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        Opposites attract. But for how long?

      

      Sexy French billionaire Jean-Baptiste Mercier avoids emotional attachments by giving his model or actress girlfriends his credit card—but never his heart.

      

      Down-to-earth career woman Samira Palmer avoids dating anyone right now—especially bad boys. Until a handsome man with a thrilling accent and piercing green eyes literally bumps into her one unprecedented night.

      

      Sparks fly when opposites attract. As for happily ever after between star-crossed lovers? Anything’s possible in small-town Journey’s End…

      

      If you love hot and emotional contemporary interracial romance, pick up this two-part romantic saga today!

      
        	No Ordinary Love (Baptiste & Samira #1)

        	Beyond Ordinary Love (Baptiste & Samira #2)

        	Untitled (Anthony & Melody #1)

        	Untitled (Anthony & Melody #2)

        	Untitled (Nick’s Story)
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      Dear Readers:

      As I finished up the first draft of Unforgettable (Journey’s End Series #5), I realized that I needed to introduce another character to help solve a plot point. At first, I thought s/he might just be a throwaway character, like the process server who moves things along by letting the hero know he’s being sued, then disappears forever. A character so unimportant that s/he doesn’t even need a name.

      But then I thought…what if I make this person an old friend of Daniel’s…what if I make this person the anchor for the Journey’s End spinoff series I’d been considering…what if I try to kill those two birds with one stone?

      Could it work?

      With that—voilà!—Jean-Baptiste Mercier was born.

      He sprang out of my imagination and onto the page fully formed. And let me tell you, it’s a gift when that happens. Baptiste’s voice was so loud that I couldn’t hear any other characters, let alone write their stories.

      So I finished Unforgettable on a Friday, tweaked my writing schedule to make room for him and started No Ordinary Love on the following Monday.

      And can I just say—I LOVE Baptiste! Seriously. LOVE. HIM. Does he mess some @#$% up at times? Oh, yeah. Still love him, though. His big heart is always in the right place.

      And Samira is just the heroine he needs.

      I wrote and wrote and wrote. Way more than I thought I would.

      Baptiste and Samira, it turned out, have a love story too big to be contained in the two-hundred-and-twenty-ish pages I’d been hoping for. They have too much to say to each other. Too many outstanding issues to resolve before they earn a happily-ever-after.

      BTW, this has never happened to me before. Normally, characters and plots behave very well.

      But when this book headed north of four-hundred pages, one of my writing BFFs, Eve Silver, who frequently weighs in with timely and indispensable advice, made a brilliant observation:

      You don’t have one book here—you have two.

      Voilà!

      Introducing the two-part saga of Baptiste and Samira, kicking off my new BILLIONAIRES OF JOURNEY’S END series:

      No Ordinary Love and

      Beyond Ordinary Love.

      Oh, and coming soon? Anthony and Melody’s story.

      Happy Reading!

      Ann

      P.S.: I’m not finished with Baptiste and Samira. So don’t act surprised when they pop up in at least an additional novella—and possibly a whole novel—somewhere down the road…

    

  



  
    
      
        
          1

        

      

    

    
      Jean-Baptiste Mercier washed his hands, checked his teeth for any lingering signs of dinner and left the men’s room.

      Whereupon he ran directly into Queen Nefertiti.

      Who was on her phone.

      She was tall. Or maybe not. Maybe her height was simply an illusion created by her wedge-shaped electric blue crown, upon which glittered many colorful jewels in the shape of a cobra. At a quick glance, he saw that she wore a matching goddess gown.

      He had a startling glimpse of dramatic dark eyes, heavily lined.

      High cheekbones in a stunning shade of mahogany.

      A whiff of sandalwood.

      A lush mouth, thinning with annoyance as he plowed straight into her.

      He tried to slow his trajectory, but there was no chance. Why? Because she’d startled him. Not by standing in the middle of a hotel hallway where he meant to walk.

      No.

      This one startled with her beauty and elegance.

      Without thinking, he caught her by the upper arms. Steadied her, even as the smooth warmth of her bare skin sparked a frisson of awareness along all his nerve endings.

      Her eyes widened, so perhaps she also felt it. She backed up a hasty step, taking her silky flesh with her. He felt the unexpected hardness of her gold cuffs as her arms slid out of his grasp.

      “Pardonnez-moi, ma reine,” he said hastily, shocked into forgetting his English.

      “Ça va,” she said, startling him again.

      Actually, that was two startles. First, because she spoke French, and second, because she had the sort of voice—smooth, throaty, resonant—that would be right at home singing jazz in a club on the Left Bank back home.

      “You speak French,” he blurted, the soul of sophistication in that proud moment.

      She didn’t smile. A fourth surprise. Americans, in his experience, were like Labrador retrievers bounding through life, happy all the time and willing to grin at every passing fire hydrant on the street. But this one? She was all Parisienne, a sleek cat who required patience and wooing before she’d deign to trouble herself with your existence.

      No, she didn’t smile. But the lines of her beautiful face eased, bringing her aloofness level down a notch or two.

      “Un peu,” she said, nodding. A little.

      With that, she pivoted to go on her sky-high heels, blowing the tattered remnants of his mind as she went. Slits in the bottom of her gown happily gave way to miles of gleaming brown legs. She had bright red toenails. Her sandals were golden, with straps that crisscrossed and wound their way up to the knees. Her ass? Big. Round. High. What would his buddy Daniel call it? Oh, yes. Tight.

      Queen Nefertiti had a tight ass.

      Her tits looked every bit as promising, although her half-moon jeweled collar had sadly blocked a good portion of his view in front.

      His heart sank as he watched her walk toward the early Halloween party that was evidently in full swing in the hotel’s ballroom down the hall. His scrambled brain and dry throat kept him stupefied and helpless, tripping him up at the very moment he needed to be quick on his feet.

      Don’t just stand there, Baptiste—do something!

      At the eleventh hour, he managed a hurried step after her, his heart thumping in time to the burst of dance music from the party. “Nefertiti.”

      She stopped and looked back over her shoulder at him. Once again, the electrical wiring in his brain sparked and smoked. In fairness, though, it wasn’t his fault. The long line of her neck distracted him and made it official:

      He wanted to touch, nip, lick, suck, bite and possess every inch of this woman. He wanted her silken limbs wrapped around him the way the straps on her sandals wrapped around her shapely calves. He wanted her scratches up and down his back, her tongue in his mouth and her cries in his ears.

      The vehemence of his sudden and unexpected desire made his blood hum and sent tiny shivers racing up the back of his neck and across his scalp.

      “What a relief.” Her delicious lips crept closer to a smile. “You don’t know how many people have called me Cleopatra tonight.”

      He stared at her for a long beat or two, floundering while a harried electrician inside his head worked frantically to get his thought process rewired.

      She was only a woman, he reminded himself. No need to lose his mind.

      He cleared his throat.

      “Of course you’re not Cleopatra.” He approached her, edging around some sort of a zombie and his companion, a ruby slipper, short skirt and garter-wearing version of Dorothy who had evidently spent some time in a pornography shop. “You’re Nefertiti. I’ve seen your bust in the Louvre.”

      She made a dismissive sound. “That’s hard to do, since it’s in Berlin at the Neues.”

      Once again, everything inside him rose to attention, not least of all his queue.

      Oh, yes.

      This one.

      He looked her up and down as he stepped closer. “Are you challenging me, madame?”

      She looked him up and down, her expression disdainful even though her eyes were alight with mischief. “It’ll take me five seconds to prove you wrong.” She held the phone up for him to see. Gave him a rueful shrug. “Not much of a challenge there, monsieur.”

      He grinned. Stepped closer still, which put him right in kissing range.

      “This is an important issue,” he said, his voice turning husky. “We must get to the bottom of it. For…international relations.”

      One sleek brow rose. “International relations?”

      He pressed a hand to his heart. “What could be more crucial?”

      She ducked her head, dimpling but denying him the full smile.

      “I’m just finishing a business dinner with my colleagues in the restaurant.” He gestured to the Asian restaurant at the other end of the lobby. “Let me say good-bye to them, then I’ll join you at the party. For a drink.”

      Her head came up. She studied him for a long, measured beat or two. Long enough for a glorious flush to creep up her neck and over her sculpted cheekbones. She opened her mouth. He waited on high alert, oblivious to a passing stream of costumed partygoers.

      “As important as it is to maintain good international relations—”

      “Between old allies,” he added quickly, sensing that the wind was not blowing in his favor. “Because if the French didn’t have your backs, you Americans would all be celebrating absolutely nothing on July the Fourth, and you’d fly a funny flag and sing ‘God Save the Queen’ at all your sporting events.”

      That did it.

      She finally laughed for him, a breathtaking display of shining eyes, dimples and white teeth in sharp contrast to her dark skin.

      Desire coiled tighter inside him, pooling low in his belly.

      “And I’m very grateful, because I don’t know all the words to ‘God Save the Queen.’”

      He laughed again, at least until her smile tapered off and died.

      “But I’m with my friends tonight. And I didn’t come to flirt with handsome Frenchmen.”

      “Then you shouldn’t have worn that costume,” he said, trying to dial back some of his intensity at this confirmation that the attraction was mutual. “Not a very good plan, was it?”

      She blinked and looked away, hesitating.

      All was not lost, then.

      “You can have a drink with me,” he murmured. “No doesn’t have to be your final answer tonight, does it?”

      Another hesitation. A longer pause.

      And then she surprised him again.

      “It’s a private party,” she said, tipping her chin up in a gesture somewhere between an invitation to kiss her and a challenge. “Too bad you don’t have a costume. Or an invitation.”
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      With that parting shot, Nefertiti strode away, treating Baptiste to a heart-stopping view of swaying hips and ass. Only when she’d disappeared through the door and into the crowd did sudden panic lodge in his throat and his hands curl into fists of frustration.

      Merde.

      He needed a costume! Where could he find a costume at—he checked his watch—nine o’clock on a weeknight? Lobby shop? He looked wildly around, but no, the only one open at this hour was the convenience store for aspirins, sodas and chips. Where else could he—

      He spied a Phantom of the Opera walking through the lobby with Christine on his arm.

      Aha. Better idea.

      Hurrying over, Baptiste pulled out his wallet and counted out several bills. “Excuse me, sir. I need a costume. I’ll give you a hundred dollars for the mask.”

      Phantom and Christine exchanged excited looks, quickly repressed.

      “Dude. I can’t part with the mask. It’s part of the whole—”

      “Five hundred dollars.” Annoyed at being fleeced and in too much of a hurry to do anything about this budding capitalist who knew when he had the market cornered (what if Nefertiti slipped out some back door before Baptiste could find her again? He didn’t even have her number!), Baptiste put the twenties back and thumbed his way to five hundreds. “Throw in the cape. And your invitation so I can show it at the door. Final offer.”

      The deal was struck. Money changed hands. Rarely had anyone disrobed so quickly. The Phantom ripped off his mask, while Christine all but decapitated him in her determination to yank the cape off his neck.

      Buzzing with anticipation—and, in fairness, the two bottles of chardonnay he’d shared over dinner—Baptiste slung his new costume over his arm and hurried back to the restaurant. His good friend from their shared time working at a Napa winery, Daniel Harper, waited for him, as did Daniel’s father, Nigel Harper.

      “Forgive me.” Baptiste laid his cape on the back of his chair, the mask on the table and resumed his seat. “I, ah, discovered that there is a Halloween party in the ballroom. I’ll go to it after dinner.”

      Daniel’s eyes narrowed with suspicion—Baptiste shot him a veiled keep quiet! look—but Nigel didn’t notice. The older gentleman cleared his throat and raised his glass.

      “I can’t tell you two young men how thrilled I am with this merger. When my wife and I started Harper Rose Winery all those years ago, we never dreamed that one day we’d grow large enough to capture the interest of a French winemaker.”

      “I never dreamed you’d consider a merger,” Daniel said in a stage whisper.

      Nigel picked up his chopsticks and, without a word, used them to rap Daniel’s knuckles.

      “Hey!” Daniel yelped.

      Baptiste laughed, his loneliness at bay for now as it had been since he arrived in small-town Journey’s End in the Hudson River Valley earlier today. Something about being with Daniel and his family (he’d met Daniel’s parents a couple of times over the years when they visited Daniel out in Napa) relaxed him and put him at the kind of ease he wasn’t sure he felt anywhere else.

      Back home in France, his late mother’s family dinners, such as they were, had always involved servants, tuxedos, endless courses, fountains of champagne and, inevitably, snide comments, disdain and ugliness. Since her death last year, he hadn’t seen any of his extended family, and he was happy to prolong that drought indefinitely.

      He and families did not get along.

      Hard, then, to explain his unwilling but ongoing fascination with functional families, like Daniel’s.

      It wasn’t that he thought Daniel’s family was perfect.

      It was just that it was demonstrably better than Baptiste’s had ever been.

      “As I was saying,” Nigel said serenely, putting the chopsticks down again, “I know we’ve got some challenges ahead, but I look forward to a long and happy association with Baptiste and the Mercier family. And to a long and happy retirement with my son Daniel at the helm of the winery. To our new winery. To Château Harper Rose.”

      They all clinked their glasses.

      “To Château Harper Rose.”

      “To new friends and business partners.”

      “Santé. To your health,” Baptiste said. “Did I clink both your glasses? Don’t want anyone to have seven years of bad sex.”

      “Yikes.” Daniel made a face and clinked Baptiste’s glass again. “Just in case.”

      Nigel, who’d taken a sip, paused to tip his head, consider his glass and clink Baptiste’s glass again. “Just in case.”

      They all laughed. Nigel clapped his hands together and rose. “Well, it’s time for us old folks to go home. Don’t you two stay out too late now, hear? You both just came in from France this morning. You’re probably jet-lagged. And you’re turning around and going back home in a few days, Baptiste.”

      “Tomorrow after the meeting, actually,” Baptiste said.

      “You’re going to be dead on your feet, man,” Nigel said.

      “It’s not a big deal,” Baptiste said. “I’m used to the flight.”

      “I should think so,” Daniel muttered. “Since you own a private jet. Don’t try to act like you’re struggling through security and riding in coach like the rest of us.”

      “It’s the lack of gratitude that gets me,” Baptiste said sadly. “This morning, Daniel rode on the jet with me. He was like a kid on Christmas morning. Now? He throws me under the van.”

      “Bus,” Daniel said.

      “Whatever,” Baptiste said.

      They all laughed. Baptiste and Daniel stood.

      Baptiste reached for Nigel’s hand. “Pleasure, sir. It’s a shame Daniel is such a jackass, but I look forward to working with you.”

      Still laughing, Nigel pulled Baptiste in for a hug, then turned to Daniel.

      “I’m proud of you, son,” Nigel said gruffly.

      Daniel pressed his lips together and nodded, a flash of something emotional in his eyes.

      Baptiste looked away while the Harper men hugged, trying not to feel longing for a father figure or regret that he’d only had ten years with his biological father before a boating accident got him. Ten years of being ignored and shunted off on nannies had been more than long enough. It wasn’t as if his father would have completely transformed his personality and become a real parent in the eleventh year, if he’d lived that long. Far more likely he’d have poisoned Baptiste’s thoughts and memories more than he already had.

      Baptiste cleared his throat, trying not to feel its sudden tightness. Focused instead on where he was, who he was with and who he hoped to be with very soon.

      His heart thumped with anticipation.

      “Good night, fellas,” Nigel said with a final wave, and was off.

      Baptiste snuck a quick glance at his watch and snatched up his cape and mask. It had only been seven minutes or so. Hopefully, Nefertiti would be easy to find, although he had no real idea how big the ballroom was, so that was a concern.

      “I’ll see you in the morning at the office?” He checked his watch again. “We’ll tell the employees about the merger and—why are you looking at me like that?”

      Daniel sank back into his chair and stared up at Baptiste as though he’d tried to hold his chopsticks between his toes while he ate his sushi.

      “You’re not leaving, are you?”

      Baptiste frowned. “What if I am?”

      “I’m about to propose to Zoya. My nerves are shot. I need a drink. You can temporarily suspend your search for more ass for five minutes and have a drink with me.”

      Buzzing with impatience, Baptiste signaled for the server, dropped back into his chair and tried not to hate his good friend quite so much.

      “Why is this a drama?” he grumbled. “You love Zoya. She loves you. You’re willing to shackle yourself to each other for life, and you bought an expensive ring. Voilà. The end.”

      “Glenfiddich. Neat. You know what? Make them doubles,” Daniel told the server, who headed off again. “Thanks for that touching encouragement, Baptiste. I feel reborn.”

      Baptiste forced himself to slow down and take a closer look at his friend, who looked a little green around the edges. “What’s up?”

      Daniel blew out a breath and leaned back, running a hand over the top of his head. “I proposed to her once before. Back when we graduated from college. She said no. Obviously.” He folded his arms. Unfolded them. “I might have a small case of PTSD.”

      Baptiste blinked and studied this information from every direction, trying to see it from an angle that made sense. No luck.

      What was going on?

      In the several years he’d known Daniel, ever since they worked at their respective wineries in Napa, learning the business, he’d never known him to show anxiety about much of anything. Daniel demonstrated supreme confidence in winemaking, biking, chasing women and any other endeavor that Baptiste had ever seen him try.

      Now this?

      “You don’t get nervous,” Baptiste said, nodding his thanks as the server arrived with their drinks. “You never get nervous. You get angry, but never nervous. You could defuse bombs or perform brain surgery for a living.”

      Daniel shrugged. “Yeah, well, I never had a second chance with the love of my life before.”

      “Look at you.” This was not the time to laugh at his friend, but honestly—what did Daniel expect? “The last thing I knew, you were joining me on my quest to sample all the women in Napa, and now this. What am I to think?”

      “You’re to think that I’ll hopefully be the happiest man in the world by this time tomorrow,” Daniel said. “Why’re you looking so shocked? You’re acting like I want to propose to a goat.”

      “Goats are a great deal less trouble than women,” Baptiste said.

      Daniel snorted. “The women you deal with? Agreed.”

      A sudden wave of moodiness hit Baptiste, causing him to glare at Daniel.

      “What was all that about on the phone the other day, by the way?” Daniel asked. “When I walked in on you yelling at someone. My French isn’t great, but it sounded like you were telling them to move out of your apartment.”

      “In the entire world, no one is as nosy as Americans,” Baptiste said, tossing back half the Scotch. “You should work on that. As a culture.”

      Daniel snickered, a smug and hateful sound that set Baptiste’s teeth on edge, especially coming as it did from someone whose entire life was a study in perfection. “Yet you call me angry.”

      “Do you ever get tired of your perfection?” Baptiste wondered. “Perfect looks and charm. Perfect job, life and family. And now a perfect fiancée—”

      “Don’t jinx me.”

      “And presumably perfect children soon? Do you ever think that the rest of the world might not have it so easily?”

      “So easy.”

      “Whatever.”

      “If I were in a snarky mood, I’d mention that your billions could buy a lot of perfection—”

      Baptiste gulped more Scotch, savoring the burn even though it tasted sour on his tongue.

      “—but I’m not. So I won’t. What I will say is that despite appearances, I’ve spent a lot of my life running away. From Journey’s End. Zoya. My father. My memories. But that got old and I decided to make a change when I moved back here. Now I’m working on my relationships and my job. I’m much happier. Nothing’s perfect, though.” Daniel paused thoughtfully. “Well, except for my perfect looks and charm. Like you said.”

      “Unbelievable.”

      “The point is, don’t hate the player. Hate the game.”

      Wonderful, Baptiste thought.

      There was another American idiom he’d have to learn.

      “If you’re unhappy with your life, change it,” Daniel added serenely, sipping his Scotch.

      “I’m perfectly happy,” Baptiste snapped.

      “Right. That’s why I walked in on you shouting at that woman on the phone the other day.”

      Baptiste scowled down at his empty glass. Realized his right leg was jiggling and stopped it. Smoothed the corner of the white tablecloth. Wished he had more Scotch.

      “If you must know,” he finally said, “Daphne—”

      “Daphne? I hate her already.”

      “—is having a difficult time coming to terms with the fact that our relationship, such as it was, is over and I will not be renewing the lease on her apartment at the end of the year. The only good thing is that my lawyer now demands that these women sign confidentiality agreements so there will be no more blabbing to the tabloids.”

      Low whistle from Daniel. “Confidentiality agreements? Who’re you? Brad Pitt?”

      Baptiste flapped a hand. “It’s only prudent for a man in my position.”

      “So this Daphne’s down in Manhattan?”

      “Correct. We had words. She feels that I should continue to subsidize the lifestyle she became accustomed to when we were together. I disagree and feel that her six-month lease is more than generous. Her modeling career is taking off. I believe she’ll soon be gracing the Sports Illustrated swimsuit issue and fashion weeks all around the world. She has plenty of her own money, if not the private jet. And another man will be along soon to buy her more trinkets if she doesn’t want to buy them for herself. The end.”

      Daniel shook his head. Whistled. “How does that work, man? It’s like a cash transaction with you.”

      Baptiste shrugged irritably. “There’s no puzzle. I give the women an American Express card.”

      Daniel leaned in. “The Black Card? The one with no limit?”

      Baptiste stared at him, aghast. “You think I’m a complete fool, don’t you?”

      “It’s a simple question,” Daniel said, his eyes glowing with amusement.

      “You can never trust women with anything. Least of all money.”

      “That kind of ignorance just goes to show you’ve been trusting the wrong women. But don’t try to dodge the question. What about the credit card you give these women?”

      “There’s a monthly limit to the card. The relationships last while they last. And then?” Baptiste snapped his fingers. “C’est fini. How do you do it?”

      Daniel made a face. “Not like that.”

      Baptiste started to get annoyed. “I personally witnessed you spending thousands of dollars on Zoya this weekend. So you are no better.”

      “I spent thousands of dollars on the woman I love and plan to marry. You spend thousands of dollars on women you sleep with who mean nothing to you. Actually, now that I think about it, it’s probably the perfect situation. You’re looking for the hookup without drama, and they’re looking for the sugar daddy. Win-win for everybody. I commend you.”

      Daniel raised his glass in a final toast and downed the last of his Scotch.

      Baptiste tried an offhand laugh, but it sounded coarse and choked. Probably because his mind had unwillingly shifted to his fortune-spending and Chanel-wearing mother with her endless stream of husbands, lovers and their pending replacements, all of whom had flitted between Paris, Gstaad and St. Tropez, depending on the mood and time of year.

      “Transactions about sex and money make the world spin,” Baptiste said. “Why not combine them and make things simple?”

      “Simple, eh? So what do you expect out of these women? Other than the obvious.”

      “Nothing. That’s the beauty of it.” Baptiste thought that over for a beat or two. “Well, I suppose we’ll expect each other to be available for the odd event here or there. Other than that? Just fun. Convenience.”

      “And what if one of these women doesn’t feel like being bothered with your ass one night? Maybe she wants a girls’ night out. Or what if she just wants to cuddle and watch a movie on the sofa when you show up? What then?”

      Baptiste barked out a startled laugh at this unlikely image. “I don’t spend this kind of money to deal with rejection. Or scheduling issues. Or drama. And the women understand that.”

      “So you’re dating wind-up dolls, basically.”

      Baptiste winced at that image, appropriate though it might be.

      “Sounds thrilling.” Daniel considered his empty glass. “Kind of superficial, though.”

      More unwelcome thoughts shifted into Baptiste’s mind. Like the woman before Daphne, a three-month affair whose name and face he couldn’t now recall. Or the way Daphne had burned through her welcome at the six-week mark, which was part of the reason she’d been so upset when he ended things earlier than she’d probably expected.

      Or his increasing boredom and generalized dissatisfaction with life.

      Having used all his energy on the fake laugh of a few seconds ago, he had none left to manufacture a smile now. The result was a tug on one side of his lips that felt crooked.

      “C’est la vie,” he said. “No one ever accused me of being a prince.”

      Daniel made a dismissive sound as he reached for his wallet and tossed some money on the table. “Your life. But I think you’re selling yourself short. And you don’t want to be the seventy-year-old guy showing up at some Halloween party with a Phantom of the Opera costume so he can try to hook up with some hot woman he saw across the room. Not a good look.”

      Baptiste was so busy wishing he could smash Daniel’s perfect nose that he didn’t notice that Daniel had paid the bill. He picked up the money and tried to hand it back.

      “I’ll take care of this.”

      “I took care of it,” Daniel said, standing.

      “Allow me.”

      “Not this time.”

      Baptiste thrust the money at him. “I insist.”

      “Save your breath.”

      “I always pay,” Baptiste said, flabbergasted. What was with people tonight? Why was everyone surprising him with their behavior? Back home in France, his friends never even made a pretense of reaching for the bill. “I have the fattest bank account. I pay. Always.”

      Daniel flashed that winning smile. “Fuck you.”

      “But—”

      “You put me up at your fancy-ass château in Bordeaux. You helped me negotiate good prices for Zoya’s ring and cello. You flew me back here on your private jet. You’re saving my family’s winery from financial ruin, and you bought dinner for me and my dad. We can either use that money to buy the drinks, or I’ll take it back and shove it down your throat. Your choice.”

      A pregnant moment or two passed, during which it could have gone either way, but then a thought occurred to Baptiste:

      He might be glaring at the best man—and truest friend—he’d ever known.

      So he made a show of putting the money back down and shrugging.

      “If you want to pay, you can pay. Why didn’t you say so?”

      They laughed, the tension broken.

      Baptiste also stood. They hugged.

      “Good luck with Zoya tonight. You won’t need it, but I wish it anyway. She’s a wonderful woman. You’ll have a long and happy life with her.”

      “From your lips to God’s ears,” Daniel said fervently. “Did you text Sean?”

      Their other friend from Napa, Sean Baldwin, was also visiting quaint Journey’s End, Daniel’s hometown. The three of them had enjoyed many grand adventures together over the years, and Baptiste looked forward to catching up with him.

      “Not yet, but I will,” Baptiste said. “See you in the morning? At the winery?”

      “In the morning. How’s your room upstairs, by the way? This is the nicest hotel we’ve got in Journey’s End, but it’s not the Ritz.”

      “It’s lovely.”

      “Good. Later.”

      Daniel left.

      Baptiste gathered up his Phantom costume and hurried to the Halloween party, eager to find his Nefertiti again.
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      This was getting ridiculous.

      Samira Palmer grabbed her drink, ducked behind one of the pillars closest to the ballroom’s dessert bar and checked her phone for texts.

      Nothing. Oh, wait, there was something from her ex-fiancé Terrance again:

      Can we talk soon?

      There was only one response to such a text, and she’d gotten good at giving it:

      Delete.

      You don’t need him, girl, she reminded herself.

      Taking a deep breath to clear Terrance’s unwanted image from her brain, she checked the time.

      Nine twenty-nine. And here she was, a grown thirty-three-year-old standing alone in a crowded and noisy ballroom like a jilted prom date. While wearing a freaking Nefertiti costume with a heavy-ass jeweled crown on her head and torture device sandals on her feet.

      And paying two hundred dollars for the privilege. Not including tax.

      Was she a loser, or what?

      She finished the last of her second chardonnay and set the empty glass on a nearby tray as she moodily watched the crowd (if she saw one more hooker Dorothy costume with ruby red stilettos, she was seriously going to hit someone) and scrolled through her options. Another drink might be nice, but she had a big meeting at work in the morning, and she didn’t want to show up with a hangover. On the other hand—

      Her phone buzzed in her hand, startling her. The display flashed her best friend Melody Harrison’s picture.

      Well, thank God. About damn time.

      “What’s going on?” Samira snapped as the picture resolved to show Melody in her scrubs as she hurried down some hospital corridor. “You’d better be coming to the party as a surgeon, because I know you’re not about to cancel on me.”

      “I’m canceling on you,” Melody said. “I got called in. Car accident. Sorry.”

      “You should be. You’re the one who dragged me to this nonsense and forced me to rent this expensive-ass costume for the night.”

      “Well, I wanted to get you out so you wouldn’t mope. On the plus side? You look great.”

      “I do look great, don’t I?” Grinning and striking a glamour pose, Samira ran the phone down the length of her body.

      “Love the gladiator sandals!”

      “Yeah, well, that’s not the point.” Samira held the phone in front of her face again. “The point is, you know I don’t have this kind of money to waste right now. I got my AmEx bill today. I’ve been carrying it around with me. I’m hoping if I look at it enough times, I’ll erase some of the zeroes with my mental powers.”

      “Oh, no.” Melody, who’d ducked into the hospital cafeteria for a cup of coffee, made a face. “What’s the damage?”

      Samira swallowed hard, barely able to get the words out. “Ten-eight.”

      “Oh, my God.” Melody looked a little woozy as she paid the cashier and resumed her march through the hospital. “I know you’re sick.”

      “You could say that,” Samira said. Almost eleven thousand dollars. Samira’s half of the nonrefundable expenses for a would-be event of the year that Terrance had called off the night before the wedding. “At least he’s paying his share.”

      “I know you’re tired of me saying this…” Melody began.

      Samira rolled her eyes. “Here we go.”

      “But this could have been so much worse. Thank God you didn’t marry a gay man, honey. Thank God you didn’t, I don’t know, have kids with him and invest five years in building a family before he told you.”

      “Kindly do not try to find a bright spot in this tragic situation. I spent over a year with a guy and didn’t notice he was gay.” Samira paused, then let her worst fear slip through. “Hell, maybe he wasn’t gay until he hooked up with me.”

      Melody scowled at her as she hit a metal plate on the wall and walked through a massive swinging door. “You know that’s not how it works.”

      Samira did know, but try telling that to her eviscerated ego. It remained secretly convinced that if she’d been more exciting in bed, she’d be a honeymooner unpacking all her wedding gifts in her new home right now instead of an embarrassed dumped bride returning her half of the gifts with awkward thank-you explanation notes.

      On the plus side? Now she knew why their sex life had always been well south of stellar.

      “None of us suspected he was gay,” Melody continued. “He set off no gay-dar. Just goes to show you can’t go around stereotyping people and hitting them with your preconceived notions. He’s gay. He worked up the courage to come out of the closet and call off what would have been a bad marriage. You dodged a bullet. An expensive bullet, but think what a divorce would have cost you. Live and learn, right?”

      “Well, apparently I’m only batting fifty percent on that one. Did you forget? The guy before my runaway groom cheated on me for six months, and I didn’t realize that either. I’m too stupid to live, evidently.”

      “You just want a husband and children. That’s not stupid.”

      “It is when it eats up good childbearing years on trifling guys,” Samira said.

      “All men are not trifling.”

      “Cite?”

      Melody laughed. “I’ll find you one later. I know you dodged a bullet, but I still want to punch Terrance for doing this to you. It’s not like you open up and trust people in the first place.”

      “I don’t need him, anyway,” Samira said. “I’m fine by myself.”

      Harsh sigh from Melody. “See? This is just the excuse you were looking for to push men away and make sure no one else gets close to you.”

      Samira glanced all around. “I’m sorry. I’m having a tough time visualizing the men you’re referring to. Maybe they’re all dressed as the Invisible Man tonight.”

      Melody snorted out a laugh. “I gotta go scrub in. You okay?”

      “I’ll live,” Samira said glumly. “I’m going home. Enough’s enough.”

      “Don’t go home and waste the pretty! Seriously, who’s there? Anyone interesting?”

      Samira’s mind flashed back to the hot French guy, her heart rate kicking up.

      “I don’t know,” she said, adjusting one of her earrings.

      “The music sounds good. Is that Sir Mix-A-Lot? ‘Baby Got Back’?”

      “Yeah. The DJ seems to be in love with the nineties.”

      “Well, take a minute and try to unwind. Have a spin around the room. Maybe you’ll meet someone to hook up with.”

      “I don’t hook up.” Samira had never managed a successful casual sexual relationship, and she wasn’t going to waste even more childbearing years trying to figure out how to do it now. “You know that.”

      “You need a hot hookup to get back in the saddle, girl. Just sayin’. Okay gotta go. Love you. Call me tomorrow.”

      “Love you,” Samira said, and hung up.

      So…what now? More wine? A walk around the room, like Melody suggested?

      Nah. Time to call it a night, for a variety of reasons. She had better wine at home, and she’d already made approximately one million laps around the room while waiting for her friends. Worse, the dance music and noise level had maxed out her delicate ears. Most importantly? The effort to pretend that she was casually mingling rather than performing a covert op to relocate Sexy French Guy had left her exhausted and irritable.

      Because, really, what the hell did she think she was doing?

      Why would he want her? No one else ever did. Not for long, anyway.

      They’d had a fun little interlude, but he was gone now, evidently never to return. And it was all for the best. Seriously. What had gotten into her, anyway? What had she’d thought she’d do if he reappeared? It wasn’t like they’d disappear into one of the fancy suites upstairs and have chandelier-swinging sex all night.

      You don’t need him anyway, girl, she reminded herself—hang on.

      Were those lemon tarts on the dessert table?

      They were.

      Well, she’d have one for the road, then leave. She deserved a special treat after the day (Week? Month? Year?) she’d endured.

      Things were definitely looking up.

      Hitching her clutch more firmly under her arm, she helped herself. Lemon tarts! Oh, and look—cream puffs. Better have one of those, too—

      “Cleopatra,” said a male voice at her side. “Why do you keep slipping away from me, baby?”

      Samira scowled and tried to pretend she didn’t hear him. Unfortunately, there was no avoiding Drunk Julius Caesar, and she should know, because she’d been trying all night.

      Sure enough, he loomed closer, planting himself firmly in her peripheral vision, and left her no choice but to acknowledge his presence.

      The current song was, appropriately enough, TLC’s “No Scrubs.”

      “Kindly leave me alone.” She flashed him a pleasant smile. “I don’t want any trouble, but you’re starting to get on my nerves.”

      The guy sized her up—again—with his bloodshot eyes, swaying lightly on his feet. With his flowing white toga and headband made of green leaves, he wasn’t bad looking and would do himself a world of good if he just stood there being handsome rather than trying to drink his way to the bottom of every liquor bottle in the room.

      “We should get together,” he said, sidling closer. “Talk about our plans to conquer the world. I could feed you peeled grapes. No snakes allowed.”

      He cracked himself up with his sad little joke.

      Rolling her eyes, Samira took her dessert-filled plate and turned to go.

      Until he reached out and clamped a heavy hand around her upper arm.

      “Where you going? Don’t be such a bitch.”

      “Hey!” she cried, her shrill voice cutting across the music.

      Samira acted without thinking. Dropping the plate, she turned into him, holding her hand open wide, and smacked him hard in his woefully unimpressive groin. He yelped and doubled over, letting her go so he could grab his abused privates with a moan.

      Her repulsive job done, she dusted off her hands with grim satisfaction. She fully expected him to drop to his knees and was happily anticipating seeing him curl up in the fetal position when she realized that someone else had gotten involved.

      It was…oh, God, it was Hot French Guy, who’d materialized out of nowhere.

      Even more incredible?

      He was now disguised as the sexiest Phantom of the Opera ever.

      Samira gaped at him, all good sense doing a spectacular swan dive out the nearest window.

