that flared in her chest at seeing him. "I don't suppose you've ordered?"

He smiled. "As a matter of fact, I have." 

As if on cue, the waitress brought him a glass of tej, batting her eyes at him. To his credit, he politely thanked her but didn't flirt back. She also set down a couple hot, damp towels, opening Cavanaugh's and offering it to him like she was offering him her body. 

Freya gritted her teeth and reached for her own towel. She would not make a comment. 

Cavanaugh craned his neck to look at her papers. "What do you have here?"

"It's a list of cooking classes," she admitted reluctantly. 

"You cook? Or are you hoping to learn how?"

"I'm an excellent cook. I just thought I'd broaden my scope."

"You should take the Thai cooking course." He flipped through the list. "I love Thai food."

"I'll take whatever class pleases me." No need to tell him she was leaning towards the Thai class too. 

"Maybe sometime you'll cook for me."

"Sure." She nodded. "When hell freezes over and Satan holds an ice skating party."

He grinned. "Heard he throws a helluva party."

She bit her lip to keep from laughing, waiting to speak until she felt under control again. "I'm sure some woman out there is dying to have the pleasure of your company. Don't you want to go find her?"

"You have a fixation on my private life." He leaned back and crossed his arms.

"It's not a fixation. I just can't help wondering why you're here with me when you obviously have a girlfriend. Commitment issues? Or is there some deeper problem." 

His eyes roamed her face. "You're really beautiful, you know. Even when you're being bitchy."

"I'm not bitchy." 

He calmly sipped his wine.

"Okay, maybe I'm being a little bitchy."

"I just thought it'd be nice to have dinner with someone for a change," he said. "If you're really miserable, I can leave."

A quick protest leapt to her lips, surprising her. What did it mean that she didn't want him to go? Absolutely nothing.

But he sounded genuinely lonely, and that shocked her as much as her reluctance to see him go. "You eat alone a lot?"

He nodded. "Long hours. I often work through dinner."

Her back stiffened as she remembered what sort of work he did. But she was determined to not to be bitchy, because no one deserved that, so she tried to keep her voice her mild. "Do you enjoy your work?"

"Yes. I love it."

The way he lit up confused her. How could anyone be so happy about breaking families up? "Did you always want to be a lawyer, or did you fall into it?"

"I always knew. My father is a lawyer, and I was around it all my life. Instead of fairy tales I grew up reading books on tort. I did go through a phase when I was three where apparently I wanted to be a fireman." He nodded at her. "Didn't you always want to design?"

"Ah, no." She shook her head. "When I was a little girl I wanted to be a pirate. Then I heard about the concept of Ôwalking the plank' and decided that being a witch would be a better choice. Only I didn't have any natural talent for that, and I couldn't develop any skill."

"Wait a minute," he interrupted. "How did you realize you couldn't develop any skill? I mean, how does one practice to become a witch?"

She shrugged. "I went to the library and borrowed books on witchcraft. I couldn't seem to be able to memorize any of the herbs, let alone pronounce them, and some of the ingredients were kind of hard to come by. I mean, where in the Bay Area can you buy eye of newt?" She held up a hand. "No pithy comments please. I was only eight."

"Far be it from me to say anything."

"Right." She slanted him a look before continuing. "Then I decided that being a gypsy was the perfect thing. I would wrap my mother's tablecloth around my neck and tie a scarf to my head and dance around in circles. I tried to get my family to move to France so I could roam the countryside, just me and my cart pulled by a bull named Philippe."

"Your parents must have loved that."

"Actually, Dad got out a map and plotted the route Philippe and I should take." She laughed, remembering the intent look on her dad's face as he poured over the map, like they were planning a surgery. She shook her head in wonder. "I hadn't remembered that. It's a good memory." 

"How did you go from being a gypsy to working in web design?"

She sobered, remembering her parents' car crash and the subsequent downward spiral that led her to begging Eve's dad for a job. "It was an accident." 

He leaned forward, his brow furrowed. "How was it an accident?"

She blinked at his sudden intensity, like he actually cared. "My best friend's dad offered me a job out of high school and then I just stayed."

His fingers drummed the table, his gaze still fixed on her. She thought he was going to cross-examine her about her decision to work at Evolve but instead he asked, "You didn't want to go to college?"

She would have given a lung to go to college. "It didn't seem necessary. I was only thinking of studying art anyway. Being an artist didn't guarantee making a living, so I stuck with web design." 

"Are you looking for guarantees?" 

"Interesting question."

"Are you going to answer it?"

She shrugged. "Doesn't everyone want guarantees?"

"Some people want to roam the country and be free. Do you still paint?"

The sudden tangent caught her off guard. "I—um—I haven't been, but I'm thinking about starting again."

"Maybe you'll show me one of your works when you do."

Their food arrived before she could reply—thank God. The thought of showing him her artwork made her stomach churn. 

The two stews she had ordered and the two Greg asked for were served on one thin silver platter. Another platter carried the flat, spongy bread used to scoop them up. 

She closed her eyes and deeply breathed in the aromas. When she opened her eyes, Greg was watching her so intently she felt her heart stop for a second, starting up again beating double time. 

As she opened her mouth to tell him to knock it off, he lifted the bread platter and asked, "Want some?"

Freya narrowed her eyes at his innocent question. Except it didn't sound very innocent to her. She accepted the bread suspiciously and dug in. 

They fell into a comfortable silence as they ate. Every now and then she glanced at Cavanaugh. She hadn't thought he'd attack his food with so much—well, honest passion. He was a lawyer. He wasn't supposed to have an honest bone in his body. 

Distracted by her thoughts, she reached for a bit of lamb and brushed his hand as he went for the same morsel. When she looked up, the look in his eyes made her drop the food onto the platter.

"You lost it." He scooped up the lamb with a piece of bread. "Open your mouth."

She looked at his fingers. She imagined her tongue rasping against his skin—a little salty, a little spicy. She pictured how his eyes would go all bedroomy, how his voice would deepen, and she leaned forward...

What was she thinking? She didn't even like the man. Frowning, she resettled on her seat and took the morsel from his hand. "You're quite the little helper, aren't you?" 

"I try." 

She ignored the amusement, heat, and hint of disappointment in his gaze. She tried not to notice his hands as she ate, but she couldn't help it. She'd never noticed how they were so masterful. She remembered how his hands felt over the silk of her robe and tried to keep from fidgeting. 

Eating Ethiopian wasn't helping—not with the way their hands kept brushing each other's as they ate. Each touch of his fingers caused goose bumps up her arms. 

"Did you place your ad yet?"

Freya blinked, startled from her tangled thoughts. "Excuse me?"

"The personal ad you were going to take out. Did you go through with it?" 

"Of course I went through with it." The stakes were too high to chicken out. "I posted it last night."

"Do you need help screening the emails?"

She snorted. "I think I can manage on my own, thanks." 

"Freya."

"Cavanaugh," she answered flatly.

"You have some food on your lip."

Cheeks burning, she lifted her napkin. 

Before she could wipe it, he reached out and ran his thumb along her lower lip. She inhaled sharply, feeling the touch down to her toes.

Something inside her unfurled. The noise from the restaurant faded as she met his gaze. She got caught there, in the heat and desire she saw.

It made her breathless. 

He wanted to kiss her. It was there in his too blue eyes. 

"Stop," she said, hearing the weakness in her voice.

He looked sincerely contrite, as if he knew he went too far. "I'm sorry I crossed your boundaries. It won't happen again, I promise."

"Good."

"The next time you'll be dying for my touch." 

No way in hell. She was going to find someone appropriate through her ad, and then she wouldn't be so desperate she was tempted by a lawyer. 

She folded her napkin and dropped it on the table. "I have to get home."

"I'll walk you." He signaled for the waitress, who came running the second she saw he wanted something from her.

"I'm paying for myself," she said firmly. This wasn't a date.

Cavanaugh paused and looked up from cleaning his hands. He studied her for all of two seconds before he said, "Okay." 

"That was easy. I expected more of a struggle."

"No, I understand." He pulled some cash out of his wallet and handed her the bill. "This was just our first date and you want to keep your boundaries in place." 

"That's not it at all." She frowned as she pulled on her coat. She let him guide her out the restaurant before she continued. "If we were on a date, even a first date, and you had asked me out, I would've expected you to pay."

"Ah." Greg nodded as he tucked her hand into the crook of his arm, impersonal enough that she didn't mind. "So because you asked me to join you we obviously were going dutch?"

"I didn't ask you to join me. You barged in on my dinner. I'm saying this wasn't a date."

"It wasn't?"

"Of course not. An outing has to meet several criteria before it can be called a date."

His mouth curved into one of those smiles that could make a female corpse sit up and do a jig. "What type of criteria?" 

"You mean aside from one party actually wanting to spend time with the other?" she asked pointedly.

"Aside from that minor detail." 

She frowned as she really thought about it. She should have known he'd actually ask her. "I guess there are three ingredients to a date. Anticipation, sharing, and a kiss. Without any one of those, it's just a casual get together."

His eyebrows flattened, which she recognized as a sign of him thinking. "What do you mean by anticipation?"

"Butterflies in the stomach, the mad scrambling to look pretty. That kind of thing."

His lips twitched. "What about a spontaneous, spur of the moment date? Anticipation isn't possible then."

"There's still a sort of anticipation. Like where he's going to take you and what you're going to do. Or for a kiss maybe."

He nodded. "Okay, I concede that point."

"Thank you." They turned the corner onto their street. 

"And the sharing?"

She heaved a sigh. "You have to dissect this, don't you?"

"I just want to understand your point of view."

Freya couldn't tell if he was teasing her or being serious. He seemed serious, but why would he? She humored him anyway. "Sharing. An exchange. A give and take."

"Like dinner," he said in an aggravatingly lawyer-like way.

"We didn't share dinner," she said quickly. "You crashed mine."

"And then we shared." He cocked his eyebrow, daring her to deny it before continuing like the relentless lawyer he was. "And you have to admit, sharing food is one of the ultimate sensual activities."

"Yes, but it wasn't sensual." She tried to pry her arm loose as she marched up the steps but he wouldn't let her go. 

"Are you sure about that?" He stopped her at the top of the stairs. He stood on one lower, and it put his eyes level with hers. Unfortunately, his lips were also right there, and they looked capable. Very capable. Especially when it came to nibbling. And maybe even sucking. 

She cleared her throat. "Forget dinner. It doesn't change the fact that there was no anticipation and definitely no kissing." 

"Not yet." 

"Don't even try it. I don't want your lips anywhere near mine," she lied, her gaze dropping to his mouth. 

"You sure?" 

His voice was sex-laden and for a second she was tempted to let him light her fire. He'd be able to unleash the sexy goddess locked inside. She could use him for sex and cast him aside when she was done with her design.

Except something told her he wouldn't let her dismiss him so easily. Something told her he wanted more than she was willing to give. Her instincts said he'd take it all if she let him.

She couldn't let that happen. Blinking out of the stupor, she pushed him down a step. "I'm positive."

"Damn." He took her hand in his, rubbing her knuckles with his thumb. "So tonight won't end up a date after all. I wonder what we should call it."

"A mistake." She tried to tug her hand from his before she did something embarrassing, like purr. 

He smiled with too much satisfaction for her tastes. Taking her keys, he unlocked her door. "Go in, it's cold out." 

She hesitated in the doorway. Was this when he made his move? She stiffened as he leaned toward her, her heart starting to race.

But he just ran the back of a finger over one curl and then stepped back. He held out her keys. "Don't forget to lock up behind me." 

Freya watched him turn and close the door behind him. 

That was it? 

She twisted the deadbolt, leaned against cool wood, and listened to him close his own door, followed by his footsteps on the stairs as he went up to his flat.

It wasn't like she wanted him to kiss her, but why hadn't he tried harder? 

What did it matter? Her ad was up and there were probably emails of eager suitors waiting for her. She'd find someone who really wanted to kiss her. Someone more perfect than a lawyer who toyed with her. 

She glanced at the door one last time before going upstairs to her flat. 



 
Chapter Seven

 
 
Anna parked her car in the red zone and yanked the brake. Parking spots in Freya's neighborhood were so hard to come by, and she was only making a quick stop. 

She hopped out and jogged up the steps of her sister's home. Then she knocked on Greg Cavanaugh's door.

No answer. She got up on her tiptoes and looked into the window. It was dark up there. Maybe he wasn't home yet? She glanced at the time on her cell phone. It was almost ten—he should have been home way before now.

She looked at Freya's door. The light was on upstairs, which meant she needed to be out of here before her sister noticed her.

The door suddenly opened. Greg blinked at her in surprise. "What are you doing here?"

"Helping you," she whispered. She pushed her way in and closed the door behind her. 

"I take it your sister doesn't know you're here."

"You never saw me." 

He leaned against the wall and crossed his arms. "Want to tell me what the purpose of this visit is?"

"You need to ask Freya out, without asking her out." 

"That makes sense." He nodded good-naturedly. "I'll get on it."

"Listen to me." She grabbed his sleeve. "She hasn't had any decent responses to her ad. Yet. It's only a matter of time. You need to strike before that happens."

He raked a hand through his hair. "I believe we've established that."

"Well then, do it." She let go. "And I also need your cell number."

He arched his brow.

"So I can give you updates and stuff," she explained, taking out her phone.

Fortunately he gave it to her. She tapped it in and put her phone away. "Thanks. Good doing business with you. I'm outta here." 

"Why do I feel like I just conducted a shady transaction?" he asked, opening the door for her.

Anna patted his chest. "Look at it as a positive step toward the rest of your life."

"Your sister will kill you if she finds out," he murmured as she walked out.

"I know." She shot him a saucy grin over her shoulder. "We need to make sure that doesn't happen."

He shook his head. "Get out of here before your cover is blown."

"Later, Shrek." She waved and skipped down the steps. She was so pleased with herself that she didn't see the guy in front of her until she bumped into him. "Sorr—"

Her apology broke off when she realized it was the new downstairs neighbor.

He stared down at her, his gaze direct but his thoughts closed off. He looked like a Latin Harry Potter with those glasses, and she wanted to reach up and run her hand through his disheveled hair.

Clearing her throat, she stepped back, but not before she sniffed at him. The aroma of sweet onions clung to him. She felt a pang of hunger, only she wasn't sure if it was for food or another sort of treat.

"He's too old for you," he said, his tone heavy with disapproval.

She shook her head, confused. "What?"

He pointed at Greg's door. "He's not for you."

"No, he's for my sister, Freya, your upstairs neighbor." She made a face. "Of course he's not for me. That's just gross."

He relaxed a little, his expression softening. 

Not able to help herself, she leaned in and inhaled. "Do you have food hidden on you? You smell delicious."

The corner of his mouth hitched a tiny bit. "Are you hungry?"

"I'm always hungry." As if punctuating her statement, her stomach rumbled.

"Come." He motioned for her to follow him.

She watched, dumbfounded for a moment, before hurrying to keep up with him. "Where are we going?"

"My apartment. I will make you dinner."

"Seriously?" 

He glanced at her over his shoulder. "Just dinner. You don't need to worry."

Bummer, because she wouldn't have minded him coming on to her. He had on jeans, just like the last time she'd seen him, but this time with worn boots and a white shirt open at the color. His coat was black velvet.

Hot.

He stepped aside to let her enter. She didn't hesitate, walking right in. She looked around as he turned the lights on, taking off her coat and dropping it on the leather couch, which was one of the few furnishings he had. "It's got a nice open feel," she said diplomatically.

"I just moved here," he explained. 

"From?"

"New York." He took off his jacket and headed down the hall.

"Did you move here for work?" she asked as she followed him.

"Yes."

She waited for more, but he was obviously a man of few words. She shrugged. Whatever. He was pretty to look at and he was going to feed her. She had no complaints.

He went all the way to the back of the flat and flipped a light switch. The room lit up, revealing a modern state-of-the-art kitchen. 

"Spiffy," she said, running her hand along the bar top.

"It's the reason I bought this apartment." Rolling up his sleeves, he took out a pot, filled it with water, and set it on the stove. Then he opened the huge refrigerator and began taking out ingredients. 

She perched on a high stool, resting her chin on her hands. "You aren't originally from New York."

"I'm from Peru." He pulled out a cutting board and a huge knife.

"How old are you?"

"Twenty-eight."

"Are you married?"

He gave her a flat look as he washed some vegetables.

"I was just wondering." She shrugged unapologetically. "You want me to answer some questions?"

"No."

"I'm not married either."

"That's because you're a child."

Anna stiffened. "I am not. I'm twenty-one."

"Exactly." He glanced at her as he set a pan on a hot burner. 

She frowned at him, not sure what to say. She settled on a safe topic for the time being. "You look like you know what you're doing." 

"I'm a chef."

"Cool. I can't cook at all. It's amazing that you do it for a living."

He didn't say anything. She chose to believe it was because he was focusing so hard on what he was doing. He put pasta in the boiling water and then poured oil in the other pan before throwing in the stuff he'd chopped up. 

He looked so cute. His brow furrowed in concentration, and his movements were all economical and efficient. 

He'd treat his woman the same way. He'd focus on her like nothing else existed, passionate and single-minded about loving her.

She was going to be his woman.

Anna nodded. It was meant to be—she didn't have a doubt. She'd have to convince him, but she could do that.

Het set a shallow bowl in front of her, piled high with pasta. The scent wafted up, reminiscent of the sweet oniony smell that clung to him, and her mouth watered. "This looks amazing."

He poured himself a glass of wine and snagged the chair next to her, angling it away from her so there was some space between them.

"Can I have some wine?"

"No," he said firmly.

No one ever gave her alcohol. She was totally old enough too. She picked up her fork. "Aren't you going to eat?" 

"I ate already."

She paused before taking a bite. "You cooked just for me."

"It's what I do."

It was what he did for work, but this was different. She considered him as she lifted the forkful to her mouth. She doubted he picked up any stray from the streets to bring home.

He was as good as hers.

Then she gasped. She chewed and swallowed quickly. "Oh my God that was delicious."

"Thank you." He took a sip of wine, watching her calmly.

Whatever. This was the best pasta she'd ever had, and that was saying something because Freya was a great cook. She dug in, not caring that her face was probably shiny with oil. 

When the bowl was empty, she stared at it in dismay.

He handed her a napkin. "Would you like more?"

"Hell yes." 

She ate the second bowl just as eagerly. She would have asked for another serving except she saw that he gave her all there was.

The whole time he watched her. Normally she would have found it creepy, but somehow it was nice. Comfortable. "I have a proposition for you," she said as she finished. "You cook for me and I'll clean up."

"No." He stood up. 

"Please." She batted her eyes and made the puppy face that always made her sister cave.

"No." He took her bowl and then guided her out of the kitchen with a hand on the small of her back.

His touch felt right. She grinned. She knew it. And soon she'd feel that hand all over her body.

He held out her coat so she could slip into it. "I'll walk you to your car."

"Okay," she said eagerly, not because she needed the protection but because it meant she'd be with him that much longer. "I'm this way."

He frowned when he saw the junk bucket she drove. Whatever—it was all she could afford for now. It got her around safely. 

She faced him. "When do I get to see you again?"

"This will not happen again."

Yes, it would. "I have one more question for you."

He sighed. "Just one more."

"What's your name?"

He blinked at her, and then his lips curved into a slow amused smile that took her breath away. "Max Corazao."

"Anna Godwin." She held out her hand. "Nice to meet you, Max Corazao."

He took her head. Before he could withdraw, she stood on her toes and kissed his cheek. His skin rasped against hers, making her shiver. She breathed him in. Delicious.

Happy, she stepped back. "Thanks again, Max." 

She got into the car. As she pulled out, she looked in her rearview mirror, satisfied by the befuddled expression on his face.

He was totally hers.



 
Chapter Eight

 
 
To: pers-ap7dp-4592887223@craigslist.org

From: homeboy727@woohoo.com

Subject: Your ad.

Hi. I saw your ad and I thought we'd get along really well. My name is John. I'm 5'11" and I have brown eyes. I have most of my hair. I have an excellent relationship with my mom. In fact, I still live with her.

Maybe we could get coffee sometime?

--------------------------------------------

To: pers-ap7dp-4592887223@craigslist.org

From: stargazermystic@qmail.com

Subject: Hey Baby

When I saw your ad on craigslist I knew we were destined to meet. So I checked with my astrologer and she said because Venus was in my first house it was a good time to contact you. 

Here I am, baby.

Are you a Taurus? I feel like maybe you are. Just so you know, I'm highly compatible with Taureans. 

Email me.

Blessings,

Rolf

--------------------------------------------

To: pers-ap7dp-4592887223@craigslist.org

From: lynn.smith@rtg.net

Subject: Hello there.

I was so intrigued by your ad I had to email you. I don't usually do this, but there's always a first time. :) 

My name is Lynn. I suppose you want to know what I look like, right? I'm just over six feet tall and slim in build. I'm not Brad Pitt, but I can hold my own.

I'm a sculptor—yes, I make a living as an artist. I also play bass in a band but that's just a hobby. I'm ashamed to say that I really love reading philosophy. :) 

I expect you'll email me back, but you can't really know if you click with a person until you meet. So I'd like to propose a museum outing one afternoon. What do you say?

Lynn

--------------------------------------------

To: pers-ap7dp-4592887223@craigslist.org

From: lynn.smith@rtg.net

Subject: One more thingÉ

I guess I should tell you one other thing about me. I'm currently undergoing some changes in my life. Big changes, but good ones. I haven't had the sex change operation yet, but it's scheduled for next month. 

Anyway, I hope we can get together. I have a good feeling about you.

Lynn (again)

--------------------------------------------

To: pers-ap7dp-4592887223@craigslist.org

From: monkeyboy69@woohoo.com

Subject: yo

you sound hot. want to hook up?

--------------------------------------------

"No." Freya hit Delete, set her laptop aside, and flopped back onto her bed. 

Today at work, Charles had cornered her and given her an ultimatum: initial mockups in one month, or else. And Charles really meant it when he said "or else." 

The thing was, she wasn't any closer to feeling sexy than she was a week ago. She'd had the ad on craigslist for several days, and so far she'd only attracted freaks. 

If she were being honest, she'd admit that the there'd been a moment when she'd felt that spark she used to have, and it'd been at the Ethiopian restaurant with Cavanaugh.

Honesty was overrated. 

It was only four days since she'd put the ad online. She needed to give it time.

Only she didn't have time.

She pounded the mattress with a fist. She was going to tap back into her sensuality if it killed her. She just couldn't depend on the ad alone. 

The Thai cooking class started later this week. She'd gotten her art supplies out but facing the blank canvas had been as traumatic as facing Photoshop at work. 

She needed to do something else. Something physical, to get herself moving. Something like—

She snapped her fingers in sudden inspiration. "Belly dancing!" 

Scooting off the bed, she opened her dresser and sifted through it. It only took a few minutes to find what she was looking for. 

A few years ago, she'd taken an interpretive dance class, not because she loved to dance but because she was assigned to design their website and wanted to get a feel for what they did. Since it seemed like the unofficial uniform for the class, she bought herself a pair of black leggings and a skintight, wide-collared crop top. 

She'd gone twice before the instructor asked her to stop attending, but it wasn't her fault. Being told to be lint would crack anyone up, especially when everyone in the class seriously applied themselves to adopting lint-like qualities. Who wouldn't laugh if someone ran by, crying, "I cling, I float!"

To complete her outfit, she tied a bright scarf around her waist and checked out the results in the mirror. Not bad, really.

The front door buzzed. 

She glanced at the clock. After eight on a school night—who could it be? Anna would have just let herself in.

Hurrying downstairs, Freya opened the door to find Eve standing on the porch, a covered plate in her hand. "I come bearing cookies. I baked after work."

"Uh-oh." She moved aside to let her friend in. "What happened?"

"What makes you think something happened?" Eve asked too breezily as she walked up the stairs. 

"If you're baking on a workday, it's because you're upset. What did your dad do now?"

"Nothing." She set the cookies on the coffee table and curled into one corner of the couch, pouting. "Except he didn't like the copy I wrote for the Flow account. He said it was watered down. No pun intended."

Didn't like probably translated into a major rant session. Charles wasn't exactly diplomatic, even with his own daughter. "He never likes the first round of copy. I don't understand why this got to you this time."

"Because he said he wished Claire was back working for him." She curled into a sad ball. "I hate it when he compares me to my sister. Of course I'm going to come up short. Claire is magic."

"I wish you'd think about leaving Evolve. You aren't happy working for your dad. Isn't it time you did something you really wanted to do? Like open a bakery."

Eve arched her fine eyebrows. "Just the way you're doing your life's purpose?"

She frowned. "It's different. I have to support Anna through college."

"And I have my father to think about." Eve sighed. "It's not easy, is it?"

"No."

"Let's not talk about any of that tonight. Eat a cookie and tell me why you're dressed like that. That's definitely a new look for you."

"I look pretty good though, don't I?" She twisted in front of a small mirror hanging in her living room. 

"You'd look good wearing a garbage bag. I hate that about you," Eve said mildly as she reached for cookie. 

"I'm thinking of taking a dance class." She pirouetted with a flourish. 

"Great idea. Dancing is sexy. What kind of dance? Wait, let me guess." Tipping her head to one side, she studied her carefully. "All black, brightly patterned scarf... African tribal dancing?"

"Belly dancing." Freya shook her hips and shimmied across the room. "It's exotic and all about exploring sensuality. Maybe it'll give me inspiration."

"It's great that you're taking initiative, but there's just one problem."

"What?"

"You don't have a belly."

She shrugged. "Nobody's perfect." 

"As long as you're prepared to be mocked for your pathetic belly."

"Don't forget my breasts." Freya adjusted her meager cleavage. "My breasts are even more pathetic."

"Good thing you have nice legs. That's your only saving grace."

Laughing, Freya sat down on the couch and grabbed a cookie. "I hope making fun of my body is cheering you up."