      If she’d thought he couldn’t get any handsomer than he’d been when he nearly knocked her on her ass earlier, with his shaggy, shoulder-length sable hair, expensive European-cut James Bond suit (circa Daniel Craig), full lips, harsh cheekbones and dimpled chin beneath a dense five o-clock shadow, she’d been wrong. Now his ensemble included a sweeping black cape (she loved capes!) and a sculpted white half-mask that sliced diagonally across his face and only covered the right side.

      The overall effect? He looked powerful and vaguely dangerous. Ridiculously sexy.

      As for his eyes…

      The same eyes that had studied her with the intensity of a solar flare a little while ago were now narrow slits of fury. His chin was set. His lips were flat, his jaws tight. In that tense moment, Samira wouldn’t have been at all surprised to see him unsheathe a sword and skewer Drunk Julius Caesar with it.

      But he twisted the guy’s arm behind his back, making the drunken idiot cry out just as a security guy rushed up.

      “Apologize for bad manners,” Sexy French Guy snarled.

      Drunk Julius Caesar, red-faced and gasping, cupped his balls with his free hand and acted like he had some options. “Screw you, man!”

      Without a word, Sexy French Guy cranked that arm a little harder.

      “Okay! Okay! I’m sorry.”

      Sexy French Guy turned him loose with a rough shove to the back, at which point security took over.

      “Come on, genius,” the guard said, taking Drunk Julius Caesar by the upper arm and frog-marching him through the crowd that had gathered to watch the commotion. “You’ve been causing problems all night. Time to go.”

      They left. The muttering and excited crowd dispersed, leaving Samira alone with her thundering pulse, Sexy French Guy and a stunned relative silence.

      “Did he hurt you?” SFG asked in that delicious accent, his voice husky and urgent.

      “No.”

      “Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” she said, starting to smile.

      He frowned behind his half-mask, adding to the intensity of his heated expression. “What’s funny?”

      “If my parents or best friends had seen that, I don’t think they’d look as upset as you do right now.”

      He hesitated while some of the bloodlust eased from his face.

      “I thought he was hurting you. I didn’t like it.”

      “He wasn’t. I can take care of myself.”

      “I saw that.” His features eased into something softer, but still turbulent. “But I really didn’t like it.”

      Samira stared at him, trying to detect signs of bullshit and finding none.

      He stared back, his gaze penetrating.

      “It’s the cape, isn’t it?” Samira asked, desperate to break the spiking tension, which made her skin much too tight and her blood too swift and hot. “You put it on, and now you think you’re some sort of superhero.”

      His surprised laughter generated startling white teeth and dimples, quickly subdued. “A useless superhero, as it turns out. Imagine my dismay when I go to all this trouble and you rescue yourself.”

      That made her laugh.

      He went very still, his breath hitching.

      Another round of staring ensued, broken only when a server appeared, startling them. They looked around to discover him with a champagne bucket and two glasses.

      “Did you still want the champagne, sir?”

      “That depends.” SFG turned back to Samira. “Have a drink with me?”

      Samira tried to look severe, probably failing spectacularly.

      The thing was, this wasn’t her. Nothing about this night was her. Not the costume, the flirting with a complete stranger who didn’t come with an introduction or thorough vetting by her friends or the way something illicit fluttered deep in her belly every time she looked at SFG.

      And yet she felt the unerring certainty that this was exactly where she belonged tonight.

      “How do you know I like champagne?” she asked.

      “Je ferai tout ce que vous voulez, ma reine,” he said quietly, holding out a hand.

      He spoke too fast, and her remembered high-school and college French was only passable. Even so, there was no mistaking the raw sincerity in his voice. And what heterosexual woman alive could refuse an invitation like that from a man who looked like this?

      “Whatever I want?” she asked.

      Unmistakable admiration gleamed in his eyes as he led her to a table in the back.

      “Absolutely whatever you want.”
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      They sat while the server opened the champagne, poured and left.

      Samira was about to raise her flute when SFG frowned.

      “Oh, but you lost your dessert,” he said, getting up again.

      “It’s okay,” she said quickly, but he was already off to the dessert table, the cape flapping behind him.

      Bemused, she watched him select a little bit of everything with the thoughtful precision of a man choosing the egg donor for his child. Then he hurried back and settled in again, setting the plate and napkin on the table and stretching out his long legs.

      “Voilà.”

      “You’re very thoughtful,” she said, surveying the pastries. “What did you bring me?”

      “You can have this one,” he said, pointing to a smudged and smashed something that may have once been a brownie as he helped himself to a lemon square.

      “That one?”

      He shrugged. “The rest are for me.”

      She laughed and snatched the plate away, determined not to be seduced by his bright smile or easy charm. Or by his inclusion of several lemon bars, fruit tarts and éclairs. Who could resist a man bearing treats?

      “Can I drink my champagne now?” she asked. “I was promised champagne.”

      “Please.”

      They raised their glasses.

      “To Drunk Julius Caesar,” she said. “I hope security doesn’t rough him up too much.”

      “Security?” He laughed as they clinked and sipped. “It’s you he needs to worry about. What was that, anyway?”

      “What was what?”

      He made a violent smacking gesture with his hand. “Your Wonder Woman moves.”

      “That was a groin strike.”

      “Are you in—what is it? —the Justice League?”

      “No, but let this be a lesson to you, Sexy French Guy.”

      Sudden delight cranked up the wattage of his smile until it threatened to blind her in the ballroom’s moody lighting.

      “First of all, lesson learned. Second of all, I love the nickname. Feel free to continue to use it. So you are very experienced in defending yourself against overzealous men, I take it?”

      Her mind’s eye flashed back to Terrance, who’d been robotic in bed—got the job done, but didn’t put his heart into it. Another of the fifty-hundred red flags she’d somehow missed in her unrelenting quest to get married before age thirty-five.

      Defending herself against overzealous men?

      Yeah, no. She wasn’t the one for that.

      She felt her smile wobble and glued it back on.

      His attention sharpened. “What? What did I say?”

      “Nothing,” she said quickly, pushing Terrance’s unwelcome memory far away as she reached for an éclair. “I train in Krav Maga. So I know a little about self-defense.”

      His jaw dropped. “The…” He paused, searching for the right word. “Israeli self-defense? The street combat?”

      “You know it?”

      “I’ve heard of it. You do that?”

      “I do that. I can’t wait to tell everyone in class that I used it in a real-world situation. They’ll be so proud of me.”

      He stared at her, his face utterly still behind his mask.

      She flushed, praying she didn’t have a smudge of cream on her lips from the éclair.

      “What?”

      He blinked and came out of it, sweeping the mask off over his head and tossing it on the table.

      “It’s nothing,” he said gruffly, smoothing his amazing wavy hair. “It’s just…You’re unusual. You’re very unusual.”

      Her heart sank because she wasn’t. There was nothing special or thrilling about her, and no one had ever thought there was. Certainly not her birth mother, who’d given her away on the day she was born and never thought twice about it. Very unusual? Please. She was no more unusual than a blade of grass on a golf course.

      Still, she planned to take that ugly secret to the grave.

      She pointed to her head. “It’s the crown.”

      “I’m quite sure it’s you,” he said firmly.

      There was something about him, too, and it held her riveted as they stared at each other across the table, dessert and champagne forgotten. His hair. His harsh bone structure, softened by his lush mouth. The quiet intensity of his eyes as they focused on her to the exclusion of everything else in the room.

      “What’s your name? You’re not the Phantom of the Opera anymore without your mask, and I can’t call you Sexy French Guy all the time. Too wordy.”

      “Jean-Baptiste Mercier. Also wordy.” It sounded like Ba-teest when he said it. No P. He leaned closer. “And you?”

      The subtle excitement in the last two words made her heart race.

      “Samira Palmer.”

      “Samira.”

      Her name bloomed like a flower when he said it like that, with such obvious satisfaction. Would he say it that way when they were in bed together? If she made him come?

      Whoa.

      Where had that thought come from?

      Her face heated up, threatening to melt away from her skull.

      Snap out of it, girl.

      “Should I call you Jean-Baptiste, or just Jean?”

      “Just Baptiste.” He poured them both more champagne and pointed to the bottle. “We have plenty to share with your girlfriends, if they’d like to join us. Or I could order another bottle, of course.”

      “Ah, no.” Samira debated the wisdom of informing a perfect stranger—and boy, was he perfect—that she was there alone, then decided there was no avoiding it. “They both bailed on me after I saw you. One of them got called into surgery, and the other has a stomach virus. And they were the ones who invited me. So I got roped into wearing a Halloween costume for the first time since I was a teenager for nothing.”

      “Well.” Unsmiling, he cocked his head to watch her with those soulful eyes. She’d kill to know what color they were, but it was too dark to tell. “I wouldn’t say it was for nothing. Has someone taken a picture of you? It should be a priority before you take your dress off for the night. Otherwise, I feel like a crime will be committed.”

      Her heart, which really ought to know better at the ripe old age of thirty-three, fluttered like a butterfly sunning itself on a rose.

      Time to nip his hopes in the bud.

      “You’re very lavish with your compliments. They’re not going to get you laid tonight, though. Nor is the champagne or the Phantom costume. Just so you know. But you get an A for effort.”

      He’d nearly taken another sip, but a surprised bark of laughter and lingering wicked grin stopped him. “Many women are happy to, ah, lay me with much less effort than I’ve spent on you tonight, ma reine—”

      She gestured to the crowd on the dance floor. “It’s probably not too late to catch one of them, if you hurry.”

      More of his throaty laughter, which was a powerful aphrodisiac that forced her to cross her legs in a vain effort to alleviate the growing ache between her thighs.

      “—but there are several things wrong with what you said.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Yes. You see, I believe that beautiful women, like fine wine”—he held up his flute, swirling the golden contents for her to see— “must be savored and appreciated. So it’s possible for me to tell you how beautiful you are with no agenda.”

      “Oh! Well, excusez-moi, monsieur. So there’s no agenda tonight?”

      “There’s absolutely an agenda tonight.” Amusement glittered in his eyes as he sipped again. “And it remains to be seen whether I get laid or not, non?”

      He stared her in the face.

      She stared back, champagne and unadulterated lust making her slow to respond.

      It took a couple of seconds, but her sluggish brain eventually kicked into gear.

      “Poor Baptiste.” She patted him on the arm. “Doesn’t anyone ever tell you no?”

      “The question is whether you will tell me no when the time comes.”

      “Isn’t this the time? Before you buy another bottle of champagne?”

      “Not at all. You’ll know when it’s time.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes.” He paused. “It’s a shame, don’t you think, when people make up rules to deny themselves some of the best pleasures of life for no good reason. I’m here for the night. I’m a consenting adult. You’re a consenting adult. We’re attracted to each other.”

      “How do you know I’m not faking it?”

      He laughed again. The sight of it was quickly becoming an addiction.

      “Because you haven’t, ah, stricken me in the groin.”

      “Struck.”

      “Whatever. And you seem to like my company as much as I like yours. Why should we deny ourselves when we have this window of opportunity?”

      Her sneaky brain went straight to why, indeed? before she caught herself.

      Cocky bastard. She opened her mouth, praying a biting retort was on the way, when he turned his attention to the dessert plate and selected something.

      “Do you like strawberries with your champagne?” he asked quietly as he rested his elbow on the table and leaned toward her, offering it up. “This one has been dipped in chocolate.”

      Samira hesitated, torn.

      On the one hand, he was a complete stranger and she was no fool. This was a seduction, plain and simple. Baptiste wanted the same thing from her that Drunk Julius Caesar had wanted, even if Baptiste’s techniques were a billion times more artful. Plus, she couldn’t very well go around mixing up her messages by shooting him down one minute, then eating from his hand the next.

      On the other hand, the subtle challenge in his gaze, along with the intensity of the desire radiating off him in waves, lured her the way a sunny Florida beach lures spring breakers. Especially after her months-long purgatory of wondering why her fiancé was becoming more and more aloof and what she was doing to drive him away.

      In that one overheated moment out of time, Samira could no more deny Baptiste than she could subsist on a diet of mud and tree bark.

      Why, indeed, Samira?

      “That depends.” She met his unwavering gaze and mirrored his position by resting both elbows on the table and easing closer, shrugging. “Is it ripe?”

      A couple of beats passed.

      Then he took a bite, licking his lush lower lip to stop a trickle of juice. “Very ripe.”

      He offered it to her again.

      She looked at his eyes. His lips. The strawberry.

      Then she took a bite, being careful to stroke his thumb with her tongue as she did.

      A thrilling charge passed between them, making him shiver, his breath hiss and his heavy-lidded gaze drop to half-mast.

      That was bad enough. Sexy enough. Hot enough.

      But then the music changed to the opening bass line of Sade’s “No Ordinary Love,” and all was lost for her. A ripple went through the crowd at the otherworldly music. People who’d been sitting at other tables hurried to the dance floor, and she had the wild thought that a lot of babies would be conceived tonight.

      It was as though no one present could resist the seductive pull of Sade’s mellow voice. Samira certainly couldn’t.

      Baptiste seemed to know it. He wiped his hands and mouth, tossed back the last of his champagne and stood, extending his hand to her.

      “Dance with me,” he said.

      She looked up at him, frozen with indecision.

      The logical part of her brain—the functioning little bit she had left—went into full-on Whoopi Goldberg in Ghost mode.

      Samira, you in danger, girl!

      This was not the time for dancing, especially with him. Samira had been drinking. Plus, her defenses were already down after the disastrous end to her engagement, followed by many long nights spent wondering if anyone would ever want her again if her fiancé didn’t. Plus, this was one of the hottest songs ever written, and while she’d probably met sexy guys before, Baptiste had obliterated their faces from her memory.

      She and Baptiste? They did not need to touch each other.

      Probably not ever, and certainly not right now. The sparks between them were combustible enough, thanks.

      Under normal circumstances, she had backbone enough to tell him no, and if any other song had played, she would have managed it.

      But this was no ordinary song, night or man.

      So it was game over for her.

      Spellbound, she finished her own champagne and took his hand.

      He turned and led her to the middle of the crowded dance floor, then pulled her closer.

      The pretense that they were dancing lasted for all of, oh, three seconds. He reeled her in to the socially acceptable distance for two people who’d just met, with their clasped hands at chest level between them, her free hand on his broad shoulder and his on the small of her back. Feeling breathless and agitated, she kept her attention focused on another couple a few feet away—oh, look, Marge Simpson was dancing with Michael Jackson; you didn’t see that every day—and followed his rhythm as they shifted back and forth.

      But then she made the mistake of taking a deep breath and looking directly at him.

      His glittering gaze felt hot on her face. Hard. Questioning.

      Connecting with it at this close range, inside his arms, felt thrilling and overwhelming. Absolutely irresistible.

      She wasn’t the only one who felt it.

      He took a shuddering breath and contracted his arms, bringing her fully up against him. Dipped his head to run his nose and lips along her jaw line before pressing his face to the tender curve between her neck and shoulder. Stroked a warm hand up her arm, guiding her until she found his nape and curled her fingers into the dense silk of his wavy hair.

      Oh, God.

      They melted into each other, and she felt the same powerful sensations of relief, gratitude and belonging that she felt every night when she bonelessly tumbled into the downy softness of her bed.

      She clung to him as he ran his free hand over her back, swaying in time to the music even though there could be no question that this was now foreplay rather than dancing. He was exactly the right height for her—taller, but not towering. His shoulders were wide, his chest hard against her aching nipples, his thighs unyielding as they brushed by hers. The unmistakable concrete of his erection felt heavy against her, and it was all she could do to stop herself from clamping her hands on his ass so she could rub her sweet spot against his hard length and find some relief.

      His scent? A faint but dizzying combination of something warm and earthy, almost woodsy, that made her want to strip him bare and follow her nose to its source.

      He felt so good.

      So exquisitely, unbearably and life-changingly good.

      She let her eyes roll closed, willingly dying a little in this moment.

      Nothing had ever felt this good or could ever feel this good again.

      His lips skated back up her neck, to her ear.

      “Samira.” He nuzzled the sensitive lobe, making her knees weaken. “I think I deserve an award.”

      “For what?”

      “Keeping my hands off your ass while we’re in public.”

      Her burst of laughter turned to a moan, quickly stifled, as he nipped her ear.

      “Not kissing you for the first time in public,” he continued, releasing her hand so he could focus on other things. “Not making you come for the first time in public. You should thank me.”

      “I’m not feeling that grateful at the moment, to tell the truth,” she said, shivering as his hands glided up and down her sides, his thumbs just skimming her breasts.

      The low rumble of his laughter vibrated against her chest. “Do you feel how hard I am for you?”

      Did she—?

      Was he kidding?

      “Could I miss it?”

      Another approving chuckle. “Do you see how well we fit together?”

      “Yes,” she said, gasping as his teeth skimmed down a tendon in her neck.

      “Are you surprised?”

      “No.”

      “And yet you think to tell me no if I want you to come up to my room with me. Even though we both know this could be extraordinary between us. That’s a shame, don’t you think?”

      Extraordinary? Yeah, that about covered it.

      You don’t need him, Samira, she reminded herself.

      “You’re a perfect stranger,” she said helplessly. “And I don’t do well with casual sex.”

      “I see.” He pulled back enough for her to see the turbulence in his unsmiling eyes. “And how are you with regrets?”

      She faltered, all her regrets crowding into her mind’s eye so she could count them.

      “Shhh,” he said, whispering in her ear again. “Tell me when the song ends.”

      Oh, thank God.

      A few more precious seconds to pull him closer, run her fingers through his amazing hair and wallow in his exquisite touch as his hands skated up and down her back, soothing and reassuring her. A few more seconds to let the ethereal music permeate her skin and make her nerve endings sizzle with awareness. A few more seconds to catalog her regrets.

      She regretted trusting and settling for Terrance, a man who looked good on paper, but whose soul had never been committed to their relationship. Regretted not asking more questions. Not pushing harder for answers. Wished she’d done all that before she accepted his ring despite her misgivings and charged half the wedding on her AmEx. Regretted spending eighteen months on their doomed relationship, thinking all the while that the sex would get better at some indeterminate point (Wedding night? Honeymoon? Fiftieth wedding anniversary?) in the future. She regretted not wondering why he hadn’t kicked up more of a fuss when she suggested they needed to stop having sex a month before the wedding in order to make their wedding night more special.

      Most of all, she regretted not trusting her instincts and not putting her needs first.

      And Baptiste…

      She turned her nose into his neck, rooting for his scent the way dogs root for dropped food in the kitchen. In response, his arms tightened around her, pulling her up until only her tiptoes remained on the floor.

      She wanted Baptiste. Wanted.

      Her body felt unreasonably alive, down to every hair follicle and shimmering drop of blood. It was as though she’d been holding her breath for the last eighteen months, waiting for some unseen other shoe to drop, and now, for the first time, she could laugh and fill her lungs with air.

      It would only be for a night, and then he’d go back to France, never to be seen again.

      But, man, what a night it would be. Unforgettable enough to hold her over until she felt ready to climb back on that unsteady horse and begin dating again, she was guessing.

      And it wasn’t like her emotions would ever be in play. Melody was right. Samira didn’t let people into her heart easily, so she’d never be foolish enough to form expectations after a one-night stand with a guy who lived on another continent.

      “The song is ending,” he said in her ear as Sade’s voice began to fade out.

      “I’m trusting you tonight,” she said, trailing her fingers down his neck so she could feel his muscles leap in response. “We’re going to send your picture, driver’s license and room number to my best friend, just in case I wake up missing in the morning.”

      “You’ll be in my bed in the morning. In my arms, and I will be inside you.” He pulled back once again, this time to hit her with a long and hard stare of intent. “Maybe you should tell her that?”

      A hot blush raced up her neck to her face, making her laugh. “Did you say extraordinary?”

      “Extraordinary. The song is ending. Yes or no? And remember our concerns about international relations.”

      “Yes,” she said, laughing again.

      She wouldn’t have thought he could hold her any tighter without splintering most of her rib cage, but she was wrong. He picked her straight up, gave her a lingering kiss on the cheek—he murmured something in French that she didn’t quite catch—and set her down again.

      “Let’s go.” Pausing only to make sure the cape covered him in front, he took her hand and turned to lead the way off the packed dance floor so they could grab his mask and her clutch. “And I want you to, what was it? Ah, yes. Groin strike anyone who doesn’t get out of our way fast enough.”
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      They paused in the lobby to take pictures of each other. As promised, she sent his information to her best friend. He took several snaps of her as Nefertiti.

      “I wish I had my real camera.” He lowered his phone and reached for her hand again. “I’m not sure this is good enough to do you justice tonight.”

      “Are you a photographer?” Samira greedily latched on to this information, eager to learn anything she could about him while she had the chance. It occurred to her that she’d never learn most things about him, and the thought made her unexpectedly sad.

      “I try. Mostly I use the excuse to buy cool lenses and flashes.”

      “Y’all look hot,” said a passing Princess Leia, whose hair rolls were bigger than her head. “Want me to take your picture together?”

      Wow. Awkward. Samira opened her mouth to politely decline—it was probably against the rules in the One-Night Stand manual to act like you were a real couple who’d see each other again—but Baptiste was already handing over his phone.

      “Yes, thank you,” he said, putting his mask back on and sliding his arm around Samira’s waist. “I want a memento of tonight.”

      They posed in all their elegant hotness, attracting the attention of several costumed passersby while Princess Leia clicked away. “Let me get one more. Y’all do something different this time.”

      To Samira’s surprise, Baptiste leaned in and kissed her on the cheek, tickling her with his five o’clock shadow and making her laugh.

      Princess Leia whooped and returned Baptiste’s phone. “That’s a good one.”

      Baptiste grinned with open delight as he looked at the picture. “It is. Thank you very much.”

      “You’re welcome.” Princess Leia waved and headed toward the ballroom.

      “Thanks,” Samira called after her, then reached for his phone. “Let me see.”

      The full-length pictures were good. The final one was a close-up of Samira’s laughing face as Baptiste kissed her, his visible eye closed behind the mask and his prickly jawline shown to devastating effect.

      It was gorgeous. Good enough for a perfume ad in some high-end fashion magazine.

      “Wow,” Samira said, a little shaken by the sight of them together. She found, to her surprise as a black woman who’d only ever dated black men, that there was something indescribably sexy about the juxtaposition of his tan skin against her mahogany. It aroused her almost as much as their dance had, and that was saying the nearly impossible. “That’s a great picture.”

      He took her hand again, staring down at her as they walked to the elevator and he pushed the button. “Now we have physical proof that I was right.”

      “About what?”

      He pushed the mask to the top of his head, the better to meet her gaze. “We fit together very well.”

      Meeting his eyes…seeing the apparent sincerity…hearing it in his voice…

      That may have been the moment it hit her: it was going to be hard—as in, really, really hard—to say good-bye to Baptiste when their time together ended in a few hours.

      He was, quite possibly, the most intriguing man she’d ever met.

      Had she had other one-night stands? Yes, but only by accident. The first had been a drunken mistake after a frat party in college. The second had turned into a one-time thing the morning after, when the guy she’d been dating revealed that he was a much bigger dick personality-wise that he could have ever wished to have penis-wise.

      Serial monogamy? Much more her thing.

      But a single night with Baptiste?

      When she looked into his eyes, she had the bone-deep feeling that there was so much more to him than his looks and charm. A night wouldn’t be enough to excavate it all, but a night was the only thing on the table between them, so she’d better start getting her mind around that.

      You don’t need him anyway, girl, she reminded herself, but the words didn’t feel as powerful as they normally did. You don’t need anyone.

      The elevator dinged. They got on, still looking at each other. Her pulse sped up as he shifted closer. She wondered if this was the moment he would kiss her, but then a bunch of people piled on after them.

      He shot the newcomers a veiled scowl, mimicking her thoughts exactly.

      She laughed.

      He shrugged. What can you do?

      The two of them went to the back, where he leaned against the mirrored wall, keeping a possessive arm around her waist as she stood in front of him.

      The doors slid closed.

      “That was a great party, man,” a hobbit said to his buddy, a hard-hatted construction worker.

      “Music sucked, though,” the construction worker said. “What was that shit, anyway? Nineties music?”

      The hobbit sniggered. “At least play some Nirvana or Green Day.”

      “True,” said the construction worker.

      Baptiste casually put a hand low on Samira’s belly, fingers splayed wide.

      She went absolutely still, her breath choking off in her throat. The steady pressure, so close to her tightening sex, threatened to make her leap out of her skin.

      The bell dinged on the next floor. An elegant older couple got out, as did a Glinda the Good Witch, who was holding hands with a Hooker Dorothy. The remaining people shifted around and stared up at the floor indicator lights.

      The doors slid closed.

      “Do you have the key?” The woman in front of them rummaged in her purse with increasing desperation. “I don’t think I—do you have the key?”

      The man with her caught a diaper bag strap before it slid off his shoulder and adjusted the baby on his hip. “I told you to get it.”

      “Well, no, you didn’t, because if you had, I would have it now.”

      “I did tell you to get it.”

      The baby started to fuss.

      There may have been more, but Samira didn’t hear it because Baptiste, taking all the time in the world, stroked his hand down over her sex, then back up to her waist again, where it waited like a polite hand should do.

      A streak of sensation bolted through her, making her jump and gasp. Baptiste, no doubt anticipating this very reaction, tightened his hold on her waist to keep her steady. Unfortunately, this brought her up against him and his erection, which did nothing to slow her racing pulse.

      Luckily, the baby crescendoed into a full-blown screaming fit, so no one noticed what they were doing in the back.

      The bell dinged. Next floor. Keyless couple with crying baby got off. So did hobbit and hard hat, leaving only a handful of college-aged girls staring down at someone’s phone.

      “Let’s get a selfie real quick,” one of them said, setting off a wave of pouty-lipped posing.

      The doors slid closed.

      Now that most of the crowd was gone, Samira could see everyone’s reflection in the mirrored doors. Baptiste caught her eye, gave her a lingering once-over and watched her with poorly concealed amusement, one brow raised in open challenge.

      Samira, who was by now so aroused that she could see the outlines of her jutting nipples through her dress, decided that two could play at this game.

      So she dropped her clutch on the floor. “Oops.”

      While the college girls chattered and made like vogueing reality TV stars, Samira shifted one bare leg until it emerged through the slit in her dress, bent at the waist, picked up the clutch and ground her butt against Baptiste’s rigid crotch as she came back up, making sure to keep eye contact in the mirror the whole time.

      Baptiste stiffened behind his cape.

      Actually, the rest of him stiffened.

      The bell dinged, and the doors slid open again. Baptiste clamped a hand on her wrist, swept past her, cape flapping, and all but dragged her down the hallway after him. Laughing and quite pleased with herself, she trotted in her heels to keep up with his longer stride and watched as he dug his key card out of his wallet. It took him three times to swipe it with his shaky hands, giving her a sidelong look of purest fire, and that also made her laugh.

      She laughed all the way up until he threw the door open, yanked her in after him, slammed it shut and pulled her close. The night table lamp gave her a quick glimpse of a luxurious suite with a king-sized bed turned down for the night, but in that overheated moment she wouldn’t have cared if his room was the supply closet where the housekeepers kept the vacuum cleaners.

      Baptiste palmed her face, the better to stroke first her cheek, then her lips, with his thumb.

      “You won’t be so amused if I come in my pants before you get your pleasure,” he said, his voice and accent thicker than they’d sounded before, “so you might try being a little less sexy.”

      “Oh. So you can dish it out, but you can’t take it.”

      “With you?” He shuddered, his bright-eyed gaze skimming her face. The hand on her back slid down to cup her ass. He ground against her, his unyielding length finding its place against her sweet spot. “I’m not sure I can take it. You make my heart pound.”

      Samira had never been one for laying all her emotional cards on the table, especially these days, but the words came before she could stop them.

      “You make my heart pound.”

      Her breathless confession seemed to catch him by surprise, or maybe it was the way she ran her fingers through his hair, raking her short nails across his scalp before she slid his mask off and tossed it aside. His eyes widened, taking up her entire field of vision before he pressed a lingering kiss to her forehead.

      “You’ll have to forgive me,” he said, his thumb now gliding its way down her neck and around to her nape. “I’m not a very good host.”

      “Am I complaining?” Desperate to get him close enough, she hooked one of her legs around his thigh and then higher, around his waist. Why not unleash her inner wildcat now that she was here? In for a penny, in for a pound, right? It wasn’t like this thrilling opportunity would ever knock on her door again. “Do I look unhappy to you?”

      His lips curved into a grin against her forehead.

      Down below, his hand left her ass, skimmed across her bare thigh, then back to her ass again.

      Under her dress this time.

      She kept still, half-crazed with anticipation.

      “I saw it all happening in my mind,” he said, his breath hot against her skin. “I was going to bring you up here and order champagne and caviar from room service. I was going to be a very good host.” He paused. “Now I’m distracted. All I can think about is getting inside you.”

      “Oh.” She shivered as his skilled fingers made their slow way to the edge of her panties, where they ran between her legs. “So you have a short attention span? That doesn’t bode very well for me tonight, does it?”

      More of his throaty laughter as he ran his lips down her temple, to the corner of her mouth, and his long-lashed eyes came into view again. “We’ll have to see, won’t we?”

      And that was enough talking, at least as far as she was concerned. He seemed to agree. Both his hands returned to her face just as she turned into him, holding her in place while he kissed her senseless.

      He tasted tart, like the champagne. His mouth was every bit as skilled as it was beautiful. Firm. Insistent. Endlessly persuasive and thorough, gliding its way through every possible combination of their lips and tongues. She eagerly opened for him, her overheated desire making her a little frantic, as did his roving hands.

      He crooned with approval when she unhooked her leg from his waist and stepped back, staring him in the face as she shimmied her hips to help him get her panties down her legs and off.  Straightening again, he took a quick glance at the scrap of black lace, pressed it to his nose and breathed deep before shoving it into the front pocket of his jacket.

      “You’re not getting those back. Don’t bother asking.”

      She shrugged with complete indifference, trying to catch her breath.

      “Do you think I want them when you’re in the room?”

      One corner of his perfect, perfect mouth, swollen now from her kisses, curled in a sultry half-smile as he unhooked his cape and laid it on the nearest chair. His cuff links followed in short order. He watched her with unblinking eyes, his color high, while she unpinned and took off her crown (she was surprised it had stayed put this long) and set it on the nearest table.

      But then a sudden wave of self-consciousness hit her.

      She ran a hand over her short and natural curls, now flattened like roadkill, and shot him an embarrassed smile.

      “My hair’s a mess.”

      Without missing a beat, he ran his hands through his own hair until it stood on end as though he’d processed it in a blender.

      “Mine too. Let’s call the whole thing off. How could you ever want me now?”

      The idea that anything about his hair could dim her lust for him at this point was so patently ridiculous that she burst into startled laughter.

      “Point made, monsieur.”

      “I should hope so, madame,” he said, extending a hand to her. “Come here.”

      She couldn’t hurry fast enough. Another round of urgent kissing—nipping, sucking, biting—followed, at the end of which she discovered that her gown was gaping open in the back. His quick hands also made easy work of her strapless bra, unhooking it with a flick and the kind of finesse that pickpockets trained their entire lives to achieve.

      “Take them off,” he said, scorching her with the intensity of his gaze as he tugged both bodice and bra down. “Take them off.”

      She did, straightening so he could look his fill at her, a queen clad only in her jeweled collar and golden gladiator stilettos. On any other night, she’d have taken a private second or two to lament her various imperfections, like the way one of her breasts was slightly bigger than the other, or the fact that it had been a little too long since her last waxing session.

      Tonight?

      Before Baptiste’s heated attention and his utter, breathless, stillness?

      Forget being a queen. She felt like a freaking goddess.

      He shook his head as he looked her in the face again, his face alight with his perceived good fortune. Made a disbelieving sound.

      “You’re beautiful.” Baptiste sounded hoarse. “I don’t have the words. In French or English.”

      A sudden burst of unwanted emotion clogged her throat, because she was positive Terrance had never seen or wanted her this way.

      “Yeah?” she whispered.

      “Yeah.”

      She walked back into his arms, working on his shirt buttons with shaky hands while he kissed her again. Longer. Harder. Deeper. He ran his hands down her back. Over her ass, squeezing the two cheeks together. Across the tops of her thighs. Over her hips and up to her waist. Along the sides of her breasts, making her skin leap and generating sparks of sensation that threatened to shower to the floor and set the carpet on fire.

      She broke away when her poor overworked lungs failed to provide any air, still on the first stupid button that shielded his flesh from her increasingly desperate hands.

      “Please tell me you have some condoms.”

      “I threw a handful into my bag when I packed,” he said, taking mercy on her and ripping the two halves of his shirt apart so that buttons skittered across the floor. When he’d slid it off and thrown it aside, he reached behind his head, yanked his white undershirt off and tossed it as well. “I’m not sure we’ll have enough.”

      “A handful?” Hot as she was for him, she knew her limits and those of the average man. “I’m not sure what kind of night you’ve got planned, but unless you’re a superhero, a handful should do it.”

      He shrugged, his expression wicked. “You saw my cape—”

      She laughed.

      “—and I think we both know one night between us is not enough.”
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      No, she thought sadly, pressing her lips and tongue to the divot between his collarbones so she could finally taste his golden skin, one night between them would never be enough. There was far too much of him to admire and explore. The breadth of his shoulders. The strong arms, all muscle and sinew. The sculpted chest and ladder rungs of his lean torso, both lightly dusted with dark hair that disappeared beneath his belt. The unmistakable bulge that strained the front of his pants.

      She lost herself in him for a minute, running her lips, face and breasts all along his neck and upper body while she tried to imprint the exquisite experience of him—his rippling muscles, tensing and playing beneath her touch; his masculine scent; the flaming heat from his big body; the growing rumbles of approval from deep inside him—on her memory banks forever.

      Greedy now, undone, she undid his belt and zipper—

      “Pas ce soir, ma reine,” he said apologetically, grabbing her wrist before she could reach for him.

      Lust made her dazed and slow. “What?”

      “Not tonight. Much as I want those hands and lips on me, if you do it now, I won’t last three seconds.”

      With that, he swept her lightly into his arms and swung her around to his bed. Laid her down like she was made of antique crystal. Stared down at her with heated eyes while she raised her arms over her head and stretched, arching her back just to see what he would do.

      “Merde,” he muttered, looming over her.

      “Come here,” she said, reaching for him.

      “Not yet.”

      “What are you doing?” She ran her hands over her breasts and down her belly, then stroked herself between her legs. “Don’t you know how hot I am right now?”

      Shaky exhale. “I’m looking at you. Nice collar, by the way.”

      “I forgot about it,” she said sheepishly, reaching for the clasp in the back.

      “Don’t take it off. I like it. I wish I had my camera.”

      “I’m not into nude photos,” she said, turning on her side and propping up on an elbow to watch him.

      “Good.” Roguish grin as he reached for his nightstand drawer and the toiletries kit inside, withdrawing several condoms. “That means I’ll be the only man who has any.”