"Immensely." Eve grinned. "So what happened with the ad? I wanted to ask you earlier but with Charles..."

"Say no more." She held her hand up. "The first batch of messages was less than desirable, but I'm confident I'll find a couple guys to go out with soon."

"Have you made any progress with the web design?"

Freya wilted just a little. "I have three weeks to get together a few mockups for Charles's approval."

"Then it's good that you're taking the dance class too. At least until the right guy comes along to tempt you out of celibacy."

For some reason, the right guy conjured an image of Cavanaugh. She wrinkled her nose as she physically shook the picture out of her brain. "Right."

"I should get going. I have an early meeting tomorrow, and if I stay longer I'll eat all the cookies I baked for you and not be able to sleep for the sugar rush." She stood up and took another cookie with a sly grin. 

Freya walked Eve downstairs and then went back to her room to strip out of her dance clothes. She was pulling on pajamas when her door buzzed again.

Wondering what Eve forgot, she pulled up the pink paisley bottoms and hurried down the stairs again. "What is it this time?" she asked as she threw the door open. "Need to make disparaging comments about my feet?" 

"I've never had the chance to study your feet, and I'd hate to make any kind of judgments without fully inspecting them first." Cavanaugh bent over to stare at her feet.

She looked down automatically. She'd painted her toes Purple Rain and wore her customary silver anklet. 

"So what do you say?" Cavanaugh asked, looking up as she did. 

"What do I say about what?"

"Inspecting your feet. I'll be gentle, and if you're good I'll throw in a foot massage."

Glancing at his hands, she knew instinctively a foot massage given by him would be better than the best orgasm she had ever had. Which wasn't saying much actually. "I'm always good, but I think I'll pass this time." 

"That's a shame. Perhaps another time." He glanced down at her feet again. His gaze felt physical, laser hot across her skin. 

"To what do I owe the, um, pleasure of this visit?" she asked with a sarcastic tilt of her head.

"May I come in?" 

Before she could say a word either way, he stepped into the foyer and closed the door behind him. 

Curiosity warred with irritation. If she wanted him to leave, he would. But now she wanted to know what his deal was. She harrumphed and led the way upstairs to the living room. 

"Have a seat," she said, gesturing to her couch. She curled into the overstuffed chair facing it.

He shrugged out of his suit coat and draped it across the arm of the couch before sitting. Tonight his shirt was already unbuttoned, enough so that she could see a faint smattering of dark hair peeking through. 

She was entranced by his chest hair. She shook her head clear. She was losing it.

As if he knew where her thoughts were focused, he undid another button on his shirt.

On purpose? She couldn't tell. Just in case, she grabbed one of Eve's cookies and stuffed it in her mouth to distract herself. 

He grinned as if he knew her strategy. "I came over to see if you were busy on Saturday."

She choked. Patting her chest, she managed to swallow the rest of the cookie so she could croak, "For a date?" 

"Of course not."

She frowned. Because he had a girlfriend, of course. But why was he asking her out? "Then what for?"

"For a friendly get together."

"A friendly get together?" she repeated incredulously.

"Yes. No kissing, but if you'd like to anticipate please feel free." 

Her lips twitched against her will. "And if I say no?"

"It'll drive you mad not knowing what I had planned." He sat back and folded his arms behind his head. 

Damn it, he was right. She hated that smug, know-it-all expression on his face. She'd wonder until she was batty with scenarios. 

But he had a girlfriend, and he was a lawyer. "No."

He arched his brow. "I'm offering you adventure and you're turning it down?"

Her pulse spiked imagining the kind of adventure he'd take her on. She was positive her increased heart rate was due to the possibility of adventure, not simply because of him. "I'm turning it down."

"Another time then." Standing up, he picked up his coat. 

Just like that? She gaped at him indignantly. He wasn't going to try harder? 

Apparently not, because he headed downstairs. She followed mutely behind him, totally confused.

"So how is the ad coming along?" he asked as they reached the front door.

She blinked in surprise. "Um, okay."

"Anyone promising?"

Sure, if you were into freaks. She was still in debate over the transsexual. "I'm hoping something will work out."

He didn't bother to respond beyond a noncommittal grunt. 

Freya reached for the doorknob when they got to the landing but was unable to open the door because Cavanaugh stood in the way. Close to her. 

Too close. She wanted to inch away but forced herself to raise her chin and stand up to him. Even if her insides were quivering.

"One day you'll say yes to me," he said softly, twisting one of her curls around his finger. 

She knew it was silly, but she swore she could feel his touch on every strand of hair. His breath caressed only her cheek, but for some reason her nipples reacted, jutting out shamelessly. 

Weird. But promising. If Cavanaugh could get her to react this way, maybe the plan was working. Maybe everything would turn out okay.

"See you." He let go of the curl and shifted to let her open the door. Before she closed it again, he turned around and smiled—a smile that promised all manner of wicked things to come. 

That's it. Her heart thudded erratically. She slammed the door, ran upstairs to her office, and turned the computer on. Opening Photoshop, she grabbed her stylus and quickly began sketching the vision she got for the Sin City site. The first mockup would have a woman peeking in a doorway, her eyes inviting you in. She'd do another one with a man. A tall man with blue eyes. 

"Perfect," she muttered, saving the first graphic. In the morning she may feel differently, but she didn't think so. The design was hot.

But even if this wasn't the one they liked, it didn't matter. She'd broken through her block. 

Pausing mid-stroke, she frowned. She'd broken through her block, and she had Cavanaugh to thank for it.



 
Chapter Nine

 
 
Greg arrived home from work to find Freya on the landing. She gripped a long, colorful patchwork coat closed with one hand while she fumbled with her lock.

His first impulse was to rush to help her, but he knew she'd take exception to any aid from him. So he waited.

And he pictured her in that coat with nothing on under it except a pair of heels. Plus the ankle bracelet, of course. She'd come to him, all her secrets bared. 

In his fantasy, she wanted him—bad. He could picture her nipples hard, and his head lowering to lick them. Her groan would be low and needy as his fingers inched into her to feel her wetness. 

He almost groaned himself, imagining it. But he snapped out of his fantasy when he heard Freya kick the door with a curse.

"Hey." He jogged up the rest of the steps. "Sneaking out?"

"I haven't snuck out since I was fifteen when I went to Donny Robinson's house to watch the season premiere of Star Trek: The Next Generation." She wiggled the key forcefully. 

He was surprised it didn't break in the lock. "I didn't know you were a Trekkie."

"I'm not. I was into Donny Robinson. Unfortunately, Donny was more into Star Trek than me."

"He obviously wasn't aware of what he was missing." 

"No big loss. It was eons ago." She huffed and turned around. "I can't lock the freaking door. I've been meaning to have it changed but with work and Sin City—"

"Sin City?" He arched an eyebrow. Somehow he doubted she was into porn. 

"I'm redesigning their site. Maybe." She shook her head, her brow furrowed. "And now I'm going to be late."

"Let me help you." Resisting the urge to smooth the frustration from her face, he stepped closer and pried the keys from her fingers. 

"Fine. I'm in too much of a hurry to argue."

"Where are you headed?" Not to a date, he hoped. Just the thought caused unfamiliar jealousy to burst in his chest.

"Out," she said so succinctly he was surprised when she offered more information. "To a class."

He exhaled in relief. Not a man then—thank God. He slid the lock smoothly into place. "What kind of class?" 

"Dancing." She grabbed the keys from his hand. "Thanks for the help. I really have to go."

The image of her dancing took root in his mind, vivid and evocative. He wanted to take her dancing. He wanted to touch her and breathe her in. He missed her, which didn't make sense at all.

Impulsively, he said, "Have dinner with me Thursday night." 

"No." 

"Come on. A friendly gesture between neighbors." 

She blinked as if being friendly with him was a foreign concept. "Sorry, I can't. I have my cooking class Thursday."

"How about Friday?"

"I have a date on Friday." She moved to leave. 

A date? 

"I have to go," she called as she ran down the stairs, her coat flying behind her. "Thanks again."

He watched her race off. A date? He didn't know whether to admire her tenacity in making a decision and acting on it or to curse the fact that she'd already found someone to go out with.

Although how could she not? She was fabulous, and once the bastard actually met her he'd probably fall in love with her.

He gritted his teeth and shoved his way into his apartment. That wasn't acceptable. If he thought she'd be happier with another man, he would have gladly stepped aside and let her live her life. 

Grumbling, he took the stairs two at a time. He wasn't willing to admit defeat—not without getting a shot at her himself. He'd just have to make sure he had the opportunity.

The thought of another man touching Freya tormented Greg all week. By the time Friday rolled around, he'd driven himself insane with all the scenarios running through his head. 

It didn't help that Anna called him. "I have a study group Friday night, so it's up to you to stop this date," she'd insisted. 

When he'd asked her how she proposed he do that, she told him to use his resources. Then she reminded him how empty and meaningless his life would be without Freya.

Someone needed to spank that kid.

But then he got an idea. Not the best plan he'd ever come up with, but desperate times required desperate measures. According to Anna, this qualified.

He peeked out the window. Still no sign of anyone. He'd kept lookout for the past hour because he didn't know what time her date was supposed to arrive and he didn't want to miss him. Catching him before he rang Freya's doorbell was integral to the plan. He'd left work early just to be safe.

He shook his head. He couldn't believe he was doing this. It was the last time, too. Not even telling himself that he was doing this in Freya's best interests alleviated his guilt. It was dishonest, and he didn't like it. 

Just this one time, he promised himself, because he already told Anna he'd do it.

At seven, he saw a man approach the Victorian. Instinct told him this was the guy. The red roses he held were a tip-off too. 

Greg ran down his stairs and threw open his front door to cut off the Freya's date before he knocked on her door.

The guy was coming up the porch steps. He had short, clean-cut brown hair and wore khaki pants with a crisp crease down each leg. 

Wrong, buddy. Freya with a man who wore khakis? Greg couldn't see it. And she was so not a red roses kind of woman. She was more like daisies in an array of bright, lively colors. Even talking with her over the phone, that should have been apparent. Greg almost felt sorry for the guy for getting it so wrong.

"Hello," he greeted brightly, flashing one of his you-can-trust-me-smiles as he closed his door. 

The guy acknowledged him with a nod and a brief smile as he climbed the stairs.

"Are you Freya's date?" Greg asked pleasantly as he locked his door. 

The guy frowned blandly, stopping on the landing. "Yes, as a matter of fact. Do you know her?" 

"I'm her neighbor." Greg pointed up to the downstairs apartment, because he was no dummy. "She's a great woman. Very intelligent and talented."

Khaki man nodded. "She seems nice."

Nice? He had to restrain himself from snorting. Nice hardly did justice to Freya. Scintillating, vivid, and sexier than hell—yes. But nice? But he nodded in agreement. "Yes. Too bad about her family though." 

The guy frowned. "Her family?"

Greg shook his head regretfully. "Yeah, it's a shame that such a nice person has to deal with all that. But it's none of my business." He started for the porch steps. "Well, have a great evening. I hope you have fun with Freya." 

"Wait a minute." This time it was the guy who stopped him. "What's wrong with her family?"

"You mean aside from her sister?" He shrugged. "Not much. She hasn't been around to bum money off of Freya since she got herself a new sugar daddy." 

The guy's mouth dropped open.

"She could give Heidi Fleiss a run for her money from what I understand. The rest of the family isn't so bad. I mean, aside from the various drug addictions. Usually the apple doesn't fall far from the tree, but Freya is the exception that proves the rule. For the most part." He clamped a friendly hand on the guy's shoulder. "Hey, I've got to go. Have a good time."

He left the guy sputtering on the stoop and headed to Jezebel, parked across the street, to make sure nothing went awry.

Sure enough, the guy stood there staring at Freya's door for all of ten seconds before turning tail and scurrying away. Satisfaction warred with guilt, and he told himself again he did Freya a favor by getting rid of khaki guy. 

He pulled out his cell phone and called Jade.

"Talk. You have precisely ten minutes," she said as soon as she answered. 

"Are you still at work?"

She sighed. "Of course. I hate that I'm a workaholic, but apparently not enough to change. So what's up?"

"I just did something bad."

"Did it involve chocolate and handcuffs?"

"No." 

"Then it couldn't have been that bad."

He shook his head. "You don't know what I did."

"No, but I can probably guess who this is about."

He raked a hand through his hair. "She had a date tonight and her sister convinced me to head the guy off at the pass. Plus, honestly, I couldn't take the thought of another man even holding her hand."

Silence stretched. Then Jade said, "As a lawyer, I have to advise you that murder isn't legal in this state."

"I didn't kill him. I told him Freya's sister was a prostitute and a junkie." 

Jade barked a laugh. "Nice."

"It's not funny. I feel like shit." 

"Greg, you did what you had to do. As long as she doesn't find out you're meddling with her life, you should be okay."

He stared at the light illuminating her window. "That's what I'm worried about." 



 
Chapter Ten

 
 
"I got stood up." Her sister sighed on the other end of the line. "Again."

Anna grinned wide. "That's awful," she said sympathetically into the phone.

"Maybe he got hit by a bus on his way over."

And that bus was the Godwin express. Greg may have stepped up and taken care of the first guy, but he'd made it totally clear that he wasn't doing that again. So she'd picked up that slack. "You don't sound too upset over it."

Freya paused. "I worked instead."

"That sucks."

"No, it was actually really productive. I had a breakthrough this week," she said, sounding confused by it.

"Aren't breakthroughs a good thing?"

"It depends on what inspires them. How are your classes going?"

"Good." Boring. Her art classes didn't challenge her. The only one she was really into was a history of law class she took, but she couldn't tell her sister about that. 

She hated keeping things from Freya. The sooner she and Greg hooked up, the better. "Weren't you going out with a couple other guys?"

"Yes, but they've been weird."

"How?" 

"Well, one took me bowling because somehow he had the impression I love to bowl. The other one wanted to take me to a Star Trek festival."

Anna grinned at the shudder in her sister's voice. Freya hated Star Trek, which made it the perfect suggestion when she'd headed that guy off on Freya's porch. "That's too bad. Do you have any other dates set up?"

"Yes, actually. With a guy who owns a restaurant in Napa."

Anna silently gagged but brightly said, "When are you going out with him?"

"Tomorrow night."

Check. "Do you know what you're doing?"

"We're going to Bix."

"Good to know."

"What?"

"Nothing," she said quickly. 

"Are you good on money? Do you have food?"

Anna pictured Max, with his shaggy hair and sexy hands, and sighed. "I'm doing good with food."

"You'll tell me if you need anything?"

The only thing she needed was Max to lay her out on his kitchen counter and feast on her, but her sister probably didn't need to know that. "Of course. Or I'll just raid your fridge."

Freya laughed. "Okay. Talk to you later."

Anna hung up and immediately called Greg. 

He answered on the second ring. "Last night was a one time thing. I will not do that again. I'll win Freya over on my own merit."

"She has another date set up for tomorrow. At Bix."

There was silence on the other end of the line.

She smiled. "Isn't that where you're going to dinner?"

More silence. Then he said, "You're a menace, you know that?"

"I just have my sister's best interests at heart." Well, and her own. She winced at the pang of guilt.

"I've never been so happy to be an only child."

"Does that mean you'll take care of Freya's date?"

"No."

She wilted. "Really? I thought you wanted her."

"I do, but I'm not going to deceive her." He paused. "But I do need to show her that I don't have a girlfriend, because that's one of the reasons she won't go out with me. Bix is as good a place to do that as anywhere." 

"Awesome." She sighed in relief.

"You know, if you just told her how much law school means to you, she'd accept it."

No, Freya would be disappointed in her, and that would hurt more than anything. "You don't know how stubborn she is."

He laughed. "I think I have a good idea." 

She smiled ruefully. "I guess you do."

"Just tell her." There was a pause, and then he added, "And stay out of her love life. She won't thank you for interfering with it. I'll win her over on my own."

Anna made a noncommittal sound, but she couldn't agree to that. Not when the stakes were so high.



 
Chapter Eleven

 
 
"I only have one goal tonight," Marcus said as he opened the menu. "To treat you like a queen."

Freya would rather have been treated like a courtesan, truth be told. Only one glance at Dan and she'd known he wasn't going to be her muse. He wasn't tall enough, and his eyes weren't blue.

But she'd committed to dinner, so she smiled mildly at him and looked at the entrŽe choices.

At least it'd be an evening to remember. As a restaurateur, Marcus was treated like visiting royalty. They'd been seated in a cushy booth upstairs, with an excellent view of the entire restaurant. It was romantic—the type of place that was a prelude to a night of sexual debauchery. Too bad her companion wasn't as inspiring.

"What do you think?" he asked, setting his menu aside.

"The lamb." She put her menu on his.

"Excellent choice. So." 

"So?"

Marcus put his chin in his hand and stared at her. 

She waited for him to continue his thought, but the silence stretched out awkwardly. She raised her eyebrows and took a sip of wine, but he just gazed at her.

How long would he sit there like that? She began to count in her head.

She reached twenty-two before the waiter came and interrupted the stare-fest. Marcus ordered for them both and then he went back to looking at her after the waiter left.

"So," she said brightly, "tell me—"

"Freya, what a surprise to see you."

She looked up to find Cavanaugh smiling down at her. "What are you doing here?"

"Having dinner, of course." He turned to Marcus and held his hand out. "Greg Cavanaugh, Freya's neighbor."

Marcus introduced himself, she guessed, though she missed it because she was distracted by the petite blonde with the fascinated look standing next to Cavanaugh. Freya recognized the woman—it was his girlfriend.

The blonde held out her perfectly manicured hand. Her low neckline revealed black lace under the silky dress. "Jade Martin. I'm a colleague of Greg's."

"Nice to meet you," Freya lied. Excellent—she was Lawyer Barbie.

"Would you like to join us for a drink?" Marcus asked insincerely.

"We'd love to, wouldn't we, Jade?" Greg elbowed his girlfriend.

"Of course we would." She elbowed him back and scooted in next to Marcus. 

Which meant Greg had to sit on her side of the booth. She narrowed her eyes at him as he slid in next to her. 

He smiled and put his arm on the back of the booth.

She might have believed he was stretching out, except his finger found one of her loose curls to play with. Trying to act casually, she batted his hand away.

"So Marcus," Greg said as the waiter poured two additional glasses of wine, "how long have you known Freya?"

Marcus looked at his watch. "About half an hour."

They laughed, except Freya who waited for the other shoe to drop. 

"How about you and Jade?" Marcus asked.

"Oh, Greg and I grew up together. We used to play doctor together." Jade grinned wickedly at her. "I only hope his technique has improved over the years."

"Jade, remember that I'm doing you a favor." Greg glared retribution from across the table.

"And here I thought I was helping you out." His girlfriend raised her glass to her lacquered lips.

He turned to Freya. "Jade's date cancelled on her tonight and I'm being the good friend, taking her out so she doesn't wallow in self pity at home."

She realized that he enunciated date carefully to make sure she caught it. 

"It's true," Jade said, "except for the self pity part. For the record, I don't wallow."

Freya faced him. He didn't have a girlfriend?

He shook his head, as if he could read her thoughts. 

She blinked, picking up her wine. It was like the world shifted. He was still a lawyer, and not to be trusted, but he didn't have a girlfriend. 

Greg's fingers brushed the nape of her neck. "Marcus, do you live in the city?"

Freya stiffened as a shock of goose bumps rose up her back. Worse, her nipples tightened. She was torn between savoring the delicious sensation and pushing him away.

Conversation flowed around her, but she couldn't focus on anything other than Greg's electric touch. She almost sobbed when he took his hand away.

But then he put it on her leg.

She pretended to listen to whatever story Jade was telling, laughing faintly when everyone else was, but she was struck stony by his touch.

He slipped his fingers under her hem. 

She put her hand over his to keep him from going higher, but she was tempted to see how high he'd venture.

It was so wrong. She was on a date with a man who sat unsuspectingly across from her, and she was getting turned on by someone else. She was practically drooling. 

Greg's finger draw small circles on the bare skin of her inner thigh, and her face flushed.

"Are you okay, Freya?" Marcus asked.

She waved herself with her hand. "The wine must be going to my head. I'll be fine once I eat. I'm looking forward to the lamb."

"I know Greg's looking forward to dessert," Jade said with a sly look. 

Greg shot is friend a look but it only made the woman grin more devilishly. 

Marcus looked back and forth between Jade and Greg. "I like chocolate mousse."

Jade batted her eyes. "Do you like chocolate mousse, Freya?"

"I'm not one for chocolate." She smiled apologetically at Marcus, feeling like she was being disloyal.

Greg squeezed her leg.

She gasped, startled by the pressure. Glancing down, she flushed at the sight of his hand disappearing between her thighs. It seemed especially erotic. 

"What is it?" Marcus asked.

"Just a sudden idea for a design at work." She looked down again, picturing a dark red background, pale crossed legs, and a man's hand sliding illicitly between them. "Don't mind me. It happens."

Only it hadn't in a long time, not like this, except for that other time, and Greg had inspired that too. 

She frowned at him. He couldn't be her muse. No way.

"Mr. Cavanaugh?" The host stopped at their table and refilled their glasses. "We're ready for you."

The slide of Greg's hand from her leg felt reluctant, though maybe she was projecting. His gaze lingered on hers and she flushed anew.

"Marcus, it was a pleasure meeting you." Jade winked at her. "I'm sure I'll see more of you, Freya."

Greg shook Marcus's hand. "Have a good dinner."

"You too." Marcus smiled tightly. 

"See you at home, Freya." Greg smiled at her and escorted Jade to their table.

She rolled her eyes. The way he said it made it sound like she was going to climb into his bed later.

The thought of that made her warm.

But it wasn't going to happen, not even if her body had a thing for him. Her mind still knew he was a lawyer, and her mind was still in control.

"It seems like you and Greg are close."

She turned her attention to Marcus, who sat in the corner pouting. "He lives in the flat above mine. I see him around."

"You two seem closer than that."

She glanced over his shoulder at Greg, who sat at a table across the room facing her. He looked up at the same moment and their eyes met. 

He didn't have a girlfriend. Somehow that was significant even though she wished it wasn't.

Freya had to force herself to look back at her date. "No, I don't know him very well. What were we talking about before they interrupted? Tell me about your restaurant."

That topic kept Marcus talking the rest of the evening, which was thankfully short. As he helped her into her coat after dinner, she was conscious of Greg staring. 

She tried not to look, but in the end she couldn't help herself. His gaze promised dark pleasure.

She shivered. 

Marcus cleared his throat. "Are you sure there's nothing between you and Greg? It seems like you have chemistry."

"Not at all. He's just my neighbor."

"Hmm," he said, not sounding convinced. He waved her ahead of him. "Can I give you a ride home?"

"I'll get a cab." When they were on the sidewalk, she kissed his cheek. "Thank you for a lovely dinner."

He nodded. "I'll call you."

She smiled, knowing that wasn't going to happen. Not that she cared—not when she could still feel the tingle of Greg's touch on her thigh.

 

 

 



 
Chapter Twelve

 
 
"Knock, knock."

Freya waved Eve into her office without looking up from her computer screen. She changed the background image to a deeper red. It needed a little texture.

"You're deep in thought." Eve dropped into one of the guest chairs. "Are you actually working?"

"I'm on fire today." She added a crosshatch texture to the red. Now it was perfect. 

"What changed?"

Greg changed it. Not that she was going to admit that. She saved the mockup and raised her hands in triumph. "Two mockups done, and you know what?"

"What?"

"They're good." Freya closed her eyes and twisted her neck to relieve the tension from sitting there for so long. "Thank God, because Charles has been hovering."

Eve winced. "And he's going to hover more."

"Uh-oh." Freya studied her friend, noticing the drawn expression on her face. "What happened?"

She sighed and shook her head. "Claire called."

"Uh-oh," she repeated with more feeling. Whenever Claire called, Charles spun out of control. He loved his elder daughter most, probably because she was most like him. It was probably also why they clashed so much.

"Claire and Tom are taking Izzie to North Africa with them." 

"How old is Izzie now?"

"Six. They're taking her out of school for a month."

"So Charles is pissed becauseÉ" Freya motioned with her hand.

"He thinks Izzie should have come to stay with him and Mom." She shook her head. "The real problem is that Claire hasn't come home in a long time. Underneath he's pissed that she's gallivanting all over the world but not coming to visit."

"If Charles was my dad, I might not want to come visit that often either."

"Tell me about it." Eve made a face. "The last time they came, he cornered Claire's husband and interrogated him about his finances."

"Nice."

"I know." Eve exhaled. "Tell me about your dates. I feel like I haven't talked to you so long."

Freya shrugged. "Nothing to tell."

"I find that hard to believe. You said you had a number of dates lined up for this week."

"I did." She frowned. "Something's weird. I've made five dates so far." 

"That's good." Eve hesitated. "Isn't it?"

"You'd think so, but they've all gone wrong somehow. Something's off."

"Like?"

"Like I feel as though someone's sabotaging them."

Eve raised her brows.

"I know, it sounds crazy, except I have this feeling." She wrinkled her nose. "Last night my date took me to Bix and you know who we happened to run into there?"

"Who?"

"Cavanaugh. And he ruined my date."

Eve's brow furrowed. "Cavanaugh?"

"My upstairs neighbor."

"Satan's spawn?"

Freya winced. "Yes."

"Strange that out of the hundreds of restaurants in San Francisco he'd turn up at the same one you went to."

"That's what I'm saying."

"He was alone?"

"He was with his girlfriend, who isn't his girlfriend but actually his platonic childhood friend. She was stood up by her date and he took her out so she wouldn't be upset."

"Ooohh," Eve drawled. 

She frowned. "What does that mean?"

"Just that he's free, and he's been asking you out." She let that linger in the room before she asked, "And he ruined your date?"

"Yes. Marcus, the guy I was out with, kept insisting there was something going on between Cavanaugh and me."

"What would give him that idea?"

"I have no clue." She remembered the way he'd slipped his hand between her thighs and flushed again.

"No idea, huh?" Eve's lips curved into a knowing smile. "Maybe you should think about going out with him now that you know he's free."

She shook her head vigorously even as something inside her leapt at the thought. "No. No way." 

"Why not? He's been asking you out for the past couple months—"

"Six months." Not that she was keeping track.

"—And he seems like a nice guy."

"He's a smarmy lawyer," she said with less than solid conviction. 

Eve, of course, picked up on it. "A smarmy lawyer taking his friend out to make her feel better? You're right. What a jerk." 

She ignored her friend's sarcasm. "And I have another date scheduled and the guy seems promising. Plus I get messages every day. It's not like I don't have choices."

"Maybe you should still consider going out with the lawyer. It might be just what you need."

Now she sounded like Cavanaugh. "I'm not that desperate yet."

Eve stared at her silently for a moment before shaking her head. "I've got to go. I have a meeting with Charles that I need to prep for."

"Do you need help?"

"You have any tequila handy?" She stood. "Just feel lucky you're off his radar for another few days, or you might get desperate enough to go out with Cavanaugh."

Freya shivered, remembering the way Cavanaugh's fingers had felt on her skin. Sometimes she wondered if being desperate wasn't as bad as she'd always thought.



 
Chapter Thirteen

 
 
Nine o'clock at night. Freya sat in her living with her computer on her laptop, staring at a blank Photoshop file.

Two more days. She had forty-eight hours before she had to show Charles the initial mockups she'd come up with for the Sin City account.

"This is ridiculous." She stretched her arms overhead. It shouldn't have been that hard to get inspired.

Maybe she just needed a break. She opened a browser window to check the email address she'd set up just for her craigslist ad.

Eleven messages. A couple were spam, some of them were automatic deletes. But the last one she read, from a guy named Connor Blair, was actually promising. He sounded intelligent and sane, which was almost too much to ask for. And he left her his phone number.

She checked the time. 9:20. Too late to call him back?

No, she'd do it. She reached for her cell phone and dialed his number. 

The phone picked up on the third ring. "Hello?"

"Could I speak to Connor?"

"Speaking."

"I'm the goddess you left a message for."

"And you're rightly assuming I don't leave messages for many goddesses." 

"There aren't many of us left."

His voice lowered conspiratorially. "You know, you saved me from a fate worse than death. I'm sitting in my office, going over the most boring business plan ever created, and contemplating putting myself out of my misery. But speaking to you is much better than a sharp pencil in the eye."

She laughed. "That's so sweet. I'm touched."

"I'm a sensitive guy like that."

"Do you work late often?" She leaned back in the chair and propped her feet on the desk.

"Unfortunately. Which is why I don't meet many women. But I'm reorganizing my priorities, and I'm finding that adventure is just the thing I need."

Feeling impulsive, she asked, "How adventurous do you feel?"

"Fairly adventurous. Do you have something in mind?"

"Meet me at Hotel Biron. It's a wine bar off Market Street. Let's say at ten thirty." 

"It's a date, goddess. See you in an hour."

"Wait," she said before he hung up. "Don't you want to know what I look like or anything?"

He chuckled. "Somehow I don't think that'll be a problem. See you in a bit."

She hung up and ran to her room to change. After she pulled on a fresh tank top, jeans, and boots, she swiped her lips with gloss. She inspected her topknot—messy but good enough. Throwing on her patchwork coat and wrapping a scarf around her neck, she headed out the door to catch a cab. 

 

 

 

Freya beat Connor to the wine bar, so she grabbed a table in the front and sat down. She drummed her fingers on the table and watched the door. 

Butterflies fluttered in her stomach, and the cause wasn't anticipation for the date. For some reason, she half expected Cavanaugh to walk through the door. Not that she'd have any reason to believe he frequented this wine bar. 

The fact that Cavanaugh caused more nerves than Connor wasn't lost on her. But she hadn't met Connor yet. He'd sounded like he had potential. 

A man walked in the door, scanning the room. He was about her height, his blond hair neat and recently trimmed. The clothes weren't remarkable, but his shoes were shiny. She wondered what that signified—was he anal or just proud in his footwear? 

But he had nice brown eyes that crinkled at the corners when he smiled at her. Abandoning her thoughts of his footwear, she waited to feel the excitement of meeting someone new but settled on warm interest when excitement proved elusive.

"Goddess?" he asked as he approached her table.

She felt a moment of disappointment when his voice in person didn't make her want to strip and throw herself at him. Trying not to compare it to the raspy sensuality of Cavanaugh's, she smiled and held out her hand. "Freya Godwin."

"Connor Blair." His grip was a little too hard but brief. "A pleasure meeting you." 

His smile was friendly and open, so she shrugged off her misgivings. "I'm glad you were willing to come out."

"So am I." Rubbing his hands together, he looked around the bar. Then he stood again. "Excuse me."

Frowning, she watched him go to the bar. To order drinks? He hadn't asked her what she liked.

He returned with an open bottle of champagne in one hand and two glasses in another. "I thought that since this was an auspicious occasion we should order something festive."

Okay, maybe she jumped the gun by being annoyed. From this moment on, she'd relax and be open. "I love champagne." 

Pouring them each a glass, he handed her a glass and picked up the other for himself. "To this moment and those yet to come," he said as he clinked his glass to hers.

She smiled and sipped. "That was a lovely toast."

He grinned sheepishly. "I stole it from James Bond."

"Does this mean you like your vodka martinis shaken, not stirred?"

"I don't drink vodka anymore." He shuddered violently. "Not after a boat party two years ago. Don't ask me any details. I don't remember much from the weekend."

Grinning, she leaned back in her chair and studied him. "So, Mr. Connor Blair. You don't drink vodka but you like champagne—"

"And tequila," he admitted.

"Champagne and tequila," she amended. "And you go out late at night to meet strange women you've barely talked to over the phone. What else should I know about you?" 

"I'm a Pisces and live on Russian Hill. I have two older sisters. I'm in business and travel extensively for work." Connor eyed her speculatively as he drank more of his champagne. "And now you, Ms. Godwin." 

"Well, I have only one younger sister, but I find that's more than enough. I design websites." She tapped her fluted glass as if in deep thought. "I don't read newspapers or watch the news. I don't like chocolate, so in the off chance that I get angry with you at some point, giving me a box of it would be like pounding the last nail into your coffin."

"Impossible," he stated with authority.

"What?"

"If I've learned one thing over the years—remember that I have two sisters—it's that all women need chocolate daily, if not on the hour. If you don't like chocolate, it must mean you're an alien. Or a man." His eyes narrowed. "But you're definitely not a man."

"It's nice that you noticed."

"You'd have to be six feet under not to notice."

"What were you expecting when you walked in tonight?" 

"Your ad said you were a goddess, but in my wildest, most lavish dreams I wouldn't have conjured you up." His eyes roved over her face. "It's like waking up on Christmas morning to find out that you just got the thing you've been pining for all year long."

"Does that mean you've been a good boy?"

"Oh, I can assure you that I'm very good." Something more than warm humor shined in his eyes, a little vein of naughtiness that should have sparked her excitement.

Should being the operative word. She was having fun, but the same kind of fun she'd have with any random guy. 

Taking another sip, she told herself to relax. She was being too attached. She'd just enjoy herself and let this go wherever it went. 

So she sat back in her chair and tipped her head. "I like that you're spontaneous. How many people would talk to a woman on the phone after answering her ad and then agree to meet her minutes later?"

"I'm not spontaneous as much as I follow my instincts," he said, regarding her steadily.

"So your instincts told you to come out tonight?"

"My instincts told me that I had to meet you. And now they're telling me to take you to the beach." He grinned as she blinked in surprise. "Do you have an early day tomorrow? Do you need to go home?"

"No, I don't have to be at work at any specific time."

"Come with me for a walk on the beach then." 

A midnight walk on the beach—just what she'd been waiting for. Why wasn't she jumping for joy?

Because she was an idiot. He was perfect—obviously successful, smart, and entertaining. So what if she wasn't dying of excitement? She was just tired—it'd been a long day.

Determined to make the most of it, she drained her glass and pushed the seat back. "I'm ready when you are."

While Connor paid the bill, she checked out the photographs hanging on the walls. She studied one that looked like sand dunes but was actually the curves of a woman's body.

"The composition is a bit trite, but the use of light is beautiful in this one," Connor said as he rejoined her. "It's reminiscent of Rembrandt."

She turned to him in surprise. "That was an educated comment."

"Don't sound so astonished." He guided her out the door with his hand on her back. 

She fought the urge to shrug it off. "Not surprising, just unusual. Not many people comment on the weakness of the composition or compare the use of light to a Dutch Master." 

"Art is a passion for me." He opened the car door for her.

They discussed art the entire drive to the beach. As he pulled into a parking space, Freya slipped off her shoes and left them tucked under her seat in the car. While he locked the car up, she wandered down the steps to the beach and sank her feet into the sand. 

The top layer had cooled with sunset but underneath it was still warm from the heat of the day. She dug her toes in, savoring the warmth.

"Be careful of glass," he said coming up behind her. He took her hand and led her along the water line. His hand was smooth, not soft but also not like a blue collar worker's hands. Or like Greg's, whose were not only wider and longer but also slightly calloused. 

Why would a lawyer have calloused fingers?

Why should she care? Especially while she was out with a perfectly nice man. 

They walked in silence. She tried to admire the way the moon shined on the waves, but she all she could think about was that it was all too placid. 

Connor was being too placid. If Greg were there, they'd probably be arguing about something trivial—like the origin of the grunion. And all the while he'd try to grope her, but she'd feel alive.

Damn it—what was wrong with her? She shouldn't be thinking about Greg at all. He'd been her nemesis for months.

Now she didn't know what he was.

She frowned.

Connor moved them away from the water line and dropped down to sit on a sand dune, tugging on her hand. He put his arm around her, a silent encouragement to snuggle into his side. After a moment, she went with it and wiggled closer. 

His arm tightened around her. She tried to relax, but she had the feeling he was going to kiss her. Hopefully not with limp, clammy fish lips.

Sure enough, he had that look in his eyes. Because she was curious, she waited patiently instead of pulling away. He brushed back some windblown curls and leaned into her until his lips touched hers like a flutter of butterfly wings. 

Not bad—except for his cologne, which smelled expensive but too strong, like he was hiding something. She scrunched her nose to keep from sneezing. 

The kiss was pleasant though. Like swimming through a warm wave. He had the right balance of moisture and pressure as well as a comfortable angle so she didn't feel like he was breaking her neck.

And his hands didn't creep. The only point of contact between them was at their lips. 

Connor finally pulled back. Dropping small peck on her cheek, he said, "Come on. I should take you home." 

He stood up and offered her his hand. Taking it, she leveraged herself out of the sand.

"Freya, I have to say that I haven't enjoyed myself so much in a long time," he said as he steered his car through the empty San Francisco streets.

Freya's brow wrinkled. That's what she said about having dinner with Greg the previous night. "I'm glad I called you" was all she replied with.

"Perhaps the next time we go out we can go to the MOMA. There's a new exhibit I think you'll enjoy." He glanced at her. "That is, if there is a next time. I wouldn't want to assume there would be, though I'll be crushed if there isn't."

"Crushed, huh?"

"Shattered. My ego will take years to recover. Some psychiatrist will be able to buy a house in the Marina with the money from my fees."

She laughed. "God forbid that I should be the cause of your ego's demise."

"Does that mean I can call you?"

Amused, she studied him, her head back against the plush leather headrest. "Sure, why not?"

He double-parked in front of her building. With a chaste touch of her mouth to his, she murmured, "Thank you," and was out the door, taking the stairs two at a time. She should have felt light as she ran up the stairs, but she only felt like she was missing something big.



 
Chapter Fourteen

 
 
Anna leaned on the buzzer. Open up already. She glanced at her sister's door, thankful Freya wasn't an especially early riser. 

The door opened. Greg tightened the belt on a silky black robe, his hair disheveled like he'd just gotten out of bed. 

She stepped inside and closed the door. "We have a problem." 

"Good morning to you too," he said, his voice still raspy from sleep. He headed up the stairs.

Not wanting Freya to hear her footsteps, she tiptoed after him. She sniffed the air. "That smells good." 

"Coffee." He went to the kitchen and opened a cupboard. "I'll get you a cup and you can explain what our problem is."

"Right." She sat on one of the kitchen bar stools and tapped her fingers impatiently. 

He turned around and handed her a steaming cup. "So what's so wrong that you're here predawn?"

"It's hardly predawn. I think the sun rose half an hour ago." She hummed, closing her eyes and taking another sip. "This is excellent coffee. You know, if you just show up on Freya's doorstep with a pot of this, she'll lie prostrate at your feet and worship them forever."

"It's not my feet I want her to worship."

"You have to start somewhere." She sobered. "One of the masses slipped by us."

"What?"

"She met a new guy because of her ad."

Sitting next to her, he shrugged. "I think I'm getting to her."

"You don't understand. She likes this one." She leaned forward, hoping to impress the urgency of the situation. "Apparently he's above average. She agreed to go out with him again. He's being attentive."

Greg frowned. "How attentive?"

"He texts and sends her email all the time. He's taking her out this weekend. To the museum," Anna stressed.

"Shit."

She nodded. "That's what I thought. What are you going to do about him?"

"Nothing." 

"What?" She gaped at him. Surely she heard wrong.

"I'm not going to do anything about him," Greg repeated. "I will ask Freya out though."

"Why should she say yes? She's going out with Connor."

"That's his name?"

"Yeah." She waited for him to say something, but it became apparent he wasn't going to so she urged him on. "You have to do something."

"No, I don't." Greg took a calm sip of coffee.

"What happens if Freya decides that this guy Connor is who she wants?"

"She won't."

"Sure, be all quietly confident, but you don't know Freya."

"I know enough to know she won't pick him without going out with me first."

"I'm missing something here." Anna narrowed her eyes in suspicion. "What aren't you telling me?"

"Nothing that you need to know." He frowned at her. "Do you need to go to class or can you have breakfast?"

She perked up. "Breakfast." But even as she said it she wondered if Max was around and if he'd like the chance to cook for her.

It was time to see him again. She just didn't know how to play it—did she invite herself over again for food or did she ask him out for a drink? She frowned. 

Greg set a plate in front of her. "You have something against toast?"

"No. Toast is great." She opened the jar of jam he set in front of her. "I was thinking about a different problem. A guy."

He raised a brow. "Your own guy?"

"Yeah." She pursed her lips. "At least he will be once I convince him of it."

"The poor guy doesn't stand a chance against you."

"He really doesn't." She smeared jam on a piece and offered it to him. "I just need to figure out my next move."

"Go for honesty," he suggested as he accepted the toast. "Any guy who isn't flattered by a pretty young woman choosing him isn't worth it."

She batted her eyes at him. "You think I'm pretty?"

"The way a Venus flytrap is." He ducked the napkin she threw at him. "Just be careful, okay?"

"Are you saying you care, Shrek?"

He yanked her ponytail. "If I didn't care, do you think I'd let you torture me before I'd had my first cup of coffee?"

She grinned. "True. Very true."

 

 

 

When she came back that night, Anna had a plan. 

     1: Intercept Connor.

     2: Kiss Max.

Not that she was entirely sure how she was going to accomplish either goal.

But she was smart—she'd figure it out. And she had intel. Freya had told her she was going to an early dinner with Connor, so she figured she'd park somewhere unobtrusive and wait for him to drop her off at home.

She huddled in her jacket, trying to get comfortable in her car. If only it wasn't so cold. She looked at Freya's building, specifically the lights on in the downstairs apartment. 

Max was home.

Max could warm her up.

Later. First she needed to focus on Connor. 

Who the hell named their kid Connor? Anna shook her head. His brother's name was probably Norm. Sure, she'd often thought her parents had been smoking the ganja when they came up with Freya's name, but at least it was cool.

So Connor. 

Dealing with him would be tricky, because Freya had already gone out with him twice, plus who knew how many exchanged emails. He was going to know a fair amount about her sister, so she had to tread carefully. A casually made up story wouldn't work. 

A fancy sedan pulled up in front of the Victorian. Anna craned her neck to see the occupants. 

Bingo.

Drumming her fingers on the steering wheel, she waited for them to get out of the car. Like she expected, the Connor guy walked Freya to the door. Then he put his hand on her shoulder and kissed her.

"Ugh." Anna gagged and looked away. She was relieved that it was over a second later when she looked back.

Freya smiled at the guy and went inside. 

Thank God. Anna exhaled in relief as she exited her car. How awkward would it have been if she had to charge in and disrupt them getting on.

Connor was five feet from his car when she cut him off. By the looks of him, conning him would not be easy. He carried himself with a self-assurance that would be hard to shake. 

Good to know. She smiled brightly and waved. "Hey! Did I see you leave Freya?"

"Yes," he answered cautiously, assessing her. "Are you a friend of hers?"

"Just her sister," she said with an offhand wave. "You must be Connor."

The pleased surprise on his face almost made her sorry to deceive him this way.

Almost. "She's told me about you," Anna said with a conspiratorial wink, knowing any man would like hearing that the object of his desire was telling her friends about him. "As her friend, I'd usually feel inclined to warn you not to toy with her. You know, the usual godfather, Ôwhat are your intentions' kind of talk. But I can see that you're different." 

"Thank you. You're obviously a young woman of great intellect," Connor joked.

Please don't make me like you. "I need to get going, but it was good meeting you. We'll hopefully see each other again."

Connor grasped her hand firmly. "Likewise."

As she turned to leave, she looked back over her shoulder, as if she suddenly remembered something. "By the way, Freya loves flowers. Especially roses. Red ones with baby's breath. She's very fond of white wines. She likes anything Spanish, especially movies. And chocolate," she added in a spurt of pure inspiration. "She absolutely loves chocolate. But what girl doesn't, right?" 

Connor nodded with a smile. "Thanks for the tips."

"Anytime." Anna hesitated. "But don't tell her I mentioned any of that to you. In fact, you'd better not tell her that we met. I wouldn't want her to think I gave you the third degree. Or that I meddled in her love life." 

"Of course. I won't say a word."

"Great. Well, see you around!" She fluttered her fingers at headed to the Victorian.

Foundation laid. 

Step two came to her as she strode up the Victorian's porch steps. She pulled out her phone and texted Greg:

 

    Buy her flowers ASAP. Exotic ones.

 

His reply was instant:

 

Remind me never to play chess with you.

 

Grinning, she put her phone away. That was done—now to take care of her own love life. She pressed the buzzer to Max's flat.

He opened the door. His hair was pulled back in a stubby ponytail, and his shirt was open a button more than usual, showing off the tan smooth skin of his chest. He was barefoot, and for some reason that seemed so risquŽ.

His brow furrowed when he saw her.

Before he could say anything, she grabbed him by the shirt and pulled his mouth down to hers.

His lips were warm and smooth—and unresponsive. 

Of course he was—she'd surprised him. But she refused to back off, teasing him with her lips.

She felt when he gave in to her, a delicious yielding that felt like winning the greatest prize in the world. She savored it, melting into him.

And then she pulled back.

She smiled at him and then turned on her heels and walked off. She didn't look back until she reached her car. 

He still stood in the doorway, watching after her. She couldn't see his expression, but she imagined he still had that sexy half-lidded look she'd left him with.

Turning the car on, she drove away. When she was no longer in sight, she pumped her fist in the air. "Yes."



 
Chapter Fifteen

 
 
Freya knew she should have been working. Her meeting with Charles was on Monday, and she needed one more design to complete her first offering. 

But it was Saturday, and more than that it was a rare warm March day. What better to do than to do some gardening?

She snorted and yanked another weed from the ground. Okay, anything was better than weeding roses, but Connor had had to cancel their afternoon date, Eve was at yoga, and who knew where Anna was hiding. Weeding was better than hanging out alone inside, especially when it was sunny and warm out.

Connor had a family emergency—something about a sister's kid's arm being broken. Freya didn't mind, actually. It spoke well of him that he was so close to his family. And, frankly, he'd wanted to go to a Spanish movie. She didn't have anything against Spain, but why see something with subtitles when there was a new Bruce Willis movie out? She loved the big explosions. 

Questionable taste in movies aside, she liked Connor. He was funny and considerate. Not pushy. He kissed well, even if he didn't make her blood sizzle with a mere touch like Greg did.

She froze as she reached for a dandelion. Where had that thought come from?

She shouldn't be thinking about Greg. She hadn't heard from him all week, not that she expected to. It didn't matter, and she had Connor now. Tall, blond Connor, with cloudless blue eyes.

No. She whacked her gloved hand against her forehead. Connor had brown eyes. Warm, brown eyes like melting chocolate.

She made a face and tried to think of something brown that was more appealing than chocolate. 

"You have dirt smeared across your cheek."

She knew that voice, and when she looked up to see Greg standing before her, so virile in his baggy shorts and old tee shirt, she had a surge of feeling that she might have called happiness.

He reached down and rubbed what she assumed was the smudge he said she had. The shock of his touch made the words that she'd been about to say dry up in her mouth so, to her dismay, all she could do was gape at him like an electrocuted fish.

"I'm not sure this will do any good." His touch softened into a slow caress. "You have more on your forehead."

It made thinking hard, so she pushed his hand away. "I'm weeding, so it makes sense that I have dirt on me." 

He picked up the spade lying next to her. She caught a whiff of the clean laundry tang of his shirt mixed with his own scent and sighed. A woman could get high off that smell. 

Crouching at the other end of the flowerbed, he said, "It's the perfect day to be out here."

She shot him an incredulous look. "You like to garden."

"No, I like to enjoy the sun with a friend." He grinned at her. "I'd much prefer to ride along the coast in a convertible, but this isn't a bad second."

"You think of me as a friend?"

"I'd like you to be more than a friend, but we'll get to that eventually."

"Will we?" she asked, surprised at her thoughtful tone. At one time she would have vehemently told him no way in hell. But nowÉ

"Of course we will." He looked at her then, his blue gaze direct and open. "I'm not going to give up."

"But you haven't—" She clamped her mouth shut before she said he hadn't bugged her all week.

"I had a particularly gnarly case this week." He dug at a stubborn weed. "My client was, how should I put it? A bitch."

She grinned. "Are you allowed to talk about her like that?"

"After this week, yes. She's suing him, and she's the one who cheated on the poor guy." He gave it a hard tug and dropped it onto the pile she'd accumulated. "Some people shouldn't be allowed to get married. Ever."

Freya didn't have the heart to tell him he'd just pulled a daisy plant. "You're upset about this."

"Marriage isn't something to use and casually throw away."

"You really believe that."

"Of course." He frowned at her. "Don't you?"

"Well, yeah. But you're the divorce lawyer."

"Because sometimes we go in with the best intentions and it doesn't turn out the way we envisioned. And then you need someone on your side to help you get through it."

"Even your bitchy client?" 

Scowling, he shook his head. "Normally I wouldn't take someone like that, but I knew I could keep her from completely decimating the poor fool who married her."

"A lawyer with a conscience." She shook her head. "What'll happen next? Flying pigs?"

"You going out with me."

She raised her brow. 

"I have it on good authority that I'm an excellent date. That's what my goddaughter says."

"You have a goddaughter."

"Abby. She's great," he replied, beaming proudly. "Fearless and smart and beautiful. Like her mother." 

"How did you end up with a goddaughter?"

"Don, Abby's dad, and I went to Columbia together. He was getting his MBA while I was in law school. We became good friends, but he got married and we lost touch. Anyway, one day he showed up in my office asking if I'd represent him in his divorce."

She finished the story for him. "After which he found his true love, married her, and had a baby." 

"No," he contradicted. "Melinda was his true love. I facilitated their reconciliation and then they had Abby. They moved to the Bay Area before she was born. Abby is one of the reasons I moved out here from New York."

Okay. Well, she was a little surprised. Who ever heard of a divorce attorney saving someone's marriage? They were supposed to be heartless sharks—the worse breed of lawyers.

"You know, this garden reflects who you are." He paused in his work and was looking at her. His eyes mirrored the sky, and for a second she felt like she was soaring through them. "It's organized, not haphazard. But at the same time it's not overly restricted. More organic and natural, with an abundance of life. It's tamed, but still wildly. The colors are bright and vibrant, and it has a hint of sophistication." He touched one of the scarlet roses in front of him in a way that made her wish she had petals. "Passion too. Just like you."

She swallowed, speechless and unsure of what to say. She took the coward's way out. "Tell me about Abby," she blurted abruptly.

"Abby is two and a half and an absolute terror. She's very good at getting her way and isn't afraid to use her wiles." His lips curled into a mischievous smile. "Kind of like you."

"If she has you in thrall like this, she must be a master."

He laughed. "I'm twisted around her little finger like a pretzel." 

"To tell you the truth, it's surprising," she said as she dug out some plant overgrowth. "Honestly, I wouldn't have pictured you as a godfather. Or maybe I should say as an involved godfather."

"It's good practice," he said, getting up to stretch.

"Good practice for what?" Stretching made his tee shirt ride up to expose a deliciously tanned strip of chiseled abs. She gulped and stood up, twisting her shoulders to one side and then the other in the pretense of stretching so that she wouldn't overtly stare at the dark arrow of hair that pointed the way south. 

"For having children. It's a daunting task if you don't have any experience with them." He kneeled down again and began to attack the next plot of dirt. 

"You want to have children?" 

"A whole passel of them." He glanced at her as she got back to work across from him. "How about you? Do you want children someday?"

She shrugged. "I've never really thought about it. I suppose I do, but I think it largely has to do with finding the right man. You wouldn't have kids with just anyone, right? It's an expression of love that you wouldn't necessarily engage in except with some special." 

"Who's the right man?"

"I don't know—I haven't met him yet."

He laughed softly. "No, I mean, what makes a man Ôright?' What are you looking for?"

She looked up with a slight frown of confusion. "I don't know. I always assumed that I'd just recognize him."