      “Oh, no you—”

      “Shhh.” Reaching for her waist, he dragged her to the edge of the bed, positioning her with her legs dangling over the side. Then he dropped to his knees between them. “Now is not the time for talking.”

      It sure the hell wasn’t. Not when he lowered his head and went to work on her from top to bottom. He started with her breasts, pushing them together and running his face all over them, wallowing in the feeling of her while she wallowed in his touch. Then his thumbs got to work, circling her areolae and slowly zeroing in on her nipples, until finally he licked them into his mouth. Suckled until her hips involuntarily rose off the bed to meet him and her breathy cries grew loud and unabashed.

      He slid lower, dipping his talented tongue into her belly button and making her writhe even as his silky hair slid over her skin, tickling her.

      And then, when his mouth was mere inches from her throbbing sex, just when he had her teetering on some previously undiscovered sensual edge, with insanity on one side and a screaming orgasm on the other, he turned his skills and attention to her legs.

      He nipped the inside of her thigh, making her jackknife at the waist. Maybe he wanted her insane. Maybe it was all part of some diabolical plan to make her look foolish while nonsense words and mewls poured out of her mouth.

      Maybe he wanted to give her a few seconds to cool down just so he could heat her up all over again.

      Whatever. It worked.

      “Baptiste…”

      The protest had no visible effect on him. He held her ankle to stretch her leg out straight.

      “Love the sandals,” he said, gliding his fingers over the gold straps up to her knee and hitting all the deliciously sensitive nerve endings on the inside of her leg as he did. The other leg got the same treatment, with special attention given to her instep—her instep! —which seemed to possess some secret wiring that sent jolts of electrical current directly to her sex.

      Each touch was a tiny shock of sensation that made her flesh leap and her belly quiver.

      “Hold still,” he teased, his voice heavy with laughter as he turned to one of her thighs, kissing, nuzzling and nipping his way up to her pussy. He clamped his hands on her hips to hold her steady. “You have ants in your jeans.”

      “Pants,” she said weakly.

      “Whatever,” he said, and put his mouth on her as he rested one of her legs on his broad shoulder.

      He knew what he was doing. Her strangled cries filled the air as his talented tongue swirled and flicked, cranking her higher than she’d ever been before. Her overwhelmed body couldn’t handle the growing tension, and her fumbling hands didn’t know what to do. She held his head in a death grip, probably pulling his glorious sable hair out by the roots, just so she’d have something to anchor her to the earth. Her fingers flexed. Her toes curled. Her skittering heart careened toward cardiac arrest, which was a real feat considering that most of the blood in her body had surely pooled in her sex by now.

      There was a final flick. A lingering nuzzle of his lips.

      And he catapulted her off that invisible edge, putting his back into a two-handed shove that had her flying through the dark night sky, a silent scream on her lips.

      The orgasm went on and on.

      And on.

      After he’d wrung more pleasure from her than she’d realized her body could experience, he moved quickly, sliding up over her and settling in the cradle of her hips. She heard the sound of his belt buckle. His zipper. Dazed, she opened her eyes in time to see him rip open a foil packet with his teeth and sheath himself, not even bothering to take his silk boxers off all the way.

      His face was flushed and tight with strain, his jaw set. Muscles bulged in his supporting arm as he levered over her and gripped himself. She eagerly cocked her hips for him, but at the very last second, his feverishly bright gaze flicked back up to hers.

      “Ça va?”

      Was it okay?

      Was he serious?

      “Fuck me,” she said, pulling his face down so he could kiss her. She needed his dick inside her and his tongue in her mouth. “Please. Fuck me.”

      A hint of a grin from Baptiste.

      Then he surged inside her, burying himself to the hilt.

      She cried out, feeling her face twist and her mouth gape with utter disbelief.

      First thing? People who claimed white men had small penises didn’t know what the hell they were talking about.

      Second? In a historic first, she actually felt the telltale clenching inside her body that announced another orgasm locking and loading in the chamber, ready to fire very soon.

      Third? This complete stranger had her completely wrung out. And he wasn’t even done with her yet.

      The only good thing?

      As he stared down at her, his shadowed expression reflected the same turbulence she currently felt.

      “Ça va?”

      His voice sounded softer this time. Gentler. Sweeter. His eyes seemed to glow in the subdued light from the nightstand.

      “Oui,” she said, trying to catch her breath as she wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him closer. “Ça va.”

      He began to move, his hips swiveling in wondrous, rhythmic strokes. He dipped his head and brushed her lips with his, his languid tongue just a tease designed to unravel her.

      As he’d predicted, they fit perfectly together, straining and flowing with their limbs twined and their mouths fused. Soon—too soon; not soon enough—her second orgasm overtook her, wringing his strangled name from her as the pleasure spiraled and she arched into him.

      He lifted his head to watch her, and in that raw moment she felt no need or desire to hide her reactions.

      This unprecedented experience here, with him, was everything. He deserved to know. So she cooed. Allowed herself a sultry smile as her eyes rolled closed and she dissolved into molten gold.

      “Mon Dieu.” Shaky laugh from Baptiste as his tempo increased. “D’où venez-vous?”

      My God. Where did you come from?

      Dark triumph made her laugh as she wallowed in this moment of supreme femininity.

      Did he own her tonight? Absolutely.

      And she owned him.

      She lifted her heavy lids and looked him in the face. The sudden intimacy when their gazes connected felt almost unbearable. Animalistic sex was one thing, and it was easy enough to check out for that. Quite another to see the sweat dotting his brow, the prickly stubble across the harsh planes of his cheeks and the utter astonishment in his eyes as she tightened both her inner muscles and her thighs’ hold on his waist.

      She licked and then nuzzled his lips, a teasing little kiss that made his entire body tense into stone.

      “I’ve been right here,” she said. “The question is, what took you so long to get here?”

      “I don’t know.” He cupped her face. Trailed his thumbs across her brows and down her cheeks. Stroked her lips with unexpected tenderness, then gasped when she sucked one of his thumbs deep into her mouth. “But if I’d known what I was missing, I would have been here years ago.”

      She had time for a quick grin.

      Then he kissed her again. Hooked one of his arms behind her knee to open her wider. Swiveled his hips. Fucked her harder. Deeper. Lost some of his rhythm as his arms began to tremble and his own orgasm overtook him.

      She dug her nails into the flexing globes of his ass to spur him on.

      It worked.

      He tensed and cried out in French, a ragged shout of rapture that she couldn’t understand. But the way her name poured out of his mouth—over and over again—said it all.

      Then it was finally over, and only their harsh breathing and a stunned silence remained.

      Samira stared up into the face of this man she didn’t know, suddenly overcome by their nakedness. The exquisite sensitivity of her nipples where they brushed against his hard chest as she tried to catch her breath. The feeling of him deep inside her, stretching all those secret and unused muscles. The unyielding strength of his muscular legs as she slowly released her death grip on his waist and ran her feet down the backs of his thighs, being careful of her heels.

      Never in her life had she felt this exposed and vulnerable.

      And it was way past too late for feeling shy, but she couldn’t stop a hot blush from sweeping up her neck and over her cheeks as she thought about her situation.

      This wasn’t normal.

      She didn’t have sex with strange men fifteen minutes after meeting them.

      She didn’t leave all her inhibitions on the floor with her discarded clothes.

      She didn’t have explosive orgasms back-to-back.

      Or ever.

      And she damn sure didn’t have men look at her like that—with all that stunned wonder—when they were in bed with her.

      What the hell were they supposed to do or say now? Why had no one ever trained her in one-night-stand etiquette?

      She opened her mouth to say something—anything—but evidently these kinds of orgasms blew all coherence right out of your mind.

      That bright gaze of his saw everything, leaving her thoughts as exposed as her body. He shifted his weight, locking her in place as he stroked his soothing fingers up and down her side.

      “You’re not thinking of leaving, are you?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said. “I don’t know what the rules are here.”

      His eyes crinkled at the corners. “I’m not sure the rules apply to us. And I did mention that I’d be inside you in the morning.” He thrust his hips, just enough to spark another spiraling wave of sensation. “Or did you forget?”

      That almost made her laugh. As if she could forget any detail about this unprecedented night.

      “I didn’t forget.”

      “But you want to leave me?”

      Funny how he managed to be 50 percent sexiest man alive and 50 percent vulnerable little boy. And she didn’t want to leave either one of them.

      “No,” she said quietly. “I want to stay here.”

      “Right here?” He thrust his hips again, and the little boy receded in favor of the sophisticated and vaguely wicked man who’d seduced her inside of an hour.

      “Right here,” she said, gliding her leg back up his and resettling it around his waist.

      “Well.” His eyes gleamed as he snuck a hand between them and flicked her nipple, making muscles in her belly spasm. “I did promise you extraordinary.”

      “Yes, you did.”

      They grinned at each other.

      Then he kissed her again as he trailed his fingers up the backs of her thighs and stroked her pussy from behind.

      She cried out because she was so undone. So sated and sore.

      And still so exquisitely aroused.

      Eyes glinting with masculine knowledge and triumph, he stroked her harder.

      Her skin leapt and sizzled, and the dance began again.
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      Consciousness slowly returned to Baptiste, aided by the loss of a warm and curvy body as it slid away from his. He reflexively tightened his hold around her waist, but it was already too late.

      “Samira,” he grumbled, rolling onto his belly and burrowing deeper into the downy comfort of the pillow and fine linens. “Come back to bed.”

      “Can’t.” She pressed a lingering kiss to his eager lips. “It’s almost morning. I have to go. I’m going to use the extra toothbrush in the bathroom, okay?”

      “Of course.”

      He cracked open an eye and saw his dim suite, lit only by the bathroom light as she clicked it on. They’d made love three spectacular times last night, but that was no reason to waste his morning erection.

      “’Wilt thou be gone? It is not yet near day,’” he said.

      She stuck her head out of the bathroom door, her delicious mouth popped open with surprise. “Are you quoting Romeo and Juliet?”

      He grinned. Of course she knew it.  From all appearances thus far, there was no end to this woman’s talents.

      “Depends. Do you like Shakespeare?”

      One delicate brow went up. “Are the French good lovers?”

      He laughed. If he spent much more time with this woman, he’d sprain the muscles in his cheeks, which were already starting to feel overused.

      “Only good?”

      She scrunched up her face and pretended to think hard. “Really good?”

      He glowered.

      “Exquisite. Satisfied?”

      “Not until you come back to bed, no.”

      She laughed.

      Renewed desire became a sweet ache in the pit of his belly and lower.

      “If I quote more Shakespeare for you, will you stay? I can order breakfast. No need to leave on an empty stomach.”

      Unmistakable regret shadowed her eyes. “I can’t. I have a meeting.”

      So did he, but it now seemed comically insignificant. Heaving a harsh sigh, he watched her disappear into the bathroom, flopped onto his back and rested his arm over his eyes as the water began to run.

      Well, this was complicated, wasn’t it?

      Complicated...and unprecedented.

      First thing? He’d have to cancel tonight’s date in Manhattan. Now that Daphne was in his rearview mirror, he’d planned to meet Elisabetta for dinner at Delmonico’s. They had a longstanding arrangement that worked beautifully: he took her for an expensive dinner when he was between lovers (and sometimes when he was not, to be honest), perhaps a bit of shopping, and she used him to hone her pornographic skills in bed.

      But after last night? Elisabetta’s face also belonged in his rearview mirror. She’d be unhappy, but he’d send a nice bouquet of flowers, and all would be well.

      Maybe Samira would enjoy Delmonico’s. Maybe they’d go to the city for the weekend. That might make the most sense. For tonight and tomorrow, they could eat somewhere here in town. The little bit of Journey’s End he’d seen thus far seemed lovely, and he wouldn’t mind exploring it with her.

      Or they could stay here again. For room service.

      The thought made him grin until his lips threatened to touch his ears.

      Obviously, he’d need to extend his business here for as long as, say, ten days, but after that he’d have to get back. Maybe Samira could meet him there. He’d show her all the sights if she hadn’t seen them, or stay in bed if she had.

      Samira.

      Everything about her was unexpected. The way they’d met. The way they laughed together. Her beauty and keen intelligence.

      They way she’d completely unraveled him in bed last night.

      Him! A man who’d slept with beautiful women all over the world and had enough mileage on his queue to qualify for platinum status and an endorsement deal for a condom company.

      So, yes, Samira had left him feeling like the green and untried teenager he’d been millennia ago. That was unexpected. As for his bloodlust last night when he’d thought that drunken Julius Caesar was hurting her? Or the fierce wave of protectiveness he’d felt, as though he would happily throw himself between her and any whiff of danger? Or his realization that last night hadn’t quenched any of his fire for Samira, but had instead poured gasoline on the flames?

      Unexpected…and vaguely troubling.

      She emerged from the bathroom just then, with her strapless blue Nefertiti dress back on, sans collar. He stood. Yawned and stretched. Reached for her, but she shrieked and batted him away.

      “What?”

      “Have you brushed your teeth?”

      “You just kissed me!” Playing up his outrage, he flapped a hand at the bed. “You woke me with a kiss!”

      “That was a peck. You look like you mean business. And that brings me to the other issue.” She pointed at his engorged private parts. “You need to get that situation under control.”

      He held his arms wide to give her a better view of all his glory. “This situation is your fault. What do you want me to do?”

      “For now? Robe.” She tossed him a fluffy white one from the closet. “When I leave? Cold shower.”

      “There are many more exciting techniques to handle a morning erection,” he said silkily. “I can think of two—no, three—right away.”

      “I’m sure you can,” she said darkly, shooing him away. “Go.”

      “But—”

      “Go!”

      Chuckling, he went into the bathroom. By the time he returned, with the robe firmly belted around his waist, she had her sandals back on and her purse, collar and crown lined up on the table beside his watch and cuff links.

      She looked very crisp now.

      Very cool.

      A vague feeling of unease skittered up his spine.

      Time for a stern reminder of the words by which he lived his life:

      Don’t count on anyone. Don’t get attached.

      Did he like her? Of course?

      Would he lose his head over her or any other woman? Absolutely not.

      “You shouldn’t leave your gold watch lying around.” She looked incredulous. “And are those diamond cuff links? How did you know I wouldn’t run off with them in the middle of the night?”

      “The idea never crossed my mind,” he said, shrugging. “You’re not a thief.”

      “No, but you don’t know that.”

      “I do know that.”

      “Baptiste, this watch is a Cartier. It’s like a bar of gold bullion. And the cuff links are a couple carats each. You should be more careful.”

      He nodded, deciding that now was not the time to mention either that the cuff links were five carats each or that he had two or three other gold watches at home. And ten thousand in cash in the safe. “You’re right.”

      She seemed mollified as she opened the drapes and let in the morning sun. “It’s going to be a pretty day.”

      He nodded.

      There was an awkward pause.

      “So I should—” she began.

      “Do you want me to call a car for you?” he said at the same time.

      “No, it’s okay,” she said quickly. “I walked. I just live a couple blocks from here. Journey’s End isn’t that big.”

      “You don’t want to walk in those heels, do you? I’ll call you a car.”

      “But—”

      “I insist.”

      He picked up the phone and spoke to the front desk, telling them to charge the car to his room.

      “Thanks,” she said, gathering up her things. “You’re very sweet. I should probably go down and wait in the lobby.”

      “I want to talk to you first.” He hesitated, watching her tuck the dome-shaped crown under her arm. “Actually, you need a bag. And something to cover your shoulders before you catch your death.”

      “I’ll be fine,” she said firmly. “I checked my jacket in the cloakroom last night. But could I take your plastic dry cleaning bag from the closet? I think the crown would probably fit in that.”

      But he’d had a better idea and was already dumping the contents from his duffel on the bed.

      “Allow me,” he said, taking the crown and collar, putting them inside and zipping it up. “Here.”

      She took the duffel with a frown. “Baptiste. This is a Louis Vuitton.”

      “So?” He dove across the bed, retrieved last night’s starched shirt from the floor and came back, shaking it out. Relieving her of the duffel, he put it on the table and held the shirt out so she could put it on. “Have it.”

      “I can’t have it,” she said, crossing her arms. “And I can’t take your shirt. This is monogrammed. You need it.”

      The vague images of several of the women he’d dated abruptly scrolled through his mind, one after the other, ending with Daphne. He’d nicknamed them Greedy, Grabby and Hungry as a collective. Always with their hands out, always singing Janet Jackson in his ear, wondering what he’d done for them lately.

      Had any one of them been present last night, she’d have ordered an additional bottle of champagne, caviar, surf and turf and chocolate soufflé for dessert. She would have raided the minibar, insisted on the car to drive her home, and made several pointed comments about how much she’d always wanted a Cartier watch like his and diamond ear studs to match his cuff links. She’d snatch the monogrammed shirt off his back and happily skip off with his duffel bag, then delay and/or feign ignorance if and when he asked for it back.

      Sometimes, if the woman intrigued or charmed him, and if he wanted to see her again, he’d buy her a little something. Sometimes this progressed until they formed an arrangement like he’d discussed with Daniel last night. And while said arrangements had worked beautifully for him for years, in the last several months or so, they’d left him feeling…dissatisfied and disgruntled.

      Possibly even…empty.

      That was why it was so startling to encounter a woman who not only didn’t seem to expect anything from him, but also didn’t seem to want it. Of course, Samira hadn’t had a chance to look him up online yet, so she had no idea about his net worth. Still, he was surprised to discover that her determination not to take anything from him made him perversely more determined to give her things.

      He wanted her to keep something of his.

      God knew she’d burrowed her way deep into his brain and memory.

      He gestured to his open closet door, where two other monogrammed white shirts hung. “I’ll manage without it. Besides. You ruined this shirt for me last night, didn’t you? When you forced me to rip it off. All the buttons fell off.”

      “What the—? I didn’t force you!”

      He did his best to look innocent. “You were so eager to get me naked, but your shaky little hands couldn’t undo the buttons. What was I to do?”

      They laughed together for a wonderful moment. It dawned on him that she’d washed off her heavy Nefertiti eye makeup. Now she remained as beautiful, but it was a fresh-faced, early morning beauty every bit as fascinating as her sophistication last night.

      He wanted to spend the day happily staring at her face.

      Unfortunately, she sobered and locked that smile in some closet he couldn’t reach. He felt her walls coming up, pushing him away. It was a nasty feeling, being on the outside after the intimacy and wonders of last night.

      He didn’t like it.

      “Thanks, but I can’t take them,” she said firmly. “When would I give them back?”

      “Tonight when we have dinner.” He felt an unsettling flurry of nerves in his belly, the kind he hadn’t experienced since age twelve, when he first kissed a girl. “If you forget to bring them tonight, you could bring them tomorrow when we have dinner. Or over the weekend. I’ll be in Journey’s End for a while yet. So, you see? Problem solved.”

      She stared at him, a wide-eyed and elegant deer trapped in his headlights.

      At this point in any other conversation he’d had with a woman, she would have shrieked with delight, leapt into his arms and showered his face with kisses.

      His unease grew.

      Don’t get attached. Never get attached, he told himself, but no part of him was listening.

      “I want to see you again,” he said softly. “Say something.”

      She opened her mouth, but her voice was on a time delay.

      “I’m not sure what to say.”

      “Say yes. Simple.”

      She floundered and turned away, nervously smoothing her hair.

      His heart sank, leveling out with the dread deep in his gut as a new thought hit him.

      “You’re married,” he said dully.

      Why this possibility bothered him so much was anyone’s guess. As a French man and a longtime witness to his mother’s ongoing parade of future ex-husbands, his views on the institution were a great deal more circumspect than the average American’s. And if he ran the numbers, he’d no doubt discover that a healthy percentage of his sexual exploits were with married women.

      Yet the idea that Samira—

      “I’m not married,” she said, facing him again and releasing the sudden pressure on his lungs, allowing him to breathe. “I…was engaged.”

      “But it’s over now?” he demanded.

      She nodded. “But this isn’t the time for me to…I don’t know…”

      “Have fun with a sexy and wonderful man while he’s in town?”

      Her eyes crinkled. “Muddy the waters with another man who’s ultimately unavailable to me.”

      Ultimately unavailable.

      As the king of ultimate unavailability, this explanation should have made perfect sense to him. Instead, it made his jaw clench.

      “Samira—”

      “I don’t need the aggravation, Baptiste. Please understand that.”

      Aggravation? Was he aggravating?

      His disappointment and bewilderment were such that he blurted out the first thing that came to mind.

      “I don’t want to understand,” he said, well aware that he sounded like the spoiled brat he’d been as a kid. “I want to see you again.”

      One of her brows rose, punishing him with a million times more reproach than his mother or nannies had ever managed. “And this is only about what you want?”

      “Of course not. But we like each other. Why not enjoy each other while it lasts?”

      She thought that over for a minute, her gaze drifting out of focus for a beat or two. But then her attention snapped back to his face.

      “I’m not up for another round of being hurt and disappointed.” Maybe it was his imagination, but he detected a hint of sadness in her eyes. Of regret. “And I’d rather remember one perfect night with you than start hating you one day because you didn’t, I don’t know, call me from France when you said you would. Or maybe we’d spend a little bit of time together, and get on each other’s nerves. I’d rather remember our night than discover that you’re a jerk.”

      Fair points. Without breaking a sweat, he could probably march five or ten women in here, all willing to swear on a stack of Bibles that he was a jerk.

      And yet he was willing to swear that his past behavior had nothing to do with his relationship to Samira.

      With them, more often than not, one night was plenty, if not excessive.

      With Samira? He hadn’t even scratched the surface.

      She evidently didn’t feel the same way, but he couldn’t give up that easily.

      “Samira…”

      “You got a text, by the way. I wasn’t trying to see it, but your phone was sitting right on the table.”

      What difference did a silly text make at this critical juncture? He shrugged impatiently. “Okay…?”

      “It was from Daphne. Who evidently doesn’t believe in wearing clothes.”

      With numb disbelief—whose timing and luck were this bad? —he picked up the phone and checked the display: a close-up of Daphne’s pale breasts, including nipple ring. The only good thing? The message was in French. Hopefully Samira’s French wasn’t good enough to translate it:

      Come see me soon, my love, so we can work things out.

      Shit.

      His throat, heart and brain seized up, leaving him paralyzed with indecision. Anything he said would make him look like a heartless bastard. Which would be worse? Telling Samira that Daphne meant nothing to him and never had? Telling her that he planned to stop paying Daphne’s Manhattan rent at the end of the year, leaving her “homeless?” Admitting that he’d been with Daphne as recently as last week, when she’d been in Paris for a photo shoot?

      What explanation could he possibly give that wouldn’t blow up his fledgling relations with Samira? Christ. Best to hope that Daphne and Samira never crossed paths. Daphne would love to whisper as much poison as possible into Samira’s ear.

      He opened his mouth. Closed his mouth. Bit back a growl of frustration.

      “Don’t hurt yourself,” Samira said coolly. “You don’t owe me any explanations.”

      No, he didn’t, but he still wished he could think of one. Anything that might stop her from leaving like this.

      “Daphne and me… It’s over and it was never anything serious,” he said quietly.

      “It was a good reminder.” Blithe smile. “You wouldn’t want me getting too attached to you, would you?”

      Yes! He would!

      “And it’s none one of my business what you do with other women,” she said, but her smile was off. As false as an elephant pretending to be a giraffe.

      “I feel as though it is your business after last night, Samira.”

      She blinked. Hesitated.

      “I’m a big girl. I don’t need reassurance. And I’m not in the market for anything more, anyway.”

      Stunned and miserable, he watched her reach for the duffel.

      “So that’s it?”

      She kept her gaze lowered, refusing to look him in the eye.

      “I have to go.”

      With that, she picked up the duffel, knocking her purse and his watch off the table and to the floor in her haste. Several of her belongings tumbled out. Cell phone. Lipstick. Compact case.

      “Sorry,” she muttered, ducking her head as she squatted to pick everything up. “Here’s your watch.”

      He took the watch and automatically stooped to help, retrieving a package of tissues and a tiny bottle of lotion. He handed them back to her, more than a little shell-shocked by this sudden appearance of a brick wall in his face. She jammed the items into her purse, leaving nothing to tie the two of them together except for his borrowed duffel bag that she didn’t even want.

      Hell, she hadn’t even given him her phone number, and he hesitated to ask for it now for fear of another rejection.

      But he couldn’t just let her go. Not like this. Not after last night.

      They both stood.

      She started to say something. Struggled with words that didn’t come.

      He started to say something, some final plea, but the sudden hard lump in his throat blocked the words.

      “Thank you for an incredible night, Baptiste,” she finally said.

      “You can’t even look at me?” he asked in a desperation-tinged voice.

      Her gaze reluctantly flickered back to his.

      A wild swoop of relief allowed him to breathe again. It was all still there. Banked and unwanted, but still there. Her passion for him. Her interest in him. The connection they’d felt. The laughter, the fun. All of it was right there in her guarded expression and searching look.

      Close enough for him to touch, but impossible for him to reach.

      “Your eyes,” she said helplessly.

      “What, ma reine?”

      “I’ve never seen anyone with green eyes like yours before. It was too dark for me to see them clearly last night, but…”

      He shook his head, undone by some combination of affection and exasperation.

      “You think you’re telling me good-bye, but then you look at me like that? What am I to do with you?”

      He cupped her face, and she didn’t say no.

      He dipped his head, and she didn’t back away.

      He kissed her, and she melted for him the way she had last night, surging to get closer and go deeper.

      Until she caught herself.

      She broke away and pressed a hand to her mouth, her breath harsh and unsteady in the relative silence. Backing up a step, she looked to the floor, probably in the hopes that he wouldn’t see the glaze of passion in her bright eyes.

      “I’ll return the bag to the front desk for you,” she said, hurrying for the door.

      That bag was the very last thing on his mind right now. He shrugged.

      “If you wish.”

      “Good-bye, Baptiste.”

      He hesitated, not about to say good-bye to this woman.

      Good-bye had no part in whatever was developing between them.

      “Au revoir, Samira.”

      Until we meet again.
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      Baptiste arrived at the winery around seven thirty, well ahead of the eight o’clock meeting. He hadn’t planned to arrive so early, but what could he do after Samira walked out on him? Go back to sleep? Out of the question. So he’d lifted weights in the hotel gym, then showered and eaten.

      Now here he was, atop a hill overlooking the winding Hudson River below, a stunning blue sky above, and row upon row of burnt orange grapevines marching down to the water.

      He parked outside the tasting room and climbed out of his rental car (a Tesla; why scrimp?), taking a moment to enjoy the crisp fall air and the last golden rays of what had been a spectacular sunrise. The sun’s warmth and a nice breeze normally made him feel better. But his spirits had plummeted to the gutter and seemed determined to stay there no matter what he told himself.

      Samira’s a complete stranger.

      You didn’t know she existed this time yesterday, so there’s no reason why you can’t forget her by this time tomorrow.

      Don’t lose your head just because some woman you barely know pinched your ego.

      All valid points.

      And all completely useless to him now, with disappointment settling in his belly like the Rock of Gibraltar.

      He slumped onto the bench nearest the path that led into the vines, ran his hands through his hair and tried to get his thoughts together.

      What the hell should he do now?

      Pretend it was over, as she was willing to do?

      Absolutely not. Not when he felt the absolute certainty that he wasn’t in this alone. That she wanted to see him again, even if she couldn’t figure out how an affair between them might work.

      Hell. He couldn’t figure out how an affair between them might work.

      That didn’t mean he was willing to give up. It just meant that he needed to approach Samira with a bit more… finesse than was usually required.

      He knew how to find her again, of course. He’d planned to contact the hotel’s front desk, track down the driver and ask where he or she had taken Samira. A generous tip loosened most tongues and made people happy to help him.

      Did that make him a stalker?

      Then perhaps he was a stalker.

      And he was surprisingly comfortable with that.

      Luckily, though, he wouldn’t have to jump through any of those hoops.

      Because he had this.

      Reaching into the inner pocket of his blazer, he pulled out Samira’s American Express bill. With her address on it. Which she’d dropped when she knocked her purse to the floor, and he’d found under the table after she’d gone.

      Thank goodness she hadn’t elected to receive her bills electronically, eh?

      And what had this bill taught him about the fascinating and beautiful Samira Palmer?

      Well, she lived a few blocks from his hotel. Within easy walking distance, as she’d said.

      More importantly, she was nearly eleven thousand dollars in debt. The figure might or might not be a big issue, depending on her financial circumstances. Perhaps she was wealthy, as he was. Perhaps she came from family money.  Or perhaps she had a high-powered career and could easily afford such a monthly expense. This theory was his favorite. Any woman as clever as Samira of course had a lovely career.

      Perhaps—this particular theory made the Rock of Gibraltar throb painfully in his belly—perhaps her former fiancé paid all her bills. Or split the bills with her.

      Equally unsettling to Baptiste? The charges underlying the bill.

      Catering. Flowers. A cake baker.

      All of which pointed to the inescapable conclusion that these charges belonged to the wedding that had not taken place. Samira and her former fiancé had, clearly, been within days—if not hours—of getting married.

      For all Baptiste knew, they may have been on the church steps.

      She must have loved her fiancé very much. Probably still loved him, because women didn’t recover from broken engagements overnight.

      The idea made him scowl. Why? For reasons best left unexplored for now. Besides. It wasn’t as if he were in the market for a serious relationship. On the other hand, if Samira found herself in the market for a no-strings-attached rebound man? He was the guy.

      The problem was…how to reestablish contact with her? Flowers? Chocolates? Drop by to return the bill while also bringing flowers and chocolates?

      He could…

      But, no. He couldn’t. How could he contact her again when she’d made her feelings (alleged feelings) so clear? He might be determined and tenacious, but he wasn’t a complete ass.

      What if he waited a few days, then contacted her? Absence made the heart grow fonder, correct? In a few days, she might well—

      A car horn tooted.

      Startled, he watched Daniel pull in and park, then stood and tried to get his head on straight again. Tried not to look the way he felt, which was dejected and lonely.

      “Bonjour,” he called as Daniel got out. “I would ask if you were now an engaged man, but your ridiculous smile gives you away.”

      “I’m an engaged man,” Daniel said, laughing as he approached the bench.

      “Wonderful. You’ve found yourself an exquisite woman. I hope you’ll be very happy together. At least until she discovers how far beneath herself she’s married.”

      More laughter from Daniel. “Sadly, true.”

      They shook hands. Hugged.

      “Come on,” Daniel said, swiping his eyes with the back of his sleeve. “Let’s get some coffee before the troops come.”

      Baptiste studied him with an odd mixture of unwilling fascination and vague revulsion. “Are you crying now? Have you turned into a romantic sap?”

      “Evidently.”

      “I want nothing to do with you ever again. What if it’s contagious?”

      Still grinning, Daniel led him down the hallway—the building was nice and the retail shop well-stocked, Baptiste noticed, but a bit shabby around the edges and in need of updating—and into the kitchen, where he went to the coffeemaker and got to work.

      “You should be so lucky, man,” Daniel said. “Because I’m the happiest guy in the world.”

      Baptiste leaned against the counter and crossed his arms, feeling unaccountably sour as he recalled the boredom he’d felt lately, the increasing emptiness. Nothing interested or surprised him these days, much less made him laugh or feel happy.

      Well…

      Except for last night. With Samira.

      He grimaced and rubbed his chest, trying to relieve the sudden ache. Even worse was his sudden curiosity about a subject that normally held no more interest for him than the atmospheric conditions on Mercury.

      “What is it about Zoya?”

      Bemused look from Daniel. “Huh?”

      “I mean…she’s beautiful and charming, of course, but there are many beautiful and charming women in the world. We enjoyed our share of them in Napa. What if you settle on Zoya, and then—next month or next year, or ten years from now—a better woman comes along? What then? And don’t give me any of this nonsense about meeting your soul mate.”

      Daniel snorted. “I thought French folks were supposed to be romantic.”

      “We’re very circumspect about love and marriage.” Baptiste was in no mood to let him off the hook. “It’s a fair question.”

      “It’s been over a decade since I first met Zoya, and that hasn’t happened. I don’t think it’s going to, or else I wouldn’t have proposed.” Daniel rubbed his chin and tipped his head thoughtfully. “What is it about her? Besides the obvious?”

      “What? That she’s sexy as hell?”

      Daniel glared. “Watch it. That’s my future wife you’re talking about.”

      “Unless you’re planning to make her wear a paper bag over her head, men will notice.”

      “True.” Daniel chuckled. “Besides that, the main thing is that she was always the one I wouldn’t stop thinking about. What was she doing? What would she think about this or that? What would her advice be? Would she enjoy trying some new thing with me? Why did she look at me that way? What was going on behind those eyes? What wasn’t she telling me? Why did she see right through me? Why did she understand me better than I understood myself?” He faltered. Managed a rueful smile. “Not sure if this is making any sense.”

      “It makes sense,” Baptiste said grudgingly, wondering why he felt so off-kilter today. So out of his element. Probably it was the jet lag catching up with him. “She liked the ring, did she? It was a very fine ring.”

      “She loved the ring, but I don’t think she was expecting anything like it. When I told her I’d brought her something from my trip, she actually thought it was a T-shirt. Or a snow globe.”

      Baptiste nearly choked on his surprise. “A T-shirt? From some sorry tourist shop that sells, I don’t know, postcards and refrigerator magnets? What is it with American women this week? I don’t understand them.”

      Daniel, who’d been pouring water into the coffee machine, paused and focused on Baptiste, his interest sharpening. “Is there a story there?”

      “No,” Baptiste snapped, taking great care about checking his nails.

      “Hang on. That reminds me.” Daniel clicked his fingers. “What happened at the Halloween party, Phantom of the Opera? Don’t tell me you got all dressed up for nothing.”

      Baptiste waved a hand, still trying to avoid Daniel’s gaze. What he didn’t need right now was this one sniffing after his secrets like a baying bloodhound.

      “It was fine.”

      “Why are you being cagey?”

      “I’m not cagey. I just don’t like to gossip.”

      “Since when?” Daniel studied him a little harder, then nodded sagely. “Shot you down, did she? After you made a fool of yourself in that costume? That’s why you look so gloomy. Now you’re stuck with a cape.”

      Baptiste felt his lips curl into a smirk and his face and ears burn as he thought of Samira arching beneath him as she came, his name on her lips.

      “She did not shoot me down.”

      “My man.” Daniel fist-bumped him, looking impressed. “So why the mood?”

      “She doesn’t want to see me again,” Baptiste said, trying not to sound petulant.

      Blank look from Daniel. “So? Isn’t that the definition of a perfect one-night stand?”

      “In this particular instance,” Baptiste said slowly, less than thrilled to admit it aloud, “I’m dissatisfied with one night.”

      Daniel poured two cups of coffee and passed one to Baptiste. “So make her one of your little offers. Whip out the credit card. Make all your sugar daddy moves. Maybe that’ll change her mind.”

      Not a bad idea. As a woman who was facing a five-figure debt, Samira might well be ripe for, say, three months of an arrangement that included liberal use of his money. On the other hand, his gut told him that Samira might be less than enthusiastic about such a suggestion. He didn’t know her well enough to know why she might object. It was just that his mind’s eye couldn’t bring such a scenario into focus.