His head popped up and she saw that his brows were furrowed. "You don't know? Shouldn't you know? You did place an ad about it."

"I didn't put the ad to find a husband. I just wanted to kick-start my—" She stopped abruptly, surprised that she'd been about tell him.

"What?" he prompted.

She took a deep breath and took a chance. "My muse had gone missing, and I've been trying to get her back. I've been stale at work, and I have this site I need to redesignÉ"

Greg nodded slowly. "Hence the ad and the cooking class."

"And the dance class." She hadn't started painting again yet.

"Has your muse come back?"

Her muse had a thing for him, apparently, because she always turned up after seeing him. Not that Freya was going to tell him that—he was bold enough already. "I see glimpses of her." 

"You know what your muse needs?"

"What?" 

"Food." He sat back and brushed his hands off. "It sounds like your muse has been starved. I bet if you feed your muse she'll help you out for Monday."

"You think so?" she asked, a smile flirting with her lips.

"I know it." He stood and reached out his hand. "Have dinner with me tonight."

She looked at his hand. She couldn't think of a reason to say no.

She didn't want to say no. Especially not if he could inspire the last of her designs.

Tugging off her glove, she put her hand in his and let him help her to her feet. "Okay, but only if I can make dinner."

He grinned. "You're on."

 

 

By the time she'd taken a shower and gotten dressed, Freya had come to a decision. Now all she needed was Greg, because she had a proposal to put to him.

She checked the time—he said he'd be here in half an hour. She almost wanted to call him and ask him to come early. But she couldn't rush this. She'd ply him with food and be pleasant and then ask. Given the way he'd been pursuing her, she didn't think he'd say no but she wanted to hedge her bets.

Cooking always relaxed her, so she focused on dinner. She was making salad dressing when her buzzer sounded. 

Renewed anticipation shot through her. Wiping her hands on a towel, she went down to let him in. 

His hair was still wet from his shower. He changed into a clean T-shirt and baggy cotton pants that looked perfect for an afternoon on a Caribbean beach. In his hands were a bright bouquet of flowers and a bottle of wine. "For you, and for dinner."

"I love them," she said, taking the flowers. "They aren't roses."

"You aren't a rose kind of woman."

No, she wasn't, but most men weren't that observant. She motioned him in. "Come up. You can open the wine."

"Dinner smells delicious," he said as they headed into the kitchen.

She handed him a wine opener and pointed to the glasses she'd already set out. "Pasta with roasted eggplant and smoked mozzarella, and a salad."

"I'm impressed." He expertly opened the bottle and poured two glasses. He brushed her shoulder as he reached to snag a piece of cheese from the cutting board as he watched her take care of the flowers. "My mom never cooked."

She glanced at him as she set the vase on the counter. "What did you eat then?"

He shrugged, handing her a glass. "Pre-prepared food. A lot of deli things. I grew up in Manhattan, so we ate out a lot."

"My mom loved to cook. I used to help her make these elaborate dinners. We'd all dress up, and I even got a little wine with dinner."

He tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. "You miss her."

"All the time."

"I wish my mom would let me miss her," he said jokingly. Then he launched into a series of stories about his erratic mother that had her laughing all the way through dinner.

He insisted on doing the dishes, so she sat on the counter and kept him company as she savored her wine. He'd found the frilly French maid's apron she received as a gag gift at last year's office Christmas party and had put it on. She laughed and shook her head. 

He glanced at her. "What?"

"Nothing," she said, her heart warm. 

The feeling startled her. This wasn't about her heart—this was about her muse. Needing a little space to compose herself for what she was about to suggest, she hopped off the counter. "I'll wait for you in the living room."

She'd equilibrated by the time he joined her, sitting on the floor. The better to be grounded, she thought. 

Greg took a few of her throw pillows and settled close to her. "Next time it's my turn for dinner. I can't cook, so unless you're really into sandwiches, we'll have to go out. But I know this excellent seafood place on the coast. The drive is spectacular at sunset. And then there's the sheer pleasure of being in Jezebel." 

"Jezebel?" She frowned, but then she remembered. "Oh, your car."

"I thought I explained to you before that she's not just a car. She's a goddess to be worshipped." 

She laughed at his indignation. "What is it with you guys and cars? You'd think it were an extension of your Willie."

"Willie?" he cried, outraged. "No self-respecting man calls his private parts ÔWillie.'" 

"So what do you call yours?" 

"Who said I called mine anything?"

"Oh, come on. All guys have a name for it. Let me guess." She looked at him speculatively, letting her eyes fall below the belt for a second. She tapped a finger to her lip. "Not Peter. Too common. Thomas Jefferson? Or maybe after some upstanding judge that you admire. No pun intended."

He had a dry expression on his face, but mirth lurked in his clear eyes. "Are you enjoying yourself?"

"Winkie? No," she changed her mind, getting into it. "Not Winkie. Maybe Little Man though."

He threw a pillow at her. 

Before she could cry foul, she was hit with another, and then another. Laughing, she grabbed one and launched it back. 

Then suddenly she was lying under him and he was kissing her.

No slow languid kiss here—he devoured her. His teeth skimmed her lips, and she responded as if he took a torch to her and lit her up. Like a firecracker—not the tame sparkler variety but one of those explosive Chinese ones that shot smoke and sparks all over the place.

One of his hands tunneled through her hair, and the other slid up her body, unerringly finding her nipple and teasing it into life. 

Pleasure shot through her. 

He swallowed her gasp. His legs tangled with hers, and when she felt his thigh come in contact with her, right there, and the delicious hardness that pressed into her belly, she threw her head back and moaned. "Wait."

"Okay." He pulled back and sat on his haunches, trying to get his breathing under control. 

She scrambled back slowly and pulled her legs under her skirt. She pushed her hair back from her face. "I have a proposal to put to you."

He nodded. "The answer is yes." 

"You don't know what I'm going to ask."

"That doesn't mean I don't know how I'd answer you." He waved his hand. "But I understand the value of order, so ask first and then I'll say yes."

She rolled her eyes. "I lost my muse, but she seems to like you."

"I'm very likable."

"Yes, you tell me that all the time."

He grinned.

Shaking her head, she focused again. "So I was thinking maybe we could hang out. A little. Sometimes. Just till I get this project done," she rushed to add. 

"What did you have in mind?" he asked mildly.

She shrugged, her heart beating so hard she was sure he could hear it. "I don't know. Whatever you think. Things to inspire me. The design is supposed to be sexy soÉ" 

"You need to feel sexy." Nodding again, he studied her silently. She imagined it was the same way he watched a witness on the stand, until the person couldn't help but squirm under the intense scrutiny.

Finally she couldn't take any more. "Aren't you going to say anything more?"

"The answer is still yes, of course, but I have to be honest with you."

"Uh-oh." She grimaced. "Should I be scared?"

"No, but you should be warned." He took her chin in his hand. "I understand you just want an affair, but that's not what I want. I have my own agenda, and I'm going to continue working toward it."

She struggled to pay attention, but it was hard with the way his thumb rubbed the sensitive spot under her jaw. "What do you want?"

"I want you to be the last thing I see when I go to sleep and the first thing I see when I wake up. I want to sit with you in the sun, on the floor, and anywhere else, just to be close to you. I want it all." 

She swallowed a couple times but her heart refused to dislodge from her throat. 

He grinned deprecatingly. "Don't worry. I know you're not ready for all that, and I know you have serious misgivings about my profession, but I'm going to beat down all those walls, Freya." 

He stood up and held a hand out to her. After a brief hesitation, she took it. 

Holding her hand, he lifted her and tipped her head up with his other hand. Gently, slowly, he nipped her bottom lip before soothing it with a kiss. "I had the best time today. Thank you." 

"I—" She shook her head, then she nodded. Then she frowned. "I did too."

He grinned and kissed her again. "I'll let myself out."

She waited till she heard the front door click shut before she collapsed on her couch. "Oh my God," she murmured, tracing her lips with her fingers. What just happened? 

Her lips still throbbed with the feel of his, and that throbbing echoed between her legs. Her panties were uncomfortably moist, and her nipples grazed excruciatingly against her bra with every breath.

She shook her head. "Well, that was unexpected."

Unexpected and absolutely mind-blowing.

He wanted more.

That wasn't going to happen, but he wouldn't be able to say she didn't warn him. This was just going to be a temporary fling, ending once she was sure she'd done her job. More than that wasn't in the cards.

She touched fingers to her lips, wondering what their next move was. Whatever it was, it was going to be good.



 
Chapter Sixteen

 
 
Her office door opened, and a strange squeaking invaded her concentration. She looked up from her computer, brows knitted in annoyance. Charles was out of the office, and she'd told the team specifically that she didn't want to be disturbed this afternoon. 

In the doorway there was a forest of mylar palm tree balloons.

What the hell? She blinked. At least that explained the squeaking noise.

A hand pushed the balloons aside, and Greg poked his head in. "Busy?"

"Yes." She smiled for the first time all day. "But come in any way."

Walking in, he closed the door behind him. He looked like a GQ wet dream, dressed impeccably in a dark suit with a muted gray shirt and silk abstract tie in shades of blue that deepened the azure of his eyes. "I figured you'd be working, but I thought you could use a little tropical picnic." 

She smiled slowly as she stood. "I've never gone on a tropical picnic."

"I figured." He shook his head with mock regret. "No wonder your muse went packing. But don't worry." He let go of the balloons and he brandished a small picnic basket in front of him. "I should be able to lure her back."

"So confident, are you?" she said, going to stand in front of him.

"Yes." He pulled her closer. "Hello, Freya."

His voice slid over her and she was hard pressed to repress the shiver that zipped up her arms and down her spine. She sighed as his lips brushed hers softly.

She melted against him, some of her frustration slipping away. "I needed that," she murmured.

"Me too." Greg kissed her once more before turning his attention to the picnic basket. 

Leaning against her desk, she watched him take out a blanket, a bottle of champagne, glasses, and some pretty boxes that looked like treats. "What is all this?"

"Work." He grinned boyishly at her as he popped the champagne bottle. "I've been charged with bringing your muse back, and I take my oaths seriously. This seemed like a good place to start."

"Don't you have lawyerly things to do?" She glanced at the time. "It's midday."

"Fortunately, I'm the boss. There are advantages to being in charge." He held out a glass to her. "Are you willing to indulge?"

By his tone, she could tell he was offering more than champagne. Smiling, she accepted—the drink and everything else. 

"Sit. I have a few surprises for you." 

"More surprises," she said, tucking her skirt under her as she sat on the blanket. She gestured at the balloons with her glass. "I'm not sure how you can beat midget palm trees."

"Yeah, those were inspired. Are you hungry?"

She smiled widely. "I'm starving."

"Good." He set out butter crackers, olives, strawberries, and Brie, but it was the last package that caught her curiosity. If she wasn't mistaken, the box looked like...

"Teuscher!" she exclaimed, ripping off the ribbon and plunging in. "Chocolate covered ginger! How did you know?" 

He flushed a little. "Lucky guess."

"Really lucky." Smiling, she peeled the chocolate off and nibbled on the ginger. With the champagne it was heaven.

He watched her savor it, an indulgently amused look on his face. Then he took a broken piece of chocolate from her fingers and popped it in his mouth. "Tell me about your day."

She wrinkled her nose. "Not the best, but at least my boss is out of town today, so I have that going for me."

"The design still not going well?"

"I have a few mockups, and I have a couple more weeks to come up with some more ideas." She worried the edge of her skirt. "I've just had a hard time this year. Not being able to work isn't really like me."

"We'll fix it."

He said it with such unshakable faith she had to believe him. She nodded. "Okay." 

Leaning toward her, he kissed her again, softly at first, but then it ignited. 

With a moan, Freya leaned in, putting her hand on his leg for support. He tasted like wine and sugar and wicked promises. Delicious, and just what she craved.

Snaking his hand into her hair, he tilted her head back to bite his way down her neck. She arched into it, and he followed her back until he sprawled on top of her on the floor, kissing down into the V of her top.

"Lips," she said, and she tugged at his hair to bring his mouth to hers. His face scratched her skin in a luscious way.

"Freya, I have—Oh crap."

She and Greg broke apart, panting heavily.

Eve stood in the doorway, watching them with shocked eyes. Then she grinned despite her red cheeks. "I didn't realize you were in a meeting. Carry on." 

The door closed, and Freya and Greg both exhaled in relief.

The door reopened and Eve poked her head back in, a naughty smile lighting her eyes. "If this is the new intern, send him by my office when you're done." 

Freya picked up her shoe, which had come off at some point and aimed at the door. Eve quickly closed it, but they could hear her laughter all the way down the hall.



 
Chapter Seventeen

 
 
Even laying flat on her bed, it was a beautiful sight. The dress was white and, in the fading light of the afternoon, it shimmered only like fine silk did. Long and diaphanous, its halter-top plunged low in the front, leaving everything in back bare down to the hips. 

Freya remembered how it looked on her when she'd tried it on at the store. It'd been expensive, but it was so worth it.

Grinning, she set the silver strappy heels she was going to wear on the floor, ready. She checked the time. An hour until he was supposed to pick her up.

Needless to say, she was excited about tonight. She felt like a four year old on her first trip to Disneyland. She hadn't been able to think of anything else since he'd asked her out, the evening after he'd brought the picnic to her office.

And it wasn't the usual, casual dinner either. He made absolutely certain she understood that this was a real date, so she needed to start anticipating.

She shook her head. She would have never guessed that she'd be anticipating locking lips with him, that she'd think of him constantly and want him in the most carnal way. That she would have ended up on the floor of her office in a forest of helium-filled palm trees making out with him.

That picnic the loveliest thing anyone had ever done for her.

He was so attentive to her. He brought her Teuscher ginger, and she couldn't even remember when she'd told him about her affinity for it. Like the champagne, it went straight to her head.

Sunday evening, something had shifted in their relationship. Of course it was going to, when she'd asked him to help her recover her muse, but this was more. A whole other level, one where the stakes were higher. She didn't know what to expect, and she was afraid to analyze it.

The only thing to do was to enjoy it. To use it to get her muse on her side again, and to have some fun in the process.

Greg was going to be a lot of fun.

She shivered.

Her cell phone beeped with a text. She winced when she saw it was Connor. 

Back from New York. Dinner soon?

She shot back a reply: Maybe Friday?


His response came back just as quickly. Lovely. Pick you up at 8.

Guilt stabbed at her, but she couldn't decide who she felt guilty about: Greg or Connor.

No thinking about that tonight. She had a bath to take. Stroking the slippery fabric of her dress one last time, she went to fill her tub with hot water. 

Forty-five minutes later, when she was applying her makeup, she heard someone bang on her front door. Before she could slip on her robe and go investigate she heard the door open followed by muffled footsteps skipping up the stairs. 

Anna, of course. 

If she needed more proof, two seconds later she heard, "Freya! Are you up there?"

"In the bedroom." She tied the sash of her robe and was about to go out to greet her sister when she appeared in the doorway.

Anna whistled, long and loud, going straight to the dress. "Nice."

"Don't get your grubby fingerprints on it."

She stuck her tongue out. 

"What are you, five?" Shaking her head, Freya went into the bathroom and finished with her mascara. When she walked back into the bedroom, her sister was trying on the shoes.

Anna hobbled around on the heels, holding her hands out for balance. "If only your feet weren't so big."

Sometimes it was best to just ignore your sibling.

"I take it you have a hot date. A super hot date, based on this fabulous dress." Anna sighed and touched a layer of chiffon with longing. "This is a princess dress. It must have cost a fortune."

"You're going to have to live in your car the rest of the semester."

"Ha ha." Anna made a face and plopped on the bed, careful not to wrinkle the dress. "So who's the dress for?"

"Greg."

"Greg, as in the ogre upstairs?" 

"Shut up," Freya said mildly, opening her underwear drawer.

"I'll shut up, but I'm smirking on the inside. You seriously aren't going to wear underwear with that dress, are you?" 

She frowned at her little sister. "I don't think I want to have this sort of conversation with you, especially since you're going to be a virgin till you're thirty-five."

Anna grinned. "I won't tell you about Hans and Boris during spring break then."

"You hung out on my couch during spring break."

"So did Hans and Boris." 

Rolling her eyes, she picked up her dress and went into the bathroom. As she fastened the hook of the halter-top around her neck she tried not to envision Greg undoing it. Neither was she imagining it slithering off of her and ending up in a pool at her feet. Nor was she thinking about Greg's hands following its descent down her body.

When she went back out, Anna whistled again. "Shrek—um, Greg is going to swallow his tongue when he sees you. If only I were taller." 

"Then you'd borrow the dress to wear to art history?" Freya asked with a smile, slipping her earrings on.

Anna shrugged, glancing away.

"Anna," Freya said, stopping to look closer at her sister. "Is there a new boy?"

"No."

She said it so definitively that Freya didn't doubt that there wasn't. Still, she knew her sister, and there was something going on there. "I'll find out, you know."

"You always do." Anna frowned at her. "You should put your hair up.

She turned to the mirror and twisted her long mass of curls into a pile on her head. "You're right," she said as she secured it.

"So what are the plans for tonight?"

"Dinner. I don't know where, he just told me to get dressed up."

"That's so romantic." Anna sighed longingly, a faraway look in her eyes. "So when you guys come home, will you go to his place or yours?"

"Anna."

"Come on. A woman doesn't wear a dress like that except to get lucky. That dress is saying ÔHere's your present, big boy—untie my bow at your will.'"

"I am not telling him to untie my bow. And don't make me wash your mouth out with soap."

"Freya, there's nothing wrong with having your bow untied."

"Of course there isn't," she agreed, slipping on her new shoes. "But you and I aren't going to discuss my bow."

Anna flopped back on the bed. "You're so old fashioned sometimes."

"Did you come here for a reason, or was torturing me your main goal?"

Her sister shrugged, looking away again. "I haven't seen you in a bit. And I thought I'd get something to eat."

"There's curry I made in the fridge. Help yourself."

Anna made a noncommittal reply. "So what time is your date?"

As if on cue, her buzzer sounded.

"I'll get it," Anna said, shooting off the bed and out of the room.

"Damn it." That's all she needed—her sister talking to Greg. Quickly she slipped her shoes on, swiped some lipstick, and checked herself in the mirror. She wondered if she needed more jewelry, but then opted against it. Her earrings and anklet were enough.

She took a deep breath. The butterflies she'd been feeling all afternoon all took flight at once. 

This was it.

If his kisses were any indication, sex with Greg would be off the charts. A twelve on the Richter scale of love. Disney would call the most innocent of his kisses X-rated. They were steamier than the steamiest kiss she'd ever had.

Actually, she wasn't certain she had ever had a steamy kiss before Greg. Right now, she was hard pressed to remember one.

If anyone could get her juices flowing, so to speak, it was Greg.

Connor's face popped into her mind. Wincing, she pushed it aside. Connor was different, more of a forever type of guy than a muse-tempter. She'd give him her attention on Friday.

Tonight was just about her and Greg.

With a deep, steadying breath, she wrapped her violet pashmina shawl around her herself, grabbed her clutch, and went down to start the evening's adventure.

He looked good enough to eat. He wore a black suit with a blue shirt that matched his eyes. He wasn't wearing a tie, and the collar of his shirt was undone, drawing her eyes to the tanned hollow of his neck. He'd gotten his hair trimmed, though it was still longer than she'd expect on a professional. It looked soft, and all she could think about was running her hands through it and fastening her mouth to that bared spot of his neck. 

Anna grinned at her like she could read her thoughts. "You kids have a good time. Make sure you're home by curfew."

"Please excuse my sister," Freya said to Greg. "She was dropped on her head a couple times as a kid."

He smiled. "That would explain things."

"Hey," Anna exclaimed. "I'm right here."

"And we're gone." Freya kissed her sister's cheek. "Don't burn down my flat, and no sex on my couch."

Greg chuckled as he escorted her out. "Does your couch see a lot of action?"

She snorted. "I'm pretty sure my couch is a virgin."

"Hmm."

She gave him a sidelong glance. "If you keep that train of thought up, we won't make it to dinner."

"We can't go back yet, because Anna is still watching us."

"That brat." Freya looked over her shoulder. "She is?"

"Of course she is. She wouldn't be able to resist." He stopped next to his car and held out a creamy white rose. "I got this for you. Normally I wouldn't think to get you a rose, but when I saw this one I thought of you. Its petals are velvety like your skin—" he brushed the flower on her cheek and then trailed it across her mouth in a feather-light touch—"and it's ripe and full like your lips." 

She shivered, feeling goose bumps rise on her arms. She took it from him, touching her lips to his in a soft, prolonged thank you. 

They quietly held hands on the drive, a heightened awareness between them. A couple times she almost asked where they were going but then decided to preserve the excitement that charged the atmosphere around them. There was something to be said for the element of surprise.

Needless to say, when they pulled into the parking lot under the Academy of Sciences in Golden Gate Park she was a little puzzled. 

Since it was after hours, she couldn't imagine what they were doing there. She looked at Greg inquisitively. He wore a pleased expression. He took her hand—which was a guilty pleasure in itself—and confused her further by leading her away from the museum.

"Okay," she muttered under her breath. 

He chuckled softly and squeezed her hand. "Your patience is to be commended. I would've thought you'd be jumping all over me, wondering where we're going."

"Would that have gotten me anywhere?"

"No," he laughed. 

She smiled ruefully. "I didn't think so."

They walked to another set of buildings. If she remembered correctly, they were the aquarium and museum of natural sciences, but she wasn't a hundred percent sure since they were at the back and there were no signs except for the general "Do Not Enter" and "Employees Only" warnings. It was at a similarly marked door that Greg guided her to. She frowned, perplexed, and turned to Greg. He knocked on it in a short, syncopated rhythm.

More and more curious. "What do you have up your sleeve, Cavanaugh?"

He grinned. "What makes you think I have anything up my sleeve?"

"Well, if it's anything like what I have up my dress, I think we're in for a great evening."

He tripped on his own feet.

She smiled in satisfaction as the door opened. 

A man in a white dinner jacket, black pants, and black bow tie greeted them with a dignified bow. "Mr. Cavanaugh, right this way."

Glancing back at Greg, she followed the man inside.



 
Chapter Eighteen

 
 
A butler-like man in a tux.

A long, dimly lit corridor. 

Another longer, darker hallway with unmarked doors.

The mystery drove her crazy. Freya finally turned to Greg and whispered, "Where are we?" 

"What happened to being patient?" He took her hand. "Don't cave in now, we're almost there." 

She made a face. "Almost where?"

"If you'd rather, we can ditch the penguin and duck into a dark corner," he whispered into her ear.

"Tempting." She considered it for a long moment before shaking her head. "I can hang with the penguin a bit longer. It'll drive me crazy not knowing where he's taking us."

Fortunately, she didn't have long to wait before their host turned into another short corridor and stopped before a huge vault door. 

"Are we robbing a bank?" she asked Greg.

He shook his head. "No, we aren't properly dressed for that."

She nodded, watching the man go through the process of turning tumblers left and right. A hydraulic whoosh followed a loud click and the doors of the vault opened.

Their host motioned them inside into what looked like a foyer. There was muted light glowing beyond the doorway. With another puzzled look at Greg, she pulled her hand from his and went to investigate the source of the faint illumination.

The room she stepped into took her breath away. Rows of cases swathed with black velvet lined the walls. The objects in the cases were arranged according to color. In front of her was a case of varying shades of amethysts, to the right were sapphires, and along the far wall were the most amazingly varied rubies, from the palest pink to reds deeper than blood. The jewels were backlit so subtly that it appeared like the stones themselves were the source of the light. The rays fractured off them into millions of tiny beams and rainbows.

There were all sorts of gems. They came in all sizes. Some were as small as her baby fingernail and there were quite a few that were the size of a man's fist. There were semi-precious to priceless stones, raw and uncut as well as polished and shaped.

"Wow," she murmured, caught up in the magic of the glittering rocks. She walked to the largest case. It was the only one that had more than one color stone in it. The placard to the side stated that they were all diamonds, from the typical clear to yellow. The blue diamonds reminded her of Greg's eyes. 

She was so entranced by the stones that, when she backed away from the diamonds, she almost tripped over the table in the middle of the room. It was impeccably set for two people, complete with china and enough silverware for five courses. A single tropical flower floated in a small crystal bowl in the center, flagged by two tapered candles.

"What do you think?"

She hadn't heard Greg walk up behind her. She turned around and found him right there, achingly close to her. "It's exquisite," she said with feeling.

His smile started in his eyes, slowly worked its way to his mouth, and ended right at the base of her heart. He rubbed his thumb over her jaw. "It is, isn't it?" 

She knew he wasn't just referring to the gems, and it lit her up like the case of emeralds to her left. "I won't ask how you did this. I think I'd rather savor the mystery. It's simply amazing."

"Inspiring?"

"Definitely." She nodded. "I wish I was a photographer so I could capture the play of light in the depth of the gems."

"I've wanted to bring you since I first saw this exhibit. Come here." He took her hand and drew her over to a freestanding case she'd yet to explore. It contained a good sized orange gem, beveled and polished into a rock that Elizabeth Taylor would have been proud to sport on her finger. "This is a padparadsha. An orange sapphire to us laypeople. It's quite rare, especially one this size." 

"Are you some sort of closet gem expert?"

"Nah, I read the placard." He pointed at the sign mounted to the right. 

Laughing, she pressed herself into him and pulled his lips down to hers. 

The contact of their mouths sparkled as dark and deep as the rubies, mysterious and full of promise. She settled herself into it, relaxing against him. 

His arms wound around her, holding her securely. His fingers skirted under her wrap, across the bare skin of her back before taking possession of it. She wondered what Greg did to earn the calluses on his hands. It was unexpected for a lawyer to have them. Weren't they supposed to be glorified pen twirlers?

He broke away from her just enough to mumbled, "What do you have on under this scarf?" He tugged the back of her shawl playfully.

"Just my dress." She let the wrap slide down her arms.

He swallowed audibly. "I think I may have a heart attack. Is that a dress, or a weapon to fell men?"

"Both," she said, grinning. Yes—the money spent on the dress was definitely worth it. 



 
Chapter Nineteen

 
 
Greg had been successful at keeping his cool so far, but when she shrugged her shawl off one shoulder and then the other, letting it drape in the crooks of her arms, he just about lost it. 

She wasn't wearing a bra. 

It was obvious even in the semi-dark of the gem exhibit. Her pointy nipples were clearly outlined under the shimmery white fabric of her dress. He exhaled, trying to catch his breath, but damn.

Yesterday when he told her to dress formally he hadn't expected to be greeted by this. His fantasies couldn't have conjured up a more erotic vision. Her dress was so thin that the parts it did hide appeared less covered than tantalizingly displayed. He wondered if it was one of those clever dresses that fell apart if he found the one spot where it fastened.

A man could dream.

With one finger, he reverently drew a line down her neck to the spot where her neckline ended between her breasts. He watched, fascinated, as her nipples hardened. He imagined his mouth on them, licking them through the gauzy silk until they were visible through the wet fabric.

He could feast on them for an eternity. 

"You are glorious," he said, giving each word emphasis. He bent down and placed a lingering kiss on her collarbone.

A discreet cough intruded on their moment. They both turned to find their host back, his eyes carefully averted. 

"Mr. Cavanaugh, shall I open a bottle of champagne and serve the appetizers?" 

"Yes, thank you." Greg kept Freya close to him as they watched their host go through the ceremony of popping the cork. 

Two servers entered wheeling in carts with a variety of hors d'oeuvres. Instead of giving the artful food its due, all Greg could think about was the way Freya felt plastered against the side of his body and how much better she'd feel naked under him. Or over him for that matter—he was hardly going to quibble.

"Shall we?" He propelled her toward the table. As he speculated, her back was completely bare except for a couple curls trailing past her shoulders. So graceful, it was one long, flawless alabaster line. He touched his lips to the back of her neck as he seated her, grazing his teeth lightly on her smooth skin as he ran a hand along her spine. Unable to resist, he slipped his hand into the side of her dress to brush the curve of her breast. 

At her soft intake of breath he lifted his head to see her looking at him. Her eyes glowed with heat as if she were sizzling from the inside out. All he wanted to do was sweep everything on the table aside, drag her down onto it, and lick every inch of her body.

The waiters chose that moment to serve them an assortment of appetizers from the selection they brought in. Greg reined in his libido and handed Freya a glass of champagne before taking his seat across from her. Too far away but safer than being next to her. 

He lifted his glass but was momentarily distracted when she crossed her legs, baring a slim ankle circled by that delicate silver chain. He cleared his throat. "To this night's glittering pleasures." 

Her lips slowly curved in amusement. "That was an apt toast." At her first sip of the fine vintage, her eyes closed to bask in the taste. "Good."

"All a part of the service."

She watched him over the rim of her glass. "I should have hired you to resuscitate my muse ages ago."

"Has she been faltering for a long time?"

"She's been completely MIA. Until recently." Freya shook her head. "Somehow you get her going. I don't understand it."

Because they fit together so well. But now wasn't the time to point that out. He needed to win her over slowly. If she wanted to use him to get her creative juices flowing again, fantastic. Anything to give him more opportunities to show her they had magic together.

She was it for him. He loved her. He just needed to show her that a playboy divorce lawyer was worth the risk.

Oblivious of his thoughts, she continued. "The Teuscher was just what I needed to get me through yesterday afternoon. That was divine inspiration on your part."

It was her sister, but he wasn't going to mention that. The kid had been feeding him "tips" all week. He ignored most of them, but some of them seemed like no-brainers.

"What's wrong?" she asked.

"Absolutely nothing." If Freya found out her sister had sold her out, even for such a good cause, shit would hit the fan—and it wouldn't be good for either Anna or him.

She narrowed her eyes as though she didn't believe him, but then she shook her head and turned to her food. She nibbled on a cracker mounded with caviar. She set it down and pushed around a thin slice of fois gras. 

In all the meals they had shared together, he'd never seen her play with her food. Usually, she attacked it with great enthusiasm. "Don't you like it?"

She looked up, meeting his gaze boldly in that direct way he loved. "I do. It's delicious. It's just that it's not what I'm craving."

"What are you craving?" 

An impish gleam lit her eyes. "Dessert." 

"What kind of dessert were you hoping for?" 

She tapped a finger against her lips, her mouth turned up at the corners coyly. 

Smiling, anticipating, he leaned back in his chair and waited. 

"Something creamy and rich. I might be able to do cakey if it's really moist."

How could an ordinary word like "moist" sound so carnal coming from her mouth? It brought all kinds of images to his mind—mostly of velvety pink flesh laved by his tongue till it was swollen and juicy. "I think we can arrange that." 

His hand wasn't raised halfway before the maitre d' was at their table. The man's eyes took in their untouched food. "Is the first course not satisfactory?" 

"The food is great, but we would like to skip ahead to dessert."

"Very well, Mr. Cavanaugh. And the other courses?"

"Hold them until further notice."

"Yes, sir." 

Greg wondered how they did it, but it seemed like two seconds later there was a server at their table wheeling in an array of desserts that must have taken an architectural genius to put together. 

Freya pursed her lips, examining the selections carefully, a slight frown marring her brow. "I can't decide which one to have. They all look fabulous."

Turning to the server, he said, "We'll have one of each. To share."

"Very good, sir." 

Greg and Freya watched him place a large portion of each one on a platter. Before he set it on the table between them, he cleared all the plates and silverware except for one dessert fork and a teaspoon for each of them. After making sure that their champagne and water glasses were filled, he wheeled the dessert cart out again.

"Will there be anything else, Mr. Cavanaugh?" their host asked.

"We'd like some privacy. We'll call for you if we need anything." Greg lifted his eyebrow, silently communicating that he expected no interruptions.

Which the maitre d' understood. After all, that was what he was being paid for. "Excellent, sir." He left as unobtrusively as he arrived. 

"I've died and gone to heaven," Freya murmured, eyeing the plate of decadence with excitement. 

He smiled at how she was smacking her lips together in anticipation of the first bite. "Have at it." 

She pulled the plate a couple inches closer to her, throwing him a quick glance as if she were making sure he wouldn't pull it back. Then she slowly rotated it, clockwise and then counterclockwise, sniffing each concoction before moving on to the next one. 

Amused, he sipped at the champagne and watched. He was content to sit there all night and watch her eat the entire plate if that made her happy.

When she was back where she started, she dipped her fork into the first piece, taking a miniscule tidbit and delicately tasting it. Once she cleared her palate with some water, she moved on to the next piece.

Greg wasn't sure how long her little ritual took before she finished sampling each dessert. Her attention was so completely captured by the sweets he wasn't sure she remembered he was in the vault with her. Not that he minded. How could he when she was eating with such rapture?

She looked up, blinking at him in surprise. "What? Aren't you eating?"

"I wasn't sure that you'd share." He grinned. "Do you like it?"

"It's divine." She tilted her chin to the side, considering him with the glint in her eyes that didn't fail to get his blood pumping. "Want to try?"

"What man could resist that invitation?" He leaned forward and waited.

As she stretched to meet him, the neckline of her dress pouted open, exposing not enough of her left breast for his tastes. He almost didn't notice that she was holding out a forkful of dessert to him.

"It's a ginger cr�me brulŽe," she explained as he ate the mouthful she fed him. "All the desserts have ginger as the main ingredient. Amazing, isn't it? Since ginger is my favorite. The staff you hired must be clairvoyant, or else there was a huge clearance sale on crystallized ginger." 

He simply hummed innocently.

"It's very sweet. You ordering ginger desserts for me, not the desserts themselves." She scooped another bite onto the fork. "This one is a napoleon layered with cream and ginger." 

He dutifully ate what she offered. "You know, while I'm enjoying this immensely, there's a better way to go about it."

"Really." The wry tilt of her mouth suggested that she could guess which direction he was heading toward. 

"Yes, but are you daring enough?" 

"Are you challenging me?"

"Are you up for a challenge?" 

"I think this is a challenge I can sink my teeth into." 

"God, I hope so," he mumbled fervently, and he moved his seat around the table so it was situated right next to hers. He took off his coat and hung it on the back of his chair. Pointing to the dessert that looked chocolaty, he asked, "What is this one?" 

"I think that one could appropriately be called ÔDeath by Chocolate, Ginger as Accomplice.'" 

Her husky voice grabbed him low. He pointed to the towering piece of cake that had more layers than the Empire State Building had floors. "And this one?"

Her eyes fell to his lips before looking to see what he was indicating. Her gaze focused again on his mouth when she turned back to him. He didn't have to wonder if she wanted him as badly as he wanted her. "Ginger cake," she said. "It's my favorite."

He rolled his sleeves up, taking his time. He understood the appeal of delayed gratification. When Freya shifted impatiently in her seat, he stifled his grin. At least he wasn't the only one dying here. 

Dragging two fingers through the cake, he held them out to her. She hesitated for one heartbeat before she met them with her tongue, meticulously lapping every last bit of frosting though she barely touched his skin.

He offered her another morsel. With the first swipe of her tongue, she swallowed most of the cake; the second was a more careful cleaning of his fingers. She drew her tongue lightly over the tips before licking away the sweet residue left by the frosting.

He felt it down to his very core. 

With the next bite he offered, she wrapped her mouth around his fingers and sucked. 

Goddamn.


She sucked lightly, occasionally flicking her tongue. He knew his jaw must have gone slack, but he was powerless to do anything.

She knew she'd effectively turned the tables because her lips curved as she worked on his hand. 

"I like this a lot too," she said. Dunking her finger in the cr�me brulŽe, she drew a line of custard on his lips and promptly licked them clean.

He cleared his throat. "I don't know. If you like the cake, maybe you should stick with that."

"Maybe you're right." Spreading enough whipped cream around his mouth to last for a good while, she began to feast. There was so much that soon she was covered in it as well, and he couldn't tell who was eating who clean. 

Not that it mattered. He was hard pressed to have any coherent thoughts as the taste of sugar and ginger and Freya melted on his tongue.

She broke away from him, pushing on his shoulder lightly with her forearm. "You haven't tried the chocolate one yet. That one seemed like the one you'd prefer."

He almost groaned at her clear invitation to tease her as she was teasing him. He didn't need to be told twice. "Chocolate is one of my favorite things," he said as he reached to scoop up what looked like mousse. 

He knew she waited for him to return to her mouth, but because he wanted her as completely off-balance as he was, he smeared it down the side of her neck and followed the creamy trail with his mouth.

He felt her low moan deep inside. She tipped her head back, allowing him better access. He could taste her underneath the chocolate, and it was by far more irresistible than anything he had ever sampled.

She sighed. "Maybe I could grow to love chocolate." 

"I'm willing to help you expand your horizons," he murmured against her neck. He lifted his head and nipped her lower lip, which was enticingly swollen from their kisses. "Your lips are somewhere near the top of my list of favorite things about you."

"Just somewhere near the top?"

"Right behind your laugh, your wit, and your anklet."

She pulled back from him, grinning. "My anklet? Do you have some sort of fetish I should know about?"

"I never did before, but I think I'm quickly developing one."

Her laugh was cut off when he kissed her. Needing to feel her closer, he pulled her onto his lap, wrapping one arm around her waist. He groaned as she wiggled against him. Her arms reached around, and the feel of her hands in his hair and on his skin was delectable. 

She pulled his head back by his hair so her lips were just out of reach. With darkly glowing orange eyes, she said, "I want more cake." 

"You know what?" He speared his fingers into her hair. "I have just what you need." 



 
Chapter Twenty

 
 
Greg reached for the dessert plate and offered it to her. 

Without taking her eyes from his, she unbuttoned his shirt, pulling it from his slacks. Then she scooped a bit of cake and spread it from his neck down to his chest. 

Groaning, he threw his head back and tightened his grip on her. His blood roared through him as her hands touched him, as her teeth nibbled the cake from his skin. He rocked his pelvis into her, needing relief from the building pressure. "Freya, you're killing me."

"You'll die happy," she promised, licking frosting from him.

"You know what would make me happy?" Without waiting for a reply, he reached up and unclasped the hooks at her neck. The dress slid down her chest to her waist, leaving her torso completely nude. 

She sat up, surprise written on her face. "You figured that out quickly."

"I'm very educated." He just stared at her, taking her in. Her graceful neck gave way to sculpted shoulders and slim elegant arms. Her skin was pale, smooth, and silky. Her breasts were small but round and high. 

Her nipples caused his mouth to go dry. 

He'd entertained many fantasies about them since he'd met her. They were always tauntingly prominent through her clothes.

Reality was more arousing than anything he had dreamed. 

They'd taste sweet to his tongue.

Looking up into her eyes so he could gauge her reaction, he ran a finger over one. 

Her fingers tightened on his shoulders, she let out a shuddery breath as her head fell back. "Greg." 

He wrapped his arms around her and lapped at her breast, touching it so softly with his tongue to drive her crazy. 

Her hands pulling his head closer, she fed herself to him with more force. She cried out incoherently as he feasted on the tip. To his ears it sounded desperate, which was exactly how he wanted her. 

He plied her other breast with the same treatment until she was writhing on his lap. Knowing they both needed more, he stood up, holding on to her until her legs supported her. Her dress pooled at their feet, and as his gaze swept down her body he couldn't help growling in hunger at the perfect sight of her standing there in nothing but silvery shoes. 

She pushed his shirt off his shoulders. "Yes," she whispered, digging her hands into his biceps before running them down his chest, stopping at the waist of his pants and lightly rubbing her fingers back and forth across his abdomen.

He groaned. Then he reached beyond her and shoved aside all the plates on the table. 

She laughed as the china crashes to the floor. "I don't think our maitre d' is going to be pleas—Greg." 

He lifted her, set her on the cleared table top, and dragged his tongue from one nipple to the other. He lowered his head, down to nip the skin around her belly button. "It's not the maitre d' I'm worried about pleasing," he murmured against her stomach.

"Then I don't think you have much to worry about." She exhaled a low moan as he placed open-mouthed kisses along the edge of her hipbone.

"You're not wearing panties."

"You're so observant," she said with a breathless laugh.

He enveloped her ass with his hands and lifted her up to his mouth. He wanted to plunge into her—his body strained with the effort to keep under control. "The first time we make love, I'm going to take my time. It's going to be frenzied, explosive, and shattering, but it's going to take forever. I'm going to spread you on my bed and keep you there for hours. Forever. But until thenÉ"

He raised her a bit more and kissed her feminine lips. 

Her arms flailed and a few more dishes fell off the edge of the table as she pushed up to meet his mouth. He nuzzled the crease between her legs with his nose, inhaling her scent deeply before dipping his tongue in and stroking up in one long move.

She hissed, her hips jerking. He did it again, and again, until she was writhing on the table, crying out incoherently. 

Knowing she needed more, he wrapped his mouth around her clit and sucked, increasing pressure gently until she thrashed against him. 

She screamed, her body spasming wildly. Her thighs closed around his head as she rode out the wave of pleasure. He kept it up until the ripples were subsiding into gentle shudders, and then he slowly increased the pressure again. 

She limply tried to push to him away. "I can't." 

"Just one more," he said hoarsely. He eased a finger into her drenched folds. 

She cried out, and he glided his thumb up to trace circles over that spot his mouth had sucked into sensitivity. He leaned over her, watching her. So beautiful. Her nipples were so engorged that they reminded him of plump raspberries. 

What went better with raspberries than chocolate? He dipped a finger into the chocolate mousse and carefully covered each entire aureole with it. 

Taking his hand, she licked the rest off his finger, with small flicks of her tongue that had him moaning. "I may have been hasty in deciding I didn't like chocolate."

"I could help you make up your mind." Holding her gaze, he lapped at the chocolate in long, leisurely strokes until her back was arching off the table.

He exerted more pressure on her clit, pushing deep into her at the same time. He felt her build up again, loving her whimpers of pleasure. 

He teased her. He bit and licked and sucked as his finger rubbed her into ecstasy. "Come for me," he whispered in her ear. 

"Yes. Oh yes." She caught his head to her chest and mewled before coming apart under his assault.

He brought her down slowly, gently easing his touches and leaving small, caressing kisses all over. 

It was pure hell. 

All he wanted was to drive his cock into her heat. But he gritted his teeth and breathed deeply, telling himself—and his engorged member—that this wasn't the place. There'd be plenty of time for that later. 

Like all their lives.



 
Chapter Twenty-one

 
 
Anna really didn't mean to do it. Freya's cell phone fell off the dresser—she couldn't help it that she accidentally swiped it when she picked it up and saw the string of texts from the other dude Connor.

They had a date Friday. Bah.

It was almost midnight, and her sister and Greg weren't back yet. That had to be a good sign, right? Because time was running out.

Today she'd gotten her admittance to Berkeley Law.

Meaning Greg had to convince Freya lawyers were okay, because Freya was not going to be happy otherwise.

She went into the living room and paced. Maybe she should do something about Connor. Freya must like him—she'd gone out with him several times.

She'd have to think about that.

Anna went to the window and looked out. No sign of Freya or Greg. 

Or Max.

She hadn't seen him since that time she'd kissed him. 

Anna rolled her eyes in ecstasy. That kiss had been divine. It hadn't even been a full-on, groping-hands kind of kiss and it'd still blown her mind.

But she couldn't kiss him again if he wasn't home. For a brief second she thought about finding out what restaurant he worked at and "happening by" for dinner. Only she wasn't the kind of girl who stalked a guy so desperately and, besides, it was probably a fancy restaurant. The only restaurant she could afford was McDonalds.

She should just go home. She had a project she needed to work on anyway. Damn painting class. She used to like art but not since she had to do it. 

To help her get through the night, she decided to stop at the coffee shop around the corner. Caffeine was her friend.

The cafŽ was hopping, and there was a line. She stood at the end and checked her text messages. She was almost up the register when she heard someone say her name.

She behind her and blinked. "Max?"

"Hello." He smiled at her. "I'd accuse you of following me but you got here first."

She swallowed nervously, feeling awkward in the bright lights of the cafŽ. "Maybe I'm just that clever."

He gazed at her steadily. "You feel shy."

It was a statement, and she wanted to deny it, but it was true. "It's a new feeling for me."

The line moved forward and Max nodded at the barista. "Let me buy you a drink."

She ordered her coffee and listened to him talk to the barista in lilting Spanish before she countered. "I thought you weren't interested in me. You said we'd never happen."

"You were convincing the last time we met. You made me reconsider my original stance."

The kiss. Her cheeks flushed.

"Sit." He pointed to two cozy high-backed chairs in the window. "I'll bring your drink."

She went and waited, laughing at herself when she thought she was so obedient. 

Max joined her and handed her a cup. She meant to say thank you, but what came out of her mouth instead was "I don't go around and kiss guys I don't know."

"Then why did you do it?" 

Good question. Off-kilter in a way she'd never felt before, she told the truth. "I had to."

Max studied her like she was a complex dish that he wanted to figure out. "Do you regret it?"

"Hell no." She worried her lip. "Do you?"

"I'm not sure what to think yet."

"I could change your mind."

"You already have." The corner of his mouth lifted. "You appear to be good at persuasive arguments."

She bit her lip, thinking about the acceptance packet in her bag. Could she tell Max? It wasn't like he hung out with Freya, and she was dying to tell someoneÉ She leaned forward. "Can you keep a secret?"

"Of course."

"Today I found out I got accepted in to law school."

"You'll make a great lawyer."

Something in her chest softened. "You think so?" she asked hesitantly.

He nodded. "It's obvious. You have that sort of intricate mind, and you love to talk."

"That doesn't sound like a compliment." 

"In your case, it is." Humor lit his eyes even behind his glasses. 

But even still, she could tell he was serious. "You're teasing me, but you really mean it, don't you?"

"I wouldn't say it if I didn't mean it. Don't you think you'll be a good lawyer?"

"It's what I'm meant to do, I think."

He smiled. "It's a special thing, finding your passion. But to go after it is even more impressive."

For some reason, tears rose up her gorge. Strange—she wasn't a crier. But he meant what he was saying and that touched her deep down.

He must have seen her struggle because he said, in a light tone, "Of course law would be it for you. You take such great pleasure in convincing someone over to your way of thinking."

She knew he was talking about himself. Hope overtook all other emotions. "Did it work?" 

"You're going to be a good lawyer." The corner of his mouth twitched as he stood. 

Even though he was leaving, she knew this wasn't goodbye. She could tell he'd see her again, and that lifted her in the same way her acceptance letter had.

Bending over her, he lifted her chin and brushed his lips to hers. Excitement flared inside her, and she smiled even as his mouth was still on hers. 

"Come over Friday night?" he asked her. 

"For dinner?" she asked eagerly, wanting to know if dessert would be included. Better not to push it though.

"Yes. At midnight, because I have to work." He traced a finger across her eyebrow and stepped back. 

She shivered, feeling that touch in all sorts of places all over her body. 

He smiled. "I'm happy you're so persuasive, Anna."

She watched him set his cup down. Waving at the barstia, he glanced at her one last time as her left.

Huddling in the chair, she blinked in shock. Max asked her out.

He was going to make her dinner.

In his home. 

"Oh. My. God." She took a sip of her coffee, dazed. "What do I wear?"



 
Chapter Twenty-two

 
 
Sighing, Freya stared at the contents of her closet. It didn't take a psychoanalyst to tell her that her clothing dilemma had nothing to do with her wardrobe and everything to do with a lack of desire to go out. Or, more specifically, her lack of desire to go out with Connor. 

She sighed again, pushing aside dress after dress. If she were seeing Greg this evening, she doubted that she'd be undressed minutes before he was due to arrive, wishing she could go out in pajamas. She would have had an outfit that screamed "rip me off with your bare teeth" picked out that morning.

She grabbed a purple top off a hanger. She'd wear this with a pair of jeans and boots. Done. 

This wasn't fair to Connor. She shook her head as she fastened her earrings. She hadn't been able to think of anything but Greg since that night at the gem exhibit. To call the evening mind blowing was like calling Chernobyl a mild mishap. 

It'd completely rocked her world. 

It was so beyond anything she had ever experienced that she didn't know what to think. 

Fact of the matter was that she'd never believed physical contact could be so absolutely shattering, and they hadn't even really done anything major when you looked at it—from a great distance. Sure, her dress came off, but the only thing either of them could be accused of was ingesting an excess of sugar. That and many illicit kisses. 

All over.

Well, he kissed her all over. She didn't get a chance to do anything interesting to him. She frowned, reaching for lipstick. And she'd wanted to. The thought of unbuttoning his pants and feeling him growing harder and harder gave her an anxious tingle between her legs. In the vault, she'd been just as turned on by him groaning as she licked her way down his chest as she had been with the first touch of his mouth to her private parts. She squirmed just thinking about it.

It was a revelation. She wasn't a stranger to an orgasm, but after the way Greg devastated her that night, her concept of an orgasm was totally redefined. It wasn't a gentle wave that rippled out in rolling crests—it was a cataclysmic surge that left her utterly wrecked. So wrecked that how she got dressed and back home was foggy. 

She did remember the goodnight kiss on their porch though. She bet Greg did too. 

She grinned as she swiped the color on her lips. Her plan with Greg worked. He'd totally inspired her. The day after, she'd had her head on her desk, daydreaming about the night before. Picturing Greg leaning over her body, her supine on the dinner table. And suddenly she knew exactly what her next mockup was going to be: two dark silhouettes sprawled across the top of the webpage, the masculine one on top, his hand in the shadowy depths between her thighs.

She squirmed again, thinking about the graphic she'd created. It rocked.

Why she and Greg hadn't gone all the way, she wasn't entirely certain. Yes, she remembered him saying the vault wasn't the place, that he wanted to savor her, but he'd had her naked and spread out. And then they came home—they could have picked up where they left off. Was that willpower, or did he change his mind?

She hadn't heard from him since.

She pouted.

No, he had fun. He wanted her—she could tell. If he didn't call her tomorrow, she'd call him.

That settled, she pulled her hair into a ponytail. She'd go out with Connor and have a blast. Tomorrow she'd talk to Greg and hopefully get inspired for one more mockup. 

The doorbell rang. Grabbing a jacket, she answered the door with a bright albeit somewhat contrived smile. "Hey there." 

Her smiled faded when she saw her sister standing next to Connor. "Anna, what are you doing here?"

"I have a date later. I thought I'd wait here. I ran into Connor on the porch." 

Freya narrowed her eyes. "What are you up to?"

"Why would I be up to anything?" Anna batted her lashes a few times before giving her a hug. Then she gave Connor a punch on the arm. "Break a leg tonight. See you around."

They watched as she ran up the stairs, two at a time.

Freya faced Connor. "Do I need to apologize for her?"

"Not at all. I like her." His voice flowed over her, deep and masculine. She waited for it to raise goose bumps on her skin like Greg's voice did, but all she felt was tepid warmth. He took her elbow and leaned in to kiss her, carefully brushing her lips so he wouldn't mess up her lipstick. "Ready?"

She tamped down a wave of disappointment. She didn't want a wimpy kiss. She wanted a man who'd shove her against the wall and really lay one on her. She wanted someone who'd make her forget every pair of lips that she had ever known before him.

Someone like Greg. 

Stifling a sigh, she said, "Let's go."

After wrestling her door locked, they set off. They had a pleasant drive over to the restaurant. Connor mostly kept up the conversation, but he was so entertaining that it wasn't long before Freya forgot her pique and began to enjoy his company. 

By the time they stepped into the restaurant, she was laughing along with him as he imitated the proper Bostonian accent of one of his more trying clients. She was so taken by his story that she didn't notice what restaurant they were in until they were in a booth, menu in hand.

"Buta Sushi Bar," she said with an inflection that could pass for either being impressed or extreme disbelief.