      “Once again, in this particular instance only, I’m not sure the normal rules apply. She’s just coming off a broken engagement. She doesn’t want anything complicated.”

      Some of Daniel’s consternation cleared. “Oh, so she wants a rebound man. There you go. You’re the poster child for uncomplicated rebound men. Problem solved.”

      It didn’t feel solved to Baptiste.

      It didn’t feel solved at all.

      Worse, this unvarnished assessment of Baptiste’s shallow nature when it came to women made him want to smash something. Possibly Daniel’s bright-eyed and happy face.

      “You know nothing about it,” Baptiste said.

      Daniel looked around in surprise. “What’s the problem?”

      “I no longer wish to discuss my personal life with you.”

      Incredulous look from Daniel, followed by something that looked like dawning comprehension.

      “Who is this woman? I’m suddenly dying to know more about her.”

      “I’m sorry I mentioned anything about—”

      “Good morning,” called a cheery female voice from the corridor outside the kitchen. A mellow, throaty voice that had whispered in Baptiste’s ear all night. “I smell coffee, which means I don’t have to make it for once.”

      Baptiste glanced around, his breath hitching audibly.

      It couldn’t be.

      He was afraid to look. Afraid to hope.

      Afraid to make eye contact with Daniel.

      Daniel’s expression, meanwhile, had already turned into narrow-eyed disbelief. He looked from Baptiste to the kitchen doorway, his bottom jaw slowly hitting the floor.

      “You’re shitting me.”

      Stunned, Baptiste shook his head.

      “Daniel?” the woman’s voice called again, closer now. “Is that you?”

      “In here, Samira,” Daniel called.

      Baptiste felt the grin explode across his face as he allowed his sudden reversal of fortune to run away with him. He couldn’t help it. Until he saw the look on Daniel’s face (impending doom) and locked down his excitement.

      “Did you save me any coffee?” With that, Samira strode into the room on a wave of fresh air and bustling energy. Smiling and fresh-faced, with a minimal amount of makeup, she had her hair in an edgy style that was spiky and straight. She wore a crisp white blouse, black pants and heels. “I feel like I need it for this mysterious meeting you called this morning—oh.”

      The sight of Baptiste sent her into complete paralysis, except for her widening eyes and the vivid flush that raced up her neck and across her high cheekbones. He saw it all in those suspended seconds when their gazes locked together, before she could think to censor her emotions:

      Shock. Bewilderment.

      Delight, inconvenient though it might be.

      “I…” Quickly snapping out of it and back to attention, she focused on Daniel, who was evidently her boss. “I didn’t mean to interrupt anything."

      “No worries,” Daniel said wryly.

      She edged toward the door. “I’ll just let you—”

      “No need to take off.” Daniel extended an arm toward Baptiste to draw him into the conversation. Baptiste stepped closer, his heart pounding in his chest like a marching band’s percussion section. “You can be the first to know: Harper Rose is merging with a French vineyard, and my buddy here is the owner.” Pregnant pause. “I would introduce you and Baptiste, but you two seem to already know each other.”

      Her color and eyes still bright with embarrassment, Samira risked a quick glance at Baptiste.

      Who stifled most of his amusement, shrugged and raised a what can you do? brow at her.

      “Baptiste, Samira Palmer is my PR manager,” Daniel said. “So she’ll be closely involved as the merger gets underway.”

      “Indeed?” Baptiste asked silkily. “What a delightful coincidence. I’ve just made this merger my number one priority. I plan to extend my stay in Journey’s End indefinitely.”
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      “I want to take a moment to thank all of you for your hard work and loyalty to Harper Rose,” Nigel Harper said from the head of the long conference table, his sweeping gaze encompassing everyone gathered. “We’ve had a lot of transitions lately, haven’t we? First, Daniel took the helm.” He shot a fond look at his son, seated to his right. “And now with the merger, we’re going to become Château Harper Rose.” A glance at Baptiste, on his left. “I appreciate you all more than you’ll ever know. Especially those of you on the transition team. You still with me down there, Samira?”

      Samira started unpleasantly. She’d been lost in her thoughts of last night with Baptiste and what the hell she planned to do now that he’d reappeared in her life. She was not, in fact, still with Nigel. But she could fake it.

      “Oh, I’m still with you.” To make it look good, she typed a few words—I’m so screwed! —on her laptop and hit Enter with a flourish. “Just getting started on my to-do list.”

      Everyone laughed, including—she sneaked a peek out of the corner of her eye—Baptiste. He’d been watching her with his not-so-veiled interest during the entire meeting, which had run a lengthy and tortuous several hours as they discussed the merger’s logistics.

      She felt like a bunny in a falcon’s sights.

      He sat very still, high up in a tree. She sat very still, under cover of the tall grass, knowing both that he watched and that she should run away. If she were a smart bunny, which, clearly, she wasn’t, she’d keep her head down and leap back into her hole at the first opportunity. Smart bunnies didn’t want to stare up at falcons and ruminate on how gorgeous they were. Didn’t long to stare into their amazing green eyes again. Didn’t nurse secret feelings of relief that the falcon remained nearby.

      Yet Samira did all of that.

      Making her a very dumb bunny.

      And what was with the banked laughter in Baptiste’s eyes, as though she amused him to no end? Did he know how agitated his renewed presence in her life (at her job!) made her? Could he tell it had taken every ounce of her waning strength to walk out this morning without agreeing to see him again?

      Did he know about the sweet soreness between her thighs? Or that her resolve to stay away from him was teetering on the edge of collapse?

      Baptiste.

      The freaking owner of the vineyard that was about to merge with Harper Rose.

      Unbelievable. And yet… it figured.

      So much for the free and easy one-night stand that was supposed to get her back in the saddle after her demoralizing breakup. So much for telling herself that he had a girlfriend somewhere, or sternly warning herself that she didn’t need him anyway. Hah. Only she could pick a guy with whom she’d have to work closely for the foreseeable future.

      “That’s enough from me, folks,” Nigel said. “I’m retired now. That means I’ve got a golf lesson after lunch. I’ll leave all the messy details to you young people.”

      More laughter as Nigel waved and ducked out of the French doors and Daniel stood.

      “That’s it for now. Time for us to get back to making the wine.”

      Everyone stood and stretched, heaving a collective sigh of relief and chattering with excitement over the merger news. Samira closed her laptop and headed for the door with the crowd, desperate to make a clean getaway—

      “Samira?” Daniel said. “Can I talk to you and Baptiste for a minute?”

      Samira stiffened, stifled her curse and manufactured a pleasant and enthusiastic smile. “Of course.”

      “Great,” Daniel said. “Give me a sec.”

      Daniel had a quick word with someone before they left while Samira waited at attention by the windows, staring out at the grapevine-covered hillside and trying to ignore Baptiste’s looming presence at her side.

      Baptiste leaned closer to murmur in her ear while Daniel’s back was turned.

      “You’re not going to able to ignore me for much longer, ma reine.”

      “Eh.” She shot him a sidelong glance while trying to ignore the way his proximity made her skin tingle with awareness. Why did he have to smell so damn good? “I might surprise you. I’m pretty tenacious.”

      He chuckled. “You do surprise me. Every time I’m with you. And your tenacity is nothing compared to mine. I can assure you.”

      Direct challenges always goaded her. She lost her head and turned to face him, receiving an unexpected jolt from the green blaze of his eyes.

      “You’re not a stalker, are you? Or can’t your ego take the word no?”

      He grinned, all white teeth and dimples.

      “My ego is strong and healthy. Like the rest of me.”

      Samira made a scoffing noise even though she had an unwelcome flash of his body—big and heavy—straining over hers, and her inner muscles clenched. Unsmiling, she stared him in the face, determined never to reveal so much as a flicker of ongoing desire for him.

      “But if being a stalker means I’m determined to change your mind so we can enjoy each other again very soon,” he continued, “then yes, I’m a stalker.”

      “That is not what being a stalker means,” Samira said. “I’m surprised you don’t know that. Your English isn’t very good at all, is it?”

      He laughed outright this time.

      The sound aroused her as if he’d kissed her low on her belly.

      “Being a stalker,” Samira said, well aware of the growing heat in her face, “means that you’re harassing someone who doesn’t want to be bothered. In the U.S., companies get sued for that. It’s called sexual harassment.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I’m neither your boss nor an American citizen, isn’t it?”

      She stepped closer and tipped her chin higher, gearing up to blast him into next week, and that was when they heard it.

      The exaggerated clearing of Daniel’s throat from the doorway.

      They hastily backed up a step and looked at Daniel.

      God only knew what kind of expression Baptiste wore, but she tried to look innocent and politely puzzled.

      Daniel did not seem amused. Splitting his glower between them, he snapped the door shut with awful finality.

      “The thing is,” he said with slow deliberation, “we’re all adults here. What consenting adults do on their own time is their own business. I’m busy. I have other things to worry about. But what happens here at my winery? That concerns me. We all know the winery is facing some challenges right now, and we need to get the business back on track. That’s my number one priority.”

      “Of course,” Samira said quickly.

      Baptiste, she saw out of the corner of her eye, nodded and rested a hip on the table, crossing his arms.

      “Samira, you’ve been part of the Harper Rose team for years,” Daniel said. “My father swears you’re a PR genius. Baptiste, we need your money. Bottom line. So we have our team in place. Our teammates need to work together and get the job done. If either of you, ah, teammates, know of any reason why we can’t have a functional team, then you need to speak up now. Samira?”

      She squared her shoulders and infused her voice with the kind of confidence she wished she felt.

      “I’m fine. I’ll do my job like I always do.”

      Daniel studied her hard. “You sure? Would you prefer to talk to me alone?”

      “No.”

      “You don’t want me to get human resources in here?”

      “What? No. Of course not,” she said.

      “Great.” Daniel turned to Baptiste with a chilling smile. “Am I going to have any problems from you?”

      Baptiste had the nerve to look shocked and outraged as he pressed a hand to his chest.

      “Me? Of course not.”

      Daniel seemed far less than convinced. He glared at Baptiste for several long seconds before turning back to her.

      “Samira, we’ll throw a gala to hype the merger. Are you up for that?”

      “Absolutely,” she said, brightening.

      “So we’re all good?” Daniel asked.

      “All good,” Samira said.

      “We’re great,” Baptiste said.

      Judging from his ongoing glare at his friend, Daniel didn’t care for this level of enthusiasm from Baptiste. Several long beats went by while Baptiste kept his expression politely innocent.

      “Great.” Daniel finally blinked and gave Baptiste a tight smile. “Carry on, troops.”

      Daniel left. Samira hurried after him without a backward glance, all but sprinting down the hall in an attempt to get away from Baptiste before things got any worse.

      Her thoughts churned like the foaming waters of her washing machine as she turned into her office. What the hell had happened to her life between last night and now? One-night stands? Mergers? Working closely with Baptiste? What the hell was she—

      “So I take it dinner is still off the table for tonight?” Baptiste asked right behind her.

      She squawked, jumping a foot in the air, and turned to discover him sinking into one of her chairs as she edged around her desk.

      “Do not sneak up on people,” she barked. “That’s very rude. And why are you here? We just discussed everything we need to discuss about work—”

      “We didn’t, though.”

      “—and everything else got settled this morning.”

      Baptiste said nothing, and it was a powerful nothing. There was no amusement now. Just quiet reproach and a faintly wounded look, as though he felt insulted that she took him for a big enough fool to buy what she was selling.

      When the moment’s tension overcame her, she looked away, smoothing her hair because she couldn’t figure out what else to do with her fidgety hands.

      “I like it this way, too,” he said, gesturing to her hair. “It’s spiky.”

      “Thanks,” she said, with a tiny but unstoppable grin that she quickly wrestled into submission. She opened her mouth to tell him about all the work she should be doing, but the words refused to come. Coherent thought refused to come.

      When he looked at her like that?

      She was all on her own in the world. Like a guppy in a shark tank.

      “Samira,” he said, lowering his voice and checking over his shoulder to make sure no passersby were within earshot, “I like to tease you, and you like to give me a hard time, but now it’s time to be serious.”

      No, it wasn’t. She didn’t want to be serious. Didn’t want him to melt her with his looks and the sound of his voice.

      “I have work to do—”

      “Did you think about me?” he asked quietly. “After you left this morning?”

      Samira froze. No way in hell was she answering that question.

      Instead, she took a deep breath.

      “Please understand. I’m not trying to hook up with anyone now.”

      “Hooking up.” He made a face. “Hateful American term. Why can’t we enjoy each other’s company without labeling or judging it?”

      “I told you. I’m just coming off a bad breakup. I’m not up for the drama. And besides that, I love my job. I really need it, especially right now—”

      His eyes narrowed with keen interest.

      “—and I don’t want to do anything to jeopardize it. This is a family-run company in a small town. The last thing I need is a complication at work. Or people gossiping about the nature of our relationship. Plus, you’re probably eager to get home to Daphne.”

      “I already told you there’s no longer a Daphne.”

      “Does Daphne know that? She seems confused.”

      “She does know that. And what happens between you and me is our business alone.”

      “My boss Daniel just made it his business.”

      “I can handle Daniel,” he said.

      “I don’t want you to handle Daniel. It’s my career. I’ll handle it.”

      Another long pause while he stared at her, clearly replaying her words and formulating his counterarguments. And those eyes! They were everywhere, seeing everything. Noticing the way she clasped her hands in her lap, the way her foot jiggled when he made her nervous and, probably, the way her pulse thumped in her throat when he looked at her with that relentless focus.

      “I respect women,” he finally said, his words slow and measured. “I respect their wishes. I respect your wishes. No means no. I understand that.”

      She waited, a perverse sinking feeling in her heart. So that was it then. She’d driven him away that easily. Well, no surprise there. She’d been an expert at driving people away since birth.

      He leaned closer, resting his elbows on his knees.

      “The thing you need to understand is that we like each other. Very well. Work has thrown us together and will continue to throw us together. In a case like this?” He shrugged. “We will find a way to be together. It’s inevitable. We both know it. I won’t have to stalk you because you’ll seek me out. And that is as it should be when people connect the way we connect.”

      “Baptiste…”

      “This is where we are. We have to deal with it.”

      Samira sat there, mute and mutinous, drowning inside her fears. What could she say to any of that? That she didn’t like him, when he could probably catch the scent of her lust leaching out of her pores? That she was afraid he’d hurt her when he up and disappeared back to France, which he would eventually do? That he didn’t talk sense about work conspiring to put them together, when she knew he did?

      “Cat got your tongue?” he asked.

      “Not at all,” she lied smoothly. “I just know how much you enjoy hearing yourself talk, and I didn’t want to interrupt. If that’s all…?”

      Another burst of his addictive laughter.

      “You know what I enjoy as much as listening to myself?”

      “I can hardly imagine,” she said, pretending to stifle a yawn before rifling through some papers on her desk.

      “Matching wits with you. You are a fascinating woman, Samira.”

      God, he was good at pretending he meant it.

      A sudden flare of panic triggered her flight response. She had to shut this whole thing down before she got hurt again.

      “I’m not getting attached to you. Not in any way. Just so you know.”

      “Samira.” His look was almost pitying. “You already are. As I am to you.”

      Lacking a coherent response to this 100 percent accurate assessment of her feelings, she focused on a diversion.

      “Don’t let me keep you,” she said, stapling something that didn’t need to be stapled. “Bye.”

      Sighing, he stood and turned to go just as the receptionist’s voice came over the line.

      “Samira? You done with your meeting? Terrance is here. He’s been waiting for you.”

      “Terrance?” Samira was too shocked to keep the dismay out of her voice. Evidently Baptiste heard it, because he looked back over his shoulder at her, frowning. “What does he want?”

      “He said he wanted a quick word,” the receptionist said. “I can tell him you’re too busy…?”

      “Umm…” Samira kept her gaze lowered, thinking hard while trying to avoid Baptiste’s intent and curious gaze on her face.  Honestly, could this day get any worse? It wasn’t bad enough that she had to keep a sexy Frenchman at bay, but now she also had to deal with a surprise appearance from her ex? “No, it’s okay. Send him back. I can spare a few minutes. Thanks.”

      Samira stood and smoothed her slacks. By this time, continuing to ignore Baptiste just seemed childish, so she hit him with her most withering glare.

      “What?”

      “You sounded upset.”

      “I’m not upset. I’m fine,” she said, her voice a good octave too high. “Don’t let me keep you.”

      Shadows collected across his face, dimming the light in his bright eyes. “And who is Terrance?” He paused, then seemed to reconsider the rough edge in his tone. “If you don’t mind my asking.”

      The none of your business was right on the tip of her tongue, so it was with some surprise that she opened her mouth and said,

      “My ex fiancé.”

      Baptiste went very still, except for a twitching muscle at the back of his jaw.

      “I see.”

      There was a knock on her open door.

      “Hey, Samira,” Terrance said. “Hope I’m not catching you at a bad time. I can come back when your meeting’s over.”

      “It’s fine,” Samira said. “We’re done.”

      But Baptiste didn’t look done. He didn’t look done at all. He loomed in the middle of the office, a flinty-eyed and insurmountable obstacle that Terrance would have to vault or dynamite out of the way if he wanted to get to Samira.

      After a long and measured look at Terrance—Baptiste was a little taller and more muscular, with broader shoulders, Samira noted—Baptiste stuck out his hand.

      “Jean-Baptiste Mercier,” he said. “Pleasure.”

      Lobbing a quizzical glance at Samira over Baptiste’s shoulder, Terrance shook his hand before squinting at him.

      “Terrance Shields. Don’t I know you?”

      “I don’t think so,” Baptiste said. “And now, I will give you your privacy.”

      With a final and particularly pointed glance in Samira’s direction, Baptiste left, taking all the room’s air with him.

      “What was that about?” Terrance asked, one brow hiked.

      “Never mind that,” Samira said. “The question is, what are you doing here?”
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      “I don’t have much time,” Samira said brusquely. “I have work and a luncheon.”

      “Yeah, I saw the caterers setting up. What’s all the commotion about?”

      “Harper Rose is merging with a French winery, so they’re having a getting-to-know-you luncheon. Baptiste is the owner. Meanwhile, I need to get busy drafting press releases.”

      Terrance snapped his fingers. “That’s it. That’s where I know that guy from. He’s Jean-Baptiste Mercier.”

      “I know,” Samira said, frowning. “He just told you that.”

      “No. He was on the cover of Wine Snob magazine awhile back. He owns some huge vineyard, but that’s not even his main business. His family comes from old money. Lot of old money. Fashion and finance, I think. Shouldn’t you know all this?”

      “Well, I would, but I haven’t had the chance to look him up online yet,” Samira said, feeling off-balance and vaguely disgruntled. Baptiste was rich? Really rich? She’d realized he had money, of course, what with the watch, designer luggage and luxury suite and all. And if he owned the vineyard that was going to bail out Harper Rose, then he had a few coins in the bank. But…fashion and finance? Old money? “We just found out about the merger today.”

      “You should check him out.”

      “I plan to. But you didn’t come here to talk about Baptiste.”

      “No.” Awkward laugh from Terrance, who rubbed the back of his neck. “Thanks for seeing me. I didn’t think you would.”

      “Don’t get the wrong idea. I’m not happy about it,” she said sourly. “What’s up?”

      “I miss you,” he said. “I miss my best friend.”

      The quiet confession got her, locking her lingering hostility down tight.

      She stared at his handsome and clean-shaven brown-skinned face, with the granite facial structure and sparkling brown eyes. He wore his hair in a skull trim, just this side of baldness, and his faded jeans and plaid lumberjack shirt were items they'd picked out together, on a day trip to the city.

      He was achingly familiar, exactly the man she’d thought she’d marry even if it turned out she didn’t know much about him at all. Even if he was yet another important person in her life who ultimately didn’t want her.

      “I miss you, too,” she admitted reluctantly.

      Hope brightened his face.

      “Can we go outside and talk? Maybe sit on the bench for a minute?”

      She checked her watch and wished her heart were a little harder.

      “Sure. For a quick minute.”

      He smiled, a quick flash of dimples, then reached for her hand.

      Much to her surprise, she couldn’t deny him that, either.

      He led her down the hallway, past the retail shop—oh, God, was that Baptiste, lingering over the tasting bar with Daniel? —and outside, where they walked down one of the cobblestone pathways and found a seat on the bench under the wisteria trellis that overlooked the vines and the river.

      They got settled. She pulled her hand free and stared down at the water.

      “So why are we here?” she asked after a while.

      “Is there any way you can answer my texts when I check in with you? I just want to make sure you’re okay.”

      Men, she thought, rolling her eyes before turning to face him. Gay or straight, they loved to assume you just shriveled up and died when they weren't in the room, didn’t they?

      “I’m fine. Don’t I look fine?”

      “You look great.” His voice sounded thick with emotion. “I hope you believe how sorry I am. And that none of this is your fault. I should never have let things get this far. I just wasn’t…I don’t know. I wasn’t ready to be who I am yet.”

      “Have you told your parents the real reason we called off the wedding? It’s kind of hard for me to keep floating this excuse that we weren’t on the same page about our relationship.”

      “No.” He shrank inside his skin a little. “My mother might understand—”

      “She probably already knows on some level, Terrance.”

      “But my dad will flip out. And my church…”

      He broke off, shrugging.

      Wounded as she felt, she couldn’t stand the idea of this proud man doing anything other than walking in his own truth.

      “You have to tell them,” she said. “It’s the twenty-first century. You deserve to be happy. You deserve to live your life and be who you are. If they don’t understand that, then screw them. I’m sorry if they’re your parents, but that’s how I feel.”

      “You don’t understand either,” he said, staring off at the horizon.

      “It’s not that I don’t understand,” she said helplessly.

      “What is it, then?”

      She struggled to identify all the simmering emotions inside her. Worked hard to strap her words down and make them behave.

      “You’re you. So go do you. But who am I? A woman you don’t want? A woman who’s so clueless that she doesn’t even know when she’s sleeping with a gay guy? For over a year? What am I supposed to think about my people skills? What about my judgment? Was I so eager to get married that I ignored all kinds of warning signs?”

      He stared her dead in the face. “How are you supposed to see warning signs if I’m careful to make sure there are none?”

      The constricted muscles in her chest loosened a little, letting her breathe more easily.

      “So you never cheated on me? I couldn’t force myself to ask before.”

      “I’m not a cheater.” Long pause. “But I wanted to. There’s this guy at work—”

      “Oh, my God. Jeremy?”

      His eyes widened. “How did you know?”

      “You talked about him all the time. Is he gay?”

      “That’s something I need to figure out,” he said wryly. “I think I saw him checking out a guy when we were walking down the street to lunch one time. So… maybe.”

      She thought that over—Terrance possibly hooking up with Jeremy—and searched deep inside her heart. She discovered that she didn’t feel jealousy or anything other than the sincere desire for him to be happy. If Jeremy made him happy, then so be it.

      “I hope that works out for you,” she said. “I really do.”

      He watched her, his expression glowing with unmistakable admiration. Then he pressed his lips together, quickly turned away and ran the back of his hand over his eyes.

      “This is why, if I ever married a woman, it had to be you, Samira. This is why I love you so much. This is why I miss you and still text you every day. Because you’re the greatest woman I know. The greatest person.”

      “No, I’m not,” she said, ducking her head to dab at her own wet eyes.

      “And I don’t want you to ever think that something you did or didn’t do made things turn out this way. I was selfish. I wasn’t ready to face who I am. My life would be so much easier if I could be a straight man with you as my wife. My parents worship you. You think they’re going to worship Jeremy if I bring him home one day?”

      She laughed with surprise at that unlikely image.

      “If I could have figured out a way to marry you and never have to deal with sexual desires, I’d have done that in a minute.” He hesitated, eyeing her closely. “Is this helping at all? Or do you want me to shut the hell up?”

      She thought it over. So he did want her. Sort of.

      “It is helping, actually. I always wondered why our sex life was a little, ah…”

      “Lukewarm? Blah? Meh? Boring?”

      “Okay,” she said, her face burning. “Now I do want you to shut the hell up.”

      They laughed together for a wonderful moment, the kind they used to share all the time, and she realized she was right to let go of her hard feelings and disappointment. Was she supposed to be angry that this man had had the courage to stand up and be who he was in a world where so many people were still homophobic? Was she supposed to be disappointed that he’d stopped her from marrying a man who didn’t—and could never—love her the way a wife deserved to be loved?

      Maybe she was a little slow at times, but she wasn’t foolish.

      Maybe she also wasn’t as unlovable as she feared.

      He sobered at last, his smile slipping away. “I mailed the last of the notes yesterday, by the way. And I’ve returned my half of the gifts.”

      “Good.” Thank God he’d handled his end of the housekeeping details. “I wasn’t really worried.”

      “Did you get the AmEx bill?”

      She shrugged.

      “I want you to take this and sell it. Use it to pay the bill. You shouldn’t have to deal with that.”

      He reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out…her engagement ring.

      Funny to see it now. Two and a half carats of the finest that Tiffany and Company had to offer, her dreams flashing in his palm. She’d wanted that ring. Prayed for it. Loved it. Taken it as a symbol of the family they’d build and the children they’d produce and love the way her birth mother had never loved her.

      She’d also thrown this ring at his feet when he broke off the engagement.

      Ambivalence made her hesitate for some perverse reason she couldn’t begin to understand.

      Stubborn pride? A tiny remnant of bitterness, despite what she’d just told him?

      All she knew was that she hated it when people thought she couldn’t manage things on her own.

      “You keep it. You have bills to pay, too. It’s only mine to keep if we get married.”

      “It’s yours to keep if I give it to you,” he said firmly. “Here. Take it.”

      “But—”

      “I insist.”

      She reluctantly took it, slipping it onto her finger only because her slacks didn’t have pockets and she had nowhere else to put it. But she put it on her right hand this time.

      “Thanks,” she said with a grateful smile, wondering what the hell was wrong with her. Selling the ring would make all the difference to her financial bottom line right now. “I’m finding it increasingly difficult to hate you.”

      He grinned. “All part of my master plan.”

      “That does not surprise me.”

      He gave her a long and measured look, then smoothed her hair away from her temples the way he always used to do. “I like the curls better. You should stick to the curls.”

      Baptiste’s image flashed through her mind. She stiffened and quickly looked away before Terrance read something in her face she didn’t want him to see, but it was already too late.

      “Too soon?” He removed his hand. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to push it.”

      “It’s okay,” she said, not wanting to ruin their newly signed truce before the ink even dried. “Someone else said the same thing earlier.”

      Terrance shot her a speculative look. “Who? Baptiste?”

      “What?” She tried to scoff but wound up sounding extraordinarily shifty, even to her own ears. “Where would you get that idea?”

      “I got a distinct vibe from him.”

      “A vibe? What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      Thoughtful look from Terrance, the kind that made her feel hot under the collar. “You’re doing a lot of protesting. Let’s leave it at that.”

      “Yeah,” she said, standing. “Let’s.”

      He also stood and put a hand on her arm. The next thing she knew, they were bear-hugging it out, swaying together in the kind of comforting grip that made pretty much everything right with the world.

      “We good?” he asked gruffly when he pulled back.

      “We’re good.”

      “I’m going to put that to the test tomorrow, when I see you at the Halloween bonfire. You’ll be there, right? Good.”

      “You just make sure you tell your parents what’s going on. They deserve the truth. Maybe they’ll surprise you.”

      His expression turned guarded. “From your lips to God’s ear.”

      “Have a little faith.”

      He waved and headed for his car in the parking lot.

      She checked her watch and hurried inside, eyeballing the luncheon, which was now in full swing inside the conference room, and deciding against it. She’d grab something later. For now? Time to get some work done.

      But she wasn’t three minutes into typing up some ideas in her office when a shadow fell across her desk. Stifling most of her impatient sigh—why could people not let her get some work done today? —she tacked on a smile of pleasant anticipation and looked up.

      To discover Baptiste standing in front of her desk, loaded plate in hand.

      Her pulse rate, predictably, ramped up.

      There was something different about his eyes, she noticed right away. The green was muted now, headed toward brown rather than the bright emerald she’d seen earlier, and his jaw was tight.

      “Hey,” she said lightly. “What’s up?”

      “Here.” Scowling, he thrust the plate at her. “You’ll starve if you go around skipping luncheons. And you have a lot of work to do for our new vineyard. So keep your strength up.”

      “You didn’t poison it, did you?” she asked warily. “You look like you’re in the mood for a good poisoning.”

      “My mood has become quite variable since I met you. Do you want it or not?”

      “Thank you,” she said, taking it. “You’re just in time. I haven’t had my four thousand calories for the day yet.”

      The plate was a two-inch-high conglomeration that you might find at one of those all-you-can-eat buffet places. She saw, at a glance, pasta, sliders, blackened chicken, cheeses, crackers and salad.

      “I wasn’t sure what you like. I wasn’t quick enough to get to the shrimp. People around here are like the snarling wolverines.”

      “That’s a very accurate assessment,” she said, laughing. “You should see them on Doughnut Day.”

      “I shudder to think.”

      “Thanks for bringing me lunch. You’re very thoughtful.”

      Much as she wanted to be a polite person and look him in the eye, it just didn’t seem safe at the moment. She had that same charged feeling she’d had when they danced together, and look how that had turned out. What was it about this one man’s effect on her, anyway? It was as though an electrical current surged between and around them, creating a glittering web ready to ensnare her if she didn’t watch herself.

      “Thoughtful? Not at all,” he said grudgingly. “I treat you the same way I would treat any starving and muddy cat on the street. There is nothing special about you whatsoever.”

      Nothing special.

      In her turbulent teens, the words would have set her off. Would her birth mother have given her away if Samira were special enough? Of course not.

      But now? With Baptiste looking at her with the light of admiration gleaming so brightly in his eyes?

      Samira felt very special indeed.

      Laughing and blushing, Samira smoothed her hair with a hand that felt fluttery and nervous. “Don’t even try it—”

      He gasped. “What is that?” he demanded, pointing.

      “What?” she asked, startled by his sudden sharp tone.

      Her only warning before he reached for her right hand? A repressive glare. Then he examined her engagement ring from all angles.

      “This is a high-quality diamond. At least two carats. Tiffany, no?”

      “Well, yeah.” She gaped at him. “Who are you? Harry Winston?”

      Irritable shrug as he dropped her hand. “I know something about jewels. From my family’s business interests and my mother’s, ah, personal ones. Don’t dodge the question.”

      She blinked. Thought back through their conversation.

      “There’s no question on the table.”

      “The question is, why are you wearing this now? Is there a reconciliation in the works?”

      “None of your business.”

      His expression darkened.

      “I was considerate enough of your feelings—even though you deny them—to tell you there is no Daphne. I am wearing my feelings on my sleeve for you to see. Please give me the same courtesy.”

      He crossed his arms and leaned against her desk, waiting.

      She worked on regulating her breath and tried to think, terrified of the way his open vulnerability made her heart pound and her thoughts scatter.

      This one got under her skin in a way Terrance never had. That was for damn sure.

      She needed to be very, very careful here. Every time she was with him, the word no dropped out of her vocabulary.

      “There’s no reconciliation,” she reluctantly admitted. “Now, if we’re done here…? I have lunch to eat and work to do.”

      Some of the tension eased from his body. “But he wants you back?”

      “No.”

      “Ah.” He walked away, turning back at the door. “But you want him back.”

      “No.”

      “Good.” His searching gaze covered every inch of her face. His expression softened, as did his tone. “Don’t be so sad. You looked sad earlier. I was afraid I would have to punch his lamp out—”

      “Lights.”

      “—and I would hate to do that. I don’t want to see the inside of an American jail cell, and he seemed like a nice man.”

      She tried to hide her smile by pivoting to face her computer.

      “Violence is never the answer. Unless I’m dealing with drunk Julius Caesar. And Terrance is a nice man.”

      “So you do want him back.”

      “Oh, my God. What did I just tell you? We broke up for a reason. It’s for the best.”

      “Of course it’s for the best,” he said, unsmiling. “I don’t plan to share you.”

      He what?

      She squawked with outrage.

      “News flash: you don’t own me. I’m not some bag of chips you can share or not share.”

      “Of course, now that you’ve been with me, you would never want to go back to him, but still.” He nodded with clear satisfaction. “It’s good to get everyone on the same page.”

      She could not be hearing this.

      “Funny you should say that, O Arrogant One, because you and I are clearly not on the same page,” she cried.

      He shrugged. “We will be. Meanwhile, don’t be sad about your breakup. No one likes a sour cat.”

      “Sourpuss.”

      “That’s what I said. Now get to work. You have so much to do, and you’ve been socializing.”

      He walked off, the corners of his mouth curling with a repressed smile.

      She choked off a laugh.

      “What, four thousand calories’ worth of food and no dessert?” she called after him, sliding her plate closer and picking up the fork.

      He laughed, the sound trailing away as he disappeared around a corner.

      And when she returned from a bathroom break a few minutes later, she found a dessert plate piled high with pastries—and one pitiful corner of a brownie—sitting on her desk.
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      “Well, there you are,” Samira said that evening at Pub 221B. The restaurant, which featured tufted chairs, dark wood paneling and a long bar with polished brass, was hopping, with most of the tables full. “I thought you were going to cancel on me again.”

      “No surgery for me tonight, thank God.” Melody, her best friend, gave Samira a quick hug and kiss before dropping onto the other side of the booth. “And how can you accuse me when you pushed back the time twice tonight?”

      “Sorry about that. Things got a little crazy with the merger announcement today.”

      “Is this stout for me?” Melody lunged for her glass. “God bless you.”

      “I figured you’d need it,” Samira said, laughing. “So how was surgery last n—”

      “Don’t even try it.” Melody looked incredulous. “I want to hear all about what happened with Baptiste. Am I pronouncing it right?”

      “Yeah. The P is silent.” Samira kept her head ducked and her attention focused on the menu. Though she knew it would be impossible to evade Melody’s questions for long, Samira felt like she had to give it a try. The situation with Baptiste was too fresh, unsettling and personal to try to summarize right now, even with Melody. “I’m thinking about the shepherd’s pie.”

      Making a derisive noise, Melody snatched the menu away and tossed it on the seat next to her, well out of Samira’s reach.

      “Let’s just get it over with so we can move on with life.”

      Samira sighed and glanced up again. “It’s a nonstarter. I’m not planning on seeing him again outside of work, so let’s drop it.”

      Melody blinked. “Why not? He’ll be around for a little while, right? Isn’t this a chance to get to know him better?”

      Samira gaped at her. “Why would I want to get attached to a guy who lives thousands of miles away from me?”

      “So you don’t really like him, then?”

      Samira opened her mouth, but all her denials ran and hid.

      “So… you like him, but you don’t want to see him again?”

      “Let’s just change the subject,” Samira said flatly.

      “Not a chance.” Melody interlaced her fingers and rested her hands on the table, doing a pretty good impression of a lawyer taking a deposition and determined to get to the bottom of a witness’s convoluted story. All she needed was a legal pad, pen and stenographer. “Start at the beginning.”

      “Fine.” Samira tried to look dignified even though flames of embarrassment were already licking at her cheeks. “I slept with him. Do you want to split the cheese plate for an appetizer?”

      Melody gasped and rested her face on her hands, staring at Samira with unabashed nosiness. “Screw the appetizers. I want you to tell me all about it. What’s he like? What was the sex like? And what the hell’s gotten into you?”

      Keeping a lid on her simpering grin turned out to be an impossibility in the same category as spinning thread into gold or getting all the kernels to pop in a bag of microwave popcorn. Samira sighed helplessly, giving up the fight.

      “He’s got dark hair. Green eyes. Tall. Sexy.”

      “And last night…?”

      “Amazing.”

      “Stop lying,” Melody said with open disbelief. “First times can be awkward.”

      “Amazing.”

      “You lucky bitch.” Melody grinned at her, offering up a hand. “Gimme some.”

      They high-fived, giggling like preteens at a slumber party after midnight.

      “What are we celebrating?” asked a wickedly amused male voice with a French accent.

      Samira and Melody cringed, froze and exchanged a guilty look, after which Samira decided it was best just to play dead. Maybe if she wished for it hard enough, she’d discover that the shadow looming over the table was only a figment of her imagination.

      “You’re not talking about me, are you?” Baptiste continued. He looked fantastic, having changed into skinny jeans and a leather jacket over one of his white shirts, with an artfully arranged scarf. He set a Pub 221B shopping bag evidently loaded with carryout food on the table and reached for Melody’s hand. “Jean-Baptiste Mercier. Winery owner and Samira’s frustrated lover. Pleasure.”

      Samira stared up at him, entirely beyond speech.

      So much for wishful thinking.

      Melody, whose beet-purple face, wide, star struck eyes and gaping mouth suggested she’d swallowed her tongue, regained her composure enough to shake his hand and tilt her face for his double-cheeked kiss.

      “Melody Harrison. Pediatric surgeon and Samira’s best friend. Great to meet you.”

      “Pediatric surgeon? My buddy has a foundation that provides surgeries for needy children. Any interest in volunteering? I could put you in touch with him.”

      “I’d love to hear more about it, sure,” Melody said, her ears perking up.

      “Wonderful. It’s so kind of you ladies to ask me to join you,” Baptiste said, now unpacking his carryout and stacking clamshells on the table. “As I’m a stranger in town who knows practically no one. Americans are known for their hospitality.”

      With that, he plunked himself down on Samira’s side of the booth, practically sitting in her lap and forcing her to hastily scoot over to make room for him. Then he signaled to the passing server, a pretty young thing who checked and stared at him as though he was Brad Pitt circa Thelma & Louise.

      “How are you?” Baptiste said. “I think Melody needs another glass of her…it’s very dark, so that must be stout, correct?”

      Melody nodded, her eyes threatening to consume the entire top half of her face.

      “Yes, let’s have more of the stout for Melody, and I think Samira and I will share a bottle of the Perrier-Jouet. You liked that last night, Samira, didn’t you?”

      Samira, who was feeling somewhat dazed by this point, focused all her attention on Melody, who pointed to the champagne on the menu.

      That’s a three-hundred-dollar bottle, Melody mouthed.

      Samira responded with a that’s Baptiste shrug and eye roll.

      Baptiste, luckily, was too absorbed with the server to notice the nonverbal communications going on around him. “We’ll take the Belle Epoque Rose. Two-thousand four, if you have it. And maybe a cheese plate? I like to have an appetizer…”

      Oh, my freaking God, Melody continued. He’s so hot!

      I know, Samira mouthed back.

      “Otherwise, I get fangry,” Baptiste concluded.

      The server stopped simpering and focused. “Fangry?”

      Baptiste waved an impatient hand. “You know. Famished and angry. Fangry.”

      The server laughed, utterly charmed with Baptiste, as all females seemed to be. “You mean hangry. Hungry and angry.”

      “Absolutely. Hangry,” Baptiste said, beaming up at her. “Thank you.”

      “Thank you,” said the server, whose expression had been replaced by an emoji with red hearts for eyes. Samira sourly made up her mind on the spot not to go to the ladies’ room for the duration, lest she return and find the server draped across Baptiste’s lap, feeding him nibbles from the cheese plate by hand. Not that Samira was jealous or possessive or anything, because she definitely wasn’t. “I’ll be right back with the champagne.”

      “We did not invite you to join us, Baptiste,” Samira said when the server walked off.

      “Melody would have, surely,” he said.

      “True.” Melody grinned. “This gives me a chance to vet you.”

      “Understood,” Baptiste said, resting his elbows on the table and leaning into his conversation with Melody. “Samira sent you my picture and told you she would be with me last night.”

      “Yep,” Melody said, sipping her stout.

      “And, judging from the looks on your faces when I arrived, Samira also shared that we made love. All night. It was incredible. Am I right?”

      Samira made an outraged noise; Melody, meanwhile, choked on her stout and spewed a mouthful across the table, narrowly missing them both.

      “It’s okay.” Baptiste remained unperturbed as Melody hastily reached for a napkin and wiped her mouth and the table. “You’re friends. You talk. I don’t mind. We’re all adults.”

      Samira began to recover.

      “I am sitting right here, Baptiste. Kindly do not talk about me like I’m invisible.”

      Baptiste shrugged with complete indifference. “I know you’re there. Kindly do not interrupt me when I’m having an important conversation with your best friend.”

      Melody stifled a laugh.

      “Yeah. Okay,” Samira snapped. “First of all? Melody’s loyalty is to me. Not you. If I don’t want her to discuss my personal life with you, then she won’t.”

      “Melody makes her own decisions,” Melody interjected.

      “Second,” Samira said, shooting Melody a withering glance across the table, “our relationship is private—”

      “Not that private, evidently, because you were just discussing it with Melody.”

      “—and if there’s something you want to know, why don’t you ask me?”

      Derisive snort from Baptiste. “And why would I waste the time to do that when you weren’t honest with me this morning?” He frowned thoughtfully. “Although you did just admit that we have a relationship. That’s some progress.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” Samira said.

      Baptiste didn’t dignify that with a response. Instead, he focused on Melody with a new urgency. “Is she still in love with Terrance? She says not, but…”

      “No, no,” Melody said quickly. “That’s not an issue.”

      “But she’s so determined to keep me at arm’s length now. Such torture after last night,” Baptiste said.

      Torture.

      Good word, Samira thought with an ache of longing in her belly.

      “Hmm,” Melody said, averting her eyes for a delicate sip of her stout.

      Baptiste tensed. Cocked his head to study Melody more closely. “You know something.”

      “Hmm?” Melody continued both to sip and to avoid eye contact. “Huh-umm.”

      Samira suddenly got a bad feeling. “Are we done with this ridiculous conversation now? Can we move on to something—”

      “Shhh.” Baptiste flapped a hand to shut her up. “Melody was about to tell me something important.”

      “No, she wasn’t,” Samira said, giving Melody a pointed warning look.

      Wrong thing to say.

      Melody thunked down her drink and hitched up her chin in that habitual gesture of defiance that never boded well for Samira or any other recipient. “Maybe I was.”

      “What is it, ladies?” Baptiste divided his shrewd attention between them. “Spill.”

      Samira crossed her arms, starting to get seriously annoyed. “I don’t have to spill anything—”

      “Fine,” Melody said brightly. “I’ll tell you, Baptiste—”

      “I was adopted,” Samira blurted, aiming a kick at Melody under the table. Melody yelped. “Melody thinks it’s relevant to my dating life. I disagree. The end. Happy?”

      There was a long pause.

      Then Baptiste nodded thoughtfully, his expression vaguely troubled. “Thank you for sharing with me.”

      “I didn’t share. I was forced.” Samira aimed another kick at Melody, who dodged it this time. “And like I said, my adoption status has nothing to do with anything.”

      The server returned just then, which was a good thing because Baptiste didn’t look convinced by Samira’s denials. At all.

      “Ah, the cheese and champagne,” he said, snapping himself out of his thoughts. “Thank you.”

      The bedazzled server—maybe it was Samira’s imagination, but she could swear the woman had touched up her lipstick—made a whole production over arranging the cheese plate, popping the cork and pouring the champagne. Probably looking for an opening to slip her phone number to Baptiste, Samira thought, annoyed.

      Samira took advantage of the distraction and sent Melody a text: Thanks a lot!

      Melody: *SHRUG*

      Samira: Don’t you dare fall for his routine!!!

      Melody read the text, rolled her eyes and answered: I do what I want.

      Samira: WTF??? with a scowling face.

      Melody: Don’t make me block you with a tongue stuck out.

      “Cheers, ladies,” Baptiste said, raising his glass when the server eventually departed.

      “Thanks for the drink,” Melody told him, putting down her phone and clinking his glass.

      “My pleasure.” Baptiste beamed at her, then turned to Samira and waited.

      Glaring at him, Samira grabbed a cracker off the platter and crunched it loudly.

      Baptiste sighed loudly. “Don’t cut off your nose to spite your face, Samira. If you don’t toast and make eye contact, we have seven years of bad sex. After last night, I think we can both agree that would be a tragedy.”

      Melody laughed despite Samira’s withering glare.

      “Fine.” Samira raised her glass and clanked it with his as artlessly as she could. “But only because I don’t want to have bad sex with anyone.”

      “As you wish,” Baptiste said easily, inclining his head, but the gleam of irritated amusement in his eyes as he drank told Samira she’d just made an unforced error. She’d inadvertently issued him a challenge, and he took it as such. “Now may I resume my important conversation with your best friend?”

      Samira crossed her arms and sat back to see what he would say, curiosity getting the best of her. “Be my guest.”

      “Lovely.” After a pause to make sure Samira didn’t interrupt again, Baptiste focused on Melody. “The thing is, this morning I told Samira how eager I am to see her again. Yet she wants nothing further to do with me. Very hurtful. And I don’t understand why. I’m a charming and fun guy. Everyone says so.”

      “Samira is very guarded,” Melody said, deftly avoiding Samira’s latest kick under the table. “She doesn’t make it easy for anyone to get close. Especially men.”

      “Understood,” he said. “But did I do something wrong?”

      Though she knew this was all part of his orchestrated charm offensive, Samira heard the veiled note of hurt in his voice and felt the corresponding tug on her heartstrings.

      She ducked her head, hastily grabbing a bite of cheese.

      Melody studied Baptiste closely. “Well, you’re sexy. Generous. Funny. But I just met you, and I haven’t had the chance to look you up online yet. So it’s tough for me to judge.”

      “Merde,” he muttered, draining his glass and pouring a refill. “Don’t believe everything you read when you do look me up online.”

      The women exchanged an uh-oh look.

      Melody focused all her attention on him. “If there’s a story there, we might as well hear about it from you.”

      “There have been…” Baptiste flapped a hand. Flapped it again. Cleared his throat. Sipped his champagne. “Women.”

      “Oh,” Melody said, her expression falling.

      “That reminds me,” Samira told Melody, snapping her fingers. “I forgot to mention that some woman sent him a naked pic this morning. I told him it was none of my business, but he said it was. He claims it was never anything serious with this woman. Says it’s over now.”

      “Well, everyone has an ex,” Melody said fairly. “The question is whether she knows she’s an ex.”

      “That’s what I said,” Samira said triumphantly.

      “She knows,” Baptiste said, sipping his champagne.

      “You must be giving her mixed messages,” Melody told him. “Otherwise, what’s she hanging around for?”

      “Money,” Baptiste muttered.

      “You’re not still giving her any…?” Melody asked.

      “No. But hope springs eternal.”

      Melody eyed him closely for several seconds. He met her level gaze without blinking.

      This continued for several beats, until Melody nodded decisively.

      “I believe him,” she told Samira.

      “If only everyone did,” Baptiste said with a sidelong glare at Samira.

      “Eh, she’ll come around,” Melody said.

      “Let’s hope,” he said.

      “So you have a lingering ex,” Melody said. “But no stalkers?”

      “No,” Baptiste said.

      “Arrests?”

      “No.”

      “Drugs? Alcohol?”

      “No.”

      “Baby mama drama?”

      “No. But my dead parents were a nightmare. I freely admit that.”

      “Define nightmare,” Melody said, taking the words right out of Samira’s mouth. “As in you can’t sit down to dinner together at the holidays? Or did your mother try to run over your father with her car?”

      Baptiste tilted his head and thought that over. “More the latter. Sadly. But that has nothing to do with me as a person. Nothing to do with Samira and me getting to know each other better. I mean… Why be so serious? Why not have fun and see where the mood takes us?” His shoulders slumped as he reached for a piece of cheese. “If only she saw it that way.”

      “So all you want from Samira…?” Melody asked delicately.

      Another thoughtful pause from Baptiste. He looked to Samira, acknowledging her presence for the first time in a while. She’d been having a tough time sitting quietly this whole time, but she risked a peek at him, her heartbeat thumping steadily in her throat.

      “Samira?” he said quietly, unsmiling. “The thing about Samira is that…I love to see her eyes sparkle. It feels important to make sure they sparkle all the time.”

      A piece of Samira’s frozen heart melted.

      Melody, meanwhile, emitted a tiny gasp of appreciation that didn’t help matters.

      At all.

      One of them needed to keep her head on straight where Baptiste was concerned, and since it evidently wasn’t going to be Samira, Melody should step up to the plate.

      Samira would have immediately fired Melody from her position as best friend (what kind of best friend melted into goo after a glass of beer and a couple of pretty words from a foreigner?), except that Samira was so lost in the intensity of Baptiste’s gaze that she was in no position to make personnel decisions.

      “Well.” He laughed shakily, ruffling his hair until it looked like it had this morning, when he got up from their rumpled bed. “Please excuse me. I want to give you ample opportunity to talk about me behind my back. Why don’t you both order your dinners? My treat, of course.”

      With that, he strode off toward the men’s room.

      Melody barely waited until he was out of hearing range before she turned on Samira like a rabid Doberman. “Have you experienced a head injury that I need to check out? Because that’s the only reason I can think of that would make you kick him out of your bed. Even if he only wanted to be there for ten minutes. What the hell is wrong with you?”

      Oh, for God’s sake.

      Samira scowled. “I’m being smart. I’d think you’d understand and be supportive.”

      “What? What’s smart about missing out on sex with a man like Baptiste? And you need a rebound guy anyway.”

      “I’ve rebounded!”

      Melody smacked her forehead and groaned. “One night does not a rebound make, genius. I’m surprised you don’t know that.”

      “Yeah? Well, where will my fragile self-esteem be when he skips off back to France in a couple days? Or drops off the face of the earth and never calls me again? I’ve already had one romantic kick in the teeth recently. That’s enough for the year, thanks.”

      “Why are you painting doomsday scenarios? You don’t know what’s going to happen. Maybe you’ll get sick of him before he gets sick of you. Maybe you’ll get mutually sick of each other and this thing will die a natural death with no one getting hurt on either side. Ever think of that?”

      Samira gestured in the departed Baptiste’s direction. “You saw him! How likely is that? And you, of all people, shouldn’t want me involved—in any way—with another unavailable man. What’s next? Fixing me up with some nice married man you know?”

      Melody thought that over. Shrugged with reluctant agreement. “So you go into it with your eyes wide open. If he shows up? Fine. If not? Fine.”

      “You cannot be serious.”

      “It’s not like you knew Terrance was unavailable when you got together with him, honey. You’re way ahead of the game with Baptiste. At least you know what you’re getting and not getting. As long as you keep it casual, where’s the harm between consenting adults?”

      Where was the harm? Rarely had Samira heard such a stupid question.

      But, in fairness, Melody had no idea how Baptiste had commandeered Samira’s every waking thought today. Nor did Melody know about the aching fullness Samira still felt between her thighs, a delicious remnant from last night, or, worse, the insidious curiosity about Baptiste that held Samira in an unbreakable stranglehold.

      What was his home like? His family? What did he eat for breakfast? Did he own any pets? No detail of a human being’s life was too mundane for Samira to wonder about it when it came to Baptiste.

      And to think she’d thought about him this much today, when everyone at the winery had been frantically busy with merger business. How much more would she think about him on a normal day, when she had more time?

      She kept telling herself that she didn’t need him and didn’t want the dating drama, but that was the thing about Baptiste. He felt like the kind of man a woman might grow to need, whether she wanted to or not.

      And Einstein, here, believed that as long as Samira made up her mind to keep it casual, everything would be okay.

      Please.

      When it came to potential emotional damage, wasn’t Samira’s incubating obsession with Baptiste just as bad as falling in love?

      “Keep it casual?” Samira echoed. “Really? That’s the best you’ve got? What do I keep you around for?”

      “I don’t know.” Melody darted a quick glance over Samira’s shoulder. “But remember: I love you, and this is for your own good. So I hope you forgive me one day.”

      On that cryptic note, Melody pulled out her phone, hit a button and held it to her ear.

      “Yes, this is Doctor Harrison,” she said loudly.

      What the—?

      “What are you doing?” Samira asked, baffled.

      “Uh-huh. Uh-huh.” Melody nodded and listened intently, launching into a D-list performance that had the potential to fool no one. “Yeah, okay. I’m on my way.”

      “Oh, come on,” Samira muttered, starting to get the picture just as Baptiste returned to the table, one brow quirked.

      Melody glanced at her watch as she grabbed her bag, scooted to the edge of her seat and stood, still talking into the phone. “I can be there in ten minutes. Has the lab come back with the blood work yet? Can you check on it? Great. Thanks. Okay, bye.”

      “Is everything okay?” Baptiste asked.

      “Just got called in to the hospital,” Melody said with exaggerated regret, hitting a button and holding up the phone as proof. “Accident. I’ve got surgery. Sorry.”

      “There was no accident.” Rising panic made Samira shrill, but what could she do? No way was she going to participate in Melody’s little charade, especially if it threw Samira to this sexy French wolf. “You made the whole thing up so you could leave me alone with Baptiste. You’re a terrible actress.”

      Melody shot her a sweetly puzzled look as she slung her bag over her shoulder, all but levitating with angelic innocence. “What do you mean?”

      “No one’s falling for your sad little matchmaking routine,” Samira snapped. “You should be ashamed of yourself. Honestly, I’m embarrassed for you. Keep your day job, Viola Davis.”

      That was the moment that Baptiste stepped in and became complicit with his Machiavellian coconspirator.

      “If Melody says she has surgery, I’m sure she has surgery.” Mischief glimmered in his bright eyes. “Why would she make up a story? Americans are known for their honesty. Anyone will tell you.”

      “Thank you, Baptiste.” Melody shot Samira a reproachful look. “I don’t know what Samira’s problem is tonight. You sure you want to get to know her better?”

      “Oh, I’m sure,” Baptiste said silkily.

      “Well, I’d better go,” Melody said, hastily tossing back a good four ounces of her stout and wiping her lips with a napkin. “Don’t want to be late for my procedure.”

      “Does the medical board know you like to drink before your procedures?” Samira asked, watching while Melody opened up her napkin, deposited several pieces of cheese and crackers into it and tucked her ad hoc doggy bag into her purse.

      “All the best surgeons do.” Melody waved an airy hand before leaning in to kiss Baptiste good-bye. “Great meeting you, Baptiste. I have a good feeling about you. As long as you don’t make me regret my decision to, ah…”

      “Hand your best friend over on a silver platter?” Samira suggested caustically.

      “Head into surgery without seeing Samira home first,” Melody said.

      “I won’t,” Baptiste said solemnly.

      “Great.” Melody nodded with crisp satisfaction. “Call me tomorrow, Sam.”

      “Can’t. I’ll be too busy interviewing applicants for my new best friend,” Samira said.

      Laughing, Melody strode off.

      Leaving Samira breathless and unsettled as Baptiste slid into the booth across from her.
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      Baptiste reached for his champagne, trying to disguise some of his avid interest in Samira’s next move. He was far too invested in this one woman’s words, moods and reactions. He knew that. He also knew that the fierce longing he felt deep in his gut was unusual for him and probably unhealthy.

      What had gotten into him?

      For the life of him, he couldn’t figure it out.

      Women came and women went, and the world still turned on its axis. So there was no need to ever get too worked up over one particular woman, especially one who claimed she didn’t want the drama. Hadn’t he learned that lesson early and vicariously through the heartbreak of the various “uncles” and stepfathers who had cycled through his flighty mother’s life through the years?

      No, it was never wise to give a woman too much control over you. Women already had most of the power anyway, being the gatekeepers to sexual pleasure. A man had to keep his head.

      A smart man never allowed himself to want too much.

      Baptiste knew all this.

      Yet desire for everything Samira burned inside him, and it was all he could do to keep the heat of it off his face when he looked at her.

      She had done something extraordinary to him, this one.

      Perhaps she was a sorceress. That would explain a great deal.

      Memories of last night had spent the day darting into his mind at inopportune moments, a normal occurrence when one found an exciting new lover. The unusual part? The extent of his preoccupation had left him distracted and largely unproductive on an important workday.

      Even worse, it wasn’t just sexual distraction he felt.

      He’d wondered things about Samira.

      Was she as excited to work with him as he was to work with her?

      Why had her ex-fiancé visited her today? Did she want him back, despite what she said? Why had she worn the man’s ring?

      What had her entire life been like up until this point?

      The only thing Baptiste hadn’t wondered today?

      Whether he’d imagined the way she’d responded to him last night or the way she’d looked at him this morning when he kissed her.

      No. That much he knew, and his outsized ego was not to blame for the certainty.

      She wanted to see more of him as much as he wanted more of her.

      It was just that she was determined not to face this inconvenient truth when her romantic life was already complicated enough.

      He sipped his champagne, watching her and waiting.

      Christ.

      She was beautiful in her confusion, with her brown eyes shadowed and her jaw tight. Wary, like an elegant cat with her back to the wall. She wanted him to coax her. Wanted him to convince her that her trust would not be misplaced. He felt it all the way to his bones.

      His job was to show her the way, even if, as Melody suggested, being adopted had taught her to be wary of the people in her life.

      The thing about cats?

      You had to let them approach you. When they were ready. Not before.

      So he poured them both more champagne and focused on his cheese plate.

      “Sorry about that,” she finally said, cheeks stained with embarrassment. “No one ever accused Melody of being a good actress.”

      “But she is a good best friend. Correct?”

      “She’s a great best friend. Usually.”

      Ah. As he’d suspected, Melody knew Samira inside and out and felt, as Baptiste did, that an affair with Baptiste would be good for Samira at this transitional moment in her life.

      Perhaps the lovely and wise Melody was Baptiste’s new best friend as well?

      “We met in high school,” Samira said, answering his next question.

      “Great friends are priceless. But I will deny it if you tell Daniel I said so.”

      She started to smile. Caught herself and stopped. Opened her mouth. Hesitated.

      All this wariness made last night’s events all the more miraculous, Baptiste decided, watching her work through her turmoil.

      Such a cautious soul.

      He was profoundly lucky that she’d ever let him touch her.

      And profoundly grateful.

      “How did you meet Daniel?” she finally asked.

      “In Napa. We worked at neighboring vineyards. We both came from winemaking families. Both went out in the world to do some learning elsewhere.”

      “Did you like Napa?”

      “I loved it. I love the U.S.”

      “Yeah? What do you love about it?”

      “The countryside. The big cities. The work ethic, which is more important than your birth status. The American Dream. Anything is possible here.” He paused. “And Target.”

      “Target?”

      “Yes. You have so many choices here. I’ll never forget the first time I went for some toiletries, and I couldn’t decide what to get. I didn’t know how deprived I’d been when it came to choosing deodorants.”

      She laughed. “And have you supersized your royales with cheese when you’re here?”

      “We call them royals, actually, but yes. I always supersize them. And I drink as much Sprite as I want here. From the machines. Because you get free refills with ice. At home, they give it to you in tiny bottles, and the ice is doled out like a precious commodity.”

      “I don’t think I would like France,” she said, shuddering dramatically. “What kind of culture doesn’t believe in free refills on your Diet Cokes?”

      “We are very backward in Europe, clearly. You’ve never been?”

      “Not yet, sadly. I’ve always been more of a beach girl. We vacationed in Hilton Head, South Carolina, a couple times growing up. The farthest I’ve ever been is Toronto to visit a college friend. That’s the only reason I even have a passport. But I’m dying to go to Europe. I have a lot of art museums to see before I die.”

      He blinked, his poor brain spinning off in several directions at once.

      First came the image of her in a string bikini (white, to complement her beautiful dark skin) on some pristine beach with crystal blue waters and no one around to notice if they decided to, say, sunbathe nude or skinny dip. He would bring his camera, and she would pose for him with the straps dangling while she held the cups to her bosom, revealing more than she hid.

      And where would they go?

      Fiji, probably. Perhaps Tahiti. She would also love Cannes.

      Yes, perhaps he should take her to Cannes first. Not so far to travel.

      He wrenched his mind’s eye away from splashing with her on the beach only to be confronted with several images of her happy face if he took her to some of his most beloved art museums.

      He would drown in her smile then, wouldn’t he?

      They could start with the Louvre, where he would show her one of his favorite pieces, The Winged Victory of Samothrace. A stop in Florence to see Michelangelo’s David, of course, and she might also enjoy shopping for leather (did she like fine leather?) or jewelry on the Ponte Vecchio. Florence also had a lovely Cartier shop, where he could buy her a watch as a souvenir of their day together. Oh, but perhaps she’d prefer Rolex? No, she’d admired his Cartier. She seemed like a Cartier girl.

      Then, with her new watch (and he would engrave it, of course—Pour Ma Reine seemed appropriate) firmly on her wrist, she would want to see the Nefertiti bust in Berlin. He would have to take her to Madrid to see the Picassos—especially Guernica, which took up an entire wall. In Spain, they’d take a siesta to make love every afternoon, then rise for dinner by nine or ten, when they would eat and drink all the local specialties.

      They could have endless adventures together.

      His heart thumped with excitement. Anticipation. Yearning.

      He wanted to take her everywhere. Show her everything. See her reaction when she saw it.

      The words danced on the tip of his tongue:

      Come with me. Let me take you.

      Somehow he wrestled them into something more appropriate:

      “You must make it a priority to go. You’ll love everything in Europe.”

      “If I can get over the lack of refills, you mean.”

      “Refills are crucial—one moment, please.” He frowned up at the server, who’d chosen the exact wrong moment to reappear—just as he and Samira had started to really talk. Now the spell was broken. “I don’t think Samira has had the chance to look at the menu.”

      “I’ll come back,” the server said, heading off again, but the damage had been done.

      “Actually, I’m not going to stay,” Samira said firmly, reaching for her bag.

      He nodded, trying to manage his disappointment as he gestured to his carryout containers.

      “Why? Not enough food?”

      Another of her semi-smiles whet his appetite to see the real thing.

      “We already talked about this, Baptiste.”

      “Perfectly true, but we talked about me taking you to dinner. This situation? It’s me running into you and you sparing me from having a lonely dinner in my hotel room. So it’s clearly not a date. If I put it into my calendar, it would not say date.”

      Amusement lit her eyes. “What would it say?”

      He thought it over. Shrugged. “For a meal this unimportant? Why bother to put it in the calendar at all?”

      That got her. Her laughter was throaty and unabashed, exactly as sexy as he’d remembered. Every time he heard it was like a transfusion of fun and joy to his veins.

      “You’re very hard on my ego,” she said. “You compared me to a muddy cat earlier.”

      He stared at her, doing his best not to hang the balance of his life on her smile or the absence thereof.

      “Since you are also very hard on my ego, I’d say we are even. And two even people can eat an unimportant meal together.”

      She hesitated, her unfocused gaze drifting to the tabletop.

      He held his breath. Sagged with relief when she put her bag down again and resettled in her seat.

      He’d become pathetic overnight. Truly. Judging by the way his heart soared, one would think his business manager had called to tell him that his portfolio’s value had quadrupled.

      The thing was, it didn’t matter to him in the slightest, and that seemed like an important detail.

      Which was worse? Being pathetic, or not caring that you were pathetic?

      He couldn’t care less in that heady moment.

      He quickly signaled to the server before Samira could change her mind. “We’re ready to order.”

      The server came back from the shadows where she’d been lingering, her mood distinctly cooler. “What can I get you?”

      “I’ll have the grilled salmon with roast potatoes,” Samira told her. “Thanks.”

      “Nothing else for me,” he said, passing back the menus. “I have plenty already.”

      The server marched off, her back ramrod straight.

      “Not sure I should eat anything she serves me,” Samira said, raising her brows. “She’s got her eye on you, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

      “Her eye on me?” As if he cared with Samira there. “Perhaps I should give her my number, since I don’t know any special women.”

      “Be my guest,” Samira said without missing a beat, her gaze direct and unwavering.

      She wouldn’t be so quick to taunt him if she knew how these subtle challenges made him want her all the more and amplified his determination to win her again.

      If it was the last thing he ever did, he swore he’d quench his thirst for her.

      “In a bit,” he said easily. “First, tell me about your life.”

      “My life? That’s a big topic. Would you like the thrilling diaper-wearing years? The awkward and chubby preteen years? The partying college years?”

      “Yes.” He rested his elbows on the table and leaned as close as he could to her. “You’d better get started so you can finish in a timely manner.”

      “O-kay.” She laughed. “Well…I was born in Journey's End. Adopted when I was a day old.”

      “Many people these days meet their birth parents.”

      “I know.” Her face brightened with excitement. “My adoption records aren’t sealed, so I reached out to my birth mother a few weeks ago. I want to know where I come from and why she gave me up. And I was getting married, so I figured that was a good time to contact her.”

      “Have you heard anything?”

      “No.” Her smile wobbled, but she recovered it quickly. “Not yet. But I’m really hopeful. I have so many questions about her and my birth father, but I wanted to reach out to her first. Where did they come from? Why couldn’t they keep me? I’ve always wanted to have some sort of a relationship with her. Maybe I have siblings. Maybe we can be friends now. Anyway, that’s my wish.”

      Something powerful, protective and unexpected rose up in him as he watched her. Baptiste didn’t know anything about Samira’s birth mother or her circumstances, but he knew he’d be the woman’s enemy for life if she did anything to hurt Samira.

      “I hope you do hear from her,” he said fervently. “I hope she’s everything you want her to be.”

      “Thank you.” She beamed at him. “I appreciate that.”

      “And your adoptive family? They were good to you?”

      “Absolutely. I couldn’t have built a better family from the ground up. I have a younger sister in Phoenix. She’s their, ah, biological child.” Once again, Samira’s smile showed signs of strain. “The late in life baby they’d been praying for.”

      “Oh.”

      “So, anyway…my parents just sold their house. They’re moving out there to be closer to the grandkids,” she added with determined enthusiasm. “And they’ve always wanted to retire out west.”

      “What were their careers?”

      “My father was a plumber and my mother was a dental hygienist.”

      “They’re good people? What did they teach you?”

      “They’re the best people. They taught us to study hard and work hard. To be kind and have fun. To tell the truth. They scrimped and saved and put us through college. Then they paid off their house. Lately they’ve been traveling with their RV—”

      “RV?”

      “Recreational vehicle. They’re huge. You can sleep in them and everything. Anyway, they’re planning on hitting all the national parks and Alaska.”

      Baptiste thought of his late and unlamented father, whose honesty had extended only to immediately confessing to every attractive woman he met how much he wanted to fuck her, and his mother, whose hard work had consisted only of a willingness to shop until her high-heeled feet bled.

      Their philosophy? Why work hard when you’d had the great good fortune to be born to wealth? Why not spend your life watching other people do all the work or, better yet, pretending that such nasty details about life did not exist?

      In short, his parents had not been the best people. They had not even been nice. He thought hard, craning his mind’s eye, and tried to produce a single legitimate compliment for them. The only things that came to mind were that they were charming and stylish, neither of which made them candidates for parent of the year.

      “And your parents are still married?” he asked, fighting the unwilling fascination he invariably felt when confronted with normal people and families.

      “Yes. It’s been almost forty years.”

      How was that possible? If his father had lived, Baptiste was quite certain that he would have eventually killed Baptiste’s mother in a domestic battlefield scenario straight out of that old movie, The War of the Roses.

      “And they still like each other?” he persisted. “And they both like you and your sister?”

      “Yes,” Samira said with a bemused grin. “They just invited me to go with them to the Halloween bonfire Saturday night.”

      “A bonfire?”

      “Yep. Big Journey’s End tradition. My father’s responsible for the ribs this year.”

      Sounded wonderful.

      Baptiste thought of the small town in Bordeaux where he’d grown up, a place utterly devoid of either children his age to play with or adults who cared that children needed friends. Then he thought of his childhood meals, which had consisted of chef-prepared extravaganzas far too sophisticated for young palates.

      “Will there be soul food? With the macaroni and cheese? And potato salad?”

      “Soul food?” She glowered. “What kind of question is that? You think that just because I’m black, my family eats soul food?”

      “I didn’t mean to offend you in any way” he began quickly. “I was only thinking of—”

      “Just kidding.” Samira laughed. “Of course we eat soul food. We’re black.”

      Christ. And he’d been about to break out into a cold sweat.

      He laughed, relieved. “You think you’re funny, do you?”

      “The French are so gullible.”

      More laughter on both sides of the table. At least until some of his yearning for her burned its way to the surface, probably brightening his face like one of the neon lights at the Moulin Rouge back in Paris.

      She returned his stare, her smile fading into something as hot as what he felt for her.

      Reining himself in with great difficulty, he pulled his hands off the table so they wouldn’t be tempted to reach for her and rubbed his thighs instead. All of his sexual energy seemed to have collected in one leg, which jiggled. He stopped it, but the effort took three years off his life.

      Shit. At this rate, he was likely to break into a cold sweat.

      Afraid to look at Samira again—God only knew what she’d see in his expression at this moment, and he would not blow this chance with her, especially not so early in the evening—he signaled for the server.

      His frayed nerves needed something stronger than champagne if he hoped to keep his sanity tonight.

      “Scotch,” he told the woman. “Neat. Anything else for you, Samira?”

      He risked a glance at her, only to discover her lowered gaze and two bright patches of color over her cheeks as she shook her head.

      “Just more champagne. Thanks.”

      He refilled her glass.

      She drank deeply.

      The server brought his Scotch.

      He drank deeply.

      He and Samira didn’t look at each other.

      He cleared his throat.

      “So where did you go to college?” he asked. “Tell me about that.”

      She took a deep breath and looked at him again, all sexual heat shuttered now.

      “Syracuse.”

      “Ah. You’re a big lover of winter, are you?”

      She dimpled.

      “I’m a big believer in scholarships. And that’s enough about me—”

      “But I haven’t heard about the toddler years yet,” he protested.

      “I have to maintain my air of mystery. Tell me about you.”

      “Me?” He drained the last of his Scotch, not wanting to get into his sketchy past. What would she and her normal family say or think when they learned about his situation? “There’s nothing worth mentioning.”

      “I sincerely doubt that.”

      He hesitated.

      She waited patiently.

      He opened his mouth, wondering whether he should reveal the number of his mother’s ex-husbands (four), the times she’d been hospitalized for “exhaustion” before her cardiac arrest death last year (eleven that he knew about) or the times he’d had a positive interaction with his biological father before his death in that boating accident when Baptiste was ten (three point five).