Connor looked pleased with himself. "I thought you'd be surprised." 

"Oh, I'm surprised all right." Of all the sushi joints in San Francisco he brought her to the one that she absolutely abhorred. She mentally made a face as she looked over the menu. Something had to be edible, right? "What made you pick this place?"

"I had a feeling you'd love this restaurant," he said enigmatically.

You felt wrong. She tried not to think about how Greg had impeccable taste in sushi. The restaurant he had taken her to was beyond compare. Going to McDonald's would be preferable to eating at Buta Sushi. 

She was being ungrateful. She was here for the company—she could always eat later. She'd order an avocado roll. They couldn't ruin an avocado roll, right? 

Once they ordered and settled back into conversation Freya managed to forget the restaurant enough to take pleasure in talking with Connor again. "So where are you off to next?" she asked. "Didn't you tell me you had to go out of town again?"

"Just L.A. on Monday. Hopefully I'll only be there for the day, but worst-case scenario I'll have to stay Tuesday also." He sat back and measured her with her narrowed eyes. "Are you one of those Northern Californians who frowns disapprovingly on L.A.?"

"Nope. I love the beaches. And how can you disparage any city where you can catch Hugh Jackman walking down the street?"

He raised his eyebrows. "Hugh Jackman?"

"Only one of the sexiest men alive today." At his bemused look, she clarified. "Wolverine, in X-Men?" When he didn't look any more clued in, her mouth dropped open. "You don't know Wolverine?"

He shook his head. "I never saw that movie."

"You missed out. It was great, and I'm not only saying that because he was half naked through most of the movie." 

"Are you saying that you'd watch a movie only to catch a glimpse of this man's bare skin?"

"Hell yeah. I don't think you understand the appeal of that body."

He folded his arms across his chest. "But if you had the choice wouldn't you rather see, say, me in the flesh rather than this actor?"

She mimicked his pose. "You or Hugh Jackman?" 

"Yes."

"You're kidding, right? Give me an actress you think is hot."

"Helen Mirren."

"Seriously?" She shook her head. "To each his own. Anyway, don't tell me you wouldn't drop everything and follow Helen Mirren if she suddenly turned up on your doorstep and told you she had to have you."

"I'd probably take her to high tea first." He grinned as the waitress set their orders in front of them. "Ah, saved by the food." 

Freya watched Connor attack his tuna roll with great enthusiasm, only to stop after several chews, his eyes wide with what she thought looked like stunned disgust. 

Exactly. Poking her avocado roll with her chopsticks, she asked, "How do you like it?" 

"It's unlike any sushi I've ever had," he replied diplomatically. 

"That's for sure." She poked the roll again, edging off a few grains of rice, which she practically inhaled so she wouldn't have to taste them. She hadn't known you could ruin sticky rice.

Connor scowled at a piece of sushi and then quickly shoved it in his mouth. After he managed to swallow, he gestured toward her plate. "Is your dinner okay?"

"It's fine," she assured him. "I'm just not hungry."

He looked down at his own plate, which was still half covered with offending maki. "I don't seem to be hungry anymore either. Shall we head out? It's early still. What do you say we catch a movie?"

She really just wanted to go home. She was hungry, and Connor would probably pick something artsy and boring. Also, frankly, Greg's presence was overshadowing their date, even more effectively than him actually being present. 

She wondered what he was doing. How had he spent his day? Where was he tonight? What was he wearing? Or not wearingÉ

Stop. She shook her head. "I think we should call it a night." Then because she felt bad for not having her complete attention on Connor, she impulsively added, "Though we could have a night cap at my place."

He brightened. "That sounds like an excellent idea."

"Take me home then." She pushed back from the table, trying not to list excuses to end the evening after one drink.

It turned out she didn't need an excuse. They walked upstairs to find Anna lounging on the couch, playing with her cell phone.

"Oh hey." Anna glanced up at them before returning her attention to the screen. "I didn't expect you back so quickly."

She'd never been so happy to see her little sister. She was tempted to go over there and give her a big kiss. But for Connor's sake, she frowned as she set her coat on a chair. "I thought you were going out on a date."

"Not till later." She tapped a few things and then closed her phone, giving them her full attention. "So how was your date, children?"

Freya rolled her eyes and turned to Connor. "I'm sorry."

He shook his head. "I understand all about family. I'll take a rain check."

Walking him out, she gave him a quiet kiss goodnight and locked up behind him. Sagging against the door, she breathed a sigh of relief. 

Then she ran upstairs again. "He's gone, now tell me what you're doing here. And are you wearing my sweater?"

"It's not too big, is it?" Anna stood up and modeled it. "I mean, I know it's a little big, because I'm not a giant like you, but it looks okay, right?"

Freya rolled her eyes. "Do you really have a date?"

"Yes," her sister all but yelled, hopping around. "And he asked me out!"

"As opposed to a monkey asking you out?"

"No, as opposed to me manipulating him into asking me out."

"Do you have to manipulate a lot of boys?" she asked with a frown. "Because that's not a good thing."

"Most boys I only go out with for a free meal. I'm actually excited about this one."

"Who is he?" 

Anna clammed up. "No one."

"He's not no one if you're so excited about him."

"He—"

The phone rang. 

They both stared at it.

"Are you going to answer it?" her sister asked. 

"I'd rather grill you." She walked across the room and picked it up. "Hello?"

"Are you busy?"

At the sound of Greg's low, sexy voice, a foolish grin spread across her face. She turned her back on Anna's avid gaze. "No."

"Good." There was no mistaking the masculine satisfaction behind that word. "Come see me."

A booty call. She bit her lip. She'd just had a date with another man. What did it say about her that she was contemplating hooking up with a different man right after? 

"Freya?" he prompted, and she knew there wasn't really a decision to make. She wanted him.

"I'll be right there." She hung up and started reaching for her coat before she realized she wouldn't need it. "Lock up on your way out."

"Where are you going?"

"To see no one." She shot Anna a mocking grin and ran downstairs.

Before she could so much as lift her hand to knock on Greg's door, he opened it. Wordlessly, she stepped inside into the entryway, fully intending to greet him with some sultry, come-hither salutation. 

But then she saw him and a flirty Hi seemed so vanilla, so she plastered herself against him, fastened her lips to his, and kissed him all the way down to his toes.

He pressed her into the wall behind them with his body. When her hands tried to work under his shirt, he took hold of them and pinned them next to her head.

This. This was right.

Excited, she hooked her leg around his and pulled him closer. As he thrust against her, they both groaned. He raised her arms higher so that he could grasp them in one hand, causing her back to arch. He ran his other hand down to palm her breasts. When he pinched her straining nipples she gasped. 

"More," he murmured, lifting his mouth from hers. He pushed both her shirt and bra up in one motion and latched onto a nipple, giving it a savage suck. 

She cried out, arching her back in silent supplication to him to take more.

He did. He took as much of her into his mouth as he could, sucking while he tongued her nipple. Slowly he pulled back until her nipple popped out of his mouth. He plied her other breast with the same delicious torture.

She was so caught up in the sensation of him devouring her breasts that she didn't notice he'd undone her pants and had begun working them down. "Off," he said.

Shimmying them down, she kicked them off and out of the way so she stood in her panties. Hungry for him, she slipped her hand out of his loose hold, gripped his hair, and brought his mouth to hers as she wrapped her legs around his waist.

Groaning, he gripped her butt. "If you keep that up I won't make it upstairs." 

"Okay."

He moved his hand down to finger the folds between her legs. His touch was light, and the cover of her thong created one more barrier she didn't want. She whimpered and squirmed, trying to bring herself some relief. "I need more."

He raised his head. His eyes glittered so dangerously blue that her heart sped up.
Holding her gaze, he slipped his fingers under the band of her underwear and tugged it down. She lowered her legs and let the underwear drop to the floor, stepping out of them. She unzipped his pants and reached in, gasping when her hand came into contact with silky flesh.

She raised her brows at him. "No underwear?" 

Shaking his head, he closed his eyes as her fingers gripped him firmly. He was hot, almost scalding.
She stroked up the long length of him, and when she got to the tip she massaged the slippery wetness she found there all over, rubbing her thumb up and down over the slit to encourage more moisture.

He buried a growl in her neck. "Condom. In my pocket."

Reaching in, she quickly tore it open and covered him. He didn't waste a moment before lifting her up and positioning himself against her. "Help me in." 

Yes. She reached between them and took him in her hand. Rubbing him against her, she moaned. Slowly she wriggled against him, sliding on and off him before lowering herself all the way onto him.

"God. Damn," he huffed. Supporting her with one arm, he pushed back her hair to see her face. "This is good."

She was breathing just as heavily, and her reply came out in a weak gasp. "Yes." 

"More?"

"Hell yes."

He moved slowly at first, a lingering slide in and out. But with each deep plunge in, his intensity increased. She held onto his hair and eagerly met each thrust, rocking against him. 

"Come," he commanded against her mouth as his hand snaked between them and pressed down on her clit. 

She threw back her head and screamed, dizzy with it. Greg followed almost instantly, roaring in satisfaction with one more deep lunge.

He lowered her to the floor, bending his knees to keep himself firmly inside her. His hand slid into her hair and massaged her scalp. "Does it hurt?" 

"What?"

"Where you hit your head on the wall, as you came."

"Is that why I saw stars?"

"No, that was all me."

She grinned. "Prove it."

"With pleasure," he said, backing her up toward the stairs.

They only stumbled once on the way to his bedroom, but since their mouths didn't come unglued neither of them really cared.



 
Chapter Twenty-three

 
 
It nearly killed her to wait until midnight. Anna tried reading, but she couldn't concentrate. Playing dress up with her sister's clothing didn't take that long because Freya was so much taller than her. It did yield a cashmere sweater she put on over her tank top. She hoped it'd inspire Max to pet her.

Next she used Freya's makeup to tart herself up. Then she wiped it all off and put on a more subtle face.

She wished she could talk with Greg and Freya, but she figured they were probably getting it on. Like she wasn't going to notice where her sister went. She rolled her eyes. She'd been watching from the window—not that she'd seen much, because they'd closed the door too quickly. 

She was daydreaming when she heard Max come home. She looked at the time. 11:40. She wanted to run down and hang out with him, but she realized he probably needed a little time to get ready.

Torture that it was, she managed to wait until 11:56 before she ran down.

Max answered the door barefoot, in jeans and a T-shirt, his hair wet and slicked back. He silently let her in. 

The nerves hit her suddenly. It was such a foreign feeling she had no idea what to do, so she ducked her head and took her jacket off. Setting it on a chair, she took a deep breath and turned to face Max. "I—"

He stepped up to her, cupped her face, and kissed her.

Sweet and sultry, slow but intense, his lips played over hers. She leaned into him, her knees weak, as her heart pounded.

He brushed her lips once more. "Good evening, Anna."

"Hi." His voice gave her chills, the good kind that made her want to rub herself all over him. 

"Are you hungry?" he asked as he ran his hands over her arms.

"I'm starved." Thank you, Freya, for the cashmere. 

"Come." Max took her hand and led her into the kitchen. He took her by the waist and lifted her onto the counter. He touched her face and then pulled out two wine glasses.

She watched with interest. "I get wine tonight?" 

"Yes." He opened a wine refrigerator she hadn't noticed the last time and inspected a few labels until he found one that pleased him. Expertly, he uncorked it and poured for them both.

"Why?" she asked as she accepted her wine.

"Because you aren't driving anywhere tonight." He watched her over the rim of his glass.

She blinked, caught off-guard. Then she smiled wide and raised her glass. "Salud then."

He smiled. "Salud." 

"I was so nervous before," she said, taking a sip. "I mean, this is such a different thing for me."

Max pulled out a pan. "How is it different?"

"I don't usually have guys cook for me." She wrinkled her nose. "I'm lying. That's not it at all."

"What is it then?" he asked, pausing to study her. 

"I don't usually like a guy as much as I like you." 

"That's honest."

"I probably shouldn't be so honest."

"Why do you say this?" he asked, pulling out a couple things from the fridge. 

She shrugged. "Honesty seems to scare most men off."

"I'm not most men."

"No, you aren't. I like that about you." She settled into her seat. "So how was your day, dear? Good day at work?"

He shot her an amused look as he began his magic on the stove. "It was too busy, but my kitchen help all showed up, so, yes, it was a good day."

He looked occupied, so she watched him cook as she nursed her drink. He looked so focused, it was mesmerizing. What would it be like to be the focus of that much intensity?

She was going to find out tonight.

She shivered, and then she sighed. "You really love to cook if you elect to do it after a long day."

"I love to cook." He nodded and adjusted a burner. "But tonight I cook only for you." 

"Because you want me to stay?"

"No, because I want you to be happy." He frowned at her. "You don't have to stay, you know. I would love it if you did, but it's your decision. And you should know, we won't have sex tonight."

"We won't?"

"No. Tonight we'll get to know each other. We'll drink wine and talk. I want to learn you, and then I'll hold you while you sleep. But no sex."

"What if I want it?"

"No." He shook his head firmly. 

"Why not?"

"Because this isn't to be rushed."

Her heart swelled. One day she'd look back and remember this moment, with her sitting on his counter and him standing over a sizzling pan. And she'd remember how this was the moment she was absolutely sure she was in love with him.

It was exciting.

And scary.

She felt vulnerable. She'd never let herself fall for anyone before. But Max was different. More than the sexual attraction, which was definitely there, Max wanted to uncover her. No one had ever cared about her like that.

She'd never wanted anyone to uncover her before. But she was willing to let him strip her layers all the way down to her gooey center.

She trusted him. 

But he didn't need to know she loved him—not yet. There was such a thing as too much honesty.So she focused on the moment. The aroma of whatever he was making filled the room, savory and mouth-watering. "It smells delicious."

"It's simple but you'll like this very much." He nodded confidently and tossed a dash of something into the sizzling pan. He got two plates down from the cupboard and served the food. "Come."

Grabbing the glasses and the wine bottle, she followed him to the dining room. Instead of turning on the chandelier overhead he lit several candles around the room, enveloping them in a warm glow. He nodded to a chair. "Sit. Eat."

She sat and dug in, happy when he scooted his seat closer to hers. The first bite didn't register but she gasped with the second. When she finished chewing, she said, "This steak is amazing."

Max nodded, drinking slowly as he watched her, a smile on his lips.

Anna tried not to eat like a pig but she couldn't help it. The steak melted in her mouth, and the sauce tasted rich, and the vegetables were buttery but crisp. She practically inhaled her food and then eyed his.

He pushed his plate over without a word.

"Are you sure?" she asked, already cutting into the meat.

"This is better for me, watching you enjoy it so much."

"It's frickin' delicious." On impulse, she grabbed his shirt and pulled him close for a smacking kiss. "Thank you."

He brushed her face with the back on his hand. "So tell me about your day, Anna."

She stilled, remembering. She picked up her glass and gulped a mouthful of wine. 

The corner of his mouth kicked up. "That bad?"

"No, that good." Taking a deep breath, she spilled it. "I found out I was accepted into law school today."

His smile grew slowly, wide and proud. "Congratulations."

She nodded glumly. "Thanks." 

Confusion overrode his delight. "You don't want to go to law school?"

"I do. I do a lot." She drooped in her seat. "My sister isn't going to like it."

"You haven't told her."

"No. She hates lawyers." She shuddered, pushing the plate away. "I'm hoping she'll hook up with Greg, who's a lawyer, by the way, and that'll soften her up."

Max studied her. "You love your sister."

"So much."

"Then tell her. You wouldn't love someone who wasn't worthy of it. She'll understand it's important to you."

Anna shook her head. "You don't understand. Our parents died and the lawyers took all our money. I'm only in college because Freya gave up everything to put me through school."

"It doesn't seem as though she suffered."

She stared at him.

He shrugged. "She lives here, she seems happy, and she can pay for your school? She's very successful. And if she loves you, she'll want you to be happy."

"Not if it means law school."

"Yes, even then, if you tell her how much you want it." He touched her face, his gaze solemn. "She won't want to see you unhappy. I barely know you, and I wouldn't be able to bear it. I can only imagine what it'd do to her."

She worried her lip. "You think so?"

"Yes, I definitely wouldn't be able to bear your sadness."

Bursting out in laughter, she pushed his shoulder. Then she pulled him close and kissed him. Only it wasn't close enough, so she straddled his lap and wrapped herself around him.

Heaven. 

She wiggled closer, weaving her fingers into his hair. She sighed as he kneaded her back, holding her close.

"Delicious," he murmured against her mouth. "Come into the living room with me, Anna? Tell me why law, and I'll tell you how my mama taught me about food."

"Yes," she said, to all of it.



 
Chapter Twenty-four

 
 
Freya ran her hands down Greg's rib cage, her thumbs pressing into his corrugated abs. "You have the most magnificent chest I've ever seen."

Eyes still closed, luxuriating in the lazy Sunday morning, he smiled. "You've seen a lot of chests?"

"Ever been to Dolores Park on a sunny day?" She ran a finger over the thin line that arrowed down to what she was coming to believe was constant hardness. 

He sighed in pleasure, letting her explore. 

"How did you get this?" She traced the tan line at his waist. 

"Running." 

"You run without a shirt on?"

"Sometimes."

"Nice visual."

"Is it inspiring?" He reached around her waist and rolled her on top of him. His hands slid up her back, holding her close and nuzzling her neck. 

"You're inspiring." She hummed contentedly and slipped a leg between his to get closer. 

Which was crazy—she should have been over it by now. She'd been here with him since Friday night and they'd hardly left the bedroom.

She might have been able to convince herself that it was for research—for the good of her career and her muse—but at some point she'd completely forgotten about her muse, the redesign, and using Greg. The only thing on her mind was him. His scent, his taste, the sound of his voice. 

The buoyant feel of happiness just lying with him and listening to him talk to her.

Disconcerting, that. She wasn't sure what to make of it, so whenever she started to get worried she pushed the thoughts away. She'd deal with the fallout later—after her meeting with Charles and Sin City.

One week away.

For now, she was going to enjoy this. All of it—the intimacy and sexual. Good thing it was Sunday and she didn't have to go to work.

Sunday!

She checked the digital clock on the nightstand. "Aw hell." 

Greg looked to see what had upset her. "What is it?"

"I'm supposed to have brunch with Eve in exactly—" she glanced at the clock again —"twenty-four minutes." She slid off his body to the floor. On her knees, she gathered her clothes. 

Greg rolled onto his side and propped himself up on one elbow. "I like this view."

She searched under the bed. "Have you seen my underwear?"

"Yes, definitely. The sight of you in the black and pink pair it is permanently engraved in my mind."

"No, I mean do you know where they are? I'm sure you tossed them right here." 

"I added them to my collection when you were asleep."

Rolling her eyes, she got up. Forget the panties—she'd find them later. She yanked her clothes on and, pushing her hair over a shoulder, leaned down to softly kiss his face. "Are you busy later?"

He tangled his hand into her hair. "Yes."

Her stomach sank in disappointment and she felt her lips pout of their own accord. "You are?" she asked, trying to sound casual.

He pulled her down and kissed her. "I'm having dinner with this hot redhead I know. She's tall and sexy and has the most intriguing little mole on the inside of her right thigh."

"I do not." 

"You should check. Right now."

She laughed and quickly kissed him again. "I see your ploy, to get me undressed again. Try it again later." 

Hopping off the bed, she hurried out, grabbing her coat and purse. She added her shoes to the pile under her arm, not bothering to put them on since she was going to just take them off again when she got into her flat. 

On the porch, she juggled her stuff around so she could get to her keys in her purse, and then rejuggled everything so she could unlock the door. She jiggled the key in the lock, but she didn't have an extra hand to pull on it at the same time—a key step in opening her arthritic door. She cursed under her breath and tried to reach the doorknob with her shoe-holding hand.

"Need help?" Eve said, coming up the porch steps.

"Thank God!" Freya thrust her belongings at her. "Aren't you early?"

"I was hungry."

"Come in. I have to take a shower, but I'll be quick." She dashed up the stairs ahead of Eve and ran into the bathroom. She turned the shower on, stripped, and stepped into the hot stream.

It felt wonderful. Her muscles were sex sore—they hadn't been so worked out in, well, ever. She would have given anything for a long bath. Maybe later. Perhaps she could even convince Greg to scrub her back.

Wrapping a towel around her hair and another around her body, she quickly dressed and, taking her shoes, went into the living room.

"That was quick," Eve said, looking up from a magazine.

"I didn't want to keep you waiting. Besides, I'm starving too." She twisted her still sopping hair onto her head and secured it with a pencil that was lying on her coffee table.

"Come on then." She stood, dropping the magazine on the table. "You can tell me why you were sneaking into your flat half-dressed over our first mimosa."

Freya couldn't stop the grin that spread ear-to-ear. "It's a good story."

"I bet. Does it have visuals?" 

"It will," she said, thinking about the mockups she'd put together so far. She had an idea for one more, and then she should be set.

"Oh boy." Eve rubbed her hands together. "Elite CafŽ?"

"Let's go." 

Eve waited until they were seated and had their drinks ordered to before she crossed her arms and said, "Okay, I want details. Many, many details. Who were you with?"

"You won't believe it." 

"Your hot upstairs neighbor," Eve said instantly. "I knew it. Of course it didn't take a genius to figure it out, not after seeing you guys cavorting on the floor in your office. So how was it?"

Freya couldn't help it—another big grin split her face. 

Eve's eyes widened. She sat back and whistled. "That good, huh?"

"Better." 

The waiter returned with their drinks.

"Good." Eve took a big sip. "Okay, I'm ready for the whole story. Start with the part where you realized he was hot and wanted to jump him."

"Actually, we struck a deal. I'm using him to get my muse back, and he's trying to convince me that I should stay with him."

"Is he luring your muse back?"

"Better than anything else I've tried."

"Sex does that for you." Eve gave her an enquiring look. "Assuming the sex is good." 

"Let me put it this way, Greg surpasses Coit Tower in phallic status, and if there had been an earthquake anytime while I was with him, I wouldn't have known the difference, he rocked my world so hard."

"Wow. Does he have a brother?"

"Sorry." She took a sip of her mimosa, thinking. "He's not how I thought he'd be."

"I think you actually like him." She leaned in and whispered, "I think maybe you're even in love with him."

"No." Freya shook her head vehemently. "He's a lawyer."

"He's a lawyer you're sleeping with," Eve pointed out. "The fact that he's gotten that far is telling, don't you think?"

"What? Are you saying next it's wedding bells and the pitter-patter of little feet?" At her friend's raised brow, Freya shook her head again. "No way. We're just doing it to help me get my sexy back for Sin City. That's all this is."

"So you're saying after next week when you present your designs, you're going to break it off with him."

That stopped her cold. She hadn't thought about not going out with him any longer.

Eve smiled knowingly. "I rest my case."

"There's no case here," she said, adamant. "I just haven't thought that far ahead. I still have a week and one more design to finish."

"Well, you better think about it, because your week will be up sooner than you think, and then you'll need to decide what to do. You don't want to lead him on."

She sat straight up. "I've been honest and upfront with him."

"I'm not saying you haven't been, but you can't deny that if you keep having sex with him after your deadline he's going to think that you're in it for him." Eve regarded her steadily, tucking her hair behind her ear. "And you just said you aren't."

"I'm not." But she heard the doubt in her own voice. 



 
Chapter Twenty-five

 
 
Anna rang Max's doorbell and peered into his apartment again. Dark. He obviously wasn't home.

Bouncing to keep warm, she checked the time. She was supposed to meet him at eight, and it was just a little before. He was probably held up at the restaurant. She'd just have to be patient.

Hard, because she couldn't wait to see him.

She grinned wide, thinking about their last date. It'd been so different than she'd expected. She had spent the night, but they'd stayed in the living room, lying on the floor and talking late into the night. He'd built a fire, and they'd cuddled and kissed—a lot. And then they'd fallen asleep in a nest of blankets they'd made. 

It'd been the best night ever.

She hadn't seen him since, because of their schedules, but they'd talked every day.

Tonight they were actually going out. Dinner at his friend's restaurant and then dancing. She'd borrowed a dress from one of her girlfriends, a short red thing with a flirty skirt that floated when she twirled. He wouldn't be able to keep his hands off her.

Not that she thought they were going to get freaky. Just the opposite, in fact. He'd made it clear that they weren't going to have sex until they knew each other, because sex was easy and he liked her. She was down for it, but that didn't mean she had to make it easy for him.

Laughing, she pirouetted, stopping abruptly when she saw someone come up the steps. Connor.

Her lip curled with distaste. She didn't know what Freya saw in him. A blind person could see Greg Cavanaugh was ten times the man Connor was, and she didn't think that just because she wanted Freya to be okay with her going to law school.

She winced. She already sent in her acceptance papers for Boalt but she hadn't told Freya. Max had said Freya would be proud, but he didn't know her sister.

But Anna knew her sister, which gave her an edge.

Pasting a pleasant smile on her face, she greeted Connor. "Hey there! Date with Freya tonight?"

"Yes." He looked questioningly at the door. "Isn't she home?"

"I'm sure she is. I'm waiting for a friend." She pointed to Max's door. "It's great that you and Freya are hitting it off."

"I like her," he said brightly.

"And she likes you," Anna said, trying not to gag. "And she's not getting any younger. If she wants to get going on the whole family thing, she needs to get going. She's just so picky about men, you know?"

He nodded though she could see he didn't know. "She wants children?"

"Totally. Do you?"

"Yes."

"You should make sure she knows. She wants a busload of children. Her own football team." How many people were on a football team anyway? Anna mentally shrugged and went with it. "She's always seen herself as an earth mother." 

"Really?"

"Can't you totally see it?" she asked with wide eyes. "Anyway, she was telling me her biological clock was set to detonate."

"She's still pretty young."

"I hear it happens that way sometimes. She worries a lot too. She goes through life with a lot of what ifs. Like what if her hips are too narrow for childbirth?" Anna sighed dramatically and held her palms out. "What can you do?"