      “Start with where you grew up,” she said softly. “That’s easy, isn’t it?”

      “Not really.”

      Shifting uncomfortably, he tried to decide where he should begin. He always hated these nasty reminders, which tended to crop up during what should be idle chitchat, that he was not normal.

      His family had never been normal.

      Wealthy? Yes. Normal? Absolutely not.

      And he’d trade the one for the other in a heartbeat if he could.

      He’d never gotten over the shock he’d felt when he’d been six or eight and had spent the winter watching episodes of Roseanne with his favorite nanny, Mrs. Smith, before bedtime. The idea that there were families out there where the house was small and unfashionable, but the parents liked their children. That there were mothers and fathers out there in the world who interacted in a meaningful way with their kids.

      “Baptiste?”

      “The family home is in Bordeaux,” he said dully. “There’s an apartment in Paris. A chalet in Gstaad for skiing. A home in St. Tropez for getting the sun.”

      “Oh, my God,” she said.

      Ah. There it was. That look of amazed disbelief he’d been dreading and hoping never to see on Samira’s face.

      His heart sank.

      “Which one was home?” she asked.

      He wanted there to be a simple answer. He really did. Where had he spent the most time? Bordeaux? Voilà. Bordeaux was home. All he had to do was say that.

      But when he opened his mouth, all he had to offer was a smile that felt lopsided.

      “Define home.”

      Her expression turned pitying around the edges as she watched him.

      “The place where you’re happiest and most relaxed,” she said gently. “Where you feel the most like yourself.”

      Ah. Easy.

      “None of them.”

      “None?”

      He shrugged.

      “Where do you spend the most time?”

      “Paris these days.”

      She shook her head.

      “Baptiste. You have to have a home. You have to make it. Find it. Do something. That’s more important than business. How can you ever be happy if you don’t have a place to call home?”

      He stared down at the table, the renewed pain of emptiness (it couldn’t be loss when you’d never had it) slicing closer to his bones than she probably realized.

      “Let’s talk about something else.”

      “Sorry,” she said quickly. “Didn’t mean to lecture you.”

      “It’s okay.” It was an effort to meet her gaze again. Double that effort to manufacture an airy smile. “Really.”

      “Sooo…I’ve been wondering how you learned English.”

      Gratitude and memories made him grin. At last a topic he could entertain without embarrassment.

      “My favorite nanny was an American. Mrs. Smith. She taught me a lot, mostly by reading to me. We read all the classics together in English. One of my earliest memories is of her reading A Midsummer Night’s Dream to me while I sat in her lap in the rocking chair. I didn’t understand it, but I loved the sound of the words. And then, of course, when you go to school, you learn English.”

      “One of your nannies? And how many Mercier children were there?”

      He hesitated and tried not to think of the echoing hallways or the aching loneliness that followed him wherever he went and always had. Tried not to remember the little boy he’d been. The one whose only friend was often a book because he didn’t make friends easily. The one whose crooked teeth, pre-braces, had made him the object of ridicule for years.

      “I’m an only child.”

      “Ah. So you were like one of the Von Trapp children from The Sound of Music, eh? Put frogs in the nannies’ pockets to scare them away?”

      “I wasn’t the problem,” he said, unable to keep a good portion of the bitterness out of his voice. “Two of the older nannies were sacked after they had affairs with whoever the man was in my mother’s life at the moment. One of the younger ones was sacked when she chose not to have an affair with my father. He died when I was ten. Boating accident. Mrs. Smith was sacked because my mother woke up from her drunken haze long enough to notice how much Mrs. Smith meant to me. She was there when I went to summer camp, and gone when I came back. I never knew where she went or what happened to her. I probably should have tried to find her when I grew up, but I couldn’t deal with learning she’d died or didn’t remember who I was or anything like that.” He tried to smile, but his mood had turned sour. “Glad you asked?”

      She watched him with eyes that were wide and shocked.

      Until she shrugged and shot him a wry smile.

      “It’s so hard to find good help, isn’t it? How did your family do with gardeners, chefs and housekeepers?”

      That made him laugh. “Very well, now that you mention it.”

      She gaped. “You’re serious? You grew up with all that help?”

      “I’m serious.”

      “How big was your house?”

      Estate. “Big.”

      “Were you spoiled?”

      He took a moment to consider. “Rotten, yes.”

      She paused.

      “Were you neglected?” she asked quietly.

      He thought of his parents, birth and step, none of whom had ever wanted to be bothered with him for more than ten-minute increments. He thought of his mother, who had drunk, shopped, partied and cheated her way through life. Her one great lesson for Baptiste? To be suspicious of every woman he met. He thought of some of the beloved servants, any of whom could have been fired on a whim and without notice, and the way he’d tried never to get too attached to them after the Mrs. Smith debacle.

      Was he neglected growing up?

      “Yes.” The quiet admission cost him a great deal of his pride, but it seemed important, especially now that he knew something personal and painful about Samira’s childhood. “My parents probably did their best with me, but their best was shit. They were both far too self-centered. They were the kind of people who should never have had children. They had no idea what to do with me.”

      She nodded.

      “You’ll have to do better with your own children one day, won’t you?”

      The idea made him scoff. “I will never have children. It’s best to let my family name die out with me. I have no reason to believe I could successfully continue it.”

      She looked stricken. “That seems like a shame. Don’t you like children?”

      “I like children very well. That’s why I’m determined never to father one.”

      They stared at each other, her gaze unblinking. For once, he didn’t want to look away or pretend that he was tougher or more impervious than he was. For reasons he chose not to explore, he wanted Samira to know him.

      To understand him.

      So he volunteered more information on a topic that he usually never talked about.

      “My mother and her brother inherited my grandfather’s companies. Finance and fashion. My uncle ran them because my mother had no interest in anything other than shopping. My cousin—his son—runs those parts of the business now. I run the winery. Anyway… My uncle took me under his wing. Cut off my monthly breathing air allowance.”

      “Breathing air allowance?”

      He smiled humorlessly. “My mother never bothered with me or required anything from me. She was too busy partying, marrying and divorcing. As long as I woke up every morning, breathed air and left her alone, she was happy to throw money at me when I asked. But my uncle cut me off. Insisted on university when I finished boarding school. Insisted on putting me in charge of the family’s floundering winery to see if I could restore it to its former glory.” Baptiste slowed down, sudden emotion making his voice thick. “Insisted on dying when I was in Napa and never got to see how successful I made the winery.”

      Her face fell. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “It’s okay,” he said, shrugging it aside because what else could he do? Shrivel up every time he thought about his lost father figure, even though he was a grown man of thirty-five? “I’m grateful he saw something in me.”

      “You sound surprised he saw something in you.”

      This observation, stated quietly and without judgment, caught him by surprise. He was discovering, twenty-four hours into their relationship (and no matter what she said, there was a relationship), that surprises came fast and furious when Samira walked into the room.

      “Maybe I am. No one else saw anything in me at the time.”

      “Well, of course they didn’t. You’re not special at all. You’re like a muddy cat.”

      He laughed, and the conversation’s wind shifted like magic. The morose mood that had drifted overhead, perhaps looking for an opening to settle onto his shoulders for the rest of the night, once again disappeared like the morning fog when the sun rises.

      Did that make Samira his sun?

      “Thank God you’re not feeling sorry for yourself anymore.” She used her napkin to wipe her forehead with exaggerated relief. “Thank God you’ve realized that you’re smart, funny, kind, generous and hardworking—”

      “I didn’t hear handsome or sexy in there.”

      “—because I didn’t want to have to give you a swift kick in the ass.”

      “But you would?”

      “If needed.”

      “I’ll have to remember that. For future reference.”

      “Good. Americans hate self-pity. For future reference.”

      “And what do Americans love?”

      In that delicious moment, he was happy to find, buy or create anything that made her happy. Whether it was an after-dinner gelato or a newborn unicorn, he wanted to provide this woman with her heart’s desire.

      Anything to keep her eyes sparkling like that.

      “Americans love…”

      She caught herself and stopped, not caring that his entire body waited at attention. Took a deep breath and reeled back her excitement and enthusiasm until only the telltale hint of breathlessness indicated that whatever she loved, it had something to do with him and the magic—and it was magic; no other word came close to describing this sizzle in the air—they created together.

      “Americans love a good slice of apple pie with ice cream,” she said firmly. “So I’m going to have one for dessert—will you kindly stop staring at me like that?”

      If only he could.

      He cleared his throat, trying to focus on something other than his hunger for everything about her. This couldn’t be normal, wanting a woman he’d just met this desperately. If he didn’t find a way to control his reactions to her, he’d send her running for the other side of the Hudson to get away from him.

      Yet he couldn’t stop the words from pouring out of his mouth.

      “That’s not what you were about to say, ma reine.” The husky note in his voice seemed to capture her attention, because she went very still. “I thought you were braver than this.”

      She hesitated for several beats, holding his gaze across the table.

      “I’m not sure what I am when you’re around, to tell you the truth, Baptiste.”

      The quiet confession went a long way toward soothing the simmering impatience and anxiety inside him.

      They would get there soon enough, he and Samira.

      Maybe he couldn’t define there or quantify soon enough, but none of that mattered right now. The only thing that mattered was that they both wanted it equally.

      He wasn’t in this alone.

      Thus reassured, he redoubled his efforts to hold his desires in check.

      It wasn’t easy.

      Those sweet pangs of longing started up inside him again, reminding him that he was dangerously out of his depth with her.

      Something about her inspired a sharp greed in him.

      He wanted her physically, but he also wanted to meet her parents and discover if they were as delightful as she claimed. He wanted to see Melody again so he could thank her for her display of faith in him.

      He wanted to see Samira’s house, to observe her in her natural habitat.

      Before Samira, he was positive he’d never experienced this tightness in his chest and throat. Lust? Yes. Excitement? Of course.

      This longing for an unidentifiable something more?

      An entirely new experience for him.

      “Good,” he said quietly. “Maybe if we both lose our heads together, it won’t feel so scary.”

      Funny how the tiny flare of anxiety in her eyes exactly reflected what he felt inside.

      “I have no intention of losing my head over you, Baptiste.”

      “Can you control it?” he asked her, honestly puzzled and determined to understand what was happening between them. “Because I don’t think I can.”

      Samira opened her mouth.

      But she never managed an answer.
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      That night, Baptiste tossed and turned until two twenty-three, when he couldn’t take it anymore. The bed was too big and cold tonight, the gnawing in his belly far too acute.

      Rolling onto his back, he sat up, adjusted his pillows, clicked on the nightstand light and reached for his phone.

      He dialed. Waited.

      One ring…two rings…

      Doomsday scenarios scrolled through his bleary mind. Maybe Samira put the phone in some other room while she slept. Maybe she’d turned it off. His nerves wound tighter with each successive ring, until finally—

      “Hello?” she said groggily.

      He felt a wild—and entirely unwarranted—swoop of relief as he held the phone in front of his face. Unfortunately, he saw nothing other than shadows in varying shades of black.

      “Wake up, ma reine.”

      “Baptiste? How did you get my number?”

      “From work, since I didn’t think you’d give it to me. Hold the phone up.”

      “Whaaat?”

      “So I can see you. It’s a video call.”

      “Oh.”

      The picture dived and swerved, finally settling on an indistinct lump that was evidently Samira lying in her bed.

      A supremely unsatisfying image.

      “Baptiste? What is it?”

      “I can’t sleep,” he said gruffly. “It’s your fault, so I decided to make it your problem.”

      Loud yawn from Samira.

      “Wow. Immature. And how am I keeping you from sleeping?”

      How was she—?

      Was she kidding?

      He flipped the sheet aside and adjusted the angle of his phone, treating her to a close-up image of his raging erection, which seemed to have developed its own pulse and would soon need its own zip code if things continued at this rate.

      She shrieked.

      There was a scramble and a thunk. The next thing he knew, she’d clicked on her own nightstand lamp and was sitting up, gaping at him.

      Better. Much better.

      She’d evidently showered earlier, because her hair was curly again, a sexy halo around her head, and she wore some sort of white T-shirt with orange and black writing on it. He couldn’t tell about her panties, but her long legs were on exquisite display as she sat cross-legged.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she cried. “Why not give someone a warning before you start flashing your junk onscreen?”

      “You asked,” he said, shrugging as he replaced the sheet. “And you know my junk very well. Don’t act shy now. How can I rest like this?”

      “Why can’t you just masturbate and go to sleep like a normal human being? Why do you have to spread your insomnia throughout the land?”

      “Obviously, I did that already. I’m not that inconsiderate. But it didn’t work.”

      Reaching under the pillow, he withdrew her lacy black panties from last night and held them up for her to see.

      Her jaw dropped. “What the—? Did you at least wash those?”

      What a ridiculous suggestion.

      “If I wash them, I won’t be able to smell your sweet pussy,” he said reasonably.

      She smacked her forehead and leaned back against the headboard, laughing.

      “You’re unbelievable.”

      “Is that what you did?” Returning the panties to their safe place to be admired later, he rolled to his side and propped his head on one hand while holding the phone with the other. “Touched yourself? Or do you have a vibrator or a dildo?”

      She looked incredulous. “None of that is any of your business.”

      “I beg to differ. Your sexual pleasure is my highest priority. So I must stay well informed.”

      “And to think I was so impressed with your gentlemanly behavior at dinner.”

      “Did you appreciate that? My act of superhuman will?”

      “I did.”

      “Well, it’s over now. My good behavior has worn off. What are you wearing?”

      “My Syracuse T-shirt.”

      “And panties?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hmm.”

      They stared at each other for a long beat or two, enough time for him to lose his train of thought. He’d meant to suggest she take off her clothes—it was only fair since he was nude, correct? —but staring into her eyes, even over the phone, always left him a little addled and breathless. Especially when she mirrored his posture, sliding onto her side and resting her head on her palm.

      “It’s hard for me to breathe when you look at me like that, Baptiste.” Her attempted smile never quite took hold. Maybe she realized, as he did, that there was nothing amusing about the effect they seemed to have on each other. It was too startling. Far too overwhelming. “You should stop before you make me pass out.”

      “I would stop if I could. Easier to ask me to stop blinking.”

      “And you should stop talking to me this way. It’s too much. Too soon.”

      “I agree. I tell myself to shut up, and then I look at you again and…” He swallowed hard. “I can’t help it. So you can’t blame me. I don’t like it any better than you do.”

      There was a long pause while she studied him for signs of insincerity. She’d have better luck searching for a third eye.

      “Don’t say things you don’t mean, Baptiste. I’ll remember them in the morning.”

      Didn’t mean?

      “I can’t stop thinking about you. You’re fascinating. You’re beautiful.” The sudden huskiness in his voice caught him by surprise but, again, there was nothing he could do about it. “I can’t recall if I told you last night. And if I told you once, that wasn’t enough. You’re beautiful, Samira.”

      Her eyes’ quiet glow lit up his entire screen.

      “And you’re incredibly sexy,” she told him.

      His heart began to thump loudly enough for her to hear.

      Why were they wasting precious time?

      Didn’t she feel what he felt?

      If not, why was she looking at him like that?

      Had he gone insane in the last twenty-four hours?

      He glanced at the ceiling for a second, struggling to contain his unruly thoughts and failing spectacularly. When he turned back to her, there was no way to kill the urgency in his tone. It ran far too deep inside him.

      “We should be together in the same bed right now, Samira. You know that, don’t you?”

      “Baptiste…”

      “You should be here, or I could come there. It doesn’t matter. I would even put on some pajamas for you, if you insisted. I would have to buy some first—”

      She laughed.

      “—as long as I could fall asleep beside you again. Don’t tell me you don’t want that. I wouldn’t believe you.”

      She faltered, her smile fading, but she didn’t deny it.

      Nor did she look away, which he took as permission to continue.

      “We just met. We don’t know each other very well. I understand that. But something is very right between us. Why deny what we both feel?”

      She hesitated for a long time.

      “I keep trying to figure out whether I should run away from you or run toward you,” she confessed. “Are you always this intense ten minutes after meeting a woman?”

      “No.” He thought of the irony and had to laugh. “I’m never this intense with women. I don’t chase them. They come to me.”

      She made a derisive sound. “Such modesty.”

      “Would you prefer I lie to you?”

      “No,” she said, her scowl deepening. “If you’re not used to women telling you no, then you must want me for the thrill of the chase.”

      “Or maybe I want you for you. Why not consider that possibility?”

      She looked away, frowning with unmistakable bewilderment.

      He took a deep breath and focused on evening out his features. They weren’t curing cancer here. No need to carry on as though the fate of the world hung in the balance, even if it felt as though it did.

      “Help me understand, Samira. Please. Because spending time with you feels important to me. We were together last night. Now I’m here alone with no chance of sleeping. It feels like we’re playing games for no reason. That doesn’t make sense to me.”

      She took time to gather her words. “I told you. I need my job, Baptiste. I don’t think you understand how important it is for me to be a hundred percent professional at work, especially now.”

      “Why especially now?”

      “I’ve got a lot of debt from the wedding that wasn’t. As it is, I’m thinking about working nights as a server again for a while, like I did through college.”

      Samira working a second job on top of her full-time career? From what he’d seen today, she worked her fingers to the bone at the winery, making sure Daniel got full value for every cent he paid her. And now she might get another job? When would she unwind and enjoy her young life? When would she sleep or find time to be with Baptiste?

      He frowned, not liking that idea. At all.

      “So this is not the time for me to have an office romance and land on shaky ground with Daniel.” She held up a hand before Baptiste could get started again. “I don’t want you to handle Daniel. I want to maintain a spotless record at the office. Why pee in my own swimming pool?”

      He paused, determined to choose his words carefully. “Forgive me, but don’t the bride’s parents usually pay for weddings? Why are you—”

      “A couple reasons. I’m a financially independent thirty-three-year-old, not some eighteen-year-old virgin that comes along with a dowry and a herd of goats. My parents had planned to pay for some of it, and Terrance and I were paying for other stuff, but I can’t expect my parents to pay for a wedding that never even happened. I’m just not going to do that. They’re retired now, and they were never made of money. So it’s my responsibility.”

      He nodded, feeling a powerful surge of admiration for her honor, determination and tenacity, even if those qualities made his life trickier right now.

      Meanwhile, a nasty twinge of something—guilt? Unworthiness? —always bothered him when he heard about these sorts of money issues hitting other people. He lived in a rarefied financial bubble where he’d been born with a family fortune and his business manager made sure the funds were there when he wanted to buy a new toy or give his latest girlfriend her own credit card.

      Baptiste worked hard because he enjoyed it, hated to be bored and wanted his uncle to look down on him with pride.

      He’d never worked hard because he needed the cash.

      But most people in the world—especially Samira, who was so much worthier than, say, his mother had ever been—didn’t have that luxury.

      The unfairness of his accident of birth rarely irked him as badly as it did tonight.

      He didn’t want Samira to worry about her finances. Or about anything else that might put this troubled expression on her face, come to think of it. Didn’t want there to be any impediments between them.

      And that brought him back to an idea he’d had earlier and had been thinking about all day—an idea worth exploring. He bookmarked it for later.

      “We can be as discreet as you like,” he assured her. “Daniel already knows, but we can, I don’t know, ignore each other at the winery. No one else will know.”

      She frowned thoughtfully.

      “But I don’t think you’ve told me the real reason yet,” he said. “Have you?”

      Her expression closed off like a window slamming shut.

      “I don’t want to get into it.”

      He hated brick walls between them. He would have to approach his silky cat very carefully on this topic.

      “I understand. You don’t know if you can trust me with something personal. But you’ve already trusted me with your precious body, haven’t you? And I took good care of that, non?”

      She blushed prettily to the roots of her hair.

      “You took excellent care of that. As you know.”

      “So…?”

      There was a long pause.

      “I, ah…” She sighed. Smoothed the sheets with great care. “I hadn’t planned to get into this with you, but…”

      He sat up straighter, his entire body on alert.

      “Terrance broke it off. The night before the wedding.”

      Baptiste tensed. He knew it! Why had that fool hurt Samira so badly by waiting until the eleventh hour to end things? And did he still hold Samira’s heart in his careless and unworthy hands?

      “I see.”

      “He’s gay,” she said quietly.

      Baptiste lost control of his lower jaw, which dropped like an anchor.

      “We were together for eighteen months, and I never suspected anything. If he’d told me he was secretly a zombie, I couldn’t have been more surprised.” Now that the floodgates were open, there was no stopping her. “And the man I dated before that? He was also seeing his ex-girlfriend every time he went on a business trip. I only found out when she got wise and called me out of the blue one day. So that was also a nasty surprise. And there were two years between them, and I don’t date much because I don’t warm up to people that easily.”

      He nodded, his head spinning.

      “Evidently, I’m missing the gene that allows you to be a good judge of potential partners. And the gene that recognizes red flags. And the common sense to know that the marriage is more important than the wedding. So you’ll have to forgive me if I’m not ready to jump off the deep end with you, no matter how many sparks are flying.”

      He couldn’t think what to say.

      “And, by the way, if I’d thought we’d ever see each other again after last night, or that this relationship had the potential to be anything more than a couple hours of sex, I never would have slept with you that quickly. You can have a one-night stand, or you can have something more. You can’t take a one-night stand and turn it into something more. The world just doesn’t work that way.”

      Her story told, she watched him with a wary defiance that touched him in a way few things ever had.

      This woman of his (and she would be his again, even if only 50 percent of them realized that at the moment).

      So proud.

      So wounded.

      So misguided.

      “Say something,” she said with a tinge of desperation in her voice.

      “Thank you for telling me.”

      She nodded, lowering her gaze.

      “To clarify…Are you saying you had a great sex life with your ex-fiancé?”

      “That’s what you want to focus on? Out of everything I just said?”

      “I have to start somewhere. I’m a man, so I’m starting with the sex.”

      “It was fine,” she said irritably, whacking her pillow to adjust it.

      He felt a wild surge of satisfaction, but kept it on ruthless lockdown.

      “Samira. You didn’t make him gay.”

      “I know. But I didn’t recognize him as gay, either.”

      “You cannot let those two men make you doubt your instincts. Or your sexiness.”

      She made a scoffing sound. “Of course not. Please.”

      “Samira. Look at me.”

      It took several seconds, but her turbulent gaze finally flicked back to his.

      “This is why we should be together in the same bed,” he said, running a hand over his queue, which was no longer fully engorged but still full and achy, ready to surge to complete readiness in another blink or two of her amazing eyes. “It would be so much easier for me to show you how sexy you are.”

      Something of his sincerity must have sunk in, because her lips curled into a woman’s sultry smile.

      “That’s just your junk talking.”

      He grinned. “I think we agree my junk can be very persuasive at times…?”

      “You and your junk can be very persuasive.”

      “Don’t try to get me off track with your flirting. You think you’re the first woman this has ever happened to? Or the first woman to ever have a cheating boyfriend?”

      Mocking smile. “Ah, but am I the first one to have them back-to-back?”

      “I’m sure you’re not. What is it that your Thomas Edison said? ‘I haven’t failed. I’ve just found ten thousand ways that don’t work’? You haven’t failed. You’ve just found two men who are completely wrong for you.”

      “I think we’re up to three men now, aren’t we?” she said. “Because a man interested in casual sex who lives on another continent is completely wrong for a thirty-something woman who wants to get married and have kids.”

      The funniest thing happened to Baptiste, making him frown just when he opened his mouth to answer.

      One part of his brain—the unhappy childhood, partying, model-loving, never-get-attached side—seized up with predictable distaste at the mention of him and marriage in the same sentence.

      At the same time, another part of his brain flared to life out of nowhere.

      This new half, to his complete astonishment, flashed through the sorts of irresistibly primal images he’d never had before. Never thought he’d have.

      Samira beneath him, rising up to meet him thrust for thrust with a smile on her lips and the words I want a baby pouring out of her mouth;

      His hands on Samira’s rounded belly, feeling the strong kick of his baby inside her; and

      He and Samira sitting on some sofa together with a toddler between them.

      The toddler, in particular, was so vivid that Baptiste could smell the baby shampoo on his brown ringlets and feel the sturdy warmth of his body.

      It was a he.

      Baptiste blinked and all the images disappeared as quickly as they’d come, leaving behind a powerful yearning in his chest and a lifetime’s supply of bewilderment in his head.
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      “Baptiste?” Samira said. “You okay?”

      He blinked away the images and tried to remember what she’d said.

      “You can’t know what will happen between us.” He cleared his voice, which had gone hoarse as a result of his sudden insanity. He was, clearly, in the midst of some dire mental breakdown. “Why not see what happens?”

      “I predict that you’ll return to your home, which is on another continent,” she said wryly.

      Another flash of images produced the echoing hallways, gilt furniture and dusty silk drapes of his apartment in Paris.

      He scowled. “Haven’t I already mentioned that I don’t have a home?”

      She shrugged. “You have a continent. And it’s not this one.”

      “Look into your crystal ball to see if you’ll get tired of me before any of that becomes an issue,” he said, feeling disgruntled. “Perhaps you will pitch me to the curb—”

      “Kick.”

      “—kick me to the curb tomorrow. Or the next day.”

      “Why do you think I’m keeping you at arm’s length?”

      “A spiteful God?”

      “No,” she said, laughing. “It’s because people can’t think straight when great sex is involved.”

      “The sex was great, wasn’t it?”

      “Look. I’m not going to let my instincts be clouded by great sex. And my instincts tell me that you’re unsuitable for me because you’re a player who lives in France, and I’m unsuitable for you because I want more from a man than his penis when he’s in town. Bottom line.”

      He stared at her, the last of his amusement dying a slow death, leaving him in an uneasy purgatory between overwhelming fascination, blind admiration and growing frustration.

      His arm had begun to tire, so he took one of the pillows, laid it a couple feet in front of him and propped the phone against it so she could see the top half of his body. Then he stared into her face, welcoming the hot flood of his desire for her until he felt as though he could reach out and set the linens on fire with the slightest touch of his index finger.

      “I think you underestimate me, ma reine.”

      Something of his new intensity must have shown through, or perhaps it was the vague new edge in his soft voice. Whatever it was, it caught her attention.

      She watched him warily. “Really? Do tell.”

      “Yes, indeed. You see, I love to laugh and joke. I enjoy having fun. I can’t recall when I last had as much fun as I’ve had during the couple days I’ve known you, and I intend to extend this period for as long as possible. I also don’t have a crystal ball, but I’m betting that will be awhile yet.”

      “Baptiste…”

      “But if you need time to adjust to the idea of us continuing our delightful affair, as we will surely do, then I’m happy to give you time. I’m happy to give you everything your heart desires. In fact, I consider it my solemn duty.”

      He paused for effect, deciding on the spot to implement the plan he’d been thinking about all day. Yes, he’d resolved to go slowly, but his surging instinct to provide for Samira overwhelmed all other considerations. If she needed something, he would give it to her. Period.

      “So that’s two new responsibilities for me, isn’t it?” he continued, wondering what the hell had gotten into him. On his current trajectory, he’d be proposing to Samira before the end of next week. “Your sexual pleasure and your heart’s desires. Good thing I’m man enough for the job.”

      She glared at him, clearly not knowing what to make of his little speech.

      That made two of them, to be honest.

      He watched her. Fascinating to see her wheels spinning as she tried to decide whether she wanted to hang up on him or fuck him.

      Luckily, her body told him everything he needed to know.

      It was all right there in her glittering eyes, bright color and dark nipples, which were now engorged and plainly visible beneath the thin cotton of her T-shirt.

      He waited at absolute attention, knowing that another of her thrilling surprises was heading in his direction.

      “Poor Baptiste,” she said. “Showing up when no one’s hiring.”

      Sure enough.

      He laughed from his belly, his queue stiffening again because it was as delighted with her as his brain was.

      “You Americans have terrible memories, don’t you? You just said you were hiring.”

      Her lips tightened.

      “The position is for men interested in being my husband and the father of my children. Unqualified applicants need not apply.”

      That killed his smile, but not his interest.

      Nothing thrilled him like overcoming a challenge.

      As for a challenge issued from a beautiful, sexy and intriguing woman?

      When she was the prize?

      “I like to joke with you, but this is not a game, Samira,” he said silkily, his heart rate speeding up because the stakes here were high. “So I will not lie to you. I won’t let you lie in front of me. Even if you’re only lying to yourself.”

      She hissed with outrage. “I don’t know what you’re—”

      “You might want to reconsider challenging me. Nothing motivates me more, and I’m already quite motivated where you’re concerned.” He slipped his free hand under the sheet to grip himself again. “As you know. Or maybe you’ve forgotten and need another reminder? I’m happy to show you.”

      Her eyes went flinty, sparking fire in every direction. “Funny how you say this isn’t a game, then talk like I’m a Rubik’s Cube that you plan to solve so you can give yourself a gold star for tenacity.”

      “Non, madame.” As always in times of emotional turbulence, his English slipped. He hated losing control, so he took a deep breath and slowed down. “The challenge will make my victory sweeter in the end, but the prize is not winning. The prize is every time you smile at me. Every time you surprise me. Every time you scratch my back when you come. Every time your hot pussy milks my queue and your juices squirt on me.”

      Samira made a choked sound that sounded remarkably like one of the little mewls she’d made last night when he fucked her.

      “You want a husband? You want to screen applicants for that position? You think to march off and find one when we both know it’s me you want inside you? Are you going to pretend I’m not parked inside your mind like a semi-truck parked in someone’s driveway?” He shrugged. “Be my guest. But as a woman who was recently hurt by a man who wasn’t honest with himself, I’m surprised you’d consider involving a third person’s time and feelings when you and I are clearly not done with each other.”

      She gaped at him.

      “That’s quite a speech,” she said after several seconds of shocked silence.

      He shrugged again, frustration making him impatient. Why were they wasting this valuable time when they could be together?

      “We’ve barely gotten started with our little affair. Why not let it run its course?”

      “I need a minute,” she snapped.

      He blinked. “Okay…?”

      The next thing he knew, his screen went dark as she put the phone face down on the bed.

      “Samira?”

      He heard a muffled scream. Several loud thumps, as though she was attacking the bed with her arms and legs. More screams.

      And then, abruptly, silence.

      She cleared her throat, picked up the phone again, and there she was. His elegant cat, so composed and dignified as she settled against her pillows again, a little breathless but without a hair out of place.

      He stifled a sudden burst of laughter, knowing that if there were a way for her to lunge through his phone and choke the smile off his face, she’d do it if he teased her now.

      Meanwhile, a warning bell sounded in a distant corner of his brain. Here they were, spending all this time and effort making sure he didn’t hurt Samira. But who was keeping watch to make sure she didn’t sneak in and steal his heart?

      He’d really like to know.

      It wasn’t a valuable heart. He knew that. His parents had damaged (ruined?) it when he was a child, and it had long ago atrophied from lack of use. Were a surgeon to crack open his chest, he or she would surely discover something that looked like an oversized raisin where Baptiste’s heart should sit. The shriveled organ had certainly never beat for a woman the way it beat when he looked at Samira. Hell. For all he knew, his heart was incapable of love. That being the case, Samira would be a fool to want it. If he offered it to her, she’d be a fool if she did anything other than hand it back to him with polite thanks.

      Even so, it was the only heart he had, and it was fragile.

      He really should put more effort into protecting it, especially with Samira around.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Of course,” she said coolly. “So what do you suggest we do? Since you seem to have all the answers?”

      “I don’t have all the answers. I don’t have any answers. I just know that the attraction between us is very powerful. It can’t be ignored or reasoned away.” He paused. Thought it over. “And I also know I could be there in eight minutes.”

      The sudden frost in her expression threatened to crack his phone’s screen.

      “Not a chance.”

      “It was worth a try. Phone sex?”

      “You’re losing your shot with me in five…four…”

      “Naked pictures?”

      “Three…two…”

      “Okay.” He heaved an aggrieved sigh, still keeping his delight under wraps. “I see that you are a ruthless negotiator. And although I have been treated very unfairly by you—”

      “I’m unfair?”

      “—I’m willing to let bygones be bygones and to accept your gracious invitation.”

      “My invitation?”

      “To the Halloween bonfire tomorrow night.”

      “You want to come to some neighborhood bonfire?”

      “Of course. I’m told there will be exceptional food—”

      “Exceptional is a little strong, considering that half the dishes will have whipped cream, Jell-O and marshmallows in them.”

      “—and I can meet your parents.”

      Ringing silence from Samira, who stiffened.

      “Why would you want to meet my parents?” she finally said.

      “Because they’re your parents. Honestly, I thought Americans were smarter than this.”

      Now she looked vaguely alarmed. “But what’s the point?”

      “I want to meet these paragons of virtue who have a successful long-term marriage and raised such an exceptional daughter. Why are you looking at me like I plan to kidnap them and hold them for ransom? My idea makes perfect sense. You and I can get to know each other better in a chaperoned setting, and people from work will think you’re being nice to me because I’m a stranger here. I’d think that you would be glad to join me in an activity that involves clothes and doesn’t require a bed. But if you’re rethinking your earlier position, I can still be there in eight minutes.”

      “Stay. Where. You. Are. You won’t be so smug when my father gives you the third degree. And the bonfire is potluck, just so you know.”

      “Potluck?”

      “Everyone needs to bring a dish to share.”

      “Ah.”

      “Are we finished here? Can I go back to sleep now? Thanks to you, I’ve had about fifteen minutes’ sleep in the last couple days.”

      He hesitated.

      No, they weren’t finished. He didn’t want to let her go. For one shameful second, he actually considered asking her to put the phone down near her pillow just so he’d know she was still there as he drifted off to sleep.

      Thank God he hadn’t quite reached that level of dependency.

      Yet.

      It was late. They were both tired. But there was a question that nagged at him worse than his semi-engorged state.

      “Is it so easy to say good-bye to me?” he asked quietly, his old companion Loneliness settling on the pillow beside him, taking the spot he’d hoped Samira would want. “You’re always trying to do it.”

      His mood shifted to the pending emptiness that would fill him until he saw her again. It was early in their relationship yet, and he didn’t believe in getting attached, which meant that nonsense concepts like soul mates, love at first sight or even love had no place in his life. Despite his earlier concerns about protecting his heart.

      Even so, he was smart enough to recognize patterns when he saw them, and a troublesome new pattern stared him in the face right now.

      Every time he and Samira parted, he ached to see her again. Wondered how long he would have to wait until that glorious moment, and if he could produce the required patience.

      He was a strong man with a healthy ego, but the idea that this woman could hang up and go back to sleep when he knew he’d be thinking about her all night…

      It didn’t sit right with him.

      “Samira?”

      “You’re not entitled to all my secrets, Baptiste,” she said softly, her voice hoarse. “You’ve already had enough in your couple days with me. Don’t you think?”

      Something inside him eased, just a bit.

      The ambivalence in her eyes also helped.

      “Maybe I’m not entitled to your secrets. But I still want them, ma reine.”

      Her eyes lit with amusement. “Don’t be so greedy.”

      “Don’t be so tempting,” he said, unsmiling.

      A long moment passed. Her smile slowly faded. He stared at her lips, remembering the taste of them. The exquisite feel of them on his body. She stared back, her unwavering attention leveled on his eyes.

      “What do you see?” he wondered. “When you look at me like that?”

      “That’s another secret,” she said, a vivid flush creeping up her neck and over her cheekbones.

      “La belle dame sans merci,” he said glumly. “So beautiful. So merciless. So many brick walls.”

      “Yeah, well, a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do. Don’t try to make me feel bad with your little Keats poem.”

      “A woman who knows both her Shakespeare and her Keats is after my heart. And your heart must be a very great treasure for you to guard it so closely.”

      Her gaze was level. Unabashed.

      “It’s the only one I’ve got. And luckily, international players such as yourself don’t bother with women’s hearts. Do they?”

      This perfectly reasonable assessment of his approach to dating and women also did not sit well with him. It felt as though she wanted to squash him into a trunk and slam the lid.

      Where did he want to be instead?

      He didn’t know, but it wasn’t in that tiny trunk.

      More than he wanted out of that trunk, he wanted his fill of Samira. Freely given, with unlimited smiles and eyes that sparkled without reservation.

      He wanted.

      “Perhaps you don’t know me as well as you seem to think.”

      “That remains to be seen,” she said.

      “I don’t know what’s happening here,” he told her. “I only know that it’s happening. Isn’t it?”

      “Evidently,” she said reluctantly.

      A beat or two passed.

      “Now what?” he asked.

      Shaky laugh. “I have no idea.”

      They watched each other, settling into the silence, and neither seemed inclined to hang up. That being the case, he decided to try for a small concession.

      “Do me a favor, angel.”

      “What is it?”

      Something about the new glow in her eyes—sexy, knowing—told him she knew exactly where this was headed.

      “Take off your clothes.”

      She made him wait for a long few seconds, his heart a steady thump in his throat. When she spoke, her voice skimmed across his skin like satin.

      “Why should I do that for you?”

      Finally, an easy question.

      “Last night, you gave me heaven. Tonight, heaven is all I can think about, but it’s off-limits.” He cleared his hoarse throat. “If you’re going to be merciless and cruel—”

      “Such drama.”

      “—dooming me to a sleepless night, the least you can do is give me this one small thing. Let me pretend you’re waiting for me the way I’m waiting for you.”

      She hesitated, her gaze sliding out of focus as she looked to the empty other side of her bed and smoothed the sheets where he should be right now.

      Then her unsmiling eyes, hotter now, flicked back to his.

      His breath hitched. His heart leapt.

      In no particular rush, she fluffed up a pillow and propped her phone against it as he had done, giving him a longer view. She rose up on her knees, maintaining eye contact. Her T-shirt, he now saw, just skimmed the tops of her shapely thighs, which were dark and delicious against the white sheets.

      He tried to breathe.

      She hooked her thumbs through the narrow sides of her bright blue panties, right at her hips, and stood on the bed to shimmy out of them and kick them aside.

      In a maddening display, she revealed all of her legs—thighs, toned calves and bare feet—but no pussy.

      He waited, heart pounding.

      She knelt again, staring him in the face to ensure that she had his undivided attention, eyes glinting with amusement at his expense.

      He gripped himself over the sheet. His queue was now roughly the size of some overgrown cucumber at a farmer’s market, so he stroked himself.

      Samira gasped.

      He stroked again, moaning.

      Her lips curled in a faint smile as she took the lower edge of her T-shirt and slowly swept it off over her head.

      He exhaled, the sound long and serrated.

      There she was.

      Pussy…taut belly…softly bouncing breasts with erect nipples.

      Flushed skin. Glittering eyes. Captivating half-smile.

      She undid him.

      Completely and absolutely.

      The sight of one naked woman should not rivet a man like this. Especially a man who’d seen dozens of world-class naked beauties.

      But it did.

      He drank in the sight, paralyzed inside his lust.

      Far too soon, she slid under the sheet and resumed her position on her side, with her elbow bent and her head propped on her hand. She picked up the phone with her free hand and held it up to her face once more.

      “Happy now?” she asked in that sultry jazz singer’s voice.

      Happy?

      “What’s the English word for ecstatic and miserable, all at the same time, ma reine? Teach it to me.”

      She hesitated.

      “I’m not sure there is one.”

      This information did not surprise him.

      Everything about their situation seemed uncommon.

      Extraordinary.

      “Good night, Baptiste.”

      “‘Parting is such sweet sorrow,’” he said glumly.

      Her eyes widened. “Oh, my God. Are you quoting Romeo and Juliet again?”

      “Why not? It’s appropriate.”

      “Indeed,” she said darkly. “And look how those two star-crossed lovers turned out.”

      He glowered at her.

      “Good night, Baptiste,” she said, her eyes smiling at him.

      “Bonne nuit, ma reine.”

      He hung up and collapsed onto his back, knowing he was in for a long night.
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      “Hey, little men,” Samira said late the next morning. “It’s okay. You can come on over. I’m on hold.”

      She wedged her phone between her ear and shoulder and waved over the eight-year-old twins who’d been eyeballing her while hovering on the periphery of her table. Having finished her Saturday morning errands already, she sat in one of the quieter corners of bustling Java Nectar, the local coffeehouse and social hub on Journey’s End’s main street, DeGroot Avenue, with her laptop open. Her plan? To pay her bills and catch up on some of her work e-mails before Melody joined her for lunch in a bit, then her Krav Maga class. She’d just called customer service to double-check her credit card balance and was now on hold.

      “What’s up, Ms. Samira?” asked Noah Lowe as he carefully set her tiny pitcher of cream on the table. Brown-skinned with short black hair and glasses, today he wore a Star Trek T-shirt that said I’m Not Worried About the Kobayashi Maru and a pair of worn jeans that showed a good inch or more of his skinny ankles in white socks.

      “Looks like we’re not the only ones working today,” Jonah Lowe said glumly, handing her a napkin and spoon for her pot of tea, which a server had already delivered a minute ago. His Star Trek T-shirt said This Is Your Future Captain Speaking. He pointed to her briefcase and paperwork. “That looks like hard stuff.”

      “What’s wrong, guys?” She tried to tune out the elevator hold music blaring in her ear. “You wanted to sleep late today?”

      “Yeah,” Noah said. “Cause our mom and James are still on their honeymoon.”

      “And they didn’t take us,” Jonah added, his scowl deepening.

      “We figured if they’re taking two weeks off from work, we shouldn’t have to work, either,” Noah said. “But Mom said we don’t get our allowance if we don’t work, so we had to show up.”

      “Wow,” Samira said, trying not to grin. Miranda, their mother and Java Nectar’s owner, ran a tight ship. “That’s tough.”

      “I know!” Jonah brightened with sudden inspiration. “Do you think we could sue her, or something? For child labor?”

      Samira covered her twitching mouth with her hand and tried to look grave. “I’m not sure about that. Do you think it’s good for a family if the boys go around suing their mother?”

      “Well, she’s breaking the law!” Noah said, sweeping his arms wide in his outrage. “How can we keep working like this? This can’t be good for little kids!”

      “How long are you working today?” Samira asked.

      “A whole hour!” Jonah said.

      Somehow Samira managed to choke back her laughter. “Yeah, I don’t really think that’s a sue-able offense, guys. Sorry.”

      But the boys looked undeterred as they turned to go. Noah hooked his arm around Jonah’s shoulder and they put their heads together. “I think that was a good idea, man. Do you think we’ve saved enough to hire a lawyer?”

      “I don’t know. Let’s look at our bank statements!”

      They raced away just as the music in Samira’s ear abruptly cut off and a female voice came back on the line. “I double-checked, Ms. Palmer. You have a zero balance.”

      “But I haven’t paid the bill,” Samira said, flabbergasted.

      “We received an online money transfer for the full amount this morning,” the woman said. “I can send you an e-mail confirmation, if you’d like?”

      “Yeah, because I think there’s been some mistake—oh, my God.” Samira smacked her forehead as a logical explanation hit her. “I think my parents must have paid my bill.”

      “Your parents?”

      “Yeah. My wedding got canceled at the last minute, and they wanted to pay for all the nonrefundable charges, but I told them not to do that. Looks like they didn’t listen. I hope they didn’t tap into their retirement accounts for this. Can you do me a favor? What’s the name of the bank the payment came from?”

      “Let me see… Here it is. It’s got a French name I can’t pronounce, and it’s on the Boulevard Saint-Germain in Paris. You’ll see it in the e-mail.”

      Samira froze, her heart threatening to pound out of her chest. It couldn’t be.

      “A…French bank, did you say?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Did you need anything else from me today?”

      “Just the e-mail,” Samira said, feeling dazed. “Thanks. Bye.”

      She hung up just as Melody crept up to the table with her shoulders hunched and her head ducked, looking like the guilty party that she was.

      Samira fired right up at the sight of her. Last night’s interlude with Baptiste had left her more unsettled than ever—hard to keep a guy at arm’s length when you’d already slept with him, spent half the night on the phone with him and practically had phone sex with him—and Melody was the so-called friend who’d handed Samira over to him.

      “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kick your ass right now, Benedict Freaking Arnold,” Samira said.

      “You know what Buddha said.” Melody flashed her cheesiest grin. “‘Holding on to anger is like drinking poison and expecting the other person to die.’”

      “Yeah? Well, false friends are worse than bitter enemies. Scottish proverb.”

      “Oh, get over it,” Melody snapped, abandoning her I’m so ashamed routine in favor of open defiance as she slid into her chair and put her bag down. “I liked him. I think he’s good for you. Let’s move on.”

      “Luckily for you, I’ve got bigger fish to fry than dealing with your treacherous betrayal,” Samira said. “You’re not going to believe what I just found out.”

      “Yeah, you’re not going to believe what I just found out, either.”

      Samira paused, not caring for the grim tone. Didn’t she already have enough on her plate at the moment without additional drama from Melody?

      “What is it?”

      “You go first,” Melody said.

      “Fine. I just got off the phone with my credit card company. I think Baptiste paid my bill.”

      “What? How much?”

      “All of it!”

      Melody’s lower jaw popped open, but she recovered quickly. “And he didn’t mention it to you?”

      “No.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “No idea.”

      “How did he do it?”

      “I don’t know.” Samira thought back, straining her memory banks. “Well, I mean, I lost my statement the night of the party. I had it in my little clutch. I remember that much. But it disappeared. That’s why I had to call just now to find out my exact balance.”

      Melody looked aghast. “You’re not suggesting that Baptiste rummaged through your purse—?”

      Samira tried that on for size and discovered she couldn’t make it work. Maybe she was criminally naive or delusional, but she just couldn’t picture Baptiste as a snoop. Some people did stuff like that out of jealousy or possessiveness, but Baptiste?

      “No,” she said firmly as a sudden memory hit her. “Hang on. I did drop my purse when I was in his hotel room. I don’t know, maybe he found the statement…?”

      Melody leaned in, her eyes aglow with excitement. “Well, what’re you going to do about your new sugar daddy?”

      Samira gasped. “You think I should keep the money?”

      Melody shrugged. “He wouldn’t have done it if he didn’t have the money to spare.”

      “Maybe he thinks it’s a loan…?”

      “Doubtful,” Melody said firmly, pursing her lips.

      She sounded dead certain, which sparked Samira’s curiosity. “What makes you so sure? And why the face?”

      Melody drummed her fingers on the table and stared at her, pausing long enough to allow a lump of dread to grow in Samira’s belly. “Have you, ah, looked him up online yet?”

      “No…?”

      Disbelieving snort from Melody. “What is this? Nineteen-eighty? What kind of woman sleeps with a man and doesn’t look him up?”

      “I haven’t had a chance yet. I planned to a little later.”

      “Just don’t kill the messenger, okay? I hate to be the bearer of this news, but it seems especially relevant now.”

      Samira’s dread flared like a sunspot. “Oh, God. Please do not tell me Baptiste is gay, too.”

      “Oh, no, honey,” Melody said quickly, waving a hand. “Nothing like that.”

      Samira all but collapsed with relief. “Well, what is it? Stop beating around the bush.”

      Without a word, Melody got out her phone, pulled something up and handed it over. “Just scroll through.”

      Samira took a deep breath and looked down at the screen, where she was immediately confronted with a nightmare list of paparazzi snaps and tabloid headlines in both French and English.

      Her heart sank.

      There was a younger Baptiste with shorter hair and glazed eyes, with his arms slung around the shoulders of a couple of his buddies as they half-dragged him out of some club. There was Baptiste looking glamorous as he posed with some willowy, eight-foot-tall blond supermodel outside a movie premier in Cannes. Oh, and this one was fun: Baptiste lounging on a yacht with a bare-breasted woman draped on each side.

      Samira paused to rub her aching chest, telling herself she would not feel this kind of crashing disappointment over a guy she just met and barely knew. It wasn’t like he’d ever promised her anything, no matter how earnest he always seemed. It wasn’t like they were soul mates. Baptiste had had a life before he met her. She knew that. Baptiste loved women. Hell, he’d told her that.

      So why was she so upset to discover that he was exactly the type of man she’d suspected him to be? Because he was fascinating, smart, handsome, charming, amazing in bed and had whispered a few pretty words in her ear?

      You know better than that, Samira.

      You didn’t need him anyway, girl. You don’t need the drama.

      At least there were no mug shots, she thought glumly, although maybe Melody’s research hadn’t been as thorough as it needed to be.

      Ah, but there were tabloid headlines, though. Plenty of headlines. Why not check those out?

      My Wild Night With The Partying Playboy, read one.

      Mercier Heir Struggles To Protect Billion Dollar Fortune, said another.

      The Three-Month Man: How Baptiste Mercier Kept Me And Left Me was the pièce de résistance.

      Samira made it through a few lines of that last story before she couldn’t take it anymore. Disgusted and maxed out on all things Baptiste for the day, Samira clicked the phone off and handed it back to Melody without a word.

      “So…what’re you going to do?” Melody asked delicately.

      “Hell if I know,” Samira said, fiddling with the cream pitcher.

      Melody seemed surprised. “Really? I thought you’d use this as the final nail in his coffin to never see him again. Since you already think he’s unsuitable and all.”

      “That’s what a smart woman would do, yeah.”

      “I just…” Melody floundered, shaking her head and frowning thoughtfully.

      Samira looked up. “Just what?”

      “I just…there’s something about him, honey. Something about the way he looked at you. It’s crazy intense.”

      “It’s those damn green eyes,” Samira said, crossing her arms.

      “No, it’s not.”

      “Well, then, it’s just lust, dummy. You should know that. It’s not your first rodeo.”

      “I’m not sure. Whatever it is, Terrance damn sure never looked at you that way.” Melody sighed, her expression turning dreamy. “I think you should give Baptiste a chance. See how this plays out a little bit. What’ve you got to lose?”

      “Pride? Dignity? Self-respect?”

      Melody lost the dewy-eyed look and zeroed in on Samira’s face with the kind of keen interest that never boded well for Samira. “What’s really going on here?”

      “Nothing,” Samira said quickly. “Let’s order—”

      “Spit it out, Sam. Now.”

      Samira opened her mouth, struggling to put it into words. “You’re going to think I’m insane.”

      Melody flapped a hand. “Oh, don’t worry. I often think poorly of you.”

      They both laughed, breaking most of the tension.

      Samira rested her elbows on the table, gathered her thoughts and chose her words carefully. “I know I just met him. I barely know anything about him. But I’ve had more fun in the ten minutes I’ve spent with Baptiste than I had the whole time I was with Terrance. Hotter sex. More of a connection.”

      Melody’s eyes widened. “And…?”

      A shadow loomed over their table, startling them.

      “And she’s afraid she’ll fall for me if she lets her guard down,” Baptiste said, his unsmiling gaze fixed on Samira’s face.
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      “Oh, my God.” Samira cried, as disgusted with herself as she was with Baptiste. Her heart should not leap like this. She should not be this unsettled—and this unreasonably happy—to see him again so soon. She looked to Melody. “Please do not tell me that this man is eavesdropping on yet another of our private conversations.”

      “You should consider not having these discussions in public all the time.” The heavy amusement in his voice made Samira want to punch him right in his taut abs. “You know how small Journey’s End is. You know how good my hearing is. What do you want me to do?”

      “I want you to give me a minute alone to think.” Samira heard the tinge of hysteria in the last word as she tapped her temple with her index finger, but there was nothing she could do about it. “Is that too much to ask?”

      She finally looked up at him, her nerves stretched taut, and their gazes connected. He was rumpled this morning, she saw at a glance, the overgrown five o’clock shadow and unruly wavy hair only intensifying his genetic blessings. Today he wore a T-shirt and knit shorts, and his unmitigated masculinity combined with his innate sexiness and sudden concern to produce a cocktail that drove her half out of her mind.

      Worst of all?

      The hollowed-out look from the sleepless night he’d forced her to share only enhanced the brightness of his eyes, which sparkled like the finest forest-green emeralds Harry Winston had to offer.

      His amusement vanished immediately. “What’s wrong, Samira?”

      His urgency level moved her. He acted as though he was ready to grab a torch and pitchfork, launch a congressional investigation or form a search party. Whatever it took to make it all better for her.

      Samira all but swooned, alerting her to how dire this situation was becoming. If she spent another thirty seconds with this man, there’d be nothing left of her common sense or instincts for self-preservation. Little enough remained as it was.

      “Did you pay my credit card bill for me?” she asked helplessly.

      He blinked. Hesitated, a ruddy flush seeping up his neck and over the harsh planes of his cheekbones. Glanced at Melody as though he wanted her instructions on managing what was shaping up to be a tricky situation and received only an I can’t help you shrug in return. Finally looked back to Samira.

      “Yes.”

      Oh, God.

      Samira slumped back in her seat, astonished.

      The others exchanged an oh, shit look.

      Stunned as she was, it took Samira a couple seconds to formulate her next move.

      “Melody, can I have a minute with Baptiste, please?”

      “Not again,” Melody grumbled, rolling her eyes as she stood and grabbed her bag. “If you two keep this up, I’m going to lose five pounds this week.” She looked at Baptiste and sadly shook her head. “You’re on your own this time, buddy.”

      Baptiste nodded grimly, gave her a quick double-kiss as she left, then slid into her seat and faced Samira across the table. Only when he set a new bike helmet in a box down on his seat did she realize he’d had it with him.

      “What’s that about?” she asked, pointing to it and buying time to get her act together before they had this conversation. She was in completely uncharted territory, and she needed all the help she could get.

      A vague frown made his heavy brows contract.

      “I, ah…Daniel and Sean wanted me to ride with them today.”

      “Sean?”

      “Sean Baldwin. Another of my buddies from Napa.”

      He pointed. She saw Daniel and Sean sitting at another table, perusing menus.

      “Oh.”

      “Samira. What’s wrong?”

      So much for trying to get her act together.

      She opened her mouth with no real idea where to begin.

      “That bill was nearly eleven thousand dollars, Baptiste.”

      He nodded blankly. “Yes? So?”

      “So?” She rubbed her temples, wishing she could get her mind around this man and this conversation. “What’re you doing? That’s not pocket change.”

      He shrugged.

      “But I’m forgetting. It is pocket change to you.”

      Another shrug.

      “That’s all you’re going to do? Shrug at me?”

      “What would you like me to say?”

      “Let’s start with how you did it. How about that? I’m assuming you found my statement in your hotel room?”

      “Yes.”

      “How about returning it?”

      “I thought this was better.”

      “How did you even manage it this quickly?”

      “I called my banker. I’m a good customer, so…”

      She could just imagine. When you were worth that kind of money—billions, the article had said! —bankers probably did everything from picking up your dry cleaning to popping open the champagne when you visited the local branch, to keep you happy.

      Samira thought of her parents, who had saved and scraped all her life, and for whom eleven thousand dollars was an enormous fortune, and of her friends, many of whom were still up to their eyeballs in student loan debt, and of her own savings account, which was woefully short in the messy wake of her non-wedding.

      “So…it’s a loan?” she asked.

      He looked vaguely insulted, his expression darkening.

      “Of course not. I’m not a bank.”

      This dizzying answer only deepened her consternation.

      What was the protocol for this? What the hell was she supposed to do now?

      Yell at him? Write him a thank-you note? Offer him a blow job and a home-cooked meal?

      “Why would you spend that kind of money on a woman you barely know?”

      He cocked his head, watching her closely, and she sensed his puzzlement and frustration as well as his desire to get things right.

      They both wanted to communicate with each other, but it suddenly didn’t seem that easy. It felt as though she only spoke a few words of French and he only spoke a few words of English, but she’d asked for directions to the Eiffel Tower and he was determined to get her there.

      “You needed the money,” he finally said. “I had the money. It’s not a big deal.”

      “Not a big—? Of course it’s a big deal! I’m not a charity case.”

      “I know you’re not,” he said quickly, looking stricken. “That never crossed my mind.”

      “I work hard for everything I have. I pay my own bills the way my parents raised me to. I’ve paid my own bills since I graduated from college.”

      “Yes, I understand. I’ve gotten this all wrong. I didn’t mean—”

      “Other than my engagement ring, the most extravagant gift I’ve ever received is a five-hundred-dollar leather jacket my ex-fiancé gave me for Christmas.”

      He blinked. Hesitated. “I see.”

      “I don’t think you do see. I mean…” Geez. She couldn’t even get her thoughts together enough to form a coherent sentence. Was this how things worked in the world of billionaires? Was this how the other half lived? If she accepted the gift, did that make her a prostitute? If she stood on principle and didn’t accept the gift, did that make her too stupid to live? “Thank you, but what’s this supposed to mean? Why would you do this for me? You barely know me.”

      He rested his elbows on the table, put his palms together and pressed his lips against his index fingers, studying her as he thought long and hard. She got the impression that, while he wanted to make his position clear, he also didn’t want to reveal too much about something.

      At last, he put his hands down and took a deep breath.

      “You told me how much you need your job, especially right now, and about your expenses from the almost-wedding. I saw the bill.” He paused. “I like you. Very much. I don’t want you to struggle—”

      The S-word, predictably, made her hackles stand on end.

      “I just told you I’m not struggling.”

      “Forgive me. My words are very clumsy today. I want you to have carefree days of happiness and rainbows. I want your eyes to sparkle. All the time. And no one’s eyes can sparkle when they have a nasty bill hanging over their head. There you have it.”

      “Great. And what do you expect from me in return?”

      “Nothing.”

      She didn’t bother trying to stifle a disbelieving laugh before she lowered her voice.

      “Nothing. Right. But if my gratitude made me want to take you back to my place for a blow job, you wouldn’t mind…?”

      If she’d expected her crudeness to offend him, she was mistaken. Another of those measured looks followed, but this time a gleam of admiration lit his eyes.

      “I plan to do any and everything I can do to get this relationship back on track. On track means we’re in the same bed at night. Don’t look so surprised. Did you expect me to deny it? We’re doing a mating dance, you and I, aren’t we? I’m like the male peacock. I’ve already shown you my feathers.” He gave her a pointed look. “Maybe you’d like to see what else I can do for you.”

      She gaped at him, sudden hot outrage making her face and ears burn and gluing her words to her tongue.

      So that was what he thought of her.

      But she had no one to blame but herself, did she? She was the genius who’d laid on her back and spread her legs within an hour of meeting him.

      “I see. Well, thanks for your gift. But no thanks.” Sudden bafflement made her shrill. “I mean, you knew I was coming off a tough breakup. You knew I needed a minute to think things through. Would it really have been that hard for you to be patient and wait, oh, I don’t know, a full week before you went around making grand gestures?”

      “Samira. It’s not that I can’t be patient.”

      “Well, what the hell is it, then?”

      He looked away with an irritable shrug, and she once again had the feeling that he was editing out far more than he was revealing.

      “It’s that things between us feel…different.”

      Her heart thudded. “Different from what?”

      He stared at her again, answering reluctantly.

      “Different from the way things have felt in the past. Things between us feel far too important to leave to chance. I won’t sit on my hands and hope things work out in my favor. That’s not who I am. If there’s information I can provide to help you decide to be with me, then I want you to have it.”

      “Yeah?” She laughed bitterly. “Well, I know this probably wasn’t your intention, but the information you gave me today was that you’re controlling and you think I’m greedy and materialistic. If a richer man came along and gave me a bigger check, do you think I’d take off with him? And why would you want money to play a role between us, anyway? Don’t you want the woman you’re with to want you for you? Don’t you think you deserve that?”

      He flinched.

      She waited a couple seconds, but he seemed beyond speech.

      “Okay, well, I don’t know what’s going on in your mind right now, but I’m not a gold digger.”

      He blinked. Frowned. “I never said that. But my mother always—”

      “Your mother?” Wow. Just when she’d thought he couldn’t lob a bigger insult her way. The hits just kept on coming and coming. “The woman you talked about so lovingly last night? Do I look like your mother?”

      “No,” he said grimly. “You do not.”

      “But you think that little of me.”

      “No.”

      “Whatever you say. I’ll write you a check,” she said, reaching for her purse.

      “What? I don’t want your check.”

      “And I don’t want your money,” she snapped.

      He ran his hands through his hair, pulling it back from his forehead until it seemed likely he’d rip it out by the roots. Then he dropped his hands and attempted a smile, evidently trying a different tactic with the insane woman.

      “Samira,” he said soothingly. “Why not pretend you won the lottery and enjoy the money? It’s my pleasure to give it.”

      Yeah, she’d been asking herself that same question for the last several minutes. The money could really help her. She could pay off the bill and start saving again. Sleep easier at night. Stop praying so hard for her used car’s long life and happiness.

      Yet her pride wouldn’t let her do any of that.

      Her pride demanded that she and Baptiste be on absolutely equal footing. She didn’t need the drama sure to follow when you let the man have all the control. How could she keep an objective view of their relationship, whatever it was, if he controlled the unholy trio—

      Her thoughts, her body and her finances?

      Oh, hell no.

      “You may have way more money than me, but I don’t want you to have the upper hand,” she said flatly. “That’s why.”

      “What?”

      “If I accept this money from you, you’re in charge. I owe you. And if I wanted to tell you to go to hell if you didn’t treat me right, I’d have to think twice about it because we’d no longer be equal. I’d be beholden to you. Dependent on you.”

      There was an excruciating pause.

      And then a disbelieving laugh from him, capped off by a lingering once-over that was just this side of a leer. He leaned in. Lowered his voice.

      “As long as you have me lying awake at night with a knot in my belly, a rock-hard queue and thoughts of your smile and your sweet pussy in my head, ma reine, then you have the upper hand. Trust me.”

      Much as his vulgarity made her long to smack the smirk off his face, it also made her entire body respond, from her tightening sex and aching nipples to her ragged breath.

      But she could pretend otherwise.

      “Wow. I’m all atingle,” she said coolly, reaching into her purse and withdrawing her checkbook with a shaky hand. “I’m not sure about the exchange rates at the moment, but I can look them up…”

      “Exchange rates?” His raised voice and startled laugh drew the attention of a couple people at the next table, so he hunkered over the table and lowered his volume again. “Samira, what are you talking about? Are you insane? Keep the money! It’s nothing to me! I spend more on clothes and shoes every month!”

      “Yeah, well, the money is everything to me, and my self-respect isn’t up for sale. I’m going to do what’s best for me, for a change. I’m going to listen to my own instincts.”

      He slumped back in his seat, watching her in slack-jawed astonishment.

      “What kind of woman are you?”

      Just when she’d thought she couldn’t get any angrier, he had to go and prove her wrong.

      “I’ll tell you what kind of woman I’m not,” she said despite her clenched jaw and the searing burn in her throat. “I’m not the kind of woman who’s going to lounge around with you on some yacht, sunbathing topless and having threesomes.”

      Incredulous silence from Baptiste, whose skin paled beneath his tan.

      She took the opportunity to flip to a blank page in her checkbook and try scrawling the information in the blanks with her unsteady hand. Unfortunately, it took her several clicks to get the pen going.

      “Is that what this is about?” he asked.

      Oh, God, he was back to urgent concern. She heard it in his voice as she signed the check with an angry flourish.

      “You looked me up online?” he continued. “You saw my colorful past and now you want nothing to do with me?”

      “This is about me letting you know who you’re dealing with.” She ripped the check from the book and held it across the table for him. “And who you’re not dealing with.”

      He didn’t move a muscle.

      “I knew you were different from other women.” The gleam in his eyes intensified. His jaw hardened with what looked like grim resolve. “I didn’t appreciate how different. I’ll never make that mistake again. I assure you.”

      “See that you don’t. Here’s your money.”

      “It’s my pleasure to give you the money with no strings attached. Please.”

      “What is going on here?” Samira asked, looking up at the ceiling with a disbelieving and humorless laugh. It wasn’t enough that God had to tempt her with the most intriguing man in the world who was also, by the way, the most unsuitable. Well, no. Baptiste could also be a cannibal. Then he’d be more unsuitable. It wasn’t enough that Samira was trying to do the right thing, was it, God? Oh, noooo. Why not also give the intriguing and unsuitable man a billion-dollar fortune and a willingness to spend it on her? “Am I being filmed for some horrible new reality TV show? Is this a test?”

      “I think it is a test,” he said darkly. “But maybe I’m the one being tested.”

      “Take it,” she snapped. “So we can both move on with our lives.”

      “You don’t have to do this.”

      “I do have to do this.”

      “Samira…”

      A lightbulb belatedly went off over her head.

      “Oh, okay. I get it. You think I don’t have the money to cover it, but I do. Well, as long as you give me a few days for the money to clear.” She flapped the check. “I sold my engagement ring to a jeweler down the street this morning, which was my plan all along. Take it.”

      He still didn’t move. He seemed beyond speech.

      She shrugged, silently awarding herself game, set and match. Then she dropped the check on the table in front of him, grabbed her bag and got up.

      Energized, he quickly caught her wrist to keep her from sweeping off in the grand exit she’d envisioned.

      She stiffened.

      Wished he’d let her go.

      Wished she were a little more determined to leave.

      You don’t need him anyway, girl. You don’t need the drama. Screw him.

      Yet she stood there, waiting.

      “Are you trying to say good-bye to me again?” he asked quietly, his searching gaze covering every inch of her face.

      Anger felt so much easier—and infinitely safer—than hurt or disappointment, so that was what she clung to.

      You don’t need him or anyone, Samira.

      “We’re not a good fit for a million reasons, Baptiste,” she said quietly, forcing herself to look him in the eye. “That’s the bottom line. Why not cut our losses? Like I said, it’s better to remember our perfect night together and leave it at that.”

      “I see.” His eyes narrowed as two vivid patches of color resolved over his cheekbones. He seemed angry as he released her arm. Possibly even hurt, if she didn’t know any better. “You don’t wish to be bothered with me. I’m not worth the effort.”

      Wait, what?

      “No,” she said, dismayed that he’d reached such a hurtful conclusion. “That’s not what I said. Where did you even get that from?”

      “Please,” he said coolly. “Enlighten me.”

      “I mean…”

      She looked wildly around the room and took a deep breath as she dropped back into her seat, trying to get her thoughts together and her mind right. Why did she need to say it aloud? Couldn’t he see that this thing between them had pending disaster written all over it?

      And through it all throbbed a relentless baseline that she could not get out of her head.

      What is it about this one man?

      Who gave him the right to waltz into my life and turn it upside down like this?

      “I mean…You like partying with topless women on yachts in Cannes. I like neighborhood bonfires in Journey’s End. You want free and easy. I want to get married and have a family. If someone drew a Venn diagram of our lives, they’d have no intersecting points because we have nothing in common. Why are we wasting each other’s time? Where can this possibly go between us?”

      He stared at her, a muscle working in his jaw.

      “I don’t know, ma reine, but we’d better figure it out before we drive each other insane,” he said grimly.
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      An hour later, Baptiste shifted gears and cranked his legs harder, ignoring both the burn in his thighs and the one in his lungs. Sweat rolled under his helmet and dripped into his eyes, making them sting, but the discomfort fueled him. He focused on the trail, which seemed to be reaching a clearing up where the dappled sunlight filtered through the trees, and on this never-ending hill, which evidently wanted to challenge him as much as Samira did. A searing pain raced up his side, but he pumped harder.

      Harder.

      Almost there…almost there…almost—

      “What the hell?” A glowering Daniel zoomed into his peripheral vision, signaling wildly. “Pull over, you crazy fuck! What are you trying to do?”

      Startled, his concentration broken, Baptiste slowed just as, sure enough, the trees gave way to an overlook high above the river. Really an amazing view. The sky blazed a brilliant blue; fall leaves lit the hillside on fire; the river wound its way through the valley below, a shimmering sapphire jewel that stole his remaining breath.

      Journey’s End was quite the little town, he was discovering. Much like Samira, it surprised him every day with its grace and beauty. And with its hidden treasures, like the delicious chocolate croissants and French press coffee he’d enjoyed at Java Nectar this morning, this bike trail and the kayak landing he’d eyed for tomorrow.

      Not that this was the moment to wax poetic about small Hudson River Valley towns.

      He got off, leaned his bike against the nearest picnic bench and slipped off his helmet just as Daniel and Sean pulled in beside him and did the same.

      Daniel was still in mid-rant.

      “Does this look like the Tour de France?” he gasped, sweeping his arms wide. “Are we training for some Olympic event I didn’t know about? Because I thought we were just taking a leisurely bike ride.”

      Baptiste rubbed the stitch in his side and frowned at him. “What’s your problem?”

      Sean, who’d doubled up, bracing his hands on his thighs as he panted, straightened and added his evil eye to Daniel’s.

      “The problem…is that…nobody’s trying…to catch a…heart attack.”

      Baptiste couldn’t believe his ears. “You two disgust me. We rode all over Napa with no problems. Now you act like you need to have your bikes fitted with training wheels.”

      Daniel unclipped his water bottle and took a long drink, watching Baptiste with something that looked like amused concern the whole time.

      “First you barely say two words at breakfast. Now you’re riding with a death wish. What’s up, Frenchie?”

      “Nothing.” Baptiste crossed his arms, feeling surly. “Tend your business.”

      Sean snorted. “Mind your business.”

      “Whatever. I don’t care to talk about it.”

      With that, Baptiste took one of his water bottles and dumped most of the contents over his own head in a vain attempt at cooling off.

      Daniel watched him for several seconds, then turned to Sean.

      “You might as well know. Baptiste has his eye on one of my employees. She’s got him on the ropes already, even though they just met. It’s not pretty.”

      “Ah,” said Sean, now regarding Baptiste with deepest pity.

      “I am not on the ropes,” Baptiste snapped. “Whatever that means. Sounds like a distasteful boxing term.”

      “It is a boxing term,” Daniel said. “It means you’re one step away from being knocked out and going down for the count. And if you get my winery into any sort of trouble for sexual harassment, I’m going to kick your Gallic ass. We clear?”

      He ended his threat with a chilling smile, which Baptiste ignored.

      Instead—why not; he had nothing to lose other than the remaining fragments of his pride, correct? —Baptiste reached for his wallet inside the wrist pouch he wore and pulled out the check.