Connor said nothing. He had a peculiar expression on his face.

Did she go too far? She reined it back in. "Maybe I shouldn't have said all that. You won't tell Freya I gave you that insight into her, will you? She'd kill me."

"Of course I won't," he assured her. 

"Thanks." She sighed with exaggerated relief, putting her hand on his arm. "I'm so relieved."

Hearing footsteps up the porch steps, she looked around Connor and smiled genuinely when she saw Max. "There you are."

He didn't look as pleased to see her. In fact, he looked kind of pissed. He glanced at Connor, at her hand on Connor's arm, and cocked his brow.

Anna rolled her eyes. "This is my sister's date, Connor."

"Nice to meet you," Max said as the men shook. Then he unlocked his door and motioned her in. 

She blinked in confusion. "Aren't we going out?"

"In a moment."

Oh, he wanted to kiss her first, away from Connor's prying eyes. Grinning, she waved to Connor and went in after Max.

The second the door closed, he faced her, arms crossed. "What was that about?"

"I was just talking to Connor." She put her hand on his. "There's no reason to be jealous."

"I'm not jealous. What I want to know is why you were telling him all those ridiculous things about your sister?"

Blinking, she stepped back. "You heard?"

"Yes."

"It wasn't that big a deal."

"You were lying."

"How could you tell?"

"You get a devious look in your eyes." 

"Interesting." She needed to fix that if she was going to be a lawyer—she couldn't go around showing her hand. Maybe she should practice in the mirror. 

"I doubt your sister would appreciate you meddling in her life."

"I'm not—" She sighed at the eyebrow he arched. "Okay, maybe I am meddling, but it's for a good reason."

"There's never a good reason to meddle."

She frowned. "You're really pissed."

"I am. That was beneath you. You wouldn't like it if your sister interfered in your life. Why doesn't she deserve the same consideration?"

"She deserves everything, that's why I did that." Anna waved a hand toward the porch. "He isn't right for her."

"That's for her to decide, isn't it?" Then out of nowhere, Max said, "Did you tell her about law school?"

That clammed her up. She crossed her arms.

He shook his head. "Anna, you need to tell her."

"Now who's meddling?" She headed for the door.

"Where are you going?"

"Home."

Catching her arm, Max turned her around. He studied her face, and then placed a soft kiss on her unresponsive lips. "We'll talk tomorrow then."

She nodded stiffly and walked out. Fortunately, Connor wasn't on the stoop any longer. Good thing, because she might have been tempted to kick him.

Not that any of this was Connor's fault. She sighed as she headed to her car. Max was right. She paused, wondering if she should go back and tell him.

He would just want her to tell Freya, and that was something she wasn't ready to do yet. She could see the cold expression her sister would get on her face—the same expression she'd had the day their house had been taken away.

Not yet, but soon. She'd talk with Greg first and see what kind of progress he was making, and then maybe.

Her dress got caught in the car door. She pulled it out, cursing when she saw the oil stain on it. If that didn't sum up the night, she didn't know what would.



 
Chapter Twenty-six 

 
 
"Hello gorgeous," Connor greeted her when she opened the door.

"Hello yourself." Freya smiled, genuinely happy to see him. She was surprised to realize that she'd actually missed him in the week since she last saw him. "Come in for a moment. We can have a drink before we go to dinner."

"That'd be great." 

"I can offer you a delicious red wine or the gin drink of your choice." She slanted a beguiling look over her shoulder as they went upstairs. "I make a mean martini."

"With two olives?" he flirted back at her.

"Three if you're good."

"How could I turn down an offer like that?" He took off his coat, tossing it on one of the chairs in the living room and followed her into the kitchen.

"Have a seat while I mix the drinks." She pulled down a couple martini glasses from her cabinet and got out the small shaker she kept prepared in the freezer along with some ice. "You know, it's really great seeing you."

"It's been too long since the last time. I was beginning to think you might be angry at me."

"No, I've just been busy." She felt a pang of guilt, and then a niggling of betrayal. Only she wasn't sure who she was betraying—Connor or Greg. 

It wasn't like either one had a claim on her. She hadn't signed any exclusivity clause. Her personal life was her own. She could do what she damn well pleased. 

The million dollar question was why she feeling bad. She hadn't lied to either one—not when she'd told Greg that she had plans tonight and not when she told Connor she'd been busy the past week. 

Get a grip. She poured the drinks into the glasses and dropped three skewered olives in each. "Your martini, sir," she drawled as she handed Connor his.

He took his glass and tapped it to hers. "To the most beautiful and accomplished woman in the city."

"I'll certainly drink to that." She took a sip of her drink and looked up, startled, when Connor took her glass away.

He set both their drinks down on the kitchen table and faced her. Placing his hands on her hips, he loosely held her. "I missed you," he said as his eyelids lowered and he pressed his lips to hers.

Closing her eyes, she let herself settle into the kiss. It was warm and comforting. She tried to make it more but, no matter what she did, it stayed at that same level of friendly comfort. There wasn't even a hint of the sizzle that just thinking about kissing Greg caused. 

Connor deepened the kiss with a low groan, and she held on and went along for the ride. It was like eating Dreyer's lowfat vanilla ice cream when your favorite was Haagen Dazs dulce de leche. Pleasant but not nearly as satisfying. 

She became conscious of stirring in his nether regions. Not wanting to go there—literally or figuratively—she broke off their kiss, discreetly putting space between them. "Let's take our drinks into the living room."

His smile held some emotion she didn't want to deal with so she ignored it, picked up her drink, and sat on one end of her large couch. After getting herself settled into the corner with her legs tucked under her, she took another sip and asked, "So what were you up to this last week? Did you go on any trips?"

He shook his head. Sitting down at the other end of the couch, thankfully not any closer to her, he replied, "No trips this week, oddly enough. I don't feel quite right if I don't have to run off somewhere. I did spend some time with my nieces and nephews though. My sisters dropped them off at my place so they could have a girls' day out."

"That was nice of you. How many are there?"

"I have three nieces and two nephews ranging from ten down to two years old."

"A handful."

"And then some. But I love them." He looked at her peculiarly. "Do you like kids?"

"Love them. Unfortunately, I can't indulge in them like you can. My sister is still is college, and Eve, my best friend, hasn't gotten with the program yet. I keep hassling her to make me an aunt." 

"Don't you want any for yourself?"

"Sure," she said with a wave of her hand, "but I'm a firm believer in doing things the natural way, and you need to have a partner in order to get any results."

"I think you'd make a great mother."

"Uh, thanks." 

"You're the type of woman who should have at least half a dozen."

"Really." She shifted uncomfortably. Okay, was the conversation getting weird or was it just her? Kids were great, and, yes, she wanted them—some day—but half a dozen?

"Yes." Connor nodded earnestly. "You have an earth mother look about you."

What did that mean? Didn't he know women would rather be told they looked like supermodels, not earth mothers? He had two sisters, for God's sake. Didn't they educate him?

When she didn't say anything—what was there to say?—he continued. "I'd like to have kids too. The sooner the better." He pierced her with a gaze she refused to interpret. "I guess I feel my biological clock ticking." 

She looked around. Where did the real Connor go? This man sitting across from her was not the same man she had gotten to know. Earth mothers and biological clocks? Was she in an episode of the Twilight Zone? Was it invasion of the body snatchers?

Apparently her silence gave him no clue that he was on the wrong track, because he kept going. "You would look so beautiful pregnant." 

She gaped at him. Was she mistaken or was he suddenly sounding like he was looking for a broodmare? "Look, Connor—"

"You have ideal birthing hips too. You'll have an easy time, um, having them," he added with almost a grimace.

"That's it." She whirled off the couch and stood up, her hands clenched on her hips. She couldn't help scowling at him in anger. After all, didn't he just tell her she had wide hips that were perfect for popping babies? "What the hell is all this crap about?"

He looked bewildered. "I'm not sure what you mean."

"This, this"—she waved her hands—"nonsense about my hips and me being an earth mother. I thought you liked me for who I am."

If anything, Connor looked even more confused. "I do!" 

"It doesn't sound that way." She set down her drink before she was tempted to throw it in his face. "It sounds like all you were after was a faceless body to hatch children for you." 

"No." He jumped to his feet and reached out to her with open hands. "No, of course not. You're so much more than that. I just thought you should know that I want a family too. The timing isn't an issue. In fact, I would prefer sooner as opposed to later." 

"Well, maybe you should—"

"And I'm okay with a big one," he interrupted her. "I was thinking more in terms of three children, but I'm open to negotiation." 

She couldn't believe her ears. "Who are you negotiating with?"

"You." He blinked like an owl.

"Did I say I wanted to go into negotiation?" she asked shrilly. "Because I don't remember ever saying that my biological clock was set to self destruct." 

"Um, well..." His eyes refused to meet hers. "I can explain all of this." 

"You have two minutes."

He exhaled loudly. "I like you, Freya, more than anyone I've met in a long time. I suppose that I'm guilty of wanting our relationship to work. I thought if I could show you that I care by taking you to restaurants that you love, by wanting the same things that you want, that it would help us get closer, and maybe lead us to more."

"Wait a minute. Are you saying you said all that bullshit because you thought I wanted to hear it?"

He nodded. "I thought if you knew that I was on the same page, then maybe—"

"Maybe I'd like you more?" she finished for him incredulously.

"I guess that could be it," he agreed reluctantly.

"But what would give you the idea that I wanted children so badly? I've never brought up the subject." 

"I can't say where I heard that," he said carefully.

She studied him, wondering what that meant. It sounded like he was saying he got it from a source. But what source? They didn't know the same people.

Besides, who'd want to sabotage Connor?

A dark suspicion began to form in the back of her mind. There was only person with a huge vested interest in her personal life. Eyes narrowed, she looked up at the roof. He wouldn't.

"I'm really sorry, Freya." 

She returned her attention to Connor, who looked miserable standing before her. He never stood a chance against Greg's conniving. Greg was devious by nature—he was a lawyer, after all. Once Greg wrapped Connor in his web, Connor was pretty much toast. "I understand, but under the circumstances we should postpone our date."

"Postpone?" Hope lit his face. "Does that mean you're still willing to see me?" 

"I don't know. I have to think about it." She looked him in the eye. "I'm disappointed this happened, but you're not the one I'm really angry with. As soon as you leave, I'm going to have a little talk with your informant."

"Don't be too harsh." He picked up his coat. "Love makes us do crazy things."

"Right," she said with a caustic arching of her brows. "I'll walk you out."

Connor kissed her delicately on her cheek and said he'd call her in the morning. She barely managed to nod and smile before she pushed him on his way. 

Before she confronted Greg she needed to get herself together. Her mind was a jumble of thoughts butting against each other. She doubted she'd make any sense in the state she was in, and she had to be coherent when she went up against him. If she didn't have her arguments defined, he'd just turn her words around to suit his purposes. 

That wasn't even taking into account the hold he had over her body. One kiss and she'd break.

Which meant she had to fortify herself. 

How? She shook her head and trudged back upstairs. She had no idea.

Pacing her living room, she tried to give Greg the benefit of the doubt, but Connor got the information from somewhere. Who other than Greg? He'd said he'd do anything to make her his. At the time that had seemed sweet, but now it made her want to gag.

By giving Connor false information about her likes and dislikes he ensured that she'd be reluctant to go out with Connor. It was working too. How much longer would she have been willing to endure one restaurant she hated after another before she stopped seeing him? 

How could he do something like this? She rubbed her forehead, trying to figure it out, but all she could come up with was that it was all a game to him. 

She growled, picking up a pillow and hurling it across the room. God, she was so na•ve. Not only was she na•ve, but she was an idiot. Only an idiot would fall in love with someone who was so unscrupulous and still want him. 



 
Chapter Twenty-seven

 
 
It was the first time all week that Freya wasn't going to be spending the evening with him.

Greg didn't like it at all.

It wasn't that she just wasn't going to be with him. She was her own person—he understood that she had friends to see and obligations to meet. It was one thing if she was not going to be with him because of work or one of her classes. 

But tonight she was going out with Connor.

He looked at the text Anna had sent him and felt powerless. He wanted to disrupt their date, but he couldn't. It was wrong, no matter what Anna thought. He'd told her to stay out of it but who knew what she'd do.

The little brat. She knew telling him about Connor would drive him insane. 

He needed to do something physical. A run, to be exact.

Going into his bedroom, he changed into a pair of Nike shorts and an old tee shirt. He went through his stretching routine and set out. 

It was the perfect kind of evening for a run. The fog was rolling in, leaving the air misty and cool. 

He hoped Freya was warm enough. He pictured Connor offering to heat her up and growled, making a woman on the sidewalk startle. He waved in apology and ran faster.

He needed to get a grip. 

Anna wanted him to make a move, but now wasn't the right time. He wanted to wait a while longer, to woo Freya a little more before he tried to stake a claim, even if her deadline was in less than a week. Anna may doubt him, but he was pretty certain that Freya wasn't going to just cut him off after she made her deadline.

Freya was falling in love with him.

Not to be immodest or boastful. It was just a fact. He could see it in her lovely amber eyes when she looked at him.

It was justified, because he was so completely in love with her. 

Every male hormone in his body clambered to put his mark on her. To put a big diamond on her finger that told everyone she was his.

He exhaled and ran harder. 

He'd had to fight that instinct all week. It was too soon. He needed just a little more time, for her deadline to pass so she realized that she was with him because she wanted to be. 

After he returned home, he hopped in the shower. He'd just dressed when someone banged on his door.

Freya? He jogged down the stairs, the pleasure of seeing her lifting his mood.

He opened the door to find Jade impatiently tapping her toes. "Oh, it's you."

"You always make me feel so welcome." She pushed past him. "I'm hungry. Feed me."

Shaking his head, he followed her into the kitchen. "You know you're getting a sandwich."

"If I wanted filet mignon I would have gone to Gary Danko." She perched primly on a stool and toed her shoes off. "Oh thank God. My feet are killing me. It was a long day."

"And a longer evening." He opened the fridge and began taking out everything he'd need. 

"You're in a sour mood. Is there trouble in paradise?"

He frowned as he assembled the sandwiches. "She's out with another guy tonight."

"Ah, that explains it. Do you know what you need?" 

"What, Dr. Jade?"

"I have no idea." She shrugged. "I was hoping my question would help you figure that out."

"Don't quit your day job." He set her sandwich in front of her. "You want chips too? I have salt and vinegar."

"Like I would turn down salt and vinegar chips." She took a bite and moaned. Around the mouthful of food, she said, "You may not be able to cook, but you've got the art of the sandwich down pat."

"Freya was appalled at my lack of culinary ability so she decided to teach me how to cook something."

Jade snorted. "How much of a disaster was it?"

He grinned, thinking about the mess. His smile faded as he got aroused all over again when he remembered how she stood pressed behind him, looking around his shoulder so she could measure his progress. He couldn't concentrate on her words because he'd been so distracted wondering if she was wearing a bra. 

She hadn't been. 

Needless to say, they didn't finish their lesson in cooking. They ended up ordering take-out. Much later.

"Jesus, Cavanaugh, I'm like your sister. You aren't supposed to have X-rated thoughts in my presence," Jade said, taking another bite. 

"That obvious?"

She rolled her eyes. 

"I like Freya." Understatement of the year.

"You love her," Jade corrected. "All that remains to be seen is what you're going to do about it."

"I know what I'm going to do about it." He frowned at the food. "Freya's the variable I have no control over."

Jade laughed. "Who ever thought Greg Casanova Cavanaugh would get his panties all twisted by a woman? But you know what, if she wasn't making you fight for it you would have gotten bored with her."

"Being bored with Freya is impossible."

"Exactly." Jade's usual sarcastic edge softened, and she touched his hand. "She's perfect for you. I'm happy you found her."

He nodded. "She is perfect for me."

She patted his hand. "So don't fuck it up."

Watching her devour the rest of her sandwich, he grinned. "You have such a sweet nature."

"Bite me."

"The prosecution rests, your honor."



 
Chapter Twenty-eight

 
 
It'd been three hours since Connor had left. Freya should have calmed down by now. She'd taken a bath, she'd put on comfy pajamas. But she was still fuming.

Hearing the heels clack overhead wasn't helping any.

She glared at the ceiling. Logically she knew she had no reason to be angry that he had a woman up there, but logic wasn't the thing that was driving her right now.

What was driving her? Fury. Indignation. 

Hurt.

Underneath it all, there was a smidgeon of love and longing, and that really pissed her off. 

Clack clack clack.

That was it. She needed to tell Cavanaugh what a jerk he was to his face. She stalked down the stairs, out her front door, and banged on Greg's. 

He opened the door, smiling as though seeing her were an unexpected treat. "Freya."

All the effort she put into composing herself flew out the window when she saw that smile. "You jerk!" she growled at him. 

She threw herself against him, propelling them onto the floor, and actually managed to pummel him for two seconds before he recovered from his shock and grabbed her wrists. She strained in his hold, trying to twist and kick her way out, but, to her dismay, he reversed their position so he was on top and subdued her flailing limbs with the weight of his body. 

She didn't want to think about his body pressing down on her, but it was damn hard. Literally. Their tussle, or something, had gotten him worked up and she could feel the beginnings of a major hard-on pushing into the vee of her legs. 

"Let me go," she said through gritted teeth.

"Not until you tell me what's going on."

Someone cleared her throat.

They both looked to the stairs.

His friend Jade stared down at them, an intensely curious expression on her face. "If you guys are going to get it on, I should probably go."

"Yes." Cavanaugh nodded. "Now."

"I love you too, darling." She took her time sauntering down the rest of the steps in her high heels and tight skirt. She cocked her eyebrow at them. "Play nicely, children."

Freya waited until Jade left before she tried to hit Greg again.

"Hey." He firmed his slackened grip. "Will you tell me what's going on?"

She stopped struggling, conscious that it was futile with his weight pinning her down, and tried to ignore the usual zinging that being pressed against him caused. 

She glared at him, shooting daggers at him with her eyes. "Get off me."

He shook his head. "Not unless you promise to calm down."

"I am calm."

"Right," he retorted sarcastically. "Promise me you won't hit me."

She considered that. "Ever?" 

The corners of his mouth kicked up. "Just tonight."

She glanced at his lips for a moment before she averted her gaze. She had to get him off her before he could beguile her with his charm. She tried prying her wrists free so she could jab him once more before she promised, but he seemed to know what she was thinking. Grudgingly, she acquiesced. "I promise."

Slowly, he let her go and rolled off her. She breathed a sigh of relief and got up. Watching her warily, he followed her to his feet. 

"I promised I wouldn't hit you again," she bit out, feeling insulted by his mistrusting look. With her head held high and her anger clutched closely to her chest, she stomped up the stairs ahead of him.

She didn't know what to do with herself when she got to the top so she began to pace again. 

"Are you going to tell me what's wrong, or would you prefer to be left alone to wear a groove in the hardwood floor?"

Stopping she met his undecipherable expression with a glare. She clenched her fists on her hips and pointed a finger at him. "You scum sucking parasite."

He strode into the living room and faced her. "That's better than the cold treatment. Now why don't you tell me what's going on so we can get past this and get on to the kissing and making up?"

"There will be no kissing!" she shrieked. "Not now, not ever!"

"Why not?"

"Why not?" She gaped at him. "Why not? Because I will no longer play your games. I am not a toy."

"Kissing you is not a game," he stated firmly.

"Right, but everything else was."

"Why don't you just tell me what's wrong."

She tilted her head to one side as if she had an idle question. "Do you think I have good birthing hips?"

His frown deepened. "You have perfect hips, but when I think of them, birthing isn't what comes to mind. Why would I think that?" he asked with a hint of suspicion.

She glared at him. "Connor thinks I do."

"Connor?" Realization dawned in his eyes.

And her heart cracked. She shored it up with anger—she'd deal with it after. "Yes, the man who I've been dating for the past few weeks. You know, the one you've been coaching."

He took a step toward her. "Listen, Freya, there's an explanation for—"

She held out her hand. "Just tell me this. Did you give Connor misleading information about me or not?"

"I—"

"I just want the truth."

He raked a hand through his hair. "It's not that cut and dried." 

"Yes, actually it is." She picked up a paperback that happened to be on a small table close to her and chucked it at him. "I think you're a bastard!"

"Hey!" He ducked the flying book. "I thought you promised no violence."

"I promised not to hit. I never said anything about throwing."

In a blink of an eye he was standing next to her, clasping her arms. To keep her from throwing anything else, she supposed. 

Getting in her face so she had no choice but to look him in the eye, he said, "It's not my fault." 

"Yeah, you masterminded it so it'd be Connor's fault."

He shook his head. "This isn't what you think. Let me explain."

"I don't need an explanation. I understand the situation perfectly." She struggled to loosen his grip on her so she could step back. The warm scent of him was seriously incapacitating. "I was a challenge you decided to undertake, and by making all the other guys I was dating look bad, you made yourself look so good that I couldn't help but fall in—" she choked on the word and, vowing she wouldn't give him that satisfaction, continued to say—"into bed with you."

"That's not true," he said firmly.

"Right." Jerking herself out of his grip, she began to pace again. "I can't believe I fell for it. At least I got some mediocre sex out of all this."

He grabbed her arm and twirled her around. She felt a surge of satisfaction that she finally touched on a sore spot. Now he looked as pissed off as she felt. 

"This"—with his hand he motioned between them—"was not only about sex, which was pretty damn amazing, and you know it. You wanted me as much as I wanted you. You're just too stubborn to admit it." 

She snorted.

"But not even you can deny that we were good together. Together we worked," he said with feeling. "We worked so well you were happy and creative."

"Is this what you sound like when you're in front of a jury?" she asked dispassionately.

"I'm a divorce lawyer. There is no jury. And don't use my job to put space between us." He pulled her closer. "Say what you want, but you know I'm not like the greedy lawyer your father had."

"But that's exactly what you are. You'll do anything to get what you want, regardless of the consequences for other people. You're ruthless and cruel." 

"Is that what you really think?"

She had to look away from the raw hurt in his eyes.

"Don't tell me that in all the time we've spent together, getting to know each other, that you haven't noticed how I feel about you," he said in a low rasp. 

"What you felt was the need to win." 

He withdrew, his expression cool. "That's seriously what you think of me? After all this time we've spent together?"

"What am I supposed to think?" She threw her hands in the air. "All I know is that you got Connor to misrepresent himself. He could have been better for me, but we'll never know, will we?"

"If Connor was The One, he wouldn't have listened to what anyone else said about you. He would have bothered to figure it out for himself."

"He didn't get a chance to."

"He didn't deserve a chance." Greg made a disgusted face. "He thought you were nice."

She frowned. "What's wrong with being nice?"

"Darling, you are anything but nice."

"What the hell does that mean?"

"You are stunning, electrifying, incandescent, and even infuriating, but Ônice' is too bland a word to apply to you."

Freya didn't know what to say to that, so she went back to her previous argument. "So you judged Connor, found him lacking, and sabotaged him?"

He shook his head. "I didn't sabotage him."

"You let him sabotage himself."

"You're missing the point here."

"What point?" 

He took a deep breath, visibly trying to get a grip on his temper. After exhaling slowly, he carefully replied, "I know this looks bad, but I love you."

"This isn't the way to show it." She pulled away from him and stomped down the stairs. 

He followed on her heels. "Freya, listen—"

She waved him off. "Do not call me. Do not try to see me. I want nothing to do with you." 

Fumbling with the lock on the door, and flew out the door and back into her own apartment. She restlessly moved from room to room, not wanting to sit down but also not sure what to do.

"Enough." She went into her bedroom and grabbed a small travel bag out of her closet. As she threw some clothes and other sundries into it, she picked up her phone and hit speed dial. 

"Hello?"

"Eve," she sighed with relief. "I'm glad you're home. Are you up for a girls' night?"



 
Chapter Twenty-nine

 
 
The text from Greg woke Anna up. Granted, it was noon, but she was a student. Her hours were erratic. 

Well—okay—last night she hadn't been able to sleep. She shouldn't have left Max the way she did, just because he cared enough to tell her the truth and encourage her to do what was right.

For a smart girl, she was sometimes so dumb. She shook her head as she zoomed across the bridge to see Greg. 

He'd sent her two words: Freya knows.

Anna wanted to believe she'd misunderstood his text, but she knew exactly what he meant. Freya had found out about Connor.

She'd tried calling her sister but it went directly to voicemail. It was just as well that she talk to Greg first anyway—she'd be able to do better damage control this way.

She double-parked, hazards on, and jogged up to the front doors. Pressing the doorbell, she waited impatiently for Greg to answer. Wasn't he home? He just texted her like half an hour ago.

But then she heard his footsteps come down the stairs. A moment later the door opened.

"I've upgraded you from brat to demon spawn." He stepped aside so she could enter.

"As long as you're still talking to me." She followed him upstairs to the living room. "What happened?"

"She found out."

"How?"

"She pieced it together, I think. Don't worry, you're safe." He sat on a couch and propped his feet on the table. "She accused me of leading Connor astray." 

The bottom fell out of her stomach. "Did you tell her I was the one who did it?" 

"Don't worry, you're safe. She wouldn't let me clear up the misunderstanding."

Anna cringed under his cold regard. "But—" 

He gave her a flat look. "Do you really think I'd snitch on you?"

She shook her head, speechless. 

"It's fitting that she blames me. I'm somewhat at fault here because I should have stopped you from meddling."

That word again. She winced. "I'll fix this."

Greg pointed straight at her, his gaze dead serious. "You will not."

She gaped at him as he sat there brooding. "But it's my mess."

"Yes, but the consequences are mine. I'll resolve it." 

"How are—"

He reached into his pocket and held out a small black box. 

Hesitantly she took it. She opened it and gasped. "Holy shit."

"I wanted something to tell the world she was mine."

"A billboard wouldn't have been more effective." She handed it back over and huddled in her seat. "So you aren't going to tell her what I did?"