      “Look at this,” he cried, flapping it in Daniel’s face. “She wrote me a check.”

      “Why?” Sean asked blankly.

      “I paid one of her bills for her, and she accused me of treating her like a charity case. She said I’m controlling. That I’m moving too fast. Me! And then she wrote this check and all but shoved it up my ass when she gave it to me.”

      Daniel and Sean snorted back their laughter, which did nothing to help Baptiste’s mood.

      “I fail to see any humor here. Where is the problem? I throw money at women. They catch it. Then we have sex. It’s a crude system, I admit, but it works for me. It’s worked for the women. Any of the last ten women I’ve been with would have been happy to marry me and make the system permanent. And yet this woman, who I—”

      Baptiste caught himself just in time, right before he completed the sentence with some nonsense that was half-formed in his mind, even now.

      This woman who I want more than I’ve ever wanted another woman.

      This woman who I think about nonstop, almost to the point of obsession.

      This woman who has, in two short days, commandeered my every thought, hope and wish?

      Frustrated and disgusted with himself, Baptiste blew out a breath, put the check away and dumped the rest of the water on his head.

      “The thing is, I know women,” he continued. “I have a lot of experience with women. I could write a book about women. And yet precious little of what I’ve learned about women seems to help me with her. What sense does that make?”

      Sean backed up a step. “Whoa.”

      Daniel whistled. “You need to climb down off the ledge, Frenchie. I’ve never seen you like this. What’s gotten into you?”

      What a stupid question.

      “You think I know?” Baptiste snarled.

      Daniel held his hands up. “I’m not the enemy here.”

      “No, but you walk around with sunshine and light on your happy little face,” Baptiste said. “So you tell me: what does she want?”

      Daniel recoiled. “Excuse me?”

      “You are happy with your woman now, so that makes you my expert. Sean is a loser when it comes to women—”

      Sean, who’d stooped to check the air pressure in his tires, looked up with a frown. “Hey.”

      “—and all he ever does is whine about the woman who left him for his brother—”

      “That’s not technically what happened,” Sean said, straightening.

      “—and have one-night stands, so he can’t help me.” Baptiste centered all his desperation on Daniel, who surely had some nuggets of romantic wisdom to share before Baptiste lost his mind altogether. “That makes you my best hope, Daniel. What the hell does she want?”

      “I barely know her,” Daniel protested. “And I had to figure out my own shit with Zoya. You don’t get to weasel out of doing your own suffering by copying what worked for me. That ain’t fair. I’ve been waiting fourteen years to get Zoya back. You haven’t even known Samira a week yet.”

      This reminder did nothing to help Baptiste’s mood.

      A week! Not even a week yet. And yet he felt a driving urgency to…

      To work things out with Samira with the goal of…

      What, exactly?

      He didn’t even know. That was a big part of his problem.

      He had no fucking idea.

      All he knew was that he wanted—needed? —it.

      To be fair, Samira had made several valid points. They had precious little in common, other than a love of laughter, desserts, Shakespeare, art museums and sex with each other. As a French citizen, he was wildly unsuitable for her on geographic grounds, if nothing else. Worse, he’d never had a successful romantic relationship, much less a successful long-distance or long-term relationship, had never observed a successful marriage and didn’t even believe in love.

      If he added up all of his flaws, they didn’t just make him unsuitable for her. They made him the most unsuitable. The ultimate in unsuitability.

      Well, no. He supposed he could become a merman. That would be worse.

      And yet, everything inside him stood up and shouted that if she only met him halfway, he would bend over backward to demonstrate that her faith in him was not misplaced. He would treat her like a queen in every possible way.

      To see Samira’s eyes sparkle at him all the time?

      He’d lay the world at her feet.

      All this for a woman he hadn’t known for a week yet.

      He looked to the sky for divine inspiration or intervention. Blew out a shaky laugh.

      “I suppose I’m insane,” he said glumly, wiping his face on the bottom of his shirt before reaching for his remaining water bottle. “I never lose my head. I never get worked up. Perhaps I’ve suffered a brain injury. Good psychiatric help is what I need. Feel free to refer me to someone.”

      Daniel made a derisive sound. “Stop being such a drama queen. There’s nothing special about you. You think you’re the only person to ever fall in love?”

      Baptiste, who’d taken a big sip, choked and coughed, spewing water in every direction.

      Daniel and Sean ducked, exchanged a look and burst into raucous laughter before taking turns pounding Baptiste on the back. Their amusement only worsened Baptiste’s confusion.

      Love?

      “Love?” Another hacking fit followed. “N-no one said anything about love. First of all, there is no love.” Baptiste cleared his hoarse throat. “Love is a fiction invented by poets and the people who sell flowers for Valentine’s Day. Every thinking person knows this.”

      “Yeah, okay, chief,” Daniel said, still pounding his back.

      “Actually, he may be on to something,” Sean said thoughtfully.

      “Second,” Baptiste said loudly, stepping away before one or the other of them dislocated something in his spine, “even if there is love, you don’t fall in love right away. You grow into it. Over time.”

      “Wrong,” said Daniel. “I pretty much knew the night I met her—when I was twenty-one—that I was going to marry Zoya. I even joked about it with her. You think I went around saying that kind of shit to every woman I dated?”

      “Well, I certainly haven’t joked about—” Baptiste began, swelling with outrage.

      “Oh, okay,” Daniel said. “My mistake.”

      Baptiste eased down, breathing easier.

      “But I have a hypothetical question for you,” Daniel said, a distinct gleam of something disquieting in his eyes. “Don’t think about it. Just answer off the top of your head.”

      “Fine,” Baptiste said warily.

      “If Samira came to you today and said, ‘let’s move in together,’ what would you say? Better yet, if she wanted to have a kid with you, what would you tell her?”

      Baptiste knew it was too soon. He knew his friends were watching him closely, and there would be hell to pay if he got this wrong and revealed any further vulnerability. But he could no more contain the sudden soaring joy at the thought—fleeting though it was—than he could become fluent in Vietnamese by dinner.

      It all flashed through his mind:

      Going to sleep with Samira.

      Waking up to her bright eyes and her laughter.

      The sweet-smelling brown-haired baby in his lap.

      A house. A home. A life.

      He wanted all of it with a hot ferocity that roared up his neck and made his face and ears burn.

      Badly shaken—what the hell had happened to him since he laid eyes on that woman? —he opened his mouth to issue a denial. But nothing came out, and the damage had already been done anyway.

      “That’s what I thought,” Daniel said dryly.

      “Look.” Sean edged forward and pushed Daniel out of the way, sparing Baptiste from having to manufacture a coherent comeback out of whole cloth. “Someone’s got to be the voice of reason here.”

      “Here we go,” Daniel muttered.

      “What? You mean you?” Baptiste asked Sean, aghast. “Why would I want your advice when it comes to a special woman?”

      “Because I’ve been where you are, man,” Sean said. “I let a woman get inside my head once. I thought she was special. I thought there were signs. And you know what came of it? A big fat nothing, other than a lot of sleepless nights and me wondering if I was crazy for seeing things that weren’t there.”

      Daniel shook his head, crossed his arms and glowered at Sean.

      Sean focused on Baptiste and ignored this dissent. “You’re wondering if you’re crazy? Let me help you out. The answer is yes. Lust is making you crazy. You can’t think straight right now. My recommendation? Head on back to France and forget you ever met this woman before you really get yourself hurt. Like I did.”

      Baptiste stared at Sean and digested this advice, not liking the sound of any of it.

      Leave Samira?

      Go back to France?

      His entire body clenched at the thought.

      No. Absolutely not.

      Not that he planned to admit any of this aloud.

      Luckily, Daniel stepped in again.

      “Yeah, okay,” he said, slinging an arm around Baptiste’s shoulder, steering him away from Sean and turning him loose again. “You want my best advice? Ignore everything this knucklehead just told you.”

      “What the hell?” said Sean, looking around in surprise.

      “You’re a great friend and I love you, but you’ve been spinning this tragic tale of lost love the whole time I’ve known you, and enough is enough,” Daniel told Sean.

      “Meaning?” Sean asked aggressively.

      “Meaning you were never with this woman,” Daniel said. “There was never a relationship to lose. You never had a chance. Your brother Mike didn’t steal anything away from you; you never had it to begin with. And if you weren’t so busy weaving this fantasy victim story, you’d see that your situation has nothing to do with Baptiste’s. So you have no business giving him advice about anything other than how to cook a good steak. Chef.”

      Crooked smile from Sean. “We’re going to put it all out there like that? You want me to mention how much time you spent walking around like a kicked puppy when we first got back to Journey’s End? How many times I had to peel you up off the floor?”

      “Feel free, man.” Daniel let out an incredulous laugh as he swept his arm wide in a the floor is yours gesture. “You think any of that matters now that I’ve got Zoya back? You think I wouldn’t go through it all again to make sure I get to marry her in the end?”

      Daniel turned to Baptiste, still chuckling. “It’s up to you, man. You want to take advice from the guy who’s never been with a woman for longer than a football season—”

      “He’s never been with a woman longer than a football season!” Sean said fairly, jerking his thumb at Baptiste.

      “—or do you want to take advice from the guy who’s about to lock down having his dream woman in bed with him every night for the rest of his life?” Daniel shrugged. “Up to you.”

      Baptiste thought about having Samira with him every night, and there was no decision to be made.

      “Sorry, Sean,” he said, taking a step closer to Daniel. “I don’t think you’re the loser that Daniel does, but you’re still a pretty big loser. No offense.”

      “Both of y’all can kiss my black ass,” Sean said, turning away to admire the view as he drank deeply from his water bottle.

      Baptiste looked to Daniel, his simmering frustration making him impatient. “So what’s your advice? Do you have something I can use?”

      “Yeah, listen. You’ve got to dial it back from eleven.”

      “What?”

      “Haven’t you ever seen This Is Spinal Tap?” Daniel asked. “Never mind. We’ll get you some American culture later. The point is, there’s no rush. I’m proof of that. Zoya and I had a connection the first night we met, and we still have it fourteen years later. So if it’s there and it’s strong, it’s not going anywhere. No need to hit her like a ton of bricks. Give her a little space to come up to speed. She’s a sensible woman. She’s got her head on straight, from what I can see. She’s not looking for a sugar daddy or the hottest parties. She’s not the supermodel-movie starlet type. So don’t approach her like that.”

      Baptiste mentally kicked his own ass for shooting himself in the foot by ignoring his instincts and paying Samira’s bill. He’d known Samira was different from other women. Why hadn’t he listened to his gut?

      He growled with frustration. “That’s the only type I know how to deal with!”

      “Take her out to a movie. Go down to the city for the weekend and hang out. Cook her dinner. There’s time enough for the private plane and the credit card later, once you get to know each other better.”

      That made some sense, but . . .

      “I want to point out that I haven’t said anything about love,” Baptiste said. “I want to make sure we’re all very clear—”

      “Do yourself a favor and shut the hell up before you make any more pronouncements you’ll have to retract before it’s all over,” Daniel said. “You’re marching around making declarations like you think you’re Napoleon or something—”

      “Napoleon was Corsican. Not French,” Baptiste said.

      “—and the next thing you know, you’ll be posing for a statue.” Daniel struck a pose, planting his feet wide, sticking out his chest, jamming his hands on his hips and tipping his chin up. They all laughed. “And then how will you look if and when you ask Samira to marry you? Don’t think I won’t embarrass your ass at your wedding reception.”

      “You’ve gone too far.” Baptiste’s face still felt as though it was in flames, and this whole discussion had left him feeling more than a little rattled. “What if Samira turns out to be a Fatal Attraction woman? Ah, you see, you thought I didn’t know any American culture. Never underestimate me again. But what if she’s the crazy one? What if I have to run back to France to get away from her? Have you considered that scary scenario?”

      Daniel laughed at him. “Samira? Please. Now you just sound foolish.”

      “I didn’t come to Journey’s End for a relationship. I didn’t ask for this big knot in my stomach. I was minding my own business!” Baptiste said, desperation getting the best of him. “I want to make it through this in one piece. What should I do?”

      “Pray,” Daniel said, giving Baptiste’s shoulder a supportive squeeze. “Pray.”
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      Late that afternoon, Samira grabbed her potluck item, left her house and walked down the wooded portion of the riverwalk to the Halloween bonfire. The rustling leaves provided a nice shade from the sun, which apparently still didn’t realize it was the end of October. She was beginning to wonder if she should take off her jean jacket when a top-of-the-line Tesla in gleaming black with blackout windows passed with the smooth purr of a powerful engine.

      Whoa. Nice car.

      Without warning, the car reversed, zoomed back to her and stopped, the front passenger side window gliding down.

      Honestly, she had to laugh. Journey’s End had always been a small town, but rarely had it been this small.

      “If I turn my head and see Jean-Baptiste Mercier driving this Tesla,” she said without breaking stride, “I’m going to lose my freaking mind.”

      “Pardonnez-moi, madame,” he said, his voice heavy with laughter as he rolled alongside her while keeping one eye on the rearview mirror, “but I’m a stranger here in your town and I wonder if you could help me? I’m on my way to the Halloween bonfire.”

      “That depends.” She finally glanced his way to discover that he looked wickedly handsome in a baseball cap and aviator sunglasses. The sight of him, predictably, set off a swarm of butterflies in her belly. “Were you invited?”

      “Yes. By a very intriguing woman.”

      She felt a wild surge of relief. Funny how it was only now that she realized she’d been holding her breath since their argument this morning, waiting to see if he still planned to come. He’d said he would, but what men said and what they did were often two very different things.

      “Intriguing women can be problematic,” she warned. “Maybe you should stick with mildly interesting women.”

      “Ah, but think how bored I would be then.”

      To disguise how much she liked his answer, she ran a loving hand along the car’s roof. “Nice car.”

      “I’m surprised to hear you say that. I would think that a woman who turns up her nose at luxury items and displays of wealth, such as yourself, wouldn’t notice a fine car like this one.”

      “You French really are terrible listeners, aren’t you?”

      He came to a complete stop, laughing. The sound enticed her enough to stop walking so she could brace her free hand on the door and lean in to speak to him through the window.

      “I never turned my nose up at luxury items,” she continued. “I had an engagement ring from Tiffany, didn’t I?”

      “Ah.” His expression went very still behind his sunglasses. “So it’s only my luxury items that trouble you.”

      She thought that over. This really wasn’t the sort of thing she wanted to get into by the side of the road, but what the hell?

      “Putting the cart before the horse is what troubles me. I had a handsome fiancé, a beautiful engagement ring, an amazing dress and would have had the wedding of the year. All my friends were jealous because my life looked perfect. But I would have been married to the wrong man. That would have been a huge disaster.” She paused. “So if you and I are going to have any kind of a relationship—”

      “You and I do have a relationship.”

      “—then I don’t want to build it on quicksand.”

      Another car drove by just then, tooting as it veered around them. Baptiste took off his sunglasses, tossed them onto the dashboard and looked at her with eyes that were, as usual, way too hot. Much too intense.

      “Ride to the bonfire with me. Before we cause a traffic accident. You should have let me pick you up like I wanted.”

      She glanced down the riverwalk, where she didn’t have far to go before she reached the park, then turned back to him and the tempting comfort of his car.

      “We really shouldn’t arrive together,” she said, although her heart wasn’t in it. “People from work will be there. What would we tell them?”

      “How about we tell them the outlandish tale that I ran into you by the side of the road and offered a ride?”

      She hesitated.

      He sighed loudly, leaning back against the headrest, scrunching his eyes closed and rubbing his hands across his face. When he emerged again, it was with a humorless laugh.

      “God is very ironic. I never realized until now.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Every woman I’ve ever been with has been thrilled to be seen with me. They like to pose at events and on red carpets with me. One enterprising woman even made an anonymous”—he made quotation marks with his fingers— “phone call so the paparazzi would catch us leaving a hotel together. Yet the one woman I want refuses to be seen with me, even in tiny Journey’s End, a town barely on anyone’s map.”

      He shrugged helplessly, putting the car in gear.

      “Perhaps this is that horrible karma everyone is always talking about, coming for me on behalf of those other women. I’ll see you at the bon—”

      Something about the forlorn look on his face was absolutely intolerable to her. She would not be responsible for making him look like that. So when an irresistible impulse demanded that she open the door, slide inside, plunk herself down and put her food on the backseat, she went with it.

      “Stop feeling sorry for yourself,” she said as she shut the door again, more to distract herself from the astonished delight spreading across his expression than anything else. “Americans hate self-pity. I told you.”

      His laughter echoed inside the cocooned world of the car. He watched her, eyes glittering, as she buckled up, noting everything from her face down to the way the slit in her black maxi sundress slid away from her legs. When she got settled, he took her hand and pressed a lingering and fervent kiss to it as he pulled off.

      She shivered and ran the backs of her fingers across his lush lips, her skin growing tighter and tighter with each passing second.

      She couldn’t breathe.

      By the time he turned into the park, pulled into a shady space on the outskirts of the lot and killed the engine, she was more than ready for him.

      He unbuckled and reached for her across the console, taking her face in his hands.

      She had time to unbuckle and whisper his name.

      Then he was kissing her…kissing her…kissing her.

      His lips were firm and insistent, more delicious and persuasive than she’d remembered. His skilled hands went to work, massaging her nape…smoothing over her cheeks… gliding up and down her neck. It really was miraculous the way those hands somehow managed to ignite every far corner of her body without ever traveling further south than her shoulders.

      Samira went wild. That was the only reaction her body knew when he touched her. She got as close as she could, surging into him and gripping his forearms to make sure he never let her go.

      As for any passing neighbors or coworkers?

      She couldn’t care less in those overheated moments.

      Her thoughts were limited to how much she wanted him back inside her and a vague feeling of gratitude for the black-out windows. Stopping was the very last thing on her mind.

      She’d missed him too much.

      Needed this too much.

      In the end, he was the one who broke away and rested his forehead against hers, his chest heaving.

      They caught their breath while he kept an anchoring hand on the back of her neck. His free hand slid beneath her jeans jacket and rested on her belly, a heavy and possessive presence that kept her right where she wanted to be.

      “I think I deserve an award,” he said, his voice ragged.

      She almost smiled at that. “Again? For what?”

      His fingers found the slit in her dress…trailed lazily up and down her thigh…circled around to the inside edge of her panties…and stopped.

      Stopped.

      She squirmed, half crazed with lust.

      “For keeping my hands to myself when I’m dying to make you come again. For remembering that we have some issues to address first.” His hand returned to her belly and stayed there. “You should thank me.”

      She took a shuddering breath.

      “I’m not feeling that grateful at the moment, to be honest.”

      “I’m sorry about the money,” he said urgently. “I never meant to insult you. You know that.”

      “I know,” she said, nodding.

      His corded muscles loosened, some of his tension leaching away.

      “I miss touching you like this.”

      “I miss it, too.”

      “You don’t know how much I wish I was inside you right now.”

      “I have some idea.”

      He sighed. Turned her loose to lean back against his seat again. Studied her, unsmiling, his gaze lingering on her hairline, where he smoothed the baby hair away from her forehead. Her eyes. Her mouth.

      “Why do you look so sad?” she asked.

      “I’m not sad,” he said quietly. “I’m very happy to be spending time with you. But it’s hard to hold myself in check.”

      “This is you happy? If you get any happier, we’ll need a suicide watch.”

      He grinned. Sobered again just as quickly.

      “My head is very full of stern warnings and reminders.”

      “Is that right? Don’t forget to get the Tesla washed later? That sort of thing?”

      He laughed, then reverted to looking sadder than ever. “No. Don’t lose your head about a woman you just met. Keep your mouth shut. Don’t overwhelm Samira. Don’t think about what Daniel said. That sort of thing.”

      Everything inside her went very still and listened on high alert as she frowned at him.

      “Well, that’s a lot of mysteries in a few sentences. Where should I start?”

      “Nowhere. I’m keeping my mouth shut so I don’t overwhelm you.”

      “Overwhelm me with what?” she asked lightly.

      His lips twisted into a crooked smile. “You will not trick me with your clever questioning.”

      “No?” Pouting, she shifted around to face him and put a hand on his abs, enjoying the way his muscles leapt in response. His breath stuttered as she leaned in, tipping her face toward his. “What about bribery? Are you susceptible to bribery?”

      “Very.”

      Grinning, she eased even closer. He put a hand on her cheek, angling his mouth—

      She deftly twisted around, grabbed her food container from the backseat and thrust it at him. “Here you go.”

      “I was promised sex!” he cried, outraged.

      “This is even better,” she said, opening the lid.

      “Doubtful,” he grumbled. “You shouldn’t tease a man like—oh, what are those?”

      “These are Rice Krispie treats with M and Ms in them,” she said triumphantly. “All the little kids go nuts for these whenever we have a potluck. Adults, too. Try one.”

      He’d already helped himself to the fattest square he could find and took an eager bite.

      She watched as his eyes rolled closed while he chewed, his face slackening into ecstasy.

      “You like?”

      “I cannot speak,” he said.

      The compliment shouldn’t thrill her this much—how much honor was there in creating a dessert treat that took five minutes and had a handful of ingredients, after all? —but she grinned idiotically anyway. Until he reached for another one, forcing her to slam the lid on his fingertips.

      “Hey!” he yelped.

      “They’re for children.”

      “And I take childish delight in eating them.”

      “Well, I suppose,” she said, sighing dramatically as she opened the lid again. “Just this one time.”

      “Thank you, ma reine,” he said, kissing her again.

      “Don’t thank me. They’re a bribe, remember? Now you need to tell me what you were talking about a minute ago.”

      “Can’t I finish my treats?”

      “No!”

      She’d also brought tiny paper plates, so she found one and held it out for him. He sourly but dutifully put his treats down and took a deep breath.

      “I want to talk to you,” he said. “About the articles you read about me.”

      “It’s okay,” she said quickly, not wanting to open the topic for discussion, curious though she was. There was too much potential for her to lapse into some sort of involuntary and inappropriate display of jealousy or possessiveness, and she couldn’t have that. “It doesn’t matter to me anyway, and you don’t owe me any explanations—”

      He stared her down with those green eyes of his, an uncompromising look of such reproach that she felt utterly ridiculous, as though she’d denied being alive.

      “Are you a liar, Samira?” he asked quietly.

      She flinched. “What? No.”

      “Then why are you lying to me?”

      “I’m not—”

      “Do you want me to go first? Would that make you feel better? Fine. I will confess that the sight of you holding hands at the office with your former fiancé hours after you climbed out of my bed made me want to smash something. Jealousy is not an emotion I’m familiar with. I don’t like it. But I felt it.”

      He stared at her, waiting.

      Samira fumed in silence for a moment, telling herself to keep her big fat mouth shut and not give this man the keys to the kingdom on Day 3.

      “I don’t just spill my feelings like that,” she snapped. “We’re getting to know each other. You never promised me exclusivity, or anything like that. So it’s really none of my business.”

      His lips curled into something dangerously close to a sneer. “And to think you just lectured me about not wanting to build a relationship on quicksand.”

      She grimaced, silently cursing both her faulty poker face for landing her in this mess and him for putting her so squarely on the spot.

      Fuming, she thought back to her relationship with Terrance. All the times she should have spoken up and been honest about her feelings and had instead swallowed them whole and ignored the resulting stomachache.

      “You want complete honesty?” she asked. “Fine. If that’s the type you go for, what do you want with me? And how soon until you go back to your little European playground and your topless Caucasian beauties?”

      “Ah.” A glimmer of amusement lit his eyes. “I suspected that was all in there.”

      Now that he’d unleashed her biggest inner demon—everyone she cared about left her eventually; the only question was the timing—this was no time for jokes.

      “Don’t dodge the question.”

      “I have no intention of dodging,” he said levelly. “That’s why I wanted to bring this up and get it out of the way. Have there been women? Yes. A lot of women? Yes. I’m a grown man. I enjoy women. I lost my head a little when my uncle died. I partied and had a good time. I don’t apologize.”

      “Lovely,” she said, eyeballing her escape route. She had to fight the wild urge to dump the treats in his lap, climb out and slam the door in his face. “Good talk. Thanks for sharing.”

      “But this is the thing: I do promise you exclusivity while we’re together. Look at me.” He put a hand on her arm to keep her where she was, his voice and expression gentling. She reluctantly faced him again, trying not to wear her entire heart on her face. “You have more in common with a hedgehog than you do with any of those women. That’s why I’m here with you. Not them.”

      She examined his face for signs of insincerity and found none. Not that she was ready to give herself permission to get her hopes up.

      “That’s why you’re with me? A hedgehog fetish?”

      He burst into startled laughter. She laughed too, at least until he pulled her in again, raining kisses all over her face and mouth. Greedy for the feel of him, she ran her fingers up his arms and into his hair, catching handfuls of his silky curls. The sound of their harsh breath and her tiny mewls of pleasure filled the car. When he released her this time, her hot blood urged her not to let him go. She leaned into him, chasing his mouth, but he denied her by putting his lips to her ear.

      “I have a fetish for you,” he said. “Only you.”

      She nodded, glad he couldn’t see her face at the moment. Her burning cheeks probably glowed like a stoplight at night.

      He sat back. Ran rough hands over his face, clearly trying to regain some measure of control.

      She had to laugh. “This luxury car doesn’t provide cold showers, does it?”

      “Eh,” he said, grinning. “That was an optional upgrade on this rental. I didn’t think I would need it.”

      More laughter on both sides until he sobered and eyed her closely.

      “So, we’ve settled several things between us, correct? Let’s make sure we both agree so I can get my soul food. Daniel and Sean acted like we were riding in the Tour de France today. I’m very fangry.”

      “Hangry.”

      “First,” he said, ignoring this interruption with dignity, “You understand about my past with women. You’re jealous, of course, but you’ve moved past it.”

      “What?”

      She punched him once in his rock-hard biceps and was going in for another when he caught her fist. Kissed it.

      “Second,” he continued, his smile fading away to a searching look that was mesmerizing in its intensity. Absolutely hypnotic. “We’ve agreed to exclusivity while we work on this relationship. Haven’t we?”

      Much as she didn’t want to deny him anything when he looked at her like that, her self-protective instincts simply would not sit down and shut up.

      “Baptiste…”

      “Don’t think. Don’t talk yourself out of it. Here. Close your eyes.”

      In cases like this, where fear wrapped around her torso like a hungry boa constrictor, bravado and distraction were always the best options.

      “I’m not closing my eyes, so you can forget it.”

      “Do you think your bluster is going to keep me away?” he asked quietly. “Close them.”

      She sighed, trying to regulate her too-fast breathing. Leaned back against her seat. Closed her eyes.

      He was immediately right there again, lips to her ear with one hand on her neck and the other on her belly. It was simultaneously soothing and wildly arousing, especially when the one hand slid up to cover her thumping heart.

      “Answer from here,” he said, tapping a finger against her chest. “We’re together now. And we’re exclusive. Aren’t we?”

      The answer came quickly and easily when she sat quietly like this, as though it was a part of her body and had always been inside her somewhere, waiting for the right moment to come out.

      “Yes.”

      Beside her, his breath hitched. “Yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good girl,” he said, pressing a sweetly lingering kiss to her lips.

      She opened her eyes again.

      He was right there, all bright green eyes and simmering excitement.

      “Daniel told me something today,” he said slowly. “He is often a fool, so my tendency is not to listen. But in this one particular case, he may be right.”

      “And what did he tell you?” she said, laughing.

      “Well, first he told me not to overwhelm you when we’ve only just met. Clearly bad advice.”

      “Clearly.”

      Baptiste hesitated. Took a very long time to speak, muscles working in his throat as he gathered his words.

      “He said that…sometimes you just know.”

      Samira debated whether to ask the follow-up question. The potential for hurt was too great, and his answer, she realized to her growing dismay, mattered far too much for a woman determined to keep her feelings on lockdown.

      In the end? Her curiosity never gave her a choice.

      “Know what?” she asked quietly.

      He stared her in the face, unsmiling now.

      “You need to start thinking about how you’d feel if I fell for you a little bit.” A vivid flush crept over his cheeks. “That wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world, would it?”

      She gasped and looked for signs of insincerity. But there was nothing other than his gaze, which was direct and surprisingly vulnerable.

      “That depends,” she said after a beat or two.

      “On?”

      “How often that happens to you.”

      “It’s never happened to me before now, ma reine.”

      There was only one smart thing to do when a man you’d only known for a few days (incidentally the sexiest and most intriguing man in the world) professed to be falling for you: you dismissed it.

      Maybe you shot him down outright (you don’t expect me to believe that, do you?), or maybe you joked it away (right, because there’s such a shortage of available women in France to fall in love with).

      Either way, the only intelligent strategy was to deflect. Disbelieve.

      Yet she couldn’t dismiss his words or the answering ache in her chest. The moment meant far too much to her, and his big heart sat right there on his face for her to see.

      It lit his eyes when he looked at her.

      It stopped her breath.

      Maybe he couldn’t really fall for her so quickly. But he sure believed he had.

      “It’s too soon to talk about anything like that,” she said.

      “Ah.” His pause was long and deliberate, punctuated by a wry smile. “So I can feel it deep inside. But I must not speak about it. Understood.”

      “Baptiste…”

      “Out of curiosity, when is it acceptable to discuss?”

      She thought that over.

      “After one of us has the flu and the other one has to be the nurse. After I eat the last brownie in the house when you thought it was yours, and you want to hit me. When we have our first big fight without calling each other names or saying things we can’t take back.”

      “You’re very wise. But what if I feel as though I know the most important things about you already?”

      God. When would this man stop making her head spin?

      “People don’t fall for each other after just a couple of days,” she said firmly.

      “Ordinarily not,” he agreed easily.

      Her heart sank. Just a little.

      “But which part of the two of us together has been ordinary?”

      Samira couldn’t answer.

      Luckily, he took pity on her.

      “So,” he said crisply. “Now that we’ve agreed to a committed—”

      “I never said committed!” she cried in mock outrage.

      “—and monogamous relationship,” he said, pressing two fingers to her lips to prevent any further protests, “are you ready for our next chapter together?”

      “No,” she said on a shaky laugh as she batted his hand away. “I’m scared to death. And you should be, too. Especially since you’re about to meet my parents.”

      His grin threatened to blind her.

      “I’ve never been more excited in my life. I can’t wait for more adventures with you. Let’s go.”
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        Meet the Billionaires of Journey’s End…

        

        One-night stands never lead to happily-ever-afters.

        Or do they?

      

      
        The road to true love never runs smooth. Especially when a sexy French billionaire meets his match in a no-nonsense career woman from small-town Journey’s End.
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        Chapter 1

      

      Jean-Baptiste Mercier worked hard to repress his smile—at least some of it, if not all—but his cheeks refused to cooperate. Spending time with the woman in the passenger seat of his rental car did that to him. Suddenly he was part golden retriever, happy with the world and excited to experience the evening’s adventures.

      “Are you going to keep grinning like that?” Samira Palmer, the beautiful source of all his enthusiasm, raised a brow. She kept her answering smile severely repressed, but her laughing eyes gave her away. For this evening’s Halloween bonfire in her hometown, Journey’s End in the Hudson River Valley, she wore a black maxi sundress beneath her jean jacket. One that allowed a breathtaking view of her shapely mahogany legs down below and her cleavage up top. Controlling his hands proved as challenging as reining in his smile, so he gave in to the impulse to trail his fingers up her thigh. “Everyone in the park is going to know we’ve been—stop that!”

      She smacked his hand away, squirming out of his reach as best she could.

      “What? I’m not allowed to touch you now? I feel like we should consummate our new relationship. Strictly to make it legal.”

      “First of all, consummation is for marriage,” she said, rearranging her dress so that her bare flesh was no longer visible to his avid gaze.

      Without missing a beat, he leaned across the console to nuzzle the silky and fragrant side of her neck, capturing a whiff of sandalwood in the process. He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her as close as he could.

      “Marriage. Got it. My mistake.”

      “Second,” she continued, a distinct and breathless coo in her voice now as she tipped her head to the side to give him better access, “we’re going to put sex on the shelf while we get to know each other.”

      “Indeed,” he murmured against her neck, where he could feel her pulse thud its way to the thousand-beats-per-minute range. She melted into dark chocolate pudding when he scraped his teeth along the sensitive tendons, which gave him the idea to slide his hand up her side, beneath her jacket, and flick her nipples with his thumbs for the pure pleasure of feeling her gasp and arch against him. Ah. There it was. “Well, if you think celibacy is for the best, then who am I to argue with you?”

      “And finally,” she said, her voice dissolving into little more than a whimper as he continued to stroke her breasts, “we’ve just agreed to see each other, right? No need for all this talk about legalities.”

      He didn’t like the word just.

      Raising his head, he pulled back enough to look into her brown eyes, glazed now with lust. But beneath that? Trepidation. Which was only fair, he supposed, when you were a small-town career woman who’d recently been engaged to another man and now found yourself unexpectedly embroiled in a passionate new affair with a French billionaire—Baptiste.

      In fact, what had she called him yesterday?

      Ah, yes. An international player.

      More words he didn’t like.

      “You’re mistaken, ma reine.” My queen. He took great care to maintain his hold on her breasts, which were deliciously soft and full, both to maintain the renewed connection between them and to remind her that he now had full access to her body with no intention of relinquishing it. “You have finally seen it my way, which is that a one-night stand could never be enough between us. We’ve agreed both that we’re forming a relationship and that it will be exclusive. Two things that I, for one, have never done before. So, you see, we’ve passed many relationship milestones already in our short time together, and there is a need for legalities.”

      “I see,” she said. “And what do you suggest?”

      What his seething hormones and rock-hard queue urged him to suggest was that they skip the bonfire, go back to his hotel suite and spend tonight as they’d spent their first night together—with him buried to the hilt inside her and their limbs twined together.

      But…this was his opportunity to spend some time getting to know her and her delightful town better, and he wanted to meet her parents, who would also be at the bonfire.

      That being the case, right now all they could do was the next best thing.

      So he flashed her a dark look of intent and reached under the hem of her dress.

      “Baptiste!” She shut her thighs to him, clamping down on his left wrist. “We are in a public—”

      He put his lips to her ear. “Shhh. The windows are darkened. We’re parked far away, under a tree. No one can see us.”

      She made a sound, half shaky laugh and half shuddering sigh. Cast a furtive look around with her too-bright eyes, and saw what he saw—namely that the car faced a park full of people, none of whom were within a hundred meters of them. Looked back at him, her face flushed and her lips dewy.

      He stared at her through his heavy-lidded eyes, trying to smile despite the growing tightness in his chest and throat and the blue balls that would keep aching until he got inside her tight pussy again.

      “I’ve never done anything like this,” she said helplessly.

      There was only one response to that.

      “Because you were waiting for me, chérie,” he said tenderly.

      She hesitated.

      “It’s okay,” he said softly. “Anything we do to give each other pleasure is okay.”

      Shaky laugh from Samira, tinged with despair. “Why can’t I ever tell you no?”

      That wasn’t the question at all.

      “Why do you keep trying?” he asked, curling his fingers against her satiny thigh…
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