"Anna, don't make me ground you."

"It's just that it's always been me and her, and if she finds out what I've done she'll hate me. She can't hate me, Greg. She's all I have."

"I won't tell her," he said finally, "if you promise me you'll tell her about law school."

Her stomach lurched at the thought, but she was getting off easy here. In the end, she couldn't hide it from Freya anyway. Swallowing thickly, she nodded. "Deal."

"Do it soon."

"I'm really sorry," she whispered wretchedly. 

He nodded but didn't say anything.

She got up and, on impulse, hugged him. It was awkward, like a stranglehold on his neck, but he patted her back. "Don't worry, it's going to be fine," he said.

"How can you know?"

"You forgive the people you love, and she loves me."

The confident tone of his voice reassured her—a little. "Do you love her?"

"Enough to put up with her bratty sister." He gave her a small grin that was like his old self.

She hugged him again. "I'll let myself out."

Closing the door behind her, she checked Freya's apartment quickly. No sign of her sister. 

Damn it.

Feeling defeated, she locked up and stood on the porch, helpless.

Behind her, a door opened. She didn't need to turn around to know who it was. "Max, you were right," she said as she faced him. "I really screwed up."

He took her in his arms and kissed her softly. "Sit and tell me."

They sat down on the top step of the stoop, his arm around her, with her snuggled into his side. "My sister found out, only she thinks the man she loves manipulated her, and he went along with that because he didn't want her to be angry at me."

"He sounds like a good man."

"He is." She knew right then that whatever she promised Greg, she had to try to make this right. "I have to fix this."

Max nodded. "Your sister will be angry but nothing will ever change her love for you."

She nodded. "This is the part where you say ÔI told you so.'"

He rested his cheek on her head. "Why should I waste the words when you already know?"

Eyes narrowed, she looked up at him. "Don't think that you can get away with that, just because you're all cute and smiling."

His smile grew. "I'm cute?"

He was more than cute. Her heart stuttered when she looked at him. "Not as cute as me." 

"No one is as cute as you." He kissed her, slowly and thoroughly. "Go take care of your sister, and then come back to me."

She kissed him again, sighing. "Wish me luck."

Max trailed his fingers along her cheek. "You don't need luck. You have love on your side." 



 
Chapter Thirty

 
 
It took three phone calls and seven texts to track Freya down. Though once her sister told her where she was, Anna figured she should have guessed.

Anna wove through the throngs of people on the spiral escalators at San Francisco Centre, apologizing as she accidentally bumped the shoppers on her way to the shoe salon in Nordstrom.

When she got to the right floor, the hushed environment made her pause. Maybe this wasn't the place to talk to Freya. 

But then she saw her sister's tall form and flaming red hair. Taking a deep breath, she strode over to her.

Eve, holding out a shoe for Freya's inspection, saw Anna first. "Oh good, another woman for our shoe outing. What do you think of this?"

Anna frowned at the gold strappy heels Eve had in her hand. "Are you thinking of becoming a Vegas showgirl?"

Freya snorted. "There's your answer."

Pouting, Eve put them down. "I thought they were pretty. They screamed success."

"I'm not sure that's what it was screaming," her sister said, picking up another shoe, "but I do know if I wore those by the end of the day my feet would be screaming too."

This was so not the time to talk to Freya. Anna stuck her hands in her pocket. "What's the occasion?"

"We're looking for spectacular shoes for Freya's big presentation tomorrow. Plus shoes are therapy." Eve held up another pair.

"No." Freya shook her head, making a face. "Electric blue? Really, Eve? How long have you known me?"

"You're right." She replaced the shoes. "But rainbow snakeskin doesn't seem to be in this year."

Rolling her eyes, Freya ambled around another table of designer shoes. 

Anna followed, feeling awkward. "What's the therapy for?"

"Exorcising bastard men," Freya mumbled as she checked out another pair. "I like these."

Eve's eyes widened as she looked at the pink shoes. "They're like lingerie for your feet, with that lacy garter-like strap across the toes. If you don't try them on, I will. I may try them on regardless."

Freya nodded at a lurking salesman and asked for their sizes before moving on to another table of shoes. "So what was so dire that you braved coming to a shopping center? You hate shopping, Anna."

"Nothing." She winced. "Well, something, but maybe I should wait until later."

"No, now's a good time." Her sister sat down on a couch and patted the space next to her. "It was obviously important enough that you came all this way to see me."

"Yeah, it is." She bit her lip and wondered what to do. Maybe this was the best place to tell her. Her sister wouldn't kill her in public. "Okay, so here's the thing—"

"Here you go." The sales guy set the shoes on the floor. "Can I help you with these or get you anything else?"

"This is fine for now, thanks." Freya took the shoes he offered and slipped them on her feet.

"Move over," Eve said, cramming onto the couch next to Anna. She gasped as she tried on her pair. "I may need these."

Freya stood and walked around. "They're more you. Maybe I'll try on the silver pair I saw first."

"Do it." 

Freya asked for the other pair and then sat again. "So what were you saying, Anna?"

She didn't know what she was saying. Frustration rose in her. She should have timed this better. She should have asked to see Freya privately.

She should have thought about the consequences before messing with her sister's life. 

She shook her head. "I'll just talk to you another time."

"I'm listening. Tell me what's wrong."

She stood up. "I'll call you later."

Freya grabbed her hand and pulled her back down. "Talk now."

"No—"

"Anna." Freya huffed in exasperation. "Just tell me." 

"Fine. I want to be a lawyer."

The silence was deafening.

Her face went red as Freya and Eve gaped at her. Heaving a sigh, she went for it, because there was no going back now. "I want to be a lawyer so I applied to law school and got accepted."

"What?" Her sister frowned. "What about art?"

"Art doesn't call me the way it does you."

"But I thought you loved it."

"I do love it, but not as a career. I want to be a lawyer." She hurried on. "I know how you feel about lawyers, but I'm partly doing this because of what happened to Daddy. As a lawyer maybe I could make a tangible difference in someone's life. It'd be a way to give back for everything you've done for me." 

"Does that make sense?" Freya asked Eve.

Eve nodded. "In a strange way."

Her sister turned to her. "How long have you been accepted to law school?"

"Not that long." At Freya's unyielding stare, she caved. "A couple weeks," she murmured.

"Hell." 

The salesman came back with the other shoes. "These—"

Freya grabbed the box from him. "Go away now."

"Okay," he said meekly, blinking in surprise.

Her sister shoved the shoes on her feet. "How are you paying for law school?"

"You're acting like I said I wanted to go to clown college."

"Close." Freya scowled at her feet and extended her legs. "I'm not loving these either."

Anna exchanged a look with Eve, who wisely didn't say anything. Then she faced her sister. "I'll take care of law school. I don't expect you'll want to have anything to do with it. I can manage on my own. But that's not really what I came to talk to you about."

"Well, whatever it is, it can't be such a bombshell, can it?"

Anna grimaced. "ActuallyÉ"

"Uh-oh," Eve mumbled under her breath. She stood up and went over to a table to look at a pair of shoes like they suddenly caught her attention.

Freya faced her, her face stony and her arms crossed. 

It killed Anna when her sister looked at her like that. Part of her withered under that disappointed glare.

But she needed to come clean. She owed Freya and Greg that much. "I was the one who told Connor to take you to those restaurants you don't like. I told him you wanted to be an earth mother."

"And that I have birth hips?"

She made a face. "Kind of. He may have improvised a little."

Freya leaned in and hissed. "What the hell, Anna?" 

She grimaced on the inside, but she didn't back down. "I wanted you to hook up with Greg."

"Sorry to interrupt," Eve said, "but I need that explained please."

"I thought if Freya liked Greg she'd soften her stance on lawyers and be more accepting about me going to law school." She made a face. "I know, I know. It was a stupid idea. But Greg really likes her—"

"How do you know that?" 

Her sister's icy tone made her cringe. "I talked to him."

"About me?"

"Yes." She rushed on. "Because I wanted to make sure he wasn't an unscrupulous bastard. He genuinely likes you, Freya, and he's a good guy. He wouldn't have anything to do with messing with Connor, and then he took the fall for me. He could have ratted me out at any time to save himself but he didn't do that."

Eve sighed. "That was nice of him."

They both looked at her.

She shrugged. "It was nice of him. Especially given how much he likes you."

"How do you know how much he likes me?"

"You told him you'd sleep with him simply for inspiration, and he told you he'd try to convince you for more?" Eve lifted her hands. "How isn't that a testament of love?"

"Let's not talk about Cavanaugh at the moment. Let's talk about my Benedict-Arnold-sister." She turned to Anna. "I'm angry at you."

"I can't blame you. I'm angry at me too." She slumped in the seat. "But don't blame Greg for what I did. He doesn't deserve that. He's really great, and he loves you the way Daddy loved Mom."

Tears filled Freya's eyes. She tried to blink them away but a couple escaped. She brushed at them impatiently. 

Anna did this to her sister—the person she loved the most in the whole world. Her heart broke and her eyes swam too. "I don't expect that you'll accept the law thing, but maybe you'll try to understand why I did what I did. Maybe one day you'll be able to forgive me."

The look in Freya's eyes said when hell freezes.

She stood. Then she'd find the biggest ice machine she could and try to make that happen. When her sister was more receptive. "I'm really sorry, Freya," she whispered.

Her sister pressed a hand to her temple.

Freya needed time. She forced herself to walk away even though she wanted to cling to her sister's legs and cry. Even though fear clawed at her belly, that she'd lost her sister forever. 



 
Chapter Thirty-one

 
 
Freya didn't have new power shoes when she walked into the conference room on Monday. She hadn't been in the mood to shop after Anna had dropped her little bomb and, frankly, shoes were Eve's thing.

Instead, she was armed with her kick-ass designs and a bad attitude.

She lifted her head high and smiled winningly at everyone present. She walked around the long oval table, the hard clack of her boot heels on the hardwood floors punctuating her take-no-prisoners manner. "Good morning."

Charles sat at the head, a lord over his kingdom. He gave her one of his do-or-die looks and then waved at the two women sitting to his right. "Freya, you remember Carmen Gaye and Violet Green, the founders of Sin City."

Freya nodded and went to shake the women's hands. If she'd had to draw the owners of an online sex empire, these two ladies were not even close to the sketches she'd do. They were the shining faces of AARP, or maybe a knitting site. But they were savvy and knew their market space.

Carmen grinned at her. "We're so excited to see what you've come up with. When we saw your portfolio, we knew you were the one."

Violet nodded in agreement, her salt and pepper curls bouncing.

"I'm excited for you to see them," Freya said, taking the seat next to Eve. "I think you'll be pleased."

Charles shot her a look that said they'd better be before clapping his hands. "You met the rest of the team. Freya, you want to take over the meeting?"

No, she didn't. She wanted to crawl into bed and cry over Greg, who kept leaving her messages. But if she tried to deal with him and this, her head would explode. "Thank you, Charles." 

Eve gave her hand a supportive squeeze under the table.

Flashing a smile at her friend, she stood and plugged her laptop into the port to the large screen at the end of the room. As she brought up her presentation, she said, "Sin City is the home of pleasure. But it's not trashy home like some adult sites, it's comfortable and classy. It's sexy and sensual, but refined and accepting."

Like Greg.

She cleared her throat and those thoughts and continued. "To reflect that image, I decided to go with deep, rich colors. Your demographic is mainly heterosexual, so the images I used were man and woman, but for your alternative areas we'll tweak that." She paused, her finger over the return button. "Instead of chattering at you some more, I'll let you see the slideshow and then you can tell me what you think."

She nodded at Eve, who dimmed the lights, and then pressed play. 

The screen filled with a woman sitting, a man's hand sneaking up between her thighs, in creamy whites and jewel tones of blue and green. Freya's breath caught, seeing the image up there, so large. She could almost feel Greg's hand stealing up her skirt.

She shifted, feeling a sense of longing. She hadn't called him yet. Yes—yet. But that wasn't something she was going to think of until she knew for sure whether she still had a job or not. 

The image faded into the next, and then the next. Freya watched the people in the room, especially Carmen, Violet, and Charles, but she couldn't figure out what they thought.

The slide show ended on the image of a woman sitting on a table, back arched. No one said anything. No one moved, until Eve got up to turn the lights back on.

Freya waited for someone to say something. Anything. She stood tall and sure, but she was a mass of nerves on the inside.

Carmen faced Violet. They stared at each other until Violet tipped her head just a little. Then Carmen turned to them and said, "We love it."

There was a collective exhale or relief and excitement. Charles smiled and came to clap Freya on the shoulder. "Freya is one of our most brilliant designers."

She and Eve exchanged a look. Her friend stifled her grin and stood as well. "Since we're all here, shall we take a look at some of the targeted marketing material we've created? I think you'll be pleased with what we did."

Charles leaned into Freya and whispered, "I don't care what you did to get your magic back, just keep it."

Nodding, she took her seat. She planned to do just that.

It took all of Freya's willpower not to call Greg and tell him about her triumph at work. When they broke out the champagne to celebrate she'd wanted to call him to come by, because without him she wouldn't have been able to do it.

But she was still angry with him. He'd had a part in the whole Connor thing, even if it was unwilling. Yes, she was going to forgive him—she had to, since she loved him—but first she needed to take care of her sister.

Tipsy with bubbles and success, she called Anna as she walked up the sidewalk to her home.

Anna answered on the first ring. "You're calling me." 

The surprise in her voice made Freya frown. "You're my sister. Of course I'm calling you."

"You aren't disowning me?"

"I'm more tempted to spank you."

Anna exhaled a little laugh. "Greg said the same thing to me."

She ignored the pang she felt in her chest at his name. Ascending the porch steps, she said, "I have things to say, and I want to say them in person. Can you come over tonight?"

"Are you home?"

"Yes." She dug in her purse for her keys.

"Be right there."

The call ended.

Shaking her head, she put her phone away and continued looking for her keys. Just then, the door to the downstairs flat opened and Anna stepped out. "Hi."

Freya frowned. "What are you doing in there?"

"Visiting Max." Blushing, Anna left the door open a crack. "You wanted to talk."

"You're barefoot."

Her sister flushed deeper. "Freya."

"Okay, we'll talk about this first, but then you're telling me about Max."

Anna rolled her eyes, but there was an excited sparkle in them that made Freya feel both panicked and happy. 

Deal with her sister in love later. She inhaled and then let it all out. "I've thought about everything. I know you acted out of love for me but you were also selfishly motivated."

"I know," Anna admitted softly. "I'm really sorry."

She nodded. "But what really upset me was that you didn't trust me. I don't know what I've done to make you think you can't come to me with your dreams and aspirations. I'm your sister, and you should be able to trust me with anything."

"I was stupid." Anna grabbed her hand. "I thought you'd be so disappointed in me, or hate me or something. It was so stupid, because I just made you disappointed anyway."

"That's partly my fault, and I'm sorry about that too." She shook her finger. "That doesn't mean you're not at fault. If you ever do anything like this again—"

"I won't," Anna promised quickly. "I swear."

"Good." She hugged her sister. 

"I love you."

"I love you too." She held her at arm's length. "Now tell me about Max."

Anna laughed, her face lighting up. "Hold on."

She opened the door and called inside. A moment later her downstairs neighbor came to the threshold. He touched Anna in an unconsciously intimate way and then extended his hand to her. "Max Corazao."

Freya took his hand. It was warm and sure and firm. "Nice to meet you, Max. You and Anna should come over so I can interrogate you."

Her sister groaned. "Freya."

Max just nodded. "It would be my pleasure to be interrogated by you."

"Good." Freya smiled. "Not tonight. I have one more thing to take care of."

Anna let out a triumphant yawp. Then she threw her arms around her and squeezed her tight. "Be happy, Freya."

She inhaled her sister's love. "Yes, I will be."



 
Chapter Thirty-two

 
 
Freshly showered, Freya rifled through her underwear drawer. Which did she wear to seduce Greg—red lace or purple satin?

Her door buzzed as she picked the purple. Drawing her robe more tightly around her, she went to see what her sister wanted now. 

Opening the door, she said, "Shouldn't you be—" 

But it wasn't Anna standing there. She swallowed her heart, staring mutely at Greg.

"Can I come in, Freya?" 

He looked like he'd just come home from work, still in his suit. But his tie peeked out of a pocket and his hair was disheveled. 

Love filled her chest, and she had the intense desire to pull him into her arms and welcome him in. But she couldn't let him off the hook that easily, so she waved him into her foyer.

"Is that for me?" He nodded at the purple bra in her hand.

If only he knew. "I don't think it's your color."

"No, I look better in black." He stuck his hands in his pocket. "Freya, my part in Anna's ill-conceived plan may have been negligible, but it was still inexcusable. I'm sorry that I hurt you."

She nodded. "Thank you."

"How did your presentation go?"

"They loved the designs. I got the account, and my boss is happy." She gazed at him steadily. "Who would have thought you'd turn out to be my muse?" 

"I knew. I'm glad I could help you with your creativity. Do you know what it says to me?"

"What?"

"That we're a good team." He stepped closer. "Now that you've gotten the account, you're going to think you don't need me any longer, but that's not true."

"It's not?" She really was a sucker for his blue eyes. They melted a part of her she hadn't known was frozen. 

"No, it's not. You still need me." He brushed a curl from her face.

"In what way?"

"You need me to inspire you and remind you how wonderful you are. You need me to kiss you." He lowered his head and pressed his lips to her neck. "You need me to love you.

"But more than that," he continued, "I need you. I need you to come home to. I need you to talk to and laugh with. I need you to love me back."

Then he kissed her, his mouth lightly taking hers, a promise. But as soft as it started it caught fire and burned hot. It left her out of breath and hungry.

He looked at her with just as much passion. "I meant it when I said I was going to make you realize that we were good together. I'm not going to stop trying until I win you over to my way of thinking."

She nodded. "That's the lawyer in you." 

"You don't sound very upset by that."

"Probably because it comes with the package."

He looked down between them at his crotch.

Grinning, she shook her head. "Not that package. You. All of you. The fact that you're a lawyer is part of the deal."

He lifted her chin and gazed into her eyes. "And something you can accept?" 

"No, it's something I can love."

His smile was instant and wide. "I thought I was going to have to fight harder to get you to admit that."

"A kiss and I was pretty much yours." 

"Good to know." He backed her up to the wall and teased her lips with his. 

She moaned, wrapping her arms around his neck and anchoring her legs on his hips. She moaned again when she felt his hardness press against her bare flesh.

Supporting her butt, he carried her upstairs, never letting up on the kisses. In the living room, he set her down on the couch. She expected him to follow her down but instead he sat up and began to rummage through his pockets.

Freya propped herself up on an elbow. "Now isn't the time to look for a piece of gum."

"A-ha," he mumbled victoriously, pulling his hand out. He joined her again, leaning over her until the only thing filling her field of vision was the sky-blue clearness of his eyes. "You'll marry me, Freya."

Stunned, she blinked her eyes at the huge square cut diamond in front of her. It was encircled with a multitude of small yellow-orange stones and set on a glowing platinum band.

She cleared her throat. "That sounded like an order. Not exactly the way to propose, is it?"

"I wouldn't know. I've never done it before. But if semantics are your only objection, I'll propose to you over and over for the rest of your life until I get it right."

"Okay."

His brow knit in confusion. "Okay what?"

She grinned. "Put the ring on my finger." 

"Hell yes." He slipped it on and sealed his mouth to hers, working his way down to the side of her neck, right below her ear where she was most sensitive. She gasped, tilting her head to give him better access.

He pushed aside the sides of her robe to bare her chest. Everything started to spin when his mouth latched onto her nipple. She moaned loudly, arching into his touch. 

As his teeth scraped the tip of her breast, his hand untied her robe's sash and pushed it away. His hand traveled down her hip and teasingly hinted at caressing her more intimately. 

She needed more. She moaned, trying to wiggle his hand closer to the spot where she wanted him. "Touch me. Please."

He slipped a finger between her clenched thighs right to where she was throbbing. "Like this?"

She could only answer with a sob as he slowly dragged his finger over her folds. The room began to spin as her orgasm crept up on her. His every stroke was light and lingering, grazing the sensitive nerve endings. 

It hit her suddenly—wave after wave of pure pleasure until she felt like she was drowning.

Just when she thought she couldn't take any more, it stopped. She opened her eyes to find Greg stripping. 

She sat up to help him. "I can take care of this," she told him as she reached up to his shirt collar. With one movement she tore the buttons off and shoved it down his arms.

"I like a woman of action." He pushed his pants down and threw them after the shirt, pulling on a condom. He dove on top and, in one smooth motion, slid into her. 

They both groaned. He felt hard and hot and right. 

"God Freya, I can't hold on." He grasped her hips and pushed into her deeply. Letting go with one hand, he slipped it between their bodies. She cried out as he touched her, feeling another orgasm building. He flipped her over, leaving his hand to manipulate her and drove into her. Once, twice, and she screamed again as he cried out in satisfaction.

He collapsed on top of her. She shivered as his hands skimmed over her body. She listened to his heartbeat and whispered, "You're mine."

He kissed her brow. "Just how it's supposed to be."



 
Epilogue

 
 
One Year Later

 
 
"Are you excited?"

Freya looked up. His wife lay across the couch with her head in his lap. She wore one of those tiny tank tops, without a bra, God have mercy, and a pair of shorts. Boy shorts, she called them, but no boy he knew wore shorts like that. One of her feet dangled off the end of the couch, bouncing up and down every now and then. When it moved, her anklet winked at him as if goading him into action. 

"Not at all," she said nonchalantly.

Greg grinned, twirling one of her curls around a finger. "Is that why you've read that article ten times?"

She pursed her glossless raspberry lips indignantly. "I have not read it ten times. I've been looking over the other articles in this magazine."

"I didn't realize that you were interested in a"—he tipped her hand to be able to see the newspaper—"Brazilian midget dance troupe."

"I've heard they can samba like no one's business," she said with a straight face.

"I'll bet."

They both knew that Brazilian dancers weren't what captured her attention. It was the main article, which highlighted the Webby Awards. She'd won artist of the year for her Sin City design.

The success had brought her another high profile site to redesign. The imminent launch had Freya vacillating between boundless exhilaration and abject terror. Greg didn't think she had anything to worry about. She'd put her body and soul into the design. They were everything she was: sexy, classy, beautiful, and exciting.

She insisted that she was manic because she'd lost her partner-in-crime. Eve had decided to jump ship and open a cafŽ, much to her father's dismay. 

He believed Freya's mood swings were because of the baby.

Greg ran his hand over her taut, distended belly. He couldn't keep his hands off her. At six months along, she still looked exactly the same except for her stomach, which grew rounder every day. 

He felt their baby kick under his hand. "She's going to be a soccer player."

"He is probably just stretching his legs," Freya retorted, still perusing the article.

"She is practicing her martial arts. She's going to be a black belt."

Freya smiled indulgently. They'd decided to let the sex of their baby be a surprise, but she was certain it was going to be a boy. He wanted a passel of girls, all of them with shiny red-hot curls and big amber eyes.

Life had changed dramatically for Greg over the past year. He rushed Freya to the altar as quickly as humanly possible. He didn't want to take any chances on her changing her mind. After they got back from their two-week honeymoon in Rome, they bought a house, not far from their former apartment building. It was modern, with three stories and plenty of bedrooms to be filled out with children. Freya had fallen in love with the kitchen, which was professional grade, but when she saw the two-person Jacuzzi tub in the master bathroom she was sold. 

Greg smiled. If a little bubbly hot water was all it took to keep her happy, he was a lucky man indeed.

Freya had cut down her hours at work the past month, only consulting as needed. 

He still had his office downtown, but he worked from home as often as his clients permitted it. He hoped to transition into half his time there and half at home by the time the baby arrived. He wasn't going to be an absentee husband and father, like his father had been.

Anna had moved into Freya's old flat. She was excelling in law school and thinking about practicing malpractice law, unsurprisingly. She was thrilled about being an aunt and already plotting what she needed to teach the baby. She and Max stopped by whenever their schedules permitted. 

The baby kicked again. Freya's hand joined his on her stomach. "Will you still love me when I'm as fat as a heifer?"

"There'll just be more of you to love."

She grinned. "Oh, you're good."

"That's never been called into question. And though I love your body and the way look, they aren't what I love most about you."

She turned onto her side, facing him, her hand stealing under his tee shirt. "What do you love most about me?"

"Can I list the top five?"

She nodded solemnly. "Go ahead."

He ticked off each item on his fingers. "One. I love that you can cook." 

Freya whacked him on the chest with an indignant frown. 

Greg laughed. "Well, if you didn't know how to cook, we'd have to eat out all the time. Think of all the time we'd waste being in public when we could be in private." She chortled at the comical waggle of his eyebrows. "Two. I love how you always manage to curl up and sleep practically on top of me at night, even though we have a king size bed."

"It's your fault that you're so warm and cuddly."

"Three, I am quite mad for your ankle bracelet." She shivered as he skimmed over it with his palm. "I'm delirious over the fact that any chocolate in this household is mine by default. I love how you radiate with fire and light. And I love that you're mine." 

"Hey." She struggled to sit up. "That's six reasons."

"I had too much material to work with. It'd be impossible to make the list any shorter."

She kissed him, a melting of their mouths that always made him want more. Lips glistening and swollen, Freya pulled back with a Mona Lisa smile and lifted her magazine again.

"Wait a minute," Greg objected. She aimed her amber gaze at him. "Don't play coy with me."

"Coy?" She batted her lashes.

"Yeah. I'm waiting for you to tell me what you love most about me."

She tapped a finger against her lips, as if in serious contemplation. Finally, she grinned. "Your fast car."

She shrieked as he grabbed her and dragged her onto his lap. Twining his hand into her luxurious hair, he pulled her head back and took her mouth possessively, delighted that she gasped with the touch of his lips to hers. 

"My wife," he murmured.

She cupped his face, love shining in her eyes. "Always."
